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Fall 

by Warren Decker 

 

The check engine light blinked on just outside of Rochester. Hinge was passed 

out in the back. He’d started in on his bottle of Jim Beam before we even got out of 

Burlington. But, whatever. Jimbo was slumped over in the passenger seat, dopey from 

some muscle relaxants. He’d put some bullshit ’82 bootleg in the tape deck, and he had 

the big Rand McNally U.S. atlas on his lap, opened to Utah.  

 

Four hours earlier, coming across the Lake Champlain Bridge that morning, the 

sun was out, I had my Winterland ‘67 bootleg in the tape deck, and Jimbo was lighting 

up a fresh bowl.  

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are entering New York and just hours away from 

getting Hinge to his very first Dead show,” I said. Jimbo passed the bowl to Hinge, but 

he waved his hand in front of his face.  

“What if we can’t get tickets?” Hinge asked.  



“Don’t worry. There’ll be some beautiful hippie chick with three extras just for 

us,” I said. Jimbo looked over at me. We both knew that we’d be buying tickets from 

some sketched out dude with a leather jacket and a crew cut. Or, more likely, we’d just 

be wandering around the parking lot, cold as fuck, looking at the crappy homemade T-

shirts, watching some 13-year-old kid suck on a nitrous oxide balloon, then fall on his 

ass.  

“Just the scene itself will be worth it,” Jimbo said, as we came off the bridge. 

Thanks Jimbo. Thanks for playing along.  

 

Now, four hours into the drive, coming into the sprawl of Rochester, the engine 

light on, Hinge was passed out and Jimbo kept falling asleep and then jerking himself 

awake.  

“90 or 490?” I said. The junction was in a mile.  

“90. Right?” Jimbo said, flipping pages in the atlas. Then, a few minutes after the 

junction, he said “Shit. We wanted 490.”  

The sky had turned dark gray and it looked like snow was coming.  

“Sorry man. Take the next exit. We’ll just drive north,” Jimbo said. There was a 

billboard with a picture of Niagara Falls. Just 88 miles! it said, in big red letters and had 

a picture of a smiling woman in a raincoat superimposed over falling columns of frothy 

white water.  



“Fuck it. Let’s go to Niagara Falls instead.” I said. I was half-joking, but when the 

next exit came up, I kept driving. Jimbo closed the map and sighed. He packed up 

another bowl and passed it over, lighting it up for me as I put the stem in my mouth.   

 

When I was kid my Dad always grew tomatoes. On a late summer day I tugged 

at the base of one of the plants. I don’t know why. It came up so easily, the sandy soil 

falling away from the white roots. I stuffed it back in the ground, but in an hour it 

wilted, and by the next day it was brown. It was still tied to the stakes, hanging there 

limp and dead. Dumb-ass kid that I was, I kept pouring water on it.  

 

This road trip was in April of our senior year at Westerfield. Next fall, I was 

going on to Yale. Jimbo was going to UCLA, and Hinge was going to go back to Tokyo. 

“I’ll either go into rehab or keep drinking,” he told us with his usual blank expression. 

We could never tell if he was joking.  

He was already on disciplinary probation for getting caught with his flask of 

whiskey at the Senior Dance. If he got busted again, he was out of Westerfield. With 

only a few months to go, I told him to take it easy. But a week ago, when I dropped by 

his dorm room before our morning trig class, he poured out two overflowing shots of 

generic vodka from a plastic half-gallon bottle. When I forced a laugh and refused, he 



shrugged and took them both for himself. He crunched up a few Tic Tacs, then we 

headed to class.  

He never wanted to smoke weed anymore. Forget about mushrooms or acid.   

Jimbo was with Snow all the time. I’m sure he was doing exactly what I always 

wanted to do with Snow; not only the obvious stuff, but also just holding on to each 

other, listening to music, laughing about stupid shit.  

Whatever.  

I fucked all that up, so I was taking bong hits five times a day on a regular 

schedule. If I kept myself high enough, I really did want to be alone. Weeks could pass 

without me talking to Jimbo and Hinge, my two best friends. Weeks could pass without 

me really talking to anyone.  

