
 

 

“It was a beautiful machine. I had to have it.” 
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t Sunday dinner, my father-in-law, his mouth half-full of barbecued beef, looked across the table at me 

and said, “OK, go through it step by step.” 

Step by step? It seems like that’s all I’ve been doing since July, going through it step by step, ad 

nauseam. Angie, surely thinking the same thing, protested. “The story has been told, many times,” she said. 

But it was too late. I was already warming up, like a tenor singing scales before the grand performance. 

“I was coming over a rise,” I said, using my hands to show the topography and my path of travel. “And I saw 

him there. I figured I’d just hold my line. What else can I do, right? And then …” 

 

The bully 

Truth be told, I had been thinking of getting a motorcycle for a long time. I have some happy childhood 

memories attached to a series of bikes — the first, a Honda 50 when I was 7 years old, then a more powerful Honda 

80 a couple of years later, and finally a Suzuki 300 street bike when I was a teenager. But I hadn’t ridden one in 

years. More important, I hadn’t voiced my desire to buy one in my wife’s presence, and so when I finally said 

something during our annual July trip to her hometown’s festival, she was taken aback. When she found out that it 

wasn’t idle desire — that I not only wanted a motorcycle but that I wanted it that weekend — Angie was adamant. 

“No, absolutely not.” 

I went to work on her over the next 24 hours, cajoling, promising, begging. 

“How about we wait until next spring?” she said. 

I made more promises. I’d get rid of our top-shelf cable TV, which she thinks is a waste. 

“Can we at least wait until we’re back in Billings?” she asked. We would be in Billings in two days. 

I promised that I’d make no more afternoon visits to Travel Café for coffee and a muffin. 
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“I really want to wait,” she said. 

I promised that, from now until the end of time, I would take out the dogs every time they awoke at 4 a.m. 

“I am so against this,” she said. 

Oh, baby, I told her, it will make me so happy. I will be the best, happiest husband you’ve ever seen. 

“You can do this,” she said, finally giving in. “But remember: I’m on record as being against it.” 

After the first four words, I wasn’t listening anymore. 

 

Ominous signs 

I can look back on it now and pick out all the junctures at which it should have been obvious to me that my 

ride was going to end badly. 

I can start with Angie’s resistance to buying the motorcycle. And then I can add: 

Her parents’ disapproval when I told them that I was going to buy a Yamaha 1100 there in Sidney, Montana, 

and pilot it the nearly 300 miles home to Billings. 

“Why don’t you just buy something in Billings,” her father said. 

No. I wasn’t going to do that. The road trip home was part of the romance. 

The almost comical series of errors in lining up financing for the motorcycle. My credit union in Billings and 

the motorcycle dealer in Sidney kept missing each other on phone calls, and I ended up sitting there for three hours 

waiting for everything to go through. At one point, I told Angie, who was eager to get on the road toward Billings, 

that I should just walk away. I can’t tell you how many times in the months since that I’ve wished I had. 

Our first stop, about 55 miles outside Sidney on Highway 200. Angie and the dogs had been following me in 

our Ford Explorer. As I sucked down much-needed mouthfuls of water, Angie said, “I need you to pick a speed and 

stick with it.” 

“I’m sorry, honey, but I’m trying to get used to this thing. When those big trucks come at me, I slow down a 

little because I’m not used to that rush of wind, and I’m trying to stay upright.” 

Angie burst into tears. 

“You’re going to die on that thing.” 

No, no, I told her. I’m getting the hang of it. I’m doing fine. I’ll be fine. I wiped her tears and said, “Hey, why 

don’t you drive ahead of me to Jordan and wait. You and the dogs can get out and take a walk, and I’ll be along.” 

“OK.” 

“Are you going to be OK, sweetie?” 

“OK.” 

And off they went. 

 

Over my head 

I had no business being on that motorcycle. I know this now. My crash was not attributable to operator error; 

indeed, I couldn’t have done anything to avert it. But a Yamaha 1100 is a powerful cruising motorcycle, with an 

engine 800 cubic centimeters bigger than anything I had driven before. I remember reading a story about the death 



of the great Yankees catcher Thurman Munson in a jet crash. Munson was a good pilot, but his new jet was a bit 

much for him — a machine more powerful than he needed. That’s the way I felt on the Yamaha 1100. I could 

operate it, but I never felt comfortable. 

In the showroom, I had been seduced by the gleam of the chrome and the bike’s obvious power. When I sat on 

it, you couldn’t tell where the bike ended and I began. It was a beautiful machine. I had to have it. 

About 70 miles into the ride, around the small town of Circle, Montana, I was as at ease I was going to get. I’d 

chosen to take backroads from Sidney so I could learn my way around the bike without having to deal with the 

traffic on Interstate 94. 

