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Lennox Nicholson arrived at the end of his twenties with a desk full of unfinished stories, synopses, screenplays and a severe drinking and drug problem. Sobering up, he completed a Bachelor of Writing & Publishing at NMIT and an internship with Affirm Press. He lives in Melbourne, with no pets, no kids and no hangovers. On the Wagon is his first book.
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‘He and I suddenly saw the whole country 
like an oyster for us to open,’ Sal says, ‘and the pearl 
was there, the pearl was there.’









Chapter One


I’d been out until 8am on New Year’s Day, and hadn’t had even a sip of alcohol. I had held firm although everyone around me had been enthusiastically imbibing the spirit of the occasion. What a legend.


New Year’s Day was a hot one, 30-something degrees with that north wind whipping through Melbourne from the great deserts of Central Australia. I felt sorry for all the people nursing hangovers. It was a day when a sophisticated drinker – someone like me, for example, who hadn’t got messed up the night before – might have a gin and tonic and quench their thirst. Yes. One. In a tall glass. With a slice of lemon. So I dropped by the bottle shop and bought myself a one-litre bottle of gin, a couple of bottles of tonic water and a handful of lemons.


I remember reading the label on the back of the empty bottle later that night to see how many standard drinks it contained, and thinking that if one person put away that many standard drinks they should be well and truly drunk, if not unconscious. But I was still steady enough to get the scotch and cask wine from the cupboard.


I explained this to the triage nurse at the Emergency Department the next day. I’ve been here before, I said, I know what I’m doing. I had drunk so much, again, that I was sure I was going to have a seizure – again. So if it was okay with her, I’d just sit in the Emergency Department with my book waiting to have said seizure. I’d rather it happen in the safety of the hospital than at home alone where I could get injured because, well, that would be irresponsible.


She cocked her head gently to one side and asked, ‘Mr Nicholson, have you ever thought about quitting drinking?’


‘Yeah, I have,’ I said. ‘I went to an AA meeting once.’


‘Have you thought about going back?’


An invisible hand slapped me across the face. Hard. Then it slapped me again. ‘Um, I haven’t. I think I might though.’


As I left the hospital, I thumbed through my wallet looking for a business card I vaguely remembered putting there some weeks ago, given to me by a man at the Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. I had sat there without saying a word, and he’d leaned over to me and said, ‘Listen mate, no one can tell you you’re an alcoholic or not, it’s something you need to decide for yourself.’ He looked me up and down, and said, ‘But I think you are.’ It was kind of a funny moment and as I took the card he held out to me, I thought to myself, get fucked.


But now I called him and he sounded like he’d been expecting me and that it was no big deal, this stranger telephoning out of the blue. Among other things, he told me where there was a meeting that night. I still had a car and – somehow – my driver’s licence, so I drove down to where the meeting was held. I sat in the car with the engine running, watching people enter the building. I could drive off if I felt like it. No one would know.


In the years preceding my enlightening discussion with that triage nurse, I’d ploughed through jobs, relationships, housing situations, opportunities, friendships, you name it, the whole time thinking this kind of living would surely, eventually, give me insight into the human condition – enough so I could write down something meaningful.


I was 29 and this was my ‘career path’. I’d ‘retired’ from everything else; that’s how it felt and that’s what I told people. In reality, I smoked so much weed I couldn’t learn anything anymore, like how to use the new touchscreen cash register the pub I’d been working in had installed, so for that and a few other reasons, I was asked to leave. Without that regular income, I resorted to withdrawing cash advances from credit cards to pay my rent and bills and to have money for booze and drugs, plus my latest shitbox car. It only took three months to get $20,000 into debt.


It was all part of that bigger plan, though: the tortured existence that would give me unique insight. I would write a book about bypassing the daily grind, describing how I did just that and made a living from the royalties. It made perfect sense but only I could see it, because only I had the clarity and the freedom that came from shutting off to everything else.


But I couldn’t write. Ten years working behind a bar meant I hadn’t experienced quite enough of life outside of strip clubs and pubs. I used to turn on the computer, open a bottle of wine and ruminate on the work that lay in front of me. Drink, type a few lines, repeat. By the end of a couple of paragraphs, I’d begin rehearsing acceptance speeches in my head. Drink, rehearse, repeat. I wasn’t one of those drunken writers who churned out 100 per cent shit either. It was only about 99.99 per cent shit. And I never, ever finished anything. Soon enough, I skipped the writing part altogether.


Drink, repeat.


Lacking that motivation to get the words down, I slept in until four in the afternoon, smoked weed for breakfast and devoured casks of red wine and cheap scotch until I passed out again. The guy I was sharing the flat with would check to see if I was still alive when he left for work in the morning. Seeing as I was face down on the carpet in front of the door, it would have been rude of him not to at least look for a pulse. When he kindly woke me, I’d drag myself the few metres to my room and crawl into bed.


