Crutch

By Scott M. Johnson


Benny Tate shot off half his leg one day. Just below the right knee, where the bone jutted out beneath a thin layer of skin. With two small explosions from a .12-gauge shotgun, he shot it clean through, like an icicle dangling from the gutter.


It wasn’t an accident. Benny wanted to rid himself of the nuisance once and for all. He was sick of staring at the useless appendage at the bottom of his right leg, sick of being reminded of the car accident that had killed his roommate and left Benny with a broken tibia. He was sick of what his life had become and could think of no way to make it better. And so, numbed by the chill of amphetamines and Wild Turkey, Benny shot his leg off. Two shots at close range, right through the cast. Just to set his mind at ease. Just to see that goddamned piece of plaster shatter and disappear from his life forever.


The doctors told him that he was lucky, that the act could have easily resulted in death. Instead, they were able to stop the bleeding in time to save the upper half of his leg. Benny would be out of the hospital in a few weeks. Back on crutches for the rest of his life. Back to living alone, eating cold pizza and flipping through three-year-old BMX magazines while the outside world passed him by. Apparently that was what the doctors meant by lucky.


His story would change in the coming weeks. Of this, Benny was aware. He’d been wounded in a holdup. Had it mangled in the engine of a boat. Accidentally shot himself during a hunting excursion. (This one caused the lead doctor to raise his thick eyebrows, noting, mostly to himself: “Must have accidentally pulled the trigger twice.”) His mind swimming in Percoset or Vicodin each day, Benny could never keep his story straight. He himself was unable to come to grips with why it had happened. He just knew that he’d gotten that cast out of his life forever.


The doctors quizzed him so often that Benny felt like a criminal. Yes, he’d broken the ankle three months earlier in the car accident. Yes, the bone had taken a long time to heal, much longer than the six weeks doctors originally estimated. And then? And then Benny got the thing blown off in a holdup/boating/hunting accident. What the fuck did they care anyway?


And so on the fourth day after surgery, Benny lay in bed, staring out the hospital room’s lone window, when a doctor entered. It was the guy with the thick, crazy eyebrows, each of which reminded Benny of a ferret. The doctor sat on the edge of the bed next to him, resting a hairy hand on his shoulder. “Are you familiar,” the doctor asked, “with a condition known as apotemnophelia?” Benny said nothing, just shook his head slowly. The doctor continued. “It’s a rare condition, where a person gains arousal from detaching his or her own limb.” Benny looked down at his leg -- what was left of it. “It’s the desire to be an amputee,” the doctor said, then leaned forward. “Did you do this to yourself to gain some sort of arousal?” Benny didn’t hesitate before telling the doctor to fuck off and die. Nobody would want to live this way.


His mother had called him two weeks after he’d gotten out of the hospital, unaware of what he’d done. She asked him if the doctor thought he’d be off crutches anytime soon. Benny didn’t mention what he’d done. All he said was no, that there was no word on when he’d be walking again. “That’s too bad,” his mother had responded, “because the Merritts are coming into town and I was hoping you could pick them up from the airport.”


After that, Benny went back to his familiar roost on the couch. He could lie there for days on end, staring at the stump into the late hours, until sleep would finally rescue him from his daily nightmare. His bills piled up. They turned off his cable television, then the phone. Both of them had become a nuisance, anyway, reminding Benny of an outside world that no longer had much to offer him. 

His neighbor brought him groceries every couple weeks before leaving town with a stewardess who lived somewhere out East. Benny thought it was for the best, anyway. The fewer people that knew about his leg, the better. As far as anyone knew, Benny may as well have been back on his BMX bike by now, cutting through unmarked dirt paths on the outskirts of the city.

Every few days, Benny would crutch out to the shed, the same shed where his rifle lay beneath an assortment of patio furniture and rusted tools, and stare at his bike. He’d think of the times when he used to compete in races, after he’d dropped out of school and devoted all his time to the BMX circuit. 

Benny was pretty good – good enough to race competitively at some of the meets up and down the California coast. He once even finished eighth in an event outside of San Luis Obispo. For the first time in his life, Benny had felt like he could do something better than most people.