The cost of that decision was a crushing loneliness that I felt as soon as Angie and the dogs were out of my 

sight. I didn’t see a single car over the 15 miles from where they left me until I got to Circle, and then I saw perhaps 

one or two more in the 66 miles between Circle and Jordan. 

In Jordan, I noticed two other things. First, my lower back was beginning to stiffen, and it took a good walk 

around a gas station parking lot to stretch it out again. 

Second, and more alarming, I didn’t see Angie anywhere. 

I shrugged and figured she had pressed on to Miles City, 83 miles south, to wait for me. 

 

Separated 

Angie was behind me. Though I had said “Jordan” when we parted, she thought I had merely confused it with 

the next town, Circle. She was in a convenience store when I blew through. After waiting another half-hour for me, 

she became worried. Worry soon ceded to panic, and she called her parents and frantically told them that I was lost 

on the backroads of Montana, probably flattened by a semi, surely hurt, and that if she ever saw me again, she was 

going to kill me — after she smothered me with hugs and kisses, of course. 

Bill and Marsha got in their truck and started canvassing ground I’d already covered while Angie began to 

backtrack. 

 

Moving forward 

In Miles City — which I reached after three more stops to stretch my back — I gassed up again and went 

through my options. I had hoped that I would find her at the Town Pump where we always stop on our passes 

through this part of the state. No dice. 

In one of those thoughts that I look back on now and wish I’d heeded, I considered shutting things down for 

the day and getting a hotel room, leaving the last 140 miles of the trip home for the next morning. Finally, I decided 

to go across town to a family friend’s house, figuring I could call Angie and find out where the devil she was. But 

Lynetta wasn’t home. 

Yes, I was riding a motorcycle through rural Eastern Montana without a cell phone. Somehow, it didn’t seem 

important until that moment. 

Having struck out at Lynetta’s, I rode out to Interstate 94 and pointed my front wheel west, toward Billings, 

figuring my wife must be out there somewhere. And if she wasn’t, home was. 



 

Reunion 

In Forsyth, 44 miles from Miles City and 94 miles from home, I had an idea I should have had two hours 

earlier, in Jordan. I stopped at a convenience store and bought a calling card, found a pay phone and dialed Angie’s 

cell. 

“Hello?” Her voice was expectant, worried. 

“Angie.” 

“Craig! Craig! Where are you?” 

“I’m in Forsyth. Where are you?” 

“I’m three miles behind you. Stay there.” 

Minutes later, she was out of the truck and crying into my shoulder. We compared stories and learned where it 

had all gone wrong. She called her folks and told them she had found me. We walked the dogs, who were braying at 

me. 

It was the norm before the storm. 

 

Flash forward 

Today, nearly four months after my ill-fated ride, as Angie and I drove home from her hometown of Fairview, 

the route from Miles City to the crash site was filled with memories of that July day, and nearly all of them involved 

not my eyes but my nose. I recalled the heavy pine scent as I made my way through the Hysham Hills. I 

remembered the nostril-curling stench of cow dung outside Custer, just a few miles from where the day took its most 

horrible turn. 

I doubt I’ll ever forget them. 

 

One last stop 

About 30 miles beyond Forsyth, I stopped yet again to stretch out my back. Angie, who again was following 

me, pulled over as well. 

“I think I’m going to go ahead,” she said. The dogs were tired, and Angie had been struggling with her 

allergies. 

“OK, baby. I’ll be home in about an hour.” I was getting nervous, though. I had chased the sun all the way 

across the western sky, and there wasn’t much daylight left for me. 

I kept pacing, doing stretches. 

“No,” she said. “I think I’ll stay with you.” 

 

Out of time 

When the big buck bolted into my path, I knew I was fucked. He was right there, and I had no time to do 

anything but slam on the brakes and put the bike down. I was in the right-hand lane of the interstate,  

 



and by the time the left side of my body hit the asphalt at 55-60 miles per hour, my head was perpendicular to the 

median. I remember the feeling of my ribs crashing into the ground. The next thing I knew, I was on my back, half 

in and half out of the passing lane. 

I’m not sure how I knew that my back was OK, but I did, and I rolled twice to get off the highway. 

I could hear Angie saying something behind me. 

“Call 911,” I said, the voice barely coming out of me. “Call them now.” 

I couldn’t breathe. The air was going out of me in a tiny whistle and coming back in gasps. Behind me, Angie 

was hysterical as she talked to the dispatcher. “Hurry, he can’t breathe! He’s at … oh shit, honey, where are we?” 

