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I. 

 "This is the one, I can feel it." Laurie sat unevenly on the stool, resting her elbows on the 

counter to keep balance. She had a lottery ticket in her hand and was staring unblinking at a 

small television screen mounted on the back wall of the bar. It was 9 o'clock, and the numbers 

were about to be called. She held her breath, believing it would somehow help her chances, and 

rubbed the card in her hand, feeling the scratch of the soft paper on her nails. 

 There were people seated on either side of her, all staring at the screen with the same level of 

hopeful suspicion. They looked tired and dusty, and most of them hadn’t seen their homes since 

dawn. Some had come straight from the rock quarry that employed half the town, trailing grease 

and rock-dust across the floor with them. Some were gripping half-empty glasses almost tight 

enough to shatter. Others had forgotten cigarettes slowly burning down to ash columns. 

 A laugh broke out in the right side of the bar over a joke about women and money. Laurie 

didn’t notice. Her eyes were fixed on the screen, watching a beautiful woman approach the 

lottery machine. The woman introduced herself and gave a presenting wave to the machine as the 

first ball was drawn - 17. 

 Laurie's heart skipped. She knew she had a 17 - she was 17 years old when her father died 

from throat cancer. The next number flew out - 34, the same age she was when she was divorced. 

Two for two. Laurie's eyes widened; her throat burned. She hadn't let go of her breath yet. The 

next numbers came out quickly - 25, 57, 63, and 18. Her breath came out in a loud groan and she 

threw the ticket to the side. 
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 "Well, I didn't win." She said to a man sitting next to her. Her voice came out strained and 

chain-smoked, and she was quietly fighting a coughing fit she knew was on deck. She adjusted 

herself on the stool and wiped her hands on her jeans. "I didn't win, but I'm still a winner." 

 "You’re always a winner." The man next to her said, throwing his own losing ticket to the 

side. "You wake up, you’re a winner." 

 “Oh yes,” she said. “God is good.” 

 

 Donny sat alone in the corner of the bar, peering at those gathered around the counter 

through squinted eyes. They’re failures, he said to himself. But they keep going, swearing to 

each other they’ll get it next time. But they won’t. No one ever wins here. What’d be the point? 

His mother called the lottery a tax on the uneducated, and he couldn’t disagree.  

 It was dark in the corner but he preferred it that way. He liked the spot best because it had the 

only stool on that side of the flip-top counter, and he knew the light socket above hadn’t worked 

in years. The dark helped to ease his headaches. The rest of the bar was lit in a dull orange cut 

through with shades of blue and red neon from beer signs casually hung on each wall. There was 

a picture hanging above the bar-counter showing an old, heavyset man with a couple women 

sitting on his lap and a beer in his hand. A small metal placard underneath read “Victor 1943-

2015 Rest in Peace.”  

 The air in the bar seemed to lift and change, gathering enthusiasm as the lottery crowd 

ordered their next beers. Someone had played Dr. John on the jukebox, adding to the weird 

nature of the bar. Donny adjusted himself, feeling the rough wood of the stool push against the 

butt of his jeans. He leaned his shoulders back and heard a comforting crack of tired bones, then 
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slumped forward. Tired bones….tired life, he thought. His long brown hair fell over his face and 

he could smell dried sweat and the earthy odor of gravel. 

 He put his hands on the counter and stretched out his fingers, noticing thick layers of dirt 

built under each fingernail. His skin was sagged and gray; a result of long nights finding the 

bottom of a bottle. There was dirt caked into the lines of his face, creating a look of dark scars. 

He thought it over for a moment and decided it’d been at least a week since he last showered. 

 “Heya Donny.” Dolores appeared from a doorway that lead to the back of the bar. She was 

wearing a grayed tour shirt cut off at the arms with faded blue jeans and a white dishrag thrown 

over her shoulder. “Whatcha havin?”  She brushed her dark hair out of her face. It was long and 

styled, with a loose braid on the side that made her look messy from far away. 

 “Same.” he said, raising his empty glass and tapping it with his finger. He couldn’t remember 

if it had been Dolores who served him earlier, and followed it up with “Whiskey Ginger.” 

 “Want somethin’ to eat sweetie? I just threw in some fries that should be done soon.”  

 “No.” he said. “Drink’s fine.” 

 “You sure?” She thought he was getting too skinny, and probably had a point - he only ate 

when his body forced him to, and even then it was hit or miss. He looked at her and shook his 

head no, moving the empty glass against the counter. 

 “Sure thing, honey.” She took the empty glass and walked away. He figured that most 

women bartenders acted sweet on every guy to help fill their pocket at the end of the night. He 

didn’t mind; any attention was good. 

 Donny had a lot of respect for Dolores, especially with Victor dead almost a year. Victor had 

been running the bar for longer than anyone could remember, and when he passed, he left it to a 
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son that was living up North near the city. The kid rarely gave the bar a second thought, so 

Dolores was left handling all the day-to-day operations. As far as Dolores was concerned, it 

would always be Victor’s bar. 

 She walked over with Donny’s drink and hesitated, raising her shoulders slightly, before she 

put it in front of him. He took the glass and tipped it slightly to say thanks, then took a long 

drink, noticing that she hadn’t moved and was still standing in front of him. Her hands were on 

the edge of the counter and she was eyeing him with a pained expression on her face.  

 “What?” he asked. 

 “It’s busy tonight, huh?” she said uncomfortably. There was another break of laughter from 

the side of the bar, and he could see Artie Harris sitting in the middle, his face red from laughing. 

 “Sure is.” Donny said, groaning slightly. 

  “Yeah, it always gets this way when the numbers get called.” She leaned on the bar and 

moved close so no one else could hear. “Listen Donny…” she whispered. “I just wanted to 

know...is everything okay? How’ve you been getting on?” She frowned, attempting to look 

concerned. He thought she looked constipated. 

 “Uh,” he said “Yeah. I’m, uh...I’m fine.” He shrugged and took a long sip from his drink, 

feeling the alcohol burn down his throat, and coughed into his hand. She scrunched her nose and 

braced herself on the corner of the counter, looking slightly nauseous. 

 “Okay.” She forced out. Her concern had gone away for now. “Good. That’s good. Just let 

me know if you need anything else.” She walked away and he stared at his drink, shrugging his 

shoulders again. His head was throbbing from an oncoming migraine. He closed his eyes and put 
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his hand to his forehead, thumbing a deep scar above his right eye where the skin sunk into a 

small crevice in his skull; the impact point from a rock the size of a baseball.  

 “Holy shit!” said a loud voice behind him. “Look who it is!” Artie Harris was standing with a 

quarter-filled pint glass in his hand. He was wearing an old football jersey that was stretched 

over his wide gut. His hair was cut short in a military style and he had a big smile on his red face 

which Donny now understood was from the beer. 

 “Artie.” replied Donny. He nodded his head and turned back around, taking another long sip 

from his drink, trying to finish it so he could leave as soon as possible. 

 “Well shit man, how’ve ya been?” Artie grabbed his arm and smacked his back roughly, 

leaning against the counter next to him. Donny shrugged, trying not to engage him. His head was 

hurting bad and he was having a hard time keeping his eyes open. He grabbed his forehead and 

squeezed his temple. 

 “Goddamn man!” Artie said, pointing at Donny’s scar. “That’s where you landed, huh?” 

Donny nodded and Artie laughed loudly. “Damn man, that sucks! You look scary as shit, ha ha 

ha!”  

 “Hey what’s your fuckin’ problem, huh?” Donny felt hot; his heart was beating hard in his 

chest. He slid off the stool and faced Artie full-on. “I’m trying to finish my drink here.” Artie 

dropped his smile and put his drink down. Dolores walked over and placed the dishrag on the 

counter in between them. 

 “Is everything alright here?” She asked, looking at both of them. Artie was facing Donny 

with his hands in fists. Donny was ready. 
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 Artie watched him for a moment and relaxed his arms. “Sure Doll.” He said. “Just saying hi 

to my friend here. Let’s all just relax, huh?” He took a long sip of his drink and the smile 

returned to his face. “By the way, how’s Jimmy?” 