And then came the accident. Benny had been driving – sober, for a change – in a remote area outside of town they had never before explored. His dog Bingo was in the backseat, his tongue desperately groping for the half-inch opening in the window. Bingo loved to tag along whenever Benny went driving, and Benny didn’t much mind the company. Benny remembers looking at Bingo through the rearview mirror, but he didn’t remember much after that. He hadn’t thought much about Bingo since the accident at all.
The cops didn’t even mention anything about a dog. They just wanted to know whether Benny had also fallen asleep. He told them that he couldn’t remember what had happened. He told them that his leg hurt. The officers continued asking questions as they drove him to the hospital.

In the months that followed the self-inflicted shooting, Benny never missed the leg. In a way, it was just as he’d felt about Bingo – that where he should have felt empty he somehow felt more complete.

He crutched into the spare bedroom and fingered a dictionary from the bookshelf. He tried to remember the word the doctor had used – the one about the people who took pleasure in becoming amputees. Benny couldn’t find it. The word had escaped him. His memory had always been incomplete that way.

By his next trip to the hospital, Benny had forgotten all about it. He could not, at first, even remember the name of the hospital or the doctor who had cared for him (he resisted the urge to call him Dr. Ferret). To Benny, life was on a continual push forward, without any rearview mirror or need to look back.

He did not even remember the resident nurse, not at first. Benny had not seen Hannah Schafer since middle school, and only after she spoke did some familiarity register. He’d remembered her as a beauty pageant winner with unblemished skin and a head of long, flowing, blond hair that was never out of place. He couldn’t remember why, exactly, they’d grown apart. It must have had something to do with her being sweet and beautiful; him, angry and confused. Now her hair was shorter, a shade darker, and her face was tainted by a scar that ran from just below her left eye, across her nose, to the right side of her lip. He tried not to look at it.

Benny saw right away that she still had beautiful breasts, which were accentuated by her tight polyester uniform. Between avoiding Hannah’s breasts and avoiding Hannah’s scar, Benny had nowhere to look but the floor.

“Didn’t you used to race bikes?” Hannah asked while taking Benny’s blood pressure. He stared down and told her he’d grown out of that phase. “I guess we all do,” she said. “I thought I’d be a big movie star by now. Obviously, that didn’t …” Her voice faded out. He looked up at her, struggling to maintain eye contact despite the obvious distractions. She still had electric eyes – a color green he’d only seen on the frame of a BMX bike. He told her that she could still be a great actress. He told her that she was just as beautiful as ever. The words felt empty, even though he was being sincere. Hannah smiled back at him. It only made the scar look that much more out of place.

The doctor interrupted, chasing Hannah off to check on another patient. Benny immediately missed her and the familiarity of someone he knew. He was back to living in the moment, as if the past had been erased again.

He continued to stare at the floor as the doctor asked him a series of questions regarding maintenance, cleanliness and degrees of pain. The doctor then carefully began removing the bandages, letting them unravel and fall to the floor. Benny turned his head to the side, his gaze falling upon a soothing photograph of a small child with a balloon.

“I think it’s important we discuss again how this happened,” the doctor said, his fingers working with a precise diligence. Benny continued to stare at the photograph in silence. “I find it hard to believe that a so-called accident could cause this much damage.” Benny looked at the doctor and cleared his throat. Then Benny pointed out the likelihood that almost all of the patients here were involved in accidents, that no one came to a hospital on purpose, and that the doctor might not have a job if not for accidents. The doctor let out a sigh that reeked of coffee and continued to work at the gauze.
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Two weeks passed before Benny made love to Hannah for the first time. The two of them had been drinking Wild Turkey and Pabst Blue Ribbon while watching television at his house – the third consecutive night they’d been engaged in such a monotonous act – when Benny felt Hannah’s fingers on his thigh. She asked him if his leg ever hurt. He told her only when it felt like his leg was still there. Her hand lingered on the area just above his knee, rubbing and eventually moving up toward his groin. He shifted his weight away nervously, but she only became more aggressive. As she began to unzip his fly, Benny asked if she’d like to go into the bedroom. “Why can’t we do it right here?” she responded. Benny only grabbed his crutches and led her from the living room.

