Narrative story
It was a normal Saturday in 1997 when Natalie Dorfeld’s life changed forever.

Dorfeld sat at a red light in her Chrysler Lebaron with her college friends, Angel Martin and
Melanie Yevchak. The three girls had spent the day running errands together, which included
dropping off lunch for Dorfeld’s boyfriend, Bill.

Now, they were headed to get some food at a local strip-mall Mexican restaurant. They weren’t
particularly hungry, but there wasn’t much to do in Slippery Rock, Pa.

Dorfeld, 21 years old, was living with her parents while finishing up her English degree at
Slippery Rock University. Life was simpler, then-- there wasn’t much to worry about, just
anticipation for the next exam.

The light turned green. Dorfeld watched the car in front of her accelerate into the intersection.
Before she could follow, Dorfeld heard a loud sound: CRUNCH!

In movies, car accidents are often depicted in slow motion. This wasn’t slow at all. That front car
had been T-boned by someone who’d run a red light, and it happened faster than a hare can
run. Glass was everywhere, car alarms were blaring, and Dorfeld found herself pulling over in a
daze.

The three girls sat in stunned silence before eventually exiting the car to assess the situation.
The situation was not good. The T-boned car looked like it had come out of a junkyard, its side
completely wrecked beyond repair. The driver has got to be dead, Dorfeld thought. No airbags
had gone off. No one could have survived that.

Yevchak spoke up. “The cops. I'll go call the cops.”

With that, she tore off in the direction of the strip-mall. Martin looked at Dorfeld with panic in
her eyes.

“That car is going to explode,” Dorfeld remembers Martin saying. “The gas tank. We need to get
the driver out of there!”

In hindsight, that was not the best idea. You’re not supposed to move someone who’s been in
an accident; you could potentially break their spine.

The two of them opened the car door and found an old man, most likely in his late 60s or early
70s. He had clearly been injured, but was not unconscious-- or dead, like Dorfeld had
anticipated. Martin grabbed his shoulder and gently guided him to sit on a curb.



Now, they can see the full scope of his injuries, and it's not pretty. Half of his head had
practically been scalped, skull and arteries exposed in a fleshy mess. Blood pours down his
face like a fountain.

Martin stares before retching and hiding behind the car to vomit. Not helpful, Dorfeld couldn’t
help but think. Not helpful at all.

She was left behind with the old man. The old man, who was talking. How was he talking? How
was he not freaking out?

“Someone needs to call my wife,” he said. “Will someone call my wife?”

“S-sure, someone can call your wife,” Dorfeld stuttered.

Her mind begins to shift gears. This man needed her to do something, and fast. She headed
over to her own car and grabbed a blanket. When she returned, she sat beside him on the curb

and set it on top of his head, putting pressure on the wound.

He was very clearly in shock-- disoriented, but calm. If | react poorly, Dorfeld thought, he’ll
probably die in front of me. If | remain calm, maybe he will, too.

If she wanted him to remain calm, she would have to stretch the truth a little.

“You look great,” Dorfeld said. “But you have a little cut on your face.”

The old man nodded, and then the two began to chat. When the old man asked about an
ambulance, she responded that it was on the way. When he asked about his broken glasses,
she assured him he’d be able to get them fixed.

Dorfeld sat there for what felt like forever --but was less than 10 minutes-- when at last an

an ambulance showed up. She continued to reassure the old man as he was lifted onto a
gurney and strapped in place.

Before he was wheeled away, he had one last thing to ask Dorfeld.

“Dear, would you like your blanket back?”

Dorfeld looked at the thing. It was sopping with blood, the original color tarnished with red.
There was no washing that out.

“It's all yours,” she said.



With the old man gone, Dorfeld regrouped with her friends. They had to wait another hour as the
police wanted a statement from each of them and for roadside assistance to sweep the glass
away.

When they were permitted to leave, the drive home was silent, besides musing on how each of
them had different reactions to the incident. Yevchak was quick to action, Martin had panicked,
and Dorfeld had been calm.

Dorfeld was uncertain how she had managed to handle the situation. She had never
experienced such intense pressure before and lacked any reference point for it. Rather than
being impressed with her actions, she was more shocked than anything.

There was something inside her, something strong and resilient, that she’d never known
was there.

When she got home, Dorfeld's mother fretted, thinking she'd been actively involved in the car
accident --a fair enough assessment, considering she was covered in blood. It took great
lengths to explain that it wasn't her blood. After she'd taken a shower and thrown away her
entire outfit, Dorfeld was out cold.

Dorfeld tried calling the hospital the next day but was unable to get any concrete information
about the old man. After explaining her involvement in the situation, they managed to tell her
one thing: he was alive and would recover.

Dorfeld could not find out his name due to patient confidentiality.

Bill was surprised to hear about Dorfeld’s experience. He'd been in a building not too far off
when it happened and remembered hearing the sirens.

“I'm relieved it wasn’t you that got hit,” Bill had said. “It would have been two seconds later.”
It was strange to consider that she could have gotten scalped-- or worse.

Dorfeld is now 48, having graduated with her English degree. She moved to Palm Bay, Fl.,

became a professor at the Florida Institute of Technology, married Bill, and doesn't speak to
either Martin or Yevchak anymore due to unrelated reasons. Even after all these years, the
incident still flashes in Dorfeld's brain every now and then.

It helped Dorfeld realize her strength in stressful situations. Though she hadn't been in any other
car accidents, there have been moments where that resilience has served her well, encouraging
her to push back.

Sharon Kelly, a friend Dorfeld befriended a couple of years ago, finds Dorfeld's attitude
inspiring. They frequently work out together, and Kelly constantly feels motivated by



Dorfeld's bravery when facing challenges.

“‘Natalie is a free spirit who follows her heart, not society norms” Kelly said. “She embraces
challenges and adventures.”

It's also part of the reason she holds the acronym YOLO (You Only Live Once) to a high regard.
She travels a lot, takes care of a handful of pets, and enjoys challenging herself with triathlons.

In her profession, people often wait until they’ve retired to try such things, and by then, Dorfeld
thinks, they’ve already wasted so much time.

Bad stuff could happen at any moment, so might as well do fun stuff in the meantime.
Even if that old man is disfigured or has brain damage Dorfeld is impressed he was able to
survive. She finds hope in this-- even if the worst possible thing is thrown at you, there’s a

brighter side waiting, whether it stems from personal resilience or sheer luck.
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