 “Don’t you…” Donny’s right eye closed from a sharp pain signaling the migraine in full 

power. He grabbed the counter hard enough for the skin over his knuckles to turn white. A 

pressure had built up in his skull that made his temples throb and his jaw hurt. “Don’t you ever 

fuckin’ say his name you goddamn pig!”  

 There was movement behind Artie and three more men were standing with him. Donny 

didn’t recognize two of them but he could make out Roland Moon, the town’s only Native 

American; 6’2 with calloused knuckles and a reputation for causing pain. He braced himself for 

the beating he was about to get and hoped they would lay off his face. He could barely stand 

from the pain already in his head; he didn’t need anymore. 

 “Alright, enough of this bullshit!” Dolores yelled. She opened the flip-top and stood in front 

of Donny, her sweet face masked in rage. “I think you’ve had enough. Just get on home tonight!” 

She pointed to the door the way a mother would discipline a child just sent to their room. 

Donny looked from Dolores to the four men ready to pounce and he relaxed his hands. His 

shoulders slumped and he grabbed his glass, taking the rest of his drink in one large mouthful. 

Dolores hadn’t moved; her face was sending a message of dying patience. He looked behind her 

one more time and turned toward the door. 

 “I’m gone. I’m gone.” he said. He dropped his face as he walked past the tables, knowing the 

rest of the bar was watching him. Artie was smiling widely, feeling triumphant. It only took four 

of you, thought Donny as he reached the door. It opened into a cold night air, closing with a loud 
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thud that was felt throughout the bar. Dolores had put her hands on her sides and was staring 

wide-eyed at Artie.  

 “Why are you such an asshole?” Dolores said, and walked stiffly back behind the bar. 

 “What?” he said, grinning again as he turned back to the men behind him. “I was just sayin’ 

hi?” 
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II. 

 Donny slammed his truck door closed and sat alone in silence. The inside of the cab smelled 

like oil and cigarettes, and the floor of the passenger seat was hidden under a build-up of food 

wrappers and paper. The truck was a dull brown color, but had been rumored to be red before 

he’d bought it. 

 There was a heavy throbbing behind his right eye that needed to ease itself before he could 

drive. He leaned over the passenger seat and dug around on the floor, sifting through garbage for 

a bottle of aspirin he half-remembered throwing down. His fingers found the bottle and grasped 

it eagerly, but they were robbed of the satisfying rattle of tiny pills.  

 “Goddamnit!” He tossed the empty bottle against the passenger-side window with an angry 

growl and turned the ignition, driving out of the lot with his fist pushing against his right eye. A 

cloud of dust followed him briefly on the empty road, settling down upon the broken pavement. 

 He turned right at the light on Lancaster St. and quickly pulled a U-turn. The way home was 

still new to him. For years he'd rented the first floor of a small duplex - 600 square feet with a 

single bedroom that he wasn't welcome in anymore. Months of dodging calls for rent had soured 

the owners against him. He waited for a passing truck and turned right again, following the road 

out of town. 

 He was occupying some space nearby at the Dual-Pine Mobile Home Park, in his father's 16-

ft Airstream trailer for as long as his mother's patience would last. She hadn't exactly agreed to 

his taking the trailer, but the thing was mostly his anyways, at least according to him. 

 He pulled into Dual-Pine and navigated the truck around the maze of trailers. Most of them 

were missing tires or had porches built around them. There were a only few maintained trailers 
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scattered among the park. Donny pitied them for thinking this was anything other than 

permanent. There were no gravel or paved roads in the park, just a string of desire lines cut into 

the long grass that lead around the rows of steel mobile homes.  

 He made the final turn and saw a powder blue car parked nearby, and a shape leaning against 

his father's trailer, hidden in the beams of the truck headlights. As he approached, the shape took 

on the form of a thin woman with her arms crossed, one leg bent and pushed against the side of 

the trailer. It was Crystal, Jimmy’s girlfriend. Her hair was long and stringy; a mixture of blonde 

and brunette hair fighting for dominance that made it impossible to tell which one belonged. She 

used to be made up well, but she’d grown lazy, or just stopped caring. As he approached, he had 

one thought: Please not tonight. 

 Crystal walked over toward the driver’s side and waited as Donny pulled into the lot. He 

turned off the ignition and paused a moment, staring out the window with the hope that she’d 

been in his imagination. He sighed loudly and opened the door, feeling the damp air against his 

skin that covered him in a blanket of cold he was not yet prepared for. The sounds of barking 

park dogs mixed with the noise of televisions and drunken arguments coming out of some of the 

trailers. 

 “Hi Donny. Long time, no see.” Her arms were crossed, holding herself against the cold. She 

was wearing a thin shirt and no jacket, making him wonder how long she’d been waiting for him.  

 “Hey Crystal.” He said, putting his hand back to his throbbing forehead. He was eyeing the 

door to his trailer with an alcoholic’s longing, silently praying that her visit would be quick and 

painless. She looked around anxiously, twisting a ring on her right hand.  

 “How’s your mom?” she asked. “She doing alright?” 
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 “Yeah, last I knew.” Donny said. He hadn’t talked with his mother a month, keeping his 

distance to avoid having to return the trailer. It was impossible to call her without there being an 

argument. He knew his mother didn’t care for him, and the feeling was mutual. 

  His mind began to race with the different reasons why she would be out in the pitch dark of 

night just to talk with him, and his thoughts went back to Jimmy.  

“Is...is everything alright?” he asked. “Is Jimmy alright?” Crystal kicked the dirt a bit, gathering 

the courage for what she came to say. 

 “No, not really.” Her voice cracked and she dropped her face. It had aged some since the last 

time he’d seen her. “It’s been over a year and he’s not getting much better.”  

 “Yeah...I’ve...been meaning to call.” His jaw clenched as he spoke; the pain in his head 

forced his words out in slow, angry spills. Damn you Jimmy, he thought.  

 “Meaning to call?” Her face fell, covered by the night. Donny was puzzled, unsure of what to 

say. A dull pain crawled up through his stomach as he waited in silence. The muffled sound of 

broken glass could be heard nearby, followed by woman’s high pitched shrieking. 

 “You son of a bitch! You bastard! Get the hell out of my house!” A door swung open from 

the neighboring trailer and a thin bald man rushed out. He had black lightning bolts tattooed on 

either side of his head, acting like arrows pointing him in the direction of a red station wagon. He 

jumped in and rolled down the window.  

 “Lose my number whore!” yelled the man, and he sped away, sliding the tires on the wet 

grass. Lights were turning on inside some of the campers; eyes peeked around drawn curtains to 

try and pretend they weren’t all eavesdropping. 
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 “Wow.” said Crystal sullenly. “Nice place you found here.” Donny looked up quickly and 

glared at her.  

 “Right, ‘cause you’re doing any better, running around Jimmy’s house like you own the 

place. You don’t judge me. I didn’t ask you here, so feel free to go the hell away!” A year of pain 

and bitterness swam up to the surface and mixed with the pounding in his head, creating a 

vitriolic surge behind his words. Crystal stepped back as if Donny was about to slap her. She 

threw her hands down and moved to leave, but turned and faced him with rage in her eyes. 

 “You know what asshole?” she yelled. “I’m the one person taking care of him. No one is 

helping us. No one comes around. Not his son, not his friends, no one! I thought if anything, 

you’d be there for him, seein’ as you guys were so close. But I was wrong, wasn’t I? You’re 

nothing but a coward.” 

 She looked at him coldly. He knew she hated him even if she wouldn’t admit it. She hated 

him because he made it out intact. Sure, he was roughed up, quicker to anger, headaches a 

constant problem. But he was conscious, and he was independent, thank God. Jimmy relied 

wholly on her, and the responsibility weighed her down. 