As Hannah reclined on his bed, her loose sweater and baggy jeans still on, Benny realized that he’d never once been able to envision what she might look like naked. She’d been pretty in junior high school, but pretty in a model sort of way; kind of like a classic car that seemed too perfect to drive. Even when he’d noticed the fullness of her breasts that first day at the hospital, Benny had never thought about whether they might sag, or whether they might have silver-dollar-sized nipples. He’d never found himself wondering whether her pubic hair was well-maintained, whether her thighs were lumpy, or whether she had soft skin. All of these questions overwhelmed him as she reached out, her fingers wrapping around the waistband of his shorts.

Their lips met for the first time. Benny did something he’d never done before, keeping his eyes open as they kissed. Their faces were so close that he could no longer see the scar. He leaned back and watched her, letting his hands explore the inside of her sweater. Her eyes remained closed, her lips pursed tight in anticipation of something he was not sure he could provide. When her face was like this, when the opaque green eyes and welcoming smile were veiled behind skin, Hannah exposed a more subtle beauty. To Benny, it was when she was the most striking. It was when her whole face seemed to hide beneath the illuminated scar.

He used his right arm to balance himself as he looked down at her. Benny leaned forward and pecked her nose with his lips. He felt goose bumps on her flesh, as if Hannah had not been touched in years – if ever. He assumed she was not a virgin, not after the way she had come on to him, not after the way she’d wrapped her legs around his back as he fell on top of her. And yet, he still couldn’t tell.

Benny’s hands moved carefully beneath her sweater, his fingers finding the lip of her bra and pinching her mounds of flesh that pushed along the edge. He had an inescapable desire to free her nipples, yet Benny could not figure out how to get the bra clip unlocked. At last she did it for him, first removing her sweater, then her bra, then the jeans and underwear together. He paused to stare at her body, at the thick patch of reddish hair between her legs, at the overflowing breasts that drooped to either side of her rib cage, at the nipples that were surprisingly dark and small. His eyes eventually worked back to her face, to her eyes, to the scar. He could no longer resist. All at once, he used his free hand to pull his shorts to his thighs and pushed himself inside of her. Her legs, stronger than he’d imagined, pulled him in rhythm. He continued to kiss her face as their bodies thrust toward each other. 

When his fingers reached out and touched the scar, that was when she came. He soon followed, letting all of himself go and waiting for all the tension to subside. Benny expected to feel all at once as if he would be freed of his concerns, as if life would forever be void of pain. But he felt the same. He rolled onto his back and looked down, surprised to see that the stump was still there. He knew then that it would never be possible to feel normal again.

“Not bad for a cripple,” Hannah said, her arm resting across the Black Flag T-shirt that covered his chest. He looked at her, then back at the space where his right leg used to be. “Was it any different?” she asked eagerly. “I mean … without …” Her voice trailed off. Benny shrugged. He told her it was different because it had been with her. She rested her head on his shoulder.

“Benny Tate,” she said, her voice sounding out his name as if she’d repeated it for the first time. “Who would’ve imagined that me and Benny Tate would …” Hannah giggled while her head rested on Benny’s shoulder. He shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t even know that much about you,” she said. “I mean, other than the fact that you used to like to chew on plastic straws during geometry.” He tried to smile, but it felt forced. “Did you go to college?” Hannah asked. “Are your parents still together? Did you have any pets?” 

Benny pulled his arm free. He told her he didn’t feel like talking. He said it was getting late. She laughed at that, as if he had made some kind of joke.
“Hey,” she blurted out, her voice taking on a more excited tone. “You got any cigarettes? I feel like a smoke.” They had never had a cigarette together. Benny asked what made her think that he smoked. “You drink, right?” Hannah said. “I assume you must smoke, too. Vices come in pairs. That’s why people call them crutches.” She laughed at this, although Benny didn’t see much humor at all. He told her that she couldn’t smoke in the house. “I’ve got some in my car,” she said, kicking the sheets off her legs. She kissed him on the cheek. Benny was immediately cold when she left the bed.

