HITCH HIKER by CORA ANN METZ
It was Saturday morning.  A heavy rain beat a dismal tune on my concrete balcony, awakening me from a deep sleep.  The rhythmic drops signaled a day of dreary autumn weather, the kind that makes me want to tuck my head underneath the warm covers.  But the annoying drops canceled my plans to snooze more.  Still groggy, I stepped over to the window and drew the curtains back, frowning at the thick, gray clouds weeping incessantly and shrouding the morning in gloom.  The wind whistled furiously through the stately trees, bending their sturdy branches just short of snapping them off.  Leaves scattered at the mercy of the erratic wind’s force.  It was a day to stay home, chill, read, wait and hope that this depressing weather would break to reveal some warm, rejuvenating sunshine.  In weather like this, I would usually stay in bed, nurse a cup of hot tea and pore over new magazines, which had been stacking up.  But I wanted a newspaper, more so for the puzzles and comics, which have become a part of my daily routine.     I thought I must be crazy to chance going out in weather like this when I could stay in.  With stubborn determination over-riding my waning common sense, I decided to make the trip anyway.  

Remembering that my umbrella was unfortunately stashed in the trunk of my car, I bundled up, ready to sprint Olympic-style to my car as if speed would lessen my chances of getting too wet.  I bolted out the door,

wincing as the wind whipped through my clothing and the pelting rain stung my face.  Almost drenched by the time I reached my car, I scrambled in and sat there questioning my own sanity, “Do I really need this newspaper?”  With no sensible answer to give myself, I headed out.

After reaching the main intersection, I prepared to turn, but lingered a bit to observe a young man across the street trying to hitch a ride.   Standing near the curb, he shivered beneath a thin jacket, which offered no protection from the downpour and accompanying temperature drop.  He cowered as the rain pelted him and the brutal wind molded his clothes to his thin frame.  

Several cars zoomed past him, spraying him with dirty street water.  I felt sorry for him braving this lousy weather.  I wondered why he had no transportation of his own or at least bus or cab fare to get him to his destination.  Normally I do not stop for anyone, but there was something about him that intrigued me.  I pulled over to let him in.  He hurried to my car and hopped in, nodding a quick hello with a faint smile, which quickly disappeared and gave way to an apparent sadness seeming to weigh him down more than his soggy garments.

By my accounts, he was handsome.   His exotic, dark ethnic features pegged him as Middle Eastern.  He had smooth olive skin, large brown eyes and jet-black hair, which glistened as it clung to his head and dripped more water down his face.  With all the terrorist activities and other tragic events in the world, not to mention concern for my own safety, I took a chance at picking him.  But for some reason, fear did not figure into this Good Samaritan deed.  Neither did common sense for that matter.  

After strapping on his seatbelt, he thanked me in German and remained quiet as I pulled into traffic.  I turned on the heater to give him some warmth.  Breaking the silence with my limited German, I asked him for his destination.  I noticed that my speaking German seemed to relax him as he settled more into his seat.  He wanted to go to Friebad near midtown Kaiserslautern.  To keep an uncomfortable silence at bay, I continued questioning him and pulled out bits and pieces of his life.  He lived in resided in Friebad, but was visiting his two children and their German mother who lived in my town.  Curious as to why he did not live with them, I asked but he did not provide an answer.  Instead, he held his head down as if saddened or embarrassed by whatever his answer might have been. 
To make it easier on me, I asked him if he spoke English.  He didn’t.  I told him in German that it would be good for him if he learned some English too.  He agreed.

From more questions, I learned that he was from Kosovo.  He spoke briefly of his country’s long, senseless war.  I nodded as if I understood.  But I didn’t, not knowing what it is like to live in a war-torn country.  He held his head down again as if deep in some private, painful thoughts.  I sensed then that he did not want to talk about the war any more and neither did I.  I cannot imagine how he got to Germany from Kosovo and what sacrifices he made to get here.  

Silence engulfed us as the rain kept up a steady tempo.  The wind howled furiously, violently shaking my little car as it rounded the curved road.  I held my steering wheel tightly as if that would halt the trembling.  I eased on my brakes as the light up ahead quickly turned red.  I smiled at two people who darted in front of my car to run for the bus on the other side of the street.  Like me, their lightning speed did nothing to keep them from getting soaked.  My thoughts then settled on my passenger and how he would cope with this nasty weather once I dropped him off.

I finally reach Friebad.  He thanked me again and quickly got out.  Hurrying to the corner, he looked both ways, waiting to get a clear shot across the busy street.   I watched him as he sprinted safely to the other side. The heavens seemed to open, drenching him even more.  He turned up his collar.  Shuddering, I turned up my heater.  Hunching his shoulders to brace himself as best as he could, he stuck his hands in his pockets and held his head down to shield his face against the relentless rain.  Undaunted, he walked as if the weather did not matter.

Since that dreary Saturday, the weather has gotten much kinder.  The sun has ruled the skies, basking the earth in a pleasant warmth so illusive that day.  I have passed the corner many times where I picked him up, but I never saw the handsome stranger again.  I hope and pray that he has made some adjustments in his life as he seeks what all of us do on this journey.  And that, I think, is staunch determination and a sense of purpose to get there.