 At that moment, Donny didn’t care. He’d lost his sympathy for the night. He just stared at 

her, hating her with every fiber of his being. She was right--he was a coward. His face felt hot 

with anger for the second time that night and the throbbing pain in his head made it hard to stand 

straight.  

 “She wasn’t the first,” he said at last. “Not even close.” There was a cold silence as his words 

hit their mark. Crystal tried to speak, but whatever she wanted to say stopped in her throat. She 
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looked at him with years of sadness, and for a minute, Donny thought she seemed more broken 

than he was. His anger passed as he saw what he’d done. 

 “Look,” he started. “I’m sorry, okay. I just…” 

 “Fuck You!” she screamed at him, slamming her palm on the hood of her car. “You bastard. 

You fucking bastard!” She opened the door and slid behind the wheel in one solid motion, 

gunning the engine but not moving. She seemed to forget the car needed to be shifted into drive. 

 I really don’t need this shit today, he thought. He ducked down and looked into the window. 

Crystal was crying and shaking the wheel like she wanted it to break off. 

 “C’mon Cris.” He said, trying to calm her down. She looked at him and gave him the finger.  

“Fine!” he yelled, backing away from the car. “What did you expect, huh? You knew who he 

was. What the hell did you stay with him for?”  

 She shifted into drive and hit the accelerator. The curtains moved behind his neighbor’s 

window, betraying their curiosity.  

 “Fucking bitch.” he said to himself. He turned to go inside but turned too quickly, catching 

the toe of his boot against a protruding rock. He fell front-first into the overgrowth with a loud 

groan as he felt something twist. He got up and coughed, heaving loudly into the bushes. An 

echo of laughter could be heard behind fluttering curtains.  

 Show’s over, he thought as he brushed off wet hay from his pants. Pain erupted from his 

ankle as he walked, taking focus away from his throbbing head.  

 “Fucking perfect.” He said to himself, and limped toward the trailer. 
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III. 

 The door opened with a rusty creak that Donny could feel in his teeth. The cramped space 

barely fit a mattress and the few necessities he was able to maintain. A twin-sized mattress took 

up the entire left side of the trailer, while the other side held a cabinet, a white mini fridge, and a 

dented microwave he'd found on the side of the road. A small wooden door hid a 

bathroom/shower combo that he often ignored for lack of running water.  

 He crouched low to move around and opened the mini-fridge, seeing that it was empty except 

for a week-old take-out box of beef lo mein and a small bottle of vodka he'd left in to chill. He 

removed both items – putting the box of lo mein in the microwave, and sat down on the bed to 

stretch his back and hear his bones talk again.  

 God I hate this place, he thought. 

 He held the cold vodka bottle against his throbbing ankle and closed his eyes, breathing a 

long sigh of relief. The pain in his head rushed back as his mind's eye flashed images of things 

he didn't want to remember: 

The darkness drew white lines across the blacktop, blurring them together at a dizzying 

pace, creating a translucent stream lit by the motorcycle’s high beam, a spotlight against 

the inky black night that touched the road on all sides. Jimmy was thrashing it, roaring 

ahead, his blood pumping pure adrenaline with a smile spread wide across his face. The 

girl was laughing behind, clutching onto Jimmy for dear life, as her high-speed fear 

turned to enchanted glee. She was laughing the entire time. 

  A phone buzzed in Donny's pocket, vibrating on a part of him that had been ignored for a 

long time. He considered letting it continue, then groaned and fished it out of his pocket. The 
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screen was cracked and it was missing the #9 button - a casualty of some lonely drunken night 

where his self-pity had turned to angered waves of material masochism. On those special nights, 

he was happy he didn't own nice things. He flipped the phone open without looking to see who 

was calling. 

 "Hello." he said, straining to keep his voice even. He rolled the bottle around his ankle, 

searching for areas that had stayed cold. 

 "Donald?" said a raspy voice. "It's Ma." Donny threw the vodka bottle against the 

bathroom/shower door, cratering the hollow wood on impact. The bottle bounced off and rolled 

across the floor, coming to a full stop next to the cabinet. 

  “Donald! What was that noise?” His mother yelled sharply. “What are you doing?” He 

clenched his jaw and took a deep breath, sure that he could hear the blood pumping through his 

forehead, pounding away at his psyche. 

 “It was nothing Ma. I dropped something.” he managed to say, adjusting himself on the bed. 

He needed to be ready for anything when speaking with his mother. He lifted himself off the 

mattress and inspected the bathroom door, looking through the crater to see exposed fiberboard.  

 Cheap bullshit, he thought. “Listen, I’m a little busy; can’t really talk right now. Did you 

need something?” There was a silent pause on the phone that he knew was his mother readying 

for the attack. 

 “Well, for starters, I’d like the trailer back.” she said. Donny scoffed loudly and shook his 

head. 
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 “Yeah, okay.” he said sarcastically. He put his hand against the door and some of his weight 

on his swollen ankle to try and measure the damage, slowly applying more weight as he winced 

from the pain. He decided it probably wouldn’t need a doctor, and he sat back down on the bed. 

 “It’s not your property Donald. I want it returned before I have to involve the police.” This 

was new, but Donny could sense the intent behind her words. 

 “You wouldn’t do that.” He said slowly, hoping she’d reconsider. 

 “Please don’t make me do it.” she said. Her voice was scratchy but firm. Donny tried to bend 

down to grab the vodka bottle, while keeping the phone pressed against his head with one hand, 

and slipped onto the floor of the trailer. His foot flung out from under him and whacked the edge 

of the bed, sending a rush of pain from his ankle to his forehead. 

 “Goddamnit!” he yelled. 

 “What was that?” his mother yelled back. 

 “I said goddamnit Ma! You don’t even need it! You stay cooped up in that house every day, I 

mean shit, when’s the last time you even went inside it? The door’s hinges are close to falling 

off, they’re so rusted out.” Donald’s face was red from pain and the boiling anger coursing 

through his veins. 

 “I don’t care.” said his mother, her scratchy voice rising in volume with her irritation. “I want 

it back now.” 

 “This is such bullshit!” 

 “You watch your tone with me!” she commanded. “I am not one of your girls who allow that 

abuse. I am your mother Donald, you will speak to me with respect!”  
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 Donald stopped. He wanted to yell more, but it seemed his mother had reached her breaking 

point much faster than he was used to. He grasped his forehead and waited for his anger to 

subside. 

 “I...I’m sorry Ma, okay? Look, I really am sorry, I’ve had a killer of a day and I gotta sleep it 

off. I need the trailer right now, okay? Just give me two weeks and I’ll bring it back to you. 

Promise.” His mother went quiet as she considered the terms. Donny’s jaw clenched tighter as 

the seconds passed in silence, and he felt like he was awaiting a death sentence. 

 “You have one week.” She said at last. “Just one. If it’s not back here by then, I’ll consider it 

stolen and I will call the police to report you Donald. Do not test me.” She used to say the same 

thing to his father, and he hated her for it.  

 “Fine.” he said, holding back a litany of curse words he kept at the ready. He would have to 

figure out a place to stay, and his list of favors was dwindling daily. 

 “Alright.” His mother’s voice returned to normal volume. “I’ll see you soon then.” 

 “I’ll be there Ma, I promise.” he said, and hung up the phone. Goddamnit he thought. 

 Donny’s father was a beaten man by the end of their time together. He never smiled and 

barely spoke a word to anyone but his wife, though their conversations had diminished to 

nagging arguments and automatic responses. Donny knew a lot of it had to do with his sister’s 

condition - his sister Nikki had been born with Down Syndrome, and was a very difficult child to 

handle. She walked out of the house one day while their father was supposed to be watching her 

and she was killed by a car. He never forgave himself, and the guilt led to distance between him 

and Donny. He packed up and left home one day, never to return. Donny didn’t realize he’d left 

for almost a week after he’d been gone.  
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 The last time Donny had been home, his mother had argued with him over his temper, 

something that he found ironic in an aggravating way. She didn’t understand what the accident 

did to him - what it still did to him. Constant migraines, no appetite for company, no ambition or 

energy. Energy meant noise. Noise led to pain. He fought everyday to quiet the noise around 

him, but it seemed to be creeping back into his life, inch by inch. 

