Jack’s Story 

It was the last day of school and the beginning of summer vacation, 1961.  I was 15 years old.  Three friends——Jack (who was 16 and owned the car), Dennis (who was 15), another 15-year old (whose name I can no longer remember)——and I decided to “hit the road” and celebrate. 

We headed to the town of Palo Verde at the Colorado River, on the border between California and Arizona.  Of course, we didn’t inform our parents since to ask permission would have brought an instantaneous “You’re too young to go that far!”

After enduring the long, hot drive, we arrived in Palo Verde in the early afternoon.  Deciding to do some exploring, we drove the dirt roads looking for a place to access the river.  Along one of these back roads where the dust was 6 inches deep and the consistency of talcum powder, a nail punctured one of our tires.  

Imagine for a moment what it’s like to change a tire in ankle-deep dust at 105 degrees.  Needless to say, when we finished, we made a mad dash for the river.  

The road we were on eventually ended at the riverbank, and the four of us jumped out and headed for the water.  Dennis and I waded into the water with our clothes on, eager to cool off and wash the dust off.  Jack, on the other hand, decided not to get his jeans wet and started to take off his pants.  That’s when he discovered his wallet was missing.

Jack immediately started hounding us to get out of the water and go back with him to where we had changed the tire.  Being young and really enjoying the water, we told him to forget it and we’d look for it on the way out.  

Jack’s impatience and frustration got the better of him, and he drove off to search for his billfold while the three of us stayed in the water.  He returned within a half-hour, even more agitated and overheated, still without the wallet.  

After a few choice (but unprintable) words aimed in our direction, he ran to the river and dove into the muddy water.  Jack disappeared for about a minute before floating to the surface, face down, his head covered in mud.  

We just laughed and left him there!  It’s not that we didn’t care, because we did.  But this was Jack, the class clown, the guy who was always cracking jokes and pulling stunts designed to “get your goat.”  At the time, we thought this was just another stunt to get attention.  

After maybe another minute, I went over to Jack and lifted his head out of the water.  He gasped for breath and said he couldn’t move.  

As I held his limp body, I expected him to jump up at any minute and say, “Gotcha!”  Still not sure that anything had really happened and not anxious to be made out the fool, I called to the others for help.  We half-dragged, half-carried Jack to the car, where we put him in the back seat.  This was no easy feat since this was a two-door vehicle and Jack wasn’t a lightweight.

I asked Jack what to do, and he said that I should drive him home——200 miles away!  Now Jack’s car was a ‘53 Mercury with a Thunderbird engine, and the envy of us all.  But, I can tell you, this wasn’t a ride I was going to enjoy.

At this point, I still was convinced that once we got off the dirt and reached the main road that Jack would bolt upright and spring his trap.  I’d feel like a fool, and we’d all have a good laugh.

When we reached the highway, Jack said, “Hurry!”  With the fear in his voice, it finally sunk into my thick skull that something was terribly wrong.  I floored the gas pedal and sped towards Los Angeles with the speedometer resting on 95 mph.  

Shortly after we hit the pavement, the sun went down.  We roared on into the darkness getting more scared with each passing mile.

Ten miles short of Indio, California, and almost 90 miles from our starting point, red lights started flashing behind the vehicle.  I pulled over.  

The California highway patrolman approached the car and asked for my driver's license.  I told him that I didn't have one and that our friend was in the back seat and couldn’t move.  The officer had us exit the vehicle while he talked to Jack.  Then he took his keys and scraped them across the bottom of Jack’s bare foot.  

The cop turned to us and said, “Follow me!”  With his lights flashing, the officer led us on an 85-mph race to the hospital in Indio.  

While the rest of us waited outside, the emergency room crew took Jack inside.

It must have been after midnight when Dennis’ parents (with my mother) arrived at the hospital in Indio.  Jack’s mom and dad arrived shortly after our folks.  The doctors informed us that Jack had broken his neck.  He was paralyzed, and they weren’t sure he’d be able to walk again.  

Just before our parents took us home, we were allowed to go in and visit Jack.  I’ll never forget the sight that greeted us.  There was our muscular friend, helplessly lying on a frame with his ankles tethered and a traction device screwed into his skull in four places.  

The ride home wasn’t a pleasant experience; although, I must say we didn’t get lectured for the entire trip like I’d expected.  Perhaps our parents decided we’d learned a lesson, or perhaps they were as much in shock as we were.

Later, when Jack was referred to specialists in Los Angeles, we learned that he had not actually broken his neck.  Even though Jack had made a somewhat shallow dive, his head had hit the mud and bent his neck forward.  That caused two vertebrae to separate, and then pinch his spinal cord when they came back together.  The damage was irreparable.

I’d like to be able to tell you that this story has a happy ending, but it doesn’t.  Jack spent a year in hospitals specializing in spinal injuries, but didn’t regain the ability to walk or completely use his hands.  I took care of Jack the first summer he was allowed to come home.  But a year and a half later, I joined the Air Force and saw him only occasionally when home on leave.  

Although Jack maintained hope for a while, eventually the reality of what had happened overwhelmed him.  Lacking the support groups now available or maybe unwilling to make the best of what he had left, he spiraled downhill.  He chose alcohol to deaden his emotional pain.  In his mid-30s, Jack died a broken man.

I tell this painful story for the first time in the hopes that some of you may stop and think about my friend.  Maybe you’ll stop just long enough to prevent this type of misfortune from happening to you or someone close to you.

Diving into unknown waters or making snap, and often foolish, decisions can have disastrous results——even in a place as gentle as a muddy riverbank on the first day of summer vacation.

Editor’s note: With the 101 Days of Summer upon us, take the time to stop just long enough to think about the hazards, assess the risks, and plan ahead a little before diving headfirst into trouble.
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