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White crosses on the side of the road.

On a recent summer car trip, my son commented on the small white crosses that popped up along the sides of the road. Being on a long cross country journey, and tired from the many miles I had driven, I gave a half-hearted answer that I thought would satisfy him. I told him they were small memorials to the people who had died over the years along the highways. Moments later, I heard him almost whisper to no one in particular how many there were scattered over the miles that flew by under our wheels. We had passed cross upon cross along our path of travel, standing stoically among the sage, dirt and stone. I remember nodding in a distracted weariness, wishing only to arrive home after the long trip, wanting not to dwell.

It was a crisp and beautiful yesterday afternoon, the kind of day that makes your heart ache at the beauty surrounding us. The sky was electric in its shade of blue, giving contrast to the ambers and yellows of the cottonwoods along the river bottom; the greens of the changing larches formed patterns with the evergreens on the sun-drenched hillsides; the Mission mountains, holding on to snows in the highest of their reaches, stood majestically above the rolling grass fields. The air had the unmistakably clean smell of fall, and of wood fires warming the hearth. 

I was driving alone from Missoula, and for a time, thought the road my own. Set off from the colors of the day were patches of white that caught my eye now and again, shining brilliantly in the late day sun on the side of the road. Some were in groups of two or three, sometimes four. Some had flowers and notes beside them. Some stood utterly alone and at attention. I hadn’t noticed them lately. In the rush to get here or there, in the daily grind of life, I must have driven past the crosses a hundred times, too busy to notice.

 Maybe it was how the sun shone on the white, drowning them in warmth, or maybe it was my slower pace that afternoon, but for some reason it was hard not to pay attention on this most perfect of days. 

As I passed the scattered crosses along the road, I couldn’t help but think of the folks that had perished there. Who were they? Were they Mothers or fathers, grandparents or children? Was it the child of parents who thought the world of them, whose life was never to be the same? Were they teens just starting to live, or old folks at the end of the line, and did they know days like the one today, full of hope, color and life?

 Why did they die, here of all places. Maybe it was a sudden animal in the path, perhaps a patch of ice or snow. Maybe it was a dad or a student coming home from a long hard day, just wanting to see the people they loved, tired from the journey. Were they rushing to see a lover’s face, kiss a child goodnight, or catch a game? Were they deep in thought as they drove, stressing about this or that, like we all have been at one time or another? Did they have that last beer, that last drink, or were they the victim of someone else’s last round. Was it a split second distraction, a chain of events in slow motion, changing lanes between living and dying?
They stand along the side of the road bearing witness through perfect days like these and through the snows of the coming winter. They silently mark time unlived, lives ended, and families torn asunder. We pass them and try not to notice, try not to think that it could be us one day, or a loved one, someone we know and care about, at a moments notice, unforeseen, unplanned, and unwanted. 

That night, I held my children at bedtime for an extra couple of seconds, sat and talked for an extra while to my wife, and walked the dog among a billion stars, glad to have noticed, and glad to be alive, glad to have the chance to tell them I love them.
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