 He lay back on the bed. The mattress was cheap and firm the way styrofoam is firm, doing 

nothing to relax his muscles or dampen the pain his body felt. His head throbbed in tune with his 

ankle, each flaring in time with his heartbeat. Sleep would be difficult tonight. 

  

  



LaForest /The Crunch / 19 

 

IV. 

The road was empty and lit in the supernatural white of the moon, as two chrome 

blurs roared through, gathering speed and nerve simultaneously. Jimmy was in front as 

always, a small girl barely in her 18th year sitting behind him, her thoughts on the great 

story she’d have in the morning to tell her jealous friends at work. Donny was running 

behind, his grin hiding his jealousy as Jimmy, yet again, outpaced him in all things.  

Donny struck out, but to be fair, it had been slim pickings at Victor’s Bar. Jimmy was 

riding brave, and Donny knew it had to do with his drinking. He’d had a little too much 

tonight, all to impress some thin-waisted girl riding bitch-seat in the moonlight. 

They passed the turn for Cantrell Road at 90 miles an hour. Jimmy lived down the 

road in a small house with Crystal, who was no doubt failing to sleep in their bed, jerking 

awake at every noise and bump in the night. She believed Jimmy was staying with Donny, 

sleeping a drunk off on his couch again. They’d played this game a few times already and 

excuses were getting easier, if not more creative. This time they’d met an imaginary 

friend from high school who’d been run out on by an imaginary wife. 

“She even took the kids.” Donny had told her, watching while Jimmy kissed behind 

the young girl’s ear. She laughed. “Poor guy’s real broken up. Just don’t worry; I’ll have 

him back first thing tomorrow.” 

“Alright, I guess.” said Crystal, bothered by the news. It wasn’t too long ago that 

she’d been the girl hanging all over Jimmy at the bar. “Just have him call me as soon as 

he wakes up.” Her voice cracked at the end, and Donny thought he could hear her 

crying. If she knew what was going on, this was the first time she’d let on. 
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“Will do Crystal.” said Donny glumly. “You have yourself a good night.” He hung 

up the receiver, feeling the first pang of guilt over their little scheme. He looked over at 

Jimmy and gave the thumbs up, giving the all-clear. 

“C’mon little missy!” said Jimmy, wrapping his arm tightly around the girl’s waist. 

She couldn’t have been a month over 18. “It’s closing time and we got places to be.” 

Jimmy rode on like someone was chasing him. Like the world couldn’t keep up. He 

swerved in and out of the lane, looking back for the girl’s reaction, grinning wider each 

time she squeezed him. Her long hair whipped behind; a yellow trail of light in the 

darkness. She was laughing the entire time, while Crystal was crying in bed alone. 

 Donny woke with a start, a ghost image of Crystal still on his mind. He’d slept through the 

night somehow, though his pains had followed him into the daylight. He put his hand to his eyes, 

trying to shield them from the invading light, and remembered what had happened the night 

before. 

 “You asshole.” he said out loud, staring at the ceiling. He couldn’t remember everything he’d 

said to Crystal, but he knew it had been mean. She had enough to deal with without him losing it 

on her too. He grabbed his phone without sitting up and searched for her name in his contacts 

and clicked the dial button. The phone began to ring before he’d come up with an idea of what to 

say to her. He didn’t like apologies - there was too much pressure to find the right words. 

 The phone rang several times without an answer before clicking over to the voicemail. Her 

voice came out happy, almost vibrant, and Donny knew the message had been recorded before 

the accident. 
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 “Not here right now; so sorry for that. But, you should know what to do by now, right? So 

when you hear the beep, just do it. Thanks, bye!” The beep came and Donny didn’t say anything 

at first. He squeezed the bridge of his nose, hoping that would help the words form in his mind. 

 “Hey Crystal.” he said. “Uh, it’s Donny…” Another pause. He became annoyed with himself 

and considered hanging up the phone. He sighed heavily and continued. “Listen. I’m sorry for 

what I said last night. We both know I’m an asshole, but I shouldn’t have said it. But, I mean, 

can’t you call first.” He stopped and took another pause. “Uh, shit, you know what, never mind 

all that. Just forget what I said last night. I’m gonna try to stop by soon, honest. I know Jimmy’s 

hurtin’, but everybody seems to forget, he wasn’t the only one who was hurt that night.” His face 

felt warm and he realized his anger was coming back. He stopped himself and sighed again. 

“Alright, just forget it. I’m sorry again, I’ll call you later…” He trailed off, noticing something 

shifting in the light. 

 Shadows moved back and forth on the trailer ceiling signaling someone was walking around 

outside. He hung up the phone and groaned, forcing himself to sit up, only to fall back down on 

the bare mattress from a sudden head rush. The skin around his ankle pushed against the fabric of 

his jeans, swollen and painful. 

 “Brandi!” yelled a voice outside. “Where you at now? Come out here, I just wanna talk to 

ya’.” The voice was liquor-slurred and tired – he probably hadn’t slept in some time. Jimmy 

propped himself up and peeked out the bottom of the window, hoping not to be seen.  

 “C’mon Brandi, don’t make me make a scene. Just c’mon out!” Donny’s eyes adjusted in 

time to see the tattooed man from the previous night, cupping his hand against the windows of 
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the trailer next door, trying to look in. He was wearing a wife beater tank top, ripped blue jeans, 

and army boots. Donny could see the top angled lines of a swastika peeking out of the tank top. 

 The man continued to pace around the trailer looking in each window, before slamming both 

hands against the last one. 

 “I see you in there girl! Get on out before I break this window down.” He pushed his 

forehead against the glass and hit both hands hard against the glass over and over. Donny winced 

at the repeated sound and rolled back on the bed. 

 “Just go home Drew!” yelled a voice from inside the trailer. Drew slammed the window 

harder. 

 “Brandi, c’mon, don’t make me do something we’ll both regret.”  There was quiet from 

inside Brandi’s trailer, and Drew took a deep breath. “BRANDI GET OUT HERE!” He kicked 

the side of the trailer hard enough to dent the aluminum.  

 “Just leave you psycho!” screamed Brandi. 

 “Oh yeah, I’m a psycho?” he said, still kicking the trailer with the heel of his boot. “I’m 

fuckin’ crazy!?” 

 Donny opened the door to his trailer and saw Drew kicking the trailer with all his might. The 

tattooed lightning bolts bobbed up and down, striking the trailer through the force of his boot. 

Drew stopped for a moment to catch his breath and looked up at Donny.  

 “What the fuck are you looking at?!” he said. 

 Brandi’s trailer door flew open and she rushed out in the sun, swinging wildly with a black 

baseball bat. She swung high, connecting with Drew’s bicep, but he quickly recovered and 

grabbed it right above her hands. 



LaForest /The Crunch / 23 

 

 “Now that’s more like it!” he laughed, and grabbed her by the hair. Brandi screamed and 

tried to kick him, but he avoided her feet and pulled her toward the trailer. 

 “Let her go!” yelled Donny, clutching onto the doorframe, trying not to fall out. His head 

pounded and his leg ached from the walk from his mattress. Drew stopped and turned around, 

glaring at Donny. 

 “What the fuck did you just say?” he yelled. His eyes were wide and shaded a deep red, and 

there were deep scratch lines and scabs on his arms. Donny could tell he had something more 

than liquor in his system. Drew threw Brandi to the ground and walked toward Donny, bat in 

hand. 

 “Listen man…” Donny started to say, but Drew moved fast. He jabbed the thick end of the 

bat into his stomach, knocking him down. Donny fell to his knees coughing harshly. 

 “Say something else!” Drew yelled. He swung the bat as Donny rolled away, narrowly 

missing a direct hit to the back of the head. Donny’s heart raced as Drew yelled out again. 

