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  March 18, 1995


  The cloud-cloaked night sky spit sleet at them, while the cold, gusting wind battered the windows and slowly seeped inside their car. It was late on a Saturday night, and eighteen-year-old Brad Richards was driving much too fast for the nasty weather and slick conditions.


  Riding shotgun, Amy Sulzer, his seventeen-year-old girlfriend, squirmed nervously in her bucket seat, by turns peering anxiously through the windshield at the tempest assaulting them, or sneaking peeks at her resolute boyfriend. They were traveling east on Old Brownsville Road, a gently undulating two-lane that unwound for several miles in northeast Memphis, after leaving friends at their high school dance. Brad loved his ride, a brand new ’95 Pontiac Grand Am that his father had bought him at the start of his senior year. But Amy knew she had to curb his recklessness, or they’d both regret it.


  “Brad, you need to slow down,” she said, her voice soft in the hushed, tense confines of the car. She had cut the radio a minute ago, hoping to talk seriously to her boyfriend before they reached her house.


  “It’s okay, babe,” he said, glancing her way. “The road’s not that bad. I’ll have you home in fifteen minutes.”


  “I don’t care what time I get home. I just want to make it home … preferably in one piece.” Tempering her statement, she smiled at him, but he could see that it was strained.


  “All right,” he said, catching an intoxicating whiff of Amy’s Jasmine perfume - his favorite fragrance now, and one he hoped to associate exclusively with her from here on out. Lifting his foot off the gas pedal a fraction, the car juddering slightly as it slowed, he reached for her hand with his right. “Better?”


  She nodded, a genuine smile swapping places with the strained version, and clutched his hand tightly.


  “Ow!” he mock-complained, tugging his palm free.


  “Oh, come on. It wasn’t that hard.” She quickly reclaimed her prize.


  “Ah, I was just kidding,” he said, returning her smile.


  For a moment, the two of them said nothing, content to simply gaze through the front window as Old Man Winter, perhaps in a last gasp, worked his magic to transform the outside world into a beautiful but ofttimes dangerous environment. Lacing the denuded trees with heavy garlands of sleet and freezing rain; frosting the roofs of houses with a thin, spring-like coat of wet snow; and caking the narrow country road with a shiny, deceptive slick of icy slush.


  “Brad …” Amy said, breaking the long silence. “I have to tell you something.”


  “What?” he said with a grin, pulling his eyes from the road for a split second.


  “I’m … I’m pregnant.”


  “Say what?” he said after a pause, a frown furrowing his forehead.


  “I’m going to have a baby, Brad—we are.” She stared at his profile, trying to gauge his reaction. “I took a home pregnancy test yesterday after school. It turned out positive.”


  “Are you sure? I mean—how accurate are those things?”


  He looks so disillusioned, she thought, staring at him, like he’s almost panicking. She realized sadly that she wasn’t getting anywhere near the response from him that she had been hoping for.


  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. My period’s over two weeks late. I just didn’t want to tell you before, not until I was certain.” She gently disentangled her hand from his, feeling abandoned, mired in the quicksand of her dark, lonely thoughts.


  “It’s too early for us to start a family,” he said, when he once again found his voice. “My dad’s expecting me to go away to college and follow in his steps. We can’t have a baby now—we can’t even get married till I’m out of school!” He nervously drummed the fingers of his free hand on his thigh. And despite the slight chill leaking into the car, Amy noticed a rash of perspiration had suddenly bloomed on his forehead. “We’re gonna have to do something about it,” he continued in a soft, grave tone.


  “Like what?” she almost shouted, hurt by his implication. “What are you talking about?”


  “Amy, we cannot have a baby now, no way. I’m sorry.” He tore his gaze from the road again, searching out her face. “I can get some money from my father and we can take care of it quietly. Everything will be fine. We’ll get through this, I promise.” He reached for her hand, found it, feebly trying to console her.


  Staring at him in complete disbelief, Amy seethed quietly inside, hot tears crawling down her cheeks, her anger kindling. I love you, Brad … and I thought you loved me. How can you tell me that I have to get an abortion? How could I have misjudged you that much? How can you do this to us?


  “You asshole!” she cried suddenly, on the threshold of a blind rage. And like a cornered badger, she lashed out at him—her boyfriend, her lover, and the father of her unborn child—clawing and striking his neck and face with both hands. Pummeling him ceaselessly. Hissing and screeching all the while. And ignoring his shocked, pained cries.


  Until, with both of his arms now busy neutralizing her frenzied actions and the steering wheel forgotten, the Grand Am’s rear tires lost traction and the car began a slow, inexorable slide to the left on the sleet-slicked road, fishtailing out of control.


  Both teens suddenly realized the error of their ways and Brad abandoned his defensive efforts to clamp his hands around the wheel once again. But in his panic, he overcorrected and sent the car into a sudden, surging skid to the right, as Amy screamed even louder.


  Yet, even as he managed to straighten the vehicle marginally, disaster loomed in front of them like a foregone conclusion. A mailbox encased in bricks to resemble the downtown Pyramid, most residents’ favourite highlight of the beautiful Memphis skyline, rushed at them with frightening speed.


  The front passenger side of the car struck the mailbox a glancing but nevertheless telling blow at ten MPH over the posted speed limit, catapulting the vehicle into the air and sending it into a slow-motion counter-clockwise rotation.


  Gravity quickly recaptured its escapee, tugging the metal capsule back to earth and slamming the car, upside down, into a telephone pole.


  The front of the Grand Am crumpled grotesquely at impact, its grille embracing the pole in a grim bear hug.


  Following the brief, night-shattering clamor that accompanied the horrific crash, quiet reigned for a moment. An eerie stillness that verged on the unnatural.


  Then the witchy fingernails of the cold, gusting wind began rattling and scratching softly at the cracked, spider-webbed windows of the broken vehicle. The car’s crushed engine raised its voice as well, ticking ominously.


  Upside down in the car, broken, battered, and bloodied, Amy had suffered traumatic injuries to both her head and body, despite still being tethered by her seat belt. And even though Brad had the added benefit of the driver’s-side air bag to blunt the effects of the crash, his injuries closely mirrored those of his girlfriend.


  Neither of them moved—they couldn’t. They were both barely clinging to life.


  After a minute or more, an older man garbed in winter attire—one of the neighbors—suddenly scrambled down the sloping front yard at whose foot the overturned car rested.


  Breaking the uneasy near-silence, he called out to the unconscious teens, quickly yelling for his wife to call an ambulance when he received no response. He carefully pulled Amy and Brad from the wreckage, all the while knowing he could very well be exacerbating their situations. But he decided to take his chances: he didn’t want to risk the car exploding with them inside.


  And all the Good Samaritan could do then was to huddle close by the critically injured teens, as if he were their literal life preserver, keeping them as comfortable as possible in the freezing elements and waiting for help.


  His wife, swaddled in warm clothes, soon joined him at the curb to lend her support, shrouded by a blanket and carrying several more.


  Half-a-dozen cars passed by in the duration, their occupants either stopping to ask if they could be of assistance, or simply slowing briefly to rubberneck. A few of the neighbors made their presence known as well, offering what limited help or suggestions they could.


  Finally, after a long ten minutes, sirens warbled in the distance, closing swiftly.


  The lingering odors of spilt blood, gas, oil, and even a hint of jasmine, gradually dissipated in the night’s swirling wind.
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  October 13, 1995


  Out of breath and pulse racing, Ben Richards quickly pushed through the door and into the room in which his son, Brad, had lain comatose
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