“We’re …” I had no air. I put my hands on the side of my helmet and felt the blood running in rivulets down 

my arms. 

“Mile marker 37,” I heard, this from another voice. A guy who was traveling eastbound on I-94 had seen the 

wreck, parked and dashed across the median to help. Behind us, another Good Samaritan was stopping traffic. 

Angie, staying on the phone with the dispatcher while we waited for help, came over to me and said, “Craig, 

who are Bodie and Zula? Who are Bodie and Zula?” She was trying to keep me from slipping away. 

“Our dogs,” I gasped. I didn’t feel like I was going to go under. Alertness was not a problem for me. What was 

happening in my guts, I feared, could be. I had heard of people who died in car crashes with nary a scratch on their 

bodies; the kill shot came from the internal damage. My ribs were surely broken, and I had no lung capacity. I dared 

not dwell on all the other ways I might be hurt. 

The wait for help was interminable. 

“When the fuck are they going to get here?” I choked out. 

“They’re coming, buddy,” one of our Good Samaritans assured me. 

 

Waiting, worrying 

In reality, the ambulance was there inside of 20 minutes. I was on the ground for almost another hour after help 

arrived. Saving someone isn’t just a simple matter of load-’em-up-and-get-the-hell-to-the-hospital. The good folks 

with Worden Ambulance and Rescue had to stabilize my breathing, find out if and/or how they could move me and 

cut away my clothes to make sure there weren’t other exterior injuries. 

The crash had blown off my shoes (it also torqued my wedding ring off my finger, but I didn’t notice that until 

later). I knew this because one sheriff’s deputy kept stepping on my right big toe. I was wearing black socks, and he 

couldn’t see my feet. 

The first couple of times I said, “Ouch! You stepped on my toe.” 

The third time I said, “Stop stepping on my toe, motherfucker.” 

Finally, the ambulance crew got me on a board and prepared to lift me. 

“Am I going to live?” I asked one of them, the woman who had done most of the talking to me. 

“Yes,” she said. “You’re very lucky.” 

 

A clear view 



On a drive past the crash site today, my first look at it since July, it was easy to see just how fortunate I was. 

By the time the buck had made his run, I was on a flat section of road, which probably kept my tumbling to a 

minimum. I was damned lucky that the passing lane wasn’t occupied as I came bouncing through. 

I was fortunate I was wearing a helmet; things undoubtedly would have been worse for me had my head been 

exposed. You can surmise this from the gashes on the helmet and the fact that the crash ripped away the visor. 

But mostly, I was lucky with the geometry. At that speed, in diminishing daylight, on asphalt — you could re-

create the scene 10 times and I wouldn’t give myself much of a chance of surviving the majority of them. Somehow, 

I landed and bounced and came to rest in a way that, relatively speaking, limited my injuries. 

 

The toll 

Lying there on the pavement, I was right about the broken ribs and the collapsed lung. The rest of my injuries 

were a broken right toe (which made the deputy’s dance floor act all the more painful), a wrenched left knee, some 

nasty road rash and a lacerated spleen. 

The cure required six days in the hospital, another three weeks at home before returning to work, then another 

four weeks before I began to feel good most of the time. I am thankful for my newfound ability to turn over in bed 

without the help of a nurse or my wife. I get reminders of my stupidity when my fresh skin is itchy or my knee goes 

stiff on me. I don’t complain. Not much, anyway. 

The damage to my marriage, at the time, was severe. For a good month afterward, Angie didn’t know whether 

to kiss me or divorce me. But we emerged better for it. We talked about things we should have discussed before that 

day. One of those things is our decision-making on big purchases. We have a veto rule in our house now. The rule is 

this: Either of us can unilaterally block any purchase of more than $100. It forces us to discuss things cooperatively, 

not engage in the sort of high-pressure cajolery that I exercised in July. 

Oh, and there will be no more motorcycles; I vetoed that on my own. My father-in-law took it back to the 

dealership and talked the owner into buying it back in full in exchange for the insurance money. Bill threw in his 

own purchase of an $8,200 Rhino four-wheeler to sweeten the deal. If you don’t count the hospital bills and the pain, 

I didn’t have to make a single payment. 

 

You must remember this 

As we made the run for home today, the song we chose for the first dance at our wedding reception popped up 

on the iPod. 

“I don’t get many things right the first time 

In fact, I am told that a lot 

And I know all the wrong turns and stumbles and falls 

Brought me here 

And where was I before the day 

That I first saw your lovely face? 

Now I see it every day …” 



I smiled at Angie. She smiled back. I don’t know what she was thinking, but for me, it was the same thing I’ve 

thought in some way every day since July 21: 

I’m so happy that I could be here for this. 

 