 “C’mon Hero, say something else!” Drew took the bat and held it out with his hands apart, 

like a crazed baker attacking dough with a rolling pin. Donny rolled around aimlessly, trying to 

avoid a hit, but wasn’t quick enough. Drew caught him just under the chin, hitting his throat. It 

wasn’t a direct hit, but it was hard enough to cause Donny to cough madly, grabbing at his neck. 

He could see Drew correcting his grip on the bat and knew what was coming. His mind flashed 

to his sister Nikki and he braced for the killing stroke. 

 The cocking sound of a shotgun behind them cut through the air quicker than the lightning 

bolts on Drew’s head. Brandi stood with her feet planted, bracing for the recoil if things went 

that way. Drew stopped with the bat still raised and started laughing. 
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 “Well...would’ya look at that.” Drew lowered the bat to the ground and grinned, dropping it 

next to his feet. He walked back and turned, facing Brandi. “You ain’t really gonna shoot me 

now, are you darlin’?” His grin was menacing, but his eyes had lost the violence they’d held a 

moment before. 

 Donny’s hands were holding his neck, trying to stop the swelling he knew to be coming. The 

pain in his jaw was tremendous, but no match for what he felt in his throat. His eyes were on 

Brandi, pleading with her to pull the trigger. Drew stepped to the side and inched toward his car. 

 “Alright now girl, no need for that. I’m goin’.” said Drew. The shotgun had a sobering effect 

against whatever he’d taken that had brought out his courage. He opened the door to his car, still 

negotiating with the gun. 

 “If you come back,” Brandi said. “I’ll kill you where you stand. You know I will.” Her voice 

was shaky and angry, but her hands were steady. Drew didn’t give a remark. He looked around, 

probably hoping to find an ally in the park, and decided there were none. He sucked at his teeth 

and got in the car, driving slow in case the gun took a speedy retreat as a threat. 

 Donny coughed again, spitting out and tasting blood in the back of his throat. His head 

throbbed, and his whole body shook from fear and relief. Brandi still held the gun, staring in the 

direction of Drew’s car. Donny rolled on his arm and tried to stand, but he lost balance and fell 

into a sitting position against his trailer. He realized he was breathing too fast, on the verge of 

hyperventilating, and coughed to try and regain control. After a minute had passed, Brandi 

lowered the shotgun and moved towards her trailer. 

 “Wait!” Donny forced his voice through what felt like a cheese-grater in his throat. “What 

was that?! What the hell just happened?” Brandi raised the shotgun slightly, prepared to defend 
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herself against Donny’s questions. He pushed his back against the trailer, bracing himself in case 

the danger wasn’t over. 

 “Why don’t you mind yer’ fuckin business next time!” Brandi yelled, clenching her jaw as 

she glared at him. This was no shrinking violet. Donny put up his hands, palms out, and 

remained quiet as Brandi opened the door of her trailer and rushed inside. 

 He exhaled loudly and rolled over, lifting himself to his feet and keeping a hand planted on 

the side of the trailer to keep balance. His body was numb and shaken, and he didn’t trust himself 

to keep steady. He stepped into his trailer and opened the mini-fridge, hoping to find something 

cold to hold against his throat. There was nothing.  

 His foot hit the vodka bottle which rolled across the floor. With nothing else to help his pain, 

he picked up the bottle, unscrewed the top, and took a big mouthful of burning liquid. He 

swallowed too quickly: it was halfway down his throat when an ill-timed cough shot half of it 

right back up through his nasal cavity. He dropped the bottle and yelled, his eyes instantly 

watering from the alcohol burn. He opened the bathroom door and vomited, missing the toilet 

completely. Luckily, it was conveniently placed inside the shower stall to save much needed 

space in the trailer. He gagged and coughed wildly, blowing his nose into the shower.  

 After a few minutes, the burn subsided and he grabbed a towel to wipe his face. He was 

sweating profusely and catching air in shallow gasps. His shirt was damp and pressing against 

his skin unpleasantly. 

 “Oh god,” he said. “I need to get out of here.” The day’s events so far seemed to him a bad 

omen of his imminent future if he remained longer. He tried to get up and felt a twisting feeling 
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inside his stomach. He was hurting; both from the vomiting and the hit he’d taken from Drew’s 

bat. “What else?” he asked, hoping there wouldn’t be an answer. 

 He finally stood up and trudged into the open part of the trailer. The vodka bottle had 

emptied onto the linoleum floor, filling the trailer with the strong smell of alcohol. His stomach 

turned again and he gagged, fighting back every urge to expel more. He took off his shirt and 

quickly wiped himself down. The thought of a shower-of going back into the bathroom at all-

angered him, and he grabbed at any shirt he could find next to his mattress. The trailer door 

slammed against the frame as he shuffled to his truck and sped off. 
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V. 

 Donny navigated the truck through the familiar roads, not sure where he planned to go. He 

was exhausted: he’d been awake less than an hour and the day had taken all of his energy. He 

needed something to eat, but his stomach turned at the thought of food. He coughed again, 

feeling the acid taste of vomit in the back of his throat tinged with alcohol and blood. 

 He pulled up to a red light and closed his eyes. His headache was constant now. He rubbed 

his forehead against the hand holding the steering wheel, grinding against his own knuckles, 

trying to push the pain out. The sound of a car horn jarred him to attention, and he realized he’d 

briefly fallen asleep at the wheel. Someone behind him in a gray SUV was laying on the horn. 

 “Shit!” he yelled to himself. He hit the gas and turned right on Cantrell Road headed towards 

Jimmy’s house. It took a moment for him to realize where he was, and he quickly debated about 

going to see Jimmy. 

 “No...No…” he decided, and hit the brakes. He could hear the screech of tires from the car 

behind him as it narrowly missed rear-ending his truck. Donny rolled his shoulders and turned 

the wheel all the way to the left, pulling a U-turn into the next lane. He turned to look and saw 

Artie Harris behind the wheel of the gray SUV; a look of recognition and immediate fury flashed 

across his face. Donny floored the gas, feeling a jolt of speed and panic that was all too familiar.  

 He swerved into the other lane, trying to keep one eye on the road and one eye on the 

rearview mirror to see if he was being followed. Normally he would have stopped and 

confronted Artie head-on, but the morning had been hell on him and he was in no mood to fight. 

 A car horn blared in front of him and he swerved back into the right lane, gripping the 

steering wheel until his fingers hurt. He looked in the mirror again and breathed a sigh of relief 
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when he couldn’t spot the SUV. He breathed again, taking it in deep into his lungs. He breathed 

again, faster, trying to push the panic out. The day had thrown a lot at him, but he was still 

breathing. He tried to cough but couldn’t. His heart was racing from the adrenaline and his 

breaths were coming in short bursts, one after another after another.  

 What is this… he thought as his head fell. What’s happening now? He couldn’t focus; his 

vision blurred and he couldn’t lift his head, which lolled to the side defiantly. A part of him 

realized the danger he was in, and he somehow forced his foot down on the brakes. He heard the 

squeal of rubber on concrete but it was dull and distant. His arms dropped down and his body fell 

into the passenger seat, as the world around him turned black. 

Jimmy charged on, the wind whipping his face like waves in the ocean; strong and 

open. They’d been riding for 20 minutes. Jimmy was in the lead with the girl at his back, 

speeding and taking too many chances, all for the thrill of it. But Donny wasn’t thrilled. 

He was getting nervous, and nervous with Jimmy was never good. They were headed 

towards the North End where he knew the roads narrowed. It would be too dangerous for 

Donny to be showing off, speeding through uncertain curves in the dead of night. 