Benny hadn’t had a smoke in years, and yet something about the thought of sucking tobacco into his lungs sounded somehow sexy. He pulled his shorts on, popped an amphetamine from the drawer next to his bed, and met her on the patio. She wore only a blanket. Benny coughed on the first drag, making Hannah giggle. Her laugh set him at ease. He couldn’t remember feeling this comfortable around a girl.

Benny passed the cigarette back to her and fished two beers from the refrigerator just inside the patio door. He paused to watch her through the glass, noticing the way her face glowed.

“You never asked how I got it,” she said. He handed her the beer and sat down on a lawn chair across from hers. He leaned back and cracked open his can. “My scar,” she said. “You’ve never mentioned it. You act like it’s not even there. Don’t you wonder how I got it?” Benny told her that it didn’t really matter, that it was a part of her now. “It matters a lot,” Hannah said, her tone losing its typical jubilance. “It matters a whole lot, to a whole lot of people. That’s why I couldn’t do beauty pageants anymore.”

Benny took a gulp of beer and reached for the cigarette. This time he did not cough. He exhaled slowly and looked at Hannah. He told her that beauty pageants were bullshit anyway. He flicked the cigarette into the yard. Hannah pushed her feet out from under the blanket, letting them touch Benny’s toes. He’d never noticed before how perfect her legs were, how the tan skin was pure like sand and the shins had a flawless shine. Even Hannah’s thighs were tight and shapely.

“It’s not just about pageants, Benny. It’s about being beautiful. Everyone wants to be beautiful. I can’t be beautiful anymore if I’ve got a stupid scar across my face. What’s more ugly than that?”

Benny asked if she wanted another beer from the refrigerator. She just shook her head and rubbed his foot with her toes. He crushed his can and set it on the patio table. Benny told her that he couldn’t remember what she looked like before, just that he thought she was beautiful now. He told her that he couldn’t imagine her being any more beautiful. Benny got up to get another beer.

“I would be if I didn’t have this scar,” she said through the doorway. He could hear a clicking sound as she lit another cigarette. When he returned, beer in hand, she said, “You know you were the first.” She took a drag and exhaled quickly. “Not just since the accident, either. You were my first – ever.” Benny took a sip of beer and sat down. He wondered what kind of response she expected. He thought to ask her why she hadn’t bled, but he resisted. “I never wanted to let anyone take me like that before, Benny. Not someone who just loved me for my looks.” She took another drag. “I guess I started to think I could never be loved that way. I mean, before. When I was beautiful.”

Benny sipped his beer and clumsily reached for his crutches. For the first time, he realized just how drunk he was. He could feel the amphetamines kicking in. Benny stood up, steadied himself, and looked down at her. He told her to stop fucking saying that. To stop saying she wasn’t beautiful anymore.

“You know what I mean,” Hannah said. “Like you. Wouldn’t you rather have your leg back?” He continued to stare back at her. No, he said. She straightened her body out, exposing a bit more thigh. He noticed again how perfect her legs were. “If you could change time,” Hannah said, “you wouldn’t have your leg back?” Benny closed his eyes. He saw himself sitting in the same chair where she sat, saw himself wrapping his right leg in a blanket and lifting the rifle. He’d stretched that leg, stupid cast and all, between the two lawn chairs, and fired with the gun he’d gotten out of the shed. Before he felt the pain, he’s fired again. “Benny? Did you hear me? Wouldn’t you …” He interrupted her, telling her no again as he opened his eyes. Now everything looked different, as if the world were in black and white. He could feel his face getting hot. “No, Benny? Are you serious?”

And so he told her. He told her he’d done this to himself. He couldn’t explain why, couldn’t even remember exactly why, but he’d shot his own leg off. He told her that, and then he sat back down. He waited for that feeing of weight being released, but it never came. He still felt the same burden, feared that he always would.