So this had been my great idea. We go to a Dead show in Rochester. Maybe get 

in, maybe not. We stay in a Holiday Inn. We smoke a bunch of weed together like we 

used to. Just the three of us for one final session.  

We borrowed the car from a townie named Kevin. He agreed after I gave him 

fifty bucks, but made us promise to return it with a full tank of gas. It was an old gray 

Corolla and seemed to be running OK even now that the check engine light was on.  

The Rochester skyline was drifting by to our left, the tallest buildings lost in the 

low, dark-gray clouds. A fat, wet snowflake hit the windshield.  

 



I remembered that night when Jimbo came to my room. That was the end of our 

junior year. He was drunk and told me, “Dude, it was like a porn flick.” He told me all 

the details, and I listened. He told me about his stuff getting all over her sweater. I 

assumed he was talking about Anna, or maybe Wendy.  

Then he told me it was Snow.  

A week before that I had tried to kiss her. I leaned over our Japanese textbooks 

on the little table in her room. She jerked her head back, blushed, laughed, then said 

“Oh Zack,” and shook her head. She and I stopped studying together after that. She was 

nice enough to never mention it.  

 

Jimbo passed the bowl over and I took another big hit even though the weed was 

giving me a headache. Hinge’s face appeared in the rearview mirror, glasses crooked, 

stringy hair hanging down around his pale face. “Pull over please,” he said.  

I looked over at Jimbo, but he pretended not to notice.  

It was an elevated highway, running up above a bunch of busted looking 

warehouses. There was just enough room to pull the Corolla over. Trucks were flying 

past and the highway was shaking.  

Hinge pushed his door open into the traffic and a truck swerved out of the way. 

He stumbled around to the back of the car, puked, wiped his mouth on his sleeve and 



then got back in. When I tried to pull back into the lane, there was a grinding noise, and 

the car stopped moving.  

 

Plan A had been the Dead show. Plan B was Niagara Falls. When we took 90 

instead of 490, and then I saw that sign—Only 88 miles away!—it seemed like fate. 88 

seemed like a lucky number. Reliable. We could finish the weed before the Canadian 

border. Then we could go look at the waterfall and know that the water would keep 

falling.  

And if we didn’t find what we needed there, we could drive out to Utah. We 

could hike up to one of those big stone arches. From there, maybe we could head down 

to Vegas. We could stand in front of the fountains at the Bellagio and someone could 

take our picture, just the three of us, smiling, with our hands around each other’s 

shoulders.  

 

Instead, a New York State Trooper pulled up behind us in our stalled-out car. I’m 

sure he smelled the weed and Hinge’s bourbon breath, but he just shook his head. “You 

kids get this car fixed and get yourselves back to Vermont,” he said. The snow was 

turning to sleet and falling harder, little splatters bouncing off the rim of the trooper’s 

stupid hat. He went back to his patrol car, where he kept his sirens flashing until the 

tow-truck showed up.   



 

We stayed in a Days Inn off the interstate. We smoked all the weed like we’d 

planned, and fell asleep watching Lethal Weapon 3 on HBO. We spent the next morning 

in a Dunkin Donuts drinking coffee. Hinge drew little circles in the fogged-up window.  

I walked across the street at 11:30 to check on the car. The mechanic was this 

biker dude covered in geometrical tattoos. He looked too old for his hoop earring. The 

radio was crackling out some metal song, and the air in the garage reeked of gasoline. 

He was leaning deep into the front of the Corolla, his jeans hanging low on his hips. 

“How much longer you think it’ll be” I asked.  

He didn’t look up, but he stopped what he was doing. “Five o’clock,” he said, 

“Unless you keep askin’ and then it’ll be sometime tomorrow.”  

We spent the afternoon in a McDonald’s. Jimbo and I got Big Macs, but Hinge 

just drank a Dr. Pepper.  

 

The mechanic’s bill came to $435.68, and he said that it’d get us back to Vermont, 

but not much further. Hinge passed him a Visa card without a word. We’d let him pay 

for the hotel too. No one said much on the ride home.  

It was almost ten when we got the car back to Kevin. He checked to make sure 

the gas tank was full, then asked us about the Dead show. Jimbo and I looked at each 

other.  



“It was great,” Hinge said, “really great show.” 

 