Donny accelerated, feeling the wind push against his body, as if trying to hold him 

back. He fought through it and caught up to Jimmy, sounding the horn to try and get his 

attention. Jimmy looked over and gave him a salute, laughing at Donny’s nerve. Donny 

put out one hand and gestured for Jimmy to slow down. The girl laughed and leaned 

forward, yelling something into Jimmy’s ear. The roar of the engine and the rush of wind 

drowned out her words, but Donny was sure he saw her mouth the words: “Somebody’s 

jealous.” 
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Jimmy grinned again, but there was hostility in it. His gaze shot forward and he 

gunned the accelerator, shoving forward and out in front again.  Jimmy’s competitive 

edge was winning out, though Donny never meant to challenge him. 

“Hey!” Donny yelled out and hit the accelerator. He was going too fast-the hum of 

the engine was a different sound than he’d ever heard before. His heart was jumping out 

of his chest, but he pushed on. 

He passed Jimmy and moved in front. Jimmy’s grin dropped for a moment and the 

girl behind him squeezed his chest, cheering him on. Donny planned on decelerating as 

the roads narrowed, forcing Jimmy to slow down, but that would only work if Jimmy 

cooperated. 

The first turn came and Donny’s stomach churned. Both bikes angled down, and he 

could see sparks flying off where the frame scraped the road. They cleared the turn but 

he knew they were going way too fast for the next one coming up. 

Donny applied the brake slowly, hoping Jimmy would get the hint. He did not. 

Jimmy’s front wheel crept up close to Donny’s back wheel until they were less than a foot 

apart. Donny looked behind him and waved his hand for Jimmy to slow down, but Jimmy 

honked the horn instead. His eyes went wide and he flashed his high beams. Donny 

jerked his attention forward, just in time to see the road turn at an impossible angle. 

He hit the brakes but knew they had no time. Everything moved in slow-motion: he 

felt the front of Jimmy’s bike hit his back tire, and his own bike jerked forward. His front 

tire jumped up as his hands were torn from the steering wheel, giving him a weightless 

feeling as he was lifted up into the sky.  
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Jimmy’s bike turned at a 45 degree angle, throwing the girl and Jimmy off. She was 

still laughing as her body soared through the air and tumbled onto the hard road in 

sickening turns. Her joints were twisted wrong, like a string puppet thrown into a corner. 

She was dead on impact. Jimmy’s body landed in the woods that bordered the road. His 

shoulder hit a tree and folded out with a loud crack. A low-hanging tree limb broke 

against the impact with his face and slowed his momentum. He fell to the ground 

moaning in pain.  

Donny fell nearby, landing in a collection of leaves and twigs that cushioned the 

worst part of the fall. His body slid against the wet leaves, coming to rest when his head 

hit a rock that was jutting out of the ground like an iceberg. He felt the sticky heat of 

blood covering his face as he breathed against the dirt and leaves, taking in the rough 

scent of earth before he lost consciousness. 

A man driving by was forced to stop from the piles of broken metal at the scene of the 

accident. He called 911 and ran to the girl first, but she was clearly and painfully dead. 

Emergency vehicles arrived and found the man crying. There was fresh vomit near the 

dead girl’s twisted body.  

 Donny woke to noise and white light, half expecting to find his life had finally ended. The 

light began to take on moving shades that formed into many different people: hospital staff 

running from in and out of a door. He was in a pale-white room with a blue drape hanging from 

the ceiling to give the impression of privacy. His clothes were off, replaced with an ill-fitting 

gown that hovered above his knees. There was a white ice-pack covering his ankle, and he could 

see the skin underneath looked heavily bruised. 
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 He tried to move his arms and failed, noticing that one was attached to an IV tube dripping 

cold liquid into his vein. The other arm was stopped by a steel handcuff linked to a bed railing 

that clattered around when he moved, signaling he was awake. He could see heads moving and 

the unmistakable radio static of a policeman’s walkie-talkie. 

 What happened? he thought. A nurse in pink scrubs walked in followed by an older man in a 

white doctor’s coat. The nurse checked the IV bag and a monitoring machine behind his head. 

She adjusted the bag and walked over to the doctor, who whispered something to her that made 

her face tighten. She looked at Donny and curled her lip before leaving the room. 

 The doctor picked up a wooden clipboard by the edge of the bed and studied it, frowning and 

tapping his finger on the back of the board. Donny stared at him and coughed harshly, sliding the 

clasp of the handcuff up the railing, filling the room with the sound of metal clashing against 

metal. The cough irritated the pain in his throat, making it hard to swallow and speak. His head 

was swooning again and he felt the black creeping in from the corners of his eyes, but he gently 

shook his head and sat up. The doctor frowned again and clicked his tongue. 

 “So,” said the doctor, placing the clipboard back. “How are you feeling, hmm?” 

Donny watched him for a moment before responding, trying to measure whether the words 

would hurt coming out of his swollen throat.  

 “Like a bruised turd, Doc.” he said, wincing and closing one eye from the pain behind it.  

“What’s goin on? Why am I here?” His voice was getting louder.  “And why do I have these 

on?” He jingled the cuff against the railing again for effect. 

 “Let’s just take it easy, alright. My name is Dr. Peck. There’s an officer outside of the room; 

he’s gonna want some words with you in a minute. I just want to know a few things first, okay?” 
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 Donny shook his head yes and rested back on the bed. The bright hospital lights bounced off 

the white walls, making his pain worse. 

 “You were unconscious when they brought you in. What’s the last thing you remember?” 

 It hurt his head to think about it, but he remembered forcing his foot on the brakes right 

before everything went dark. 

 “I was driving,” he said. “And everything just started getting fuzzy. I must’ve passed out.” 

 “We noticed some heavy bruising on your throat.” The doctor pointed towards Donny’s neck 

and frowned. 

 “Yeah, I got hit.” said Donny. “Some crazy asshole with a bat had a bad morning. He got my 

stomach too.” He pushed against the gown on his stomach, investigating where Drew had landed 

the first blow. 

 “Okay…” Dr. Peck moved to his IV, checking where the nurse had made adjustments. 

“When was the last time you ate anything?” 

 Donny shook his head and said, “I don’t know. A few days maybe.” Peck frowned and 

picked up the chart again, flipping through the pages. Donny clenched his jaw and felt his face 

become hot. “Are you gonna tell me what’s going on?” He jerked his arm up and felt the steel 

cuff dig into the skin on his wrist. 

 “Well, you were brought in by the ambulance already cuffed. The on-scene officer felt it 

necessary because of the smell of alcohol in the car. We ran a blood test which showed trace 

amounts of alcohol but not enough for inebriation. However, the results showed you were 

hypoglycemic, which I believe contributed to your loss of consciousness.” Dr. Peck looked at 

him seriously, but Donny laughed. 
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 “So what, are you saying I’m diabetic now?” This was turning into the perfect day. 

 “No.” said Peck. “I don’t believe so, but you need to eat something. Your medical history 

shows that you suffered a severe TBI a few years ago. You want to make sure you stay as 

healthy as possible to dampen any enduring effects.” 

 Donny thought it over seriously. It had been a long time since he’d tried to take care of 

himself.  

 “Could that have something to do with the migraines?” he asked. He tried to hide his 

nervousness. “I can barely think most of the time; it’s torture.” 

 “It’s possible, yes.” Dr. Peck put the clipboard back as a knock was heard at the door. 

 “Excuse me, Dr. Peck? Is he ready yet?” An officer stood in the doorway in a navy-blue 

uniform, both hands holding his belt in a sign of victory. 

 Peck rolled his eyes and looked at Donny. “I can’t legally disclose the results of your blood 

test without your consent.” 

 Donny nodded with a slight smile. “Sure Doc, whatever you want.” Peck walked out of the 

room, leading the officer out by the arm. The officer glared at Peck and shot an annoyed look 

back at Donny, who smiled and waved goodbye to the officer’s back. 

 Donny rested back into the bed and tried to relax. He closed his eyes, aware of the cold liquid 

being seeped into his arm, and thought about the past two days. He thought about Crystal: she 

was a bitch, but he couldn’t blame her. She’d been handed a raw deal, but he couldn’t figure out 

why she stayed with Jimmy. He was a mess now, drooling all the time and only able to eat food 

if it’d been blended up first. He knew all of this second-hand though. After more than a year, 

he’d never been to see him. 
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 It was his fault, he thought, his mind back on the night of the accident. The girl had been so 

young, full of life, that’s what Jimmy wanted. Anything to not go home and face his own life. 