Hannah leaned forward and touched him with her fingers. She touched him right where the skin and gauze came together.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. Her touch felt suddenly cold. “I really am. Benny, look at me.” His eyes focused in her direction. Hannah’s hair was piled atop her head, tied in such a way that part of it stuck out like a chopstick. Her eyes held his gaze, feeling, trying to reach out to him in any way they could. Her lips were parted, just barely, as if waiting to be kissed. “It’s okay, Benny. I understand.” He asked her how the fuck she could understand. “Because,” Hannah said, “I did this to myself.” Her hand touched her face, the fingers moving along the path of the scar. Her index finger traced the groove, from the bottom of her left eye to just above her right lip, and back again, as if touching it for the first time. A tear fell from her right eye as she opened her mouth.

“I was sixteen,” she said. “Just a kid, really, but I felt like a grown woman. Eight years of beauty pageants will do that to you. Anyway, my mother saw me talking to a boy after school. I can’t even remember who it was; you probably would have remembered him. She screamed at me to get in the car, then drove me home in silence.

“When we got home, she told me I was an embarrassment. I was an embarrassment to her and to the whole family. She told me I was probably pregnant, that’s why my face had gotten so fat. That’s what she told me, Benny. My own mother.
“I was crying uncontrollably – so bad that I couldn’t even speak. She just stood there, staring at me, all full of shame and pity. The way you’d look at a stray dog shivering on the street. She asked me how someone so beautiful could do so something so ugly. She told me to get out of her sight.”

Hannah took a deep breath. She was crying as she talked, but not so hard that it affected her words. She just had tears rolling down her face, with no effort to wipe them away.

“I did it with a curling iron, Benny. That’s how I got this scar. I went up to my room, plugged it in, and held it against my face. I was mad at my mother, mad at myself, and I was sick of being pretty. I was sick of it, Benny.”

Her head fell into her hands. Hannah’s back trembled as she sobbed uncontrollably. Benny felt an urge to reach out for her, but he just stood over her lawn chair and stared.

“I never,” she stammered, her face still buried in her hands. “I never thought anyone … I never thought anyone would ever want me.” Hannah’s tear-soaked face looked up. Those green eyes, even bloodshot beneath puffy eyelids, were too beautiful to ignore. “And then I saw you, Benny.”

They stared at each other. Her eyes were pleading, his pulling away. He tried to remember why she’d started this story in the first place, why it had seemed so important at all.

“We’re just the same, Benny. We’re just the same.”

Benny looked at her scar, feeling a rage build within himself. His eyes dropped to her blanketed body, to the perfectly-shaped right leg that traversed the space between their lawn chairs. The two of them were not alike, not like she’d said. She knew nothing about what it was like to spend your days crutching around and depending on rides from other people. She had no way of understanding what it meant to constantly trip and spill your dinner all over the floor. She couldn’t possibly know what it meant to dream about running through a park, only to wake up and have to fumble around for your crutches just to be able to go to the bathroom.

All at once, Benny began to crutch away. He would have to show her. If Hannah was not going to understand what it meant to lose a leg, Benny would have to show her. He started for the shed.

He talked over his shoulder as he went, rattling off nonsensical proverbs about pain and death and hopelessness while crutching maniacally across the lawn in the direction of the shed. He followed a familiar path, as if being pulled by a force from the past. He could see the shed – feel the shed – welcoming him. Benny felt just as out of control as he did in control, as if the balance between the two were leading him to a destiny that had already been written.

When he reached the shed, Benny looked back one final time. Hannah was still sitting there, her bare shoulders and smooth legs peeking out from the blanket as she stared back blankly. One leg, her left, was bent and dangling beneath her. The other stretched out between two chairs, its hairless skin reflecting light from the moon above.

Benny rummaged around, his hands pushing aside rakes, croquet mallets and an old hose before settling on the cold, familiar steel. He clutched it, caressed it with his palm. What was it like to be Benny Tate? He’d show her what it was like to be Benny Tate. What it was like to spend life with only one leg. What it was like to be forever incomplete.

He pulled so hard that he fell backward onto the grass. Her voice asked if he was okay, asked what he was doing. Benny told Hannah just to stay there where she was. Don’t move.

And then he rose atop his one healthy leg and pulled the BMX bike beneath him. He sat down, used the leg to push the pedal forward, then sat still a few feet from the porch. Idle, unable to go any further. This is what it was like to be Benny Tate. This is what it would always be like to be Benny Tate.
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