This was freedom. No big plans any more, no potential, no telling myself I wouldn’t do it tomorrow. No job, no relationship, no mark on the world. I just emerged every day at whatever time, rolled a joint and started drinking as soon as it seemed the right thing to do, which was always sooner rather than later.


But there was also a niggling part of me that thought this was also how people ended up homeless and dead in the gutter. I knew I had to drown out that sick fucking logic before it destroyed me, quiet it just long enough to get the breakthrough I knew was coming for me as a writer. It made sense that it was going to be harder the closer I got to breaking through.


I wasn’t born 29 years old passed out on the living room floor but I was scared I might be dead before my thirtieth birthday. With me left in charge, my life had become unmanageable.


•


That’s where my life was when I turned off the car engine and walked into that AA meeting, into a room full of people who wouldn’t normally mix. Men, women, old, young, bums, suits. I took a seat and listened to a woman talk about how she hadn’t had a drink for six years. Six years? Why was she still coming? I listened to another guy and thought, Jesus, I’m glad I’m not as fucked up as he is. Then the guy in the chair at the front pointed and said, ‘You in the red T-shirt, would you like to share?’


Lucky for me I didn’t know that you can just say no if you don’t want to. I copied the others and told a room full of strangers what I’d been up to. How I’d woken in fright inside my car not knowing where I was, so I’d tried to drive home in a panic, hit something and shredded the rubber off the tyres. I’d abandoned the car and bought another one on credit. I told them about my ‘retirement’ and how I’d stopped telling myself I wouldn’t drink tonight. I told them that I was at the point where I couldn’t drink and I couldn’t not drink any more. And they applauded me, which felt completely weird. It was only later that I realised they were congratulating me on telling myself the truth, not them. It was devastating, because I’d resisted it for so long, but also incredibly liberating.


I asked if there was someone my age I could talk to, and got introduced to Mitch, who had been sober just under a year. The only thing I remember him telling me that night was to just keep coming back to meetings.


I returned the next night, and met another guy in his twenties named Shane. He looked like he’d just walked out of a Gillette commercial but he assured me he was in a hell of a state between the ears. I remember him telling me that sometimes not drinking comes down to a minute at a time, not just a day at a time. Driving home, I thought about pulling into the drive-through bottle shop near my house when I heard Shane’s voice in my head: ‘A minute at a time.’ I wondered if he’d meant that driving past instead of driving in was not drinking one minute at a time.


It was only when I got home that night that I realised I’d drunk everything in the house. There was nothing left. So I went to bed without a drink. The next day it occurred to me that I hadn’t drunk anything the day or night before. A day at a time. Those people in AA knew something I didn’t. I wanted to know more of what they knew, to learn how they did this thing. They’d got their lives back and kept them. I wanted what they had.


Alcoholics Anonymous isn’t about self-help: it’s a program based on helping others, which made no sense to me at first. The culture is about putting alcohol down, not picking it back up again and, most importantly, taking personal responsibility. Step One laid it all out on the table: We were powerless over alcohol and our lives had become unmanageable. The gift in the meetings, or ‘the rooms’ as they are commonly known, is desperation.


I kept going to meetings and kept not drinking. At first I thought AA was just about stopping drinking but I slowly realised that it’s mostly about devoting yourself to living life without needing to start again. Through going to the meetings, I began to see my life clearly. It wasn’t pretty, but nor was it without hope. Minutes became days became years and still I wasn’t drinking. I talked regularly at the meetings and people applauded; strangers talked and we applauded them too. Reminding ourselves of that moment we realised we were beat was a powerful thing: to not dwell on it in a sad-sack kind of way, but to never forget where we don’t want to return.


I went to a good school and my parents are still married after more than 50 years. I was never abused, my childhood was great, I had family and friends and although we weren’t rich, we never suffered either. Thing is, I’m an alcoholic, a junkie for instant gratification. I innately crave a sense of ease and comfort. I have personal default settings of restlessness, irritability and a general feeling of discontent. I discovered that alcohol alleviates these feelings. I also discovered that once I had a drink, there was no off switch, but it took a long time before that mattered to me. Once I got a taste for getting that sense of ease and comfort immediately, I made all my decisions based on having that as the outcome and found other people who did it that way too. Left in charge, that’s the best I could manage. It’s nobody’s fault, just the hand I’ve been dealt, the way I’m wired. Like having type 1 diabetes: I simply acquired a condition that, if left unchecked, would be lethal, but the symptoms can be arrested with certain daily practices.