Donny hated him and blamed him, but he still missed him. He wished he’d been able to slow him 

down earlier, somehow reached him in time to miss the curve. The girl would still be alive, still 

smiling, not haunting every moment he closed his eyes. 

 Donny sat up again with a decision. He would visit Jimmy. He would settle things between 

them, if only to help his own conscience. Everything in him knew Jimmy was to blame, but a 

year of pain and avoidance hadn’t changed anything. He’d go to see him and apologize to 

Crystal, at least. She deserved better. 

 Donny tried to move off the bed, but couldn’t. His wrist tugged at the metal clasp that rattled 

loudly against the bed railing. 

 Shit, he thought, moving his cuffed arm around. There was a commotion behind the door, 

and Donny expected the Doctor to come back in with the officer. The door opened a crack and 

he could hear a woman’s voice behind. 

 “I am going in to speak with him. He is my son; you’ll have to drag me out of here.” The 

door flung open and his mother walked in, holding a heavy coat under one arm. She was wearing 

a frayed white turtleneck and jeans meant for a much younger woman. Her skin sagged and 

showed the deep lines from age and nicotine. She closed the door and walked over to the bed. 

 “Hi sweetheart.” She said, her voice never lifting. It was hard to tell if she was being sincere. 

“You don’t look too good.” 
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 “Yeah.” He said, dropping back into the mattress. He held the railing to show the handcuff, 

hoping she’d get the message that this meeting was under protest. She sat down in a chair next to 

the bed and looked at him, waiting for one of them to start talking. It won’t be me, he thought. 

 “Listen,” she said, slapping her hand on his arm. “I’m having the trailer moved back to the 

house today.” Donny sat up and glared at her. 

 “You gave me two weeks!” he said, trying to keep the volume of his voice controlled. He 

knew his mother and yelling never worked out. 

 “I did.” She said gravely. “That was before I got a call that you were passed out drunk on the 

road. You could have killed someone Donald.” She stopped herself, trying not to show the shame 

she felt every day. Donny sighed, understanding but still furious. 

 “Not that it matters,” he said finally. “But it had nothing to do with drinking. The doctor just 

told me.” His mother eyed him suspiciously and shrugged. 

 “Either way, they’re picking it up now so you might as well just forget about it.” 

 “Who is?” he asked. 

 “Artie Harris. I guess he’s the one who found you on the road, passed out, smelling like 

cheap liquor. He called the police and reached out to me.” She talked approvingly, as if Artie 

was a gentleman. 

 “That goddamned bastard.” Donny said under his breath. He could picture the smile on 

Artie’s face when his mother asked him to get the trailer, rendering him homeless. 

 “I don’t care for that language, Donald.” She said, rummaging through her purse. She 

brought out a black cell phone and looked at a message on the bright screen. “Huh…” she said. 

 Donny looked at her puzzled. “What?” 
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 “Artie wants to buy your father’s motorcycle.” She said. The bike had been in his mother’s 

garage for years. It was a cheap Japanese model made to look like a Harley, with half the power 

or prestige.  

“Does it even still run?” he asked. 

“Oh yes; I tried to sell it earlier this year but no one bit. I had the neighbor’s son look at it for 

me. Artie must’ve seen the For Sale sign. He says he can come pick it up tomorrow.” 

For a moment, Donny’s face grew hot, but he relaxed, figuring that in all likelihood, he would 

never have ridden it anyway. 

 “Whatever.” He said with a sigh, and his mother started typing into the phone. 

 The door opened and Doctor Peck walked in followed by the officer. His mood was sour, like 

a kid whose parents had taken away his favorite toy. Peck was barely hiding a look of 

satisfaction. It was clear he enjoyed ruining the officer’s expectations, hinting at a youth of rigid 

obedience that never tasted rebellion. 

 “The doctor says his tests came back negative for intoxication.” The officer spoke through 

his teeth. “You’re free to go.” 

 “Am I?” asked Donny, holding his arm up as far as the cuff allowed. 

 “Right.” He said. He unlocked the cuff and it came off the railing with a loud clatter. “You 

better stay out of trouble, if you know what’s good for you.” The officer attached the cuffs to his 

belt and adjusted himself. “There’s plenty of guys that’d love to take you in.” 

 “Sure thing, sir.” Donny said, giving a half salute with his freed arm. He heard his mother 

sigh and suck her teeth. 
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 “When will it be enough Donald.” She said. He looked at her and tried to remember a time 

when they were close. She would say her nagging and complaining was her way of showing that 

she cared.  

 After about an hour, Donny was dressed and sitting on the side of the bed. Dr. Peck brought 

him little sheets of paper for mild painkillers for his neck and ankle. All he cared about were the 

headaches. 

 He walked to the front desk to sign his release papers while his mother looked for a restroom 

to freshen up before they left. He’d be staying with her, she decided. He figured he’d be able to 

leave with the trailer as soon as he got his truck from the police impound. 

 The receptionist handed him a pen and forms without looking at him: she was eyeing the 

doors behind him. He could hear a lot of noise and activity -  someone was being brought in on a 

stretcher. He turned to watch and saw some ER doctors and paramedics huddled together around 

a woman with red bandages where her face used to be. 

 Donny heard bits of their hurried conversation. The words “self-inflicted” and “GSW” broke 

through the confusion. One doctor shook his head defeated, and he thought he could see another 

doctor mouth the words “…not gonna make it.” 

 The receptionist handed him a piece of paper and he turned to leave. He looked back at the 

stretcher and caught a glimpse of the top of the woman’s head before they brought her through 

the hospital doors. Her hair was wet and stained with red, but he could make out the strange 

color: a stringy mixture of blonde and brunette. 
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 “No…” he whispered. He tried to run over and confirm his suspicion, but the pain in his 

ankle flared. He hobbled to the doors they’d all gone through and was about to push them open 

when a nurse in white and yellow scrubs stopped him. 

 “I’m sorry sir, you can’t go in there.” She was young, but her voice was firm. 

 “I just need to see who that is.” He said weakly. His head hurt but he didn’t care. 

 “Are you a relative?” 

 “No, I…” he started. “I just need to know her name. I think she’s a friend of mine. Please.” 

 “I’m sorry sir; I can’t disclose any information unless you’re related.” 

 “Please…” he said. His voice cracked and he could feel the sting of tears in his eyes. “I just 

need to know if I did this.” 

 The nurse studied his face, and her firm expression changed to sympathy. She walked him 

over to an empty waiting room chair and sat down next to him. 

 “I didn’t see her chart.” The nurse said. “But I believe they said her name was Crystal.” 

 Donny’s heart sank. His breath became heavy and hard to control. He could hear the nurse 

next to him asking if he was alright, but he couldn’t focus. His mind was a whirlwind, trying to 

understand what he’d just heard.  

 “It’s my fault…” he choked out. He put his head in his hands, and started rocking back and 

forth. The nurse gave up trying to talk to him and quickly walked to the desk. She picked up a 

phone and called for a Doctor. 

 He sat in his rocking fit for a few minutes. It was his mother’s voice that brought him out of 

it. 
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 “Donald, get up. We have to go.” She commanded. He looked up at her and saw that she was 

eyeing the front desk anxiously. The last thing he needed was to be thrown in a padded room, so 

he stood up and followed his mother out the front doors, limping as he went along. 
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VI. 

 The next few hours passed by in silence as the guilt sunk down into Donny’s core. Crystal 

had tried to kill herself over what he’d told her. She’d somehow come to terms with Jimmy and 

the young girl from the accident, perhaps had even believed the girl had been with Donny that 

night. But no, the truth was that the girl was one of many, and had it not been for the accident, 

she wouldn’t have been the last. 

