Influence
Matt Deets
Early, it’s just too early, especially considering it’s Sunday.  So why am I being gradually rustled awake by the sounds of soft murmurs outside my bedroom door?  I’m not even going to bother looking at the time.  I hate knowing what time it is when I know it is just too early for me to be awake.  Better that I just drown out the gentle mutterings and fall back asleep.  Though as I do, I get a sense that something’s not right; as though something bad has happened.
Fast forward a couple of hours (a rough guess) and all of my questions are answered.   Once I’ve sauntered my way down the hall and into the kitchen my mother hastens in my direction and brings to my attention the details of which I am presently unaware.  
“Brett’s been in a car accident,” she quickly informs me.  “He’s been taken to the hospital.  I’m getting ready to go if you want to go with me.”

“What do you mean?” I ask; shocked at what I’ve just heard and unconvinced as to the reality of the present conversation.  Brett?  You mean life long friend Brett? “Where?  How?  With who?” I continue my interrogation.  

“Just down the road.  His car ran off the road and hit a tree.  He was with three other boys.  He and two of the others have been taken to the Hospital.  The other boy is dead”

“Dead!” I shrieked, half questioning, half in disbelief.  “What do you mean dead?”  Of course I know what dead meant, I just couldn’t believe all that I was hearing, and all just 10 minutes into my waking hours.  


  “Yes, dead.  After the car hit the tree, it started on fire.  The two boys in the front were knocked unconscious from the collision, so the two boys in the back had to pull them out.  They were able to pull Brett out, but couldn’t get to the other kid.”
I didn’t know what to make of all that I was hearing.  It was just too much to take in all at once; too much to process.  My brain was hardly even awake, let alone ready to comprehend such a crushing wave of news, but I was quickly coming alert with each detail.  So, with little hesitation I rushed down the hall, threw on some clothes, unconcerned with the fact that they were dirty, and ran out the door, informing my mother I’d meet her at the ER.  I figured God would forgive me for missing church that morning, considering the circumstances.   Nonetheless, as I hurried out I prayed for His presence throughout the day.
I later learned all of the details that had been pieced together.  Brett had been at a party somewhere with some other kids and considering this party occurred in the heart of Wisconsin, there was drinking.  Brett’s family had a reputation for consuming alcohol, so of course he took part in the festivities, as did the other guys he was with.  Whatever the reason, perhaps even unbeknownst to him, Brett decided he’d like to drive home.  So, he and the other three, all of whom I knew from high school, got in a car and took off toward Brett’s home, with Brett in the driver’s seat.  Wanting to avoid cops and - to his credit perhaps - other cars, Brett decided to take the back road that cuts off from the main highway and runs straight toward his house.  

The accident occurred less than a mile from our homes - Brett is my neighbor.  A deer rushed out in front of Brett’s car and he swerved to avoid it.  In so doing, he lost control of the car and it weaved across the center line over to the other side of the road before jetting across the center again and colliding with a tree just off the road.  Brett and his front passenger were knocked unconscious and the car went up in flames.  The two boys in the back were alert enough to haul Brett out.  I say haul, because Brett is a big guy at a little over 6 feet tall and in the vicinity of 320 pounds.  Unfortunately, the front passenger door was jammed and the boys were unable to help the other passenger before flames engulfed the car.
Police, firefighters, and ambulance crews arrived on the scene and were able to find the boys - scared and hiding - in a nearby barn.  The car was impounded and each of the boys was taken to the hospital, where they were questioned by the police and their injuries were cared for.

I arrived at the hospital bewildered and unsure of what I was to do, say, or even think.  I quickly located the ER and was pointed in the direction of the room that Brett was in.  I walked in and saw him lying on a bed with a blanket covering him and various IVs protruding from his arms.  His eyes were closed and he had a large cut on his forehead, surrounded by an ever darkening bruise that was evolving from purple and violet to black.  He looked like he’d just come from a mob brawl.  I didn’t say a word.   

Shortly after I arrived, Brett was wheeled down a stretch of long hallways to the other side of the hospital and into a room where he would remain while he recovered.  After the nurses attending him were finished setting everything in the room up and ensuring that Brett was comfortable, they walked out and began informing both my  and Brett’s mom of what was wrong with him and what they were going to do about it.  It turned out Brett had only suffered a fractured hip and possibly had a concussion.  Seeing as both mothers were nurses, they were very interested and aware of what was going on.  I on the other hand just wanted to see my friend.  So, I left them all in the hallway and walked into the room where Brett lay and sat down in a chair next to his bed.
He came to just enough to thank me for coming and make idle chit chat.  I could tell he was tired by his difficulty uttering each word and great angst with each gesture he made.  I turned on the television situated in front of his bed.  I let him know that my presence there was no trouble at all and that I would help him with whatever he needed.  With that, he tilted his head back and dozed off.
As I sat there looking at my slumbering friend, my mind began to relax for the first time that day and I started to reflect.  Brett had been my best friend growing up.   We used to do everything together.  We rolled around in the dirt, climbed trees, played video games, joined sports teams together, made up imaginary aliases, collected cards, and even wrote short stories.  We were inseparable, usually staying at one another’s houses 2-3 times a week and talking on the phone on the evenings we were apart.  His mom and my mom were close friends too, so Brett became like a second son to my mom and vice versa.  We would always walk into each other’s houses without knocking and help ourselves to each other’s fridges.  Life was good, but then life went on.

As we got older, Brett and I started going off in different directions.  He was a socialite and enjoyed the party scene, while I enjoyed my quiet times and staying out of trouble.  Plus, I had goals and the only way of attaining them was through hard work, which didn’t leave much time for partying.  Sadly, this drifting apart may have led to the domino effect that led to Brett’s accident.  

I always liked to think that I was a good influence on my friend, but for whatever reason, as we got older, I lost my effect.  We still hung out with one another on occasion and were influences in one another’s life, but things obviously weren’t the same, and as we went through high school, it became more apparent that I had lost my grip on Brett.  He started drinking and partying more and though he tried to get me to drive him home from parties and help him cover up his lifestyle, I refused to enable him.

This last thought kept going through my mind.  Why didn’t I just pick him up from the parties?  Why hadn’t I provided him with more alibis when he’d been questioned by parents and authority figures?  Would he have been safer?  Would things have been better off?  Could I have prevented the accident?  These types of questions had haunted me before, and here they were again in full force.  
I knew the answers of course.  I had done the right thing by not choosing to reinforce his destructive ways.  Instead, I decided that perhaps I could use the present circumstance as leverage for reaching out to him.  Perhaps this accident would serve as a lesson to him and he would once again be willing to look to me for advice and I could exude some type of impact again.  Maybe things would go back to how they used to be and we would begin hanging out and share the bond we had when we were younger.  I could reach out, and he could accept my offers and get his life back on track.  It could happen.  Would it?  I wasn’t sure.  It was too early to tell.  It was just too early.