 Donny was in his mother’s living room holding a mug of coffee with both hands. He was 

sitting on a sofa with flower patterns across it, covered in thick plastic to keep the condition 

pristine. A plate of food was placed on a nearby end table, but he hadn’t touched it. Like the 

coffee, it had gone cold an hour ago. His stomach growled but he ignored it. His head pounded 

ferociously, and he welcomed it. There was a small frame holding a Polaroid of a young girl – 

Nikki. There were no pictures of Donny around. 

 His mother was in the kitchen on a cordless phone, walking the length of the room back and 

forth. 

 “Yeah, I heard, poor thing. Did anyone know she was troubled? Yeah…yeah, of course. And 

do they know what they’re gonna do with Jim? Uh huh…Oh no…well let me know if there’s 

anything I can do. Please take care, I’m so sorry.” 

 She placed the phone on the receiver and walked into the living room. 

 “That was Amber; Crystal’s sister,” she said, sitting down in a chair across from him. She 

watched Donny carefully, unsure of his reaction. “She, uh…she didn’t make it.” 

 Donny closed his eyes and rested his head against the plastic back of the sofa. “I’m 

responsible.” He said. “I did this.” 
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 “Oh stop that nonsense; you weren’t even there! You’re not that important Donald.” She held 

her hands nervously. She was confused by his behavior and wouldn’t indulge it. He watched the 

ceiling through red, swollen eyes, and she saw her son for the first time. 

 His hair was long and greasy. The bruise on his throat carried up to his chin, giving him a 

dour appearance. His clothes were old and tattered, with dark stains that could have been blood. 

If she didn’t know he was her son, he’d have looked like any other broken man she’d known in 

her life – just another bum on the street. 

 She closed her eyes and gave a silent prayer; not for his rescue, she realized, but for his 

removal. In that moment, she wanted him far away from her. 

 “Listen Donald….” She said, choosing her words carefully. “I think you should take the 

trailer. Just keep it; you need it more than I do.” She smiled gently with anxious eyes. 

 “Yeah?” he said, still watching the ceiling. “Sure.”  

 His mother watched him again and stood up, looking for something to do to avoid being in 

the same room as him. 

 Donny sat in the couch, feeling his pulse surge through the pain in his head. Crystal’s 

tortured face appeared to him, mixed with the image of the laughing young girl. He was 

complicit, if not responsible, for both of them. He should have stopped Jimmy. He should have 

never lied for him. 

 He opened his eyes and got up from the couch. His mother had gone to the basement, 

pretending to occupy herself. He opened the junk drawers and searched around but couldn’t find 

what he was looking for. He frowned in irritation and walked into the dining room. On the table, 
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next to a faded paper that said Title in bold letters, were the keys to his father’s motorcycle. 

Quickly, he grabbed them and went into the garage. 

 His mother heard the nearby engine roll over and drive away. She walked up the steps 

slowly, in case her son had not been the cause of the sound. Seeing that he was really gone, she 

crossed herself and thanked the angels who answered her prayers, as she had done when her 

husband had finally left. 

 Donny drove the bike down 1st Street, slowly at first, adjusting to the feel of the bike. When 

he felt comfortable, he gunned the engine and turned towards Cantrell Road.  

 He drove past Victor’s Bar, thinking of Dolores and her kindness over the years. She was no 

doubt filling the seats with the rest of the degenerates in this town, wondering where he’d been, 

and if she should still keep his seat empty. In a small-town bar that was lucky to get any 

customers, she reserved his seat so the lights wouldn’t bother him. What a sweetheart. 

 Donny rode on. He moved to the left lane to avoid two police cars surrounding a red station 

wagon. As he passed, he could see the officer from the hospital with his gun drawn, kneeling into 

the back of a man who was face-first in the ground. The man’s bald head showed dark colored 

tattoos of lightning bolts, striking into the dirt with a struggle. There were three other police 

officers nearby – two were helping to arrest Drew. The other was at the passenger side of the 

station wagon, hand on his holster, commanding a young woman in a pink Mickey Mouse t-shirt 

inside to exit the vehicle. Donny locked eyes with Brandi for a moment before he rode past. 

 He turned on Cantrell Rd. and followed it down, feeling a wave of nostalgia as he passed the 

familiar houses, and pulled into Jimmy’s driveway near where a powder blue car was parked. He 
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clicked the engine off and stared at the small house where he’d come almost nightly to find 

Jimmy waiting impatiently on the porch. Jimmy wasn’t waiting anymore. 

 Has it really been over a year? He asked himself, kicking out the kickstand. He walked to 

the door and knocked, hoping there’d been some kind of mistake and Crystal would open it, and 

he could forgive himself. He heard a shuffling sound inside and the turning of locks against the 

door that opened to the defaced sight of his best friend. 

 “Hh he helllloo?” said Jimmy. He stood in the doorframe as the pale imitation of a man. His 

clothes had grown on him, or rather, he’d shrunk down. He’d also lost too much weight, and his 

clothes draped over him now at least two sizes too big. He was crouched and gripping a walker 

that had tennis balls over the stands. His hair was almost gone – what was left streamed down 

over his face in gray whisps. 

 His face. Donny’s stomach turned over and he was glad he hadn’t eaten anything. Jimmy’s 

face had become concave: the bones turned in at the outer sides of his cheeks, mashing the 

features of his face together like a carnival mirror. One eye was closed and appeared hollow. The 

other was looking at Donny, and for a moment, he could make out that it was his friend. 

 “I’m here man,” said Donny. “I’m here.” 

 “Dddd…don….Donnnyy?” said Jimmy. 

 “Yeah,” said Donny. “It’s me.” Jimmy stared at him for a minute and moved his shoulders in 

a way that resembled a shrug. 

 “Yyyyoo…yyou llloookk….terr….terrrible.” said Jimmy. 
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 Jimmy held onto Donny as they turned off of Cantrell Rd. His grip was loose and Donny was 

afraid he might fall off at the turn, but he reflexively shifted his weight and held on. Neither of 

them wore helmets, letting the wind pass through their ears in a familiar wave of freedom.  

 They came to a red light, and stopped. The road was mostly empty, and the sky was clear. 

Perfect riding conditions. A gray SUV pulled up alongside them, where Artie Harris was sipping 

a coffee behind the wheel. He looked over and saw Jimmy giving him a toothless smile, lifting 

his chin to show his full face. Artie dropped his coffee cup and Donny could hear him cursing 

loudly in the car. They both laughed and rode on. 

 They came to the long stretch of road that had changed their lives. On the side of the road, a 

flower memorial had been set up in memory of the laughing girl. Donny stopped next to it to 

take a look - the flowers had withered and fallen out, and what few had remained were brown 

and rotting. There were bits of water-logged paper that were meant as goodbye messages 

littering the ground around it. A curled photo was placed in the middle of the biggest 

arrangement. The young girl’s face was beaming with promise, and underneath read a small 

placard: “Rest in Peace Beth. You were loved and will be missed.”  

 Donny sighed. He could turn back. He could bring Jimmy home and try to forget. He could 

try not to see Beth’s face anymore, but he knew it would just be replaced with Crystal’s. Her sad 

eyes would haunt him, as Beth’s young laugh had. 

 It’s time, he thought. Donny stared ahead and hit the accelerator, feeling the wind hit his face 

as he gained speed. He shifted gear and felt an invisible force push against him, trying to slow 

him down. He fought against it. Jimmy held onto him firmly, finding a strength Donny didn’t 

know was still there. 
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 The wind enveloped them. He couldn’t hear anything but the roar of the engine and the 

woosh of the wind against his head. His heart pounded inside his chest; adrenaline rushed 

through his veins, making him forget about his pains that were now a dull afterthought. He was 

happy. 

 They had reached the bikes full speed and were flying down the road. There was a silence in 

the wind that forgave him and comforted him. Jimmy’s grip loosened; his body relaxed. Donny 

could see the turn ahead. It was too late to slow down. He let go of the handles, turned his head 

and looked at Jimmy. He was laughing the entire time. 