Over the years, I’d tried to help myself. I’d changed jobs from casual bar work to more professional roles in the hope that having to be there at a certain time and behave a certain way would curb my drinking. It didn’t. I left relationships and started new ones with people I thought were totally different, but I inevitably drank the same and the relationships deteriorated in the same way. I’d talked to shrinks, lied to specialists and read books on self-improvement. I could even stop on my own too, especially during an ‘alcohol-free week’, which generally lasted about four or five days. I didn’t go to a rehab or do a detox. I didn’t know what those were and I didn’t have any money or health insurance. So I ended up going to AA.


So there I was – in my early thirties, not drinking, attending AA, and trying to grow up. The challenge was that, apart from trying to deal with an addiction, I was still a teenager in many ways, especially emotionally, my growth stunted at the point where drinking became my life’s main focus. I was a sort of grotesque man-child, barely equipped for life, falling short of the expectations others might have of me. In the AA rooms, they understood, and I got comfort there. No temples, no mountain tops, no ocean crossings. Just meetings. It’s not even close to a cult either. No cult I’ve ever heard of tells its members to go back to work, participate in the community and rebuild relations with their family and friends.


AA’s Big Book defines alcoholism as a mental obsession and a physical allergy: alcoholism involves a reaction to your first drink that means not being able to stop having more until something else intervenes, like passing out. Or handcuffs. Or your heart no longer beating. That’s what it was like for me when I wasn’t drinking – if I wasn’t thinking about when and where I’d be drinking again, I’d be thinking about the drinking I’d just done. Obsession isn’t always a bad thing. If you’re obsessed with living a balanced life and helping others, the results will probably be pretty good. If you’re a professional athlete looking to win, obsession is a prerequisite. But having a persistent recurring compulsion to use a substance or engage in a specific behaviour that will have harmful consequences to your health, mental state or social life, well, that’s obsession turned nightmare.


These guys believe that the alcoholic needs to be free from the bondage of self while also realising that the thought of picking up a drink is an unconquerable obsession. Whatever is going on out there is almost irrelevant – it’s what’s going on inside that’s doing the damage. I really got into this idea of freedom from the bondage of self: selfishness, dishonesty, fear, pride, resentment, self-pity, intolerance; all the stuff of the human experience, which gets amplified tenfold for an alcoholic. All the stuff I thought I was mining for insight as a writer while life was happening around (or stepping over) me. AA helped me but it wasn’t a cure, and never will be. It doesn’t work like that. My steering is still a bit wonky, and if it’s not constantly monitored, it’ll run me off the road.


•


After I had been going to meetings for a few years, my life had done a U-turn. I’d held the same job and even enrolled in a writing course at university. But I still had youthful impulses and an insatiable want for a full life. I was also concerned that I was tethered to the support of the meetings. Could I cope free range? Or had I just replaced one addiction with another? (Albeit a much healthier one where I’m more liable to bore my loved ones to death than sweep them up in my deluded destruction.)


Onto that fertile ground blew a seed: a movie trailer for On the Road. ‘A young writer trying to take off,’ said the voiceover. ‘“The only people that interest me are the mad ones, the ones that are mad to live, mad to talk, desirous of everything at the same time. The ones that never yawn or say a commonplace thing but burn, burn, burn like roman candles across the night.”’


Yes! That was me, and I was hooked!


I set out to read the novel before watching the film, as I often claim that the movie can be better than the book, even though the irony is not lost on me that I, supposedly an aspiring writer, had not thought to read this classic sooner. But I couldn’t read everything – it would have encroached on all my drinking time.


I read about Sal Paradise living in New York and meeting Dean Moriarty, the side-burned hero from the snowy west who lights a fire under Sal’s arse and gets him on the road to Denver and beyond. I raced through page after page, reading about guys with names like Remi Boncoeur and Bull Lee and Carlo Marx, all poets and writers and thinkers, put down on paper by Jack Kerouac, the book’s real Sal Paradise, the best writer of the lot. There’s hitching a ride on a flat-bed truck, passing a bottle around with other travellers on their way through the middle of America; there’s hitting on pretty girls in Des Moines, and writing love notes on the back of dollar bills for Mexican waitresses in Cheyenne, and Rita waiting for Sal in Denver. The ‘kicks’ and the camaraderie and the ideas and the conversations and how great it is to have only a few dollars in your pocket but all the freedom in the world; all you need is some good friends, a car, a girl and a bottle of whiskey.


That’s how I would have read the book at 19. But now I was reading the story about Sal and Dean’s life on the road with drunk experience and sober eyes, and it gave me an uneasy feeling. I read about the frantic movement, the desperation, the longing. The cars, the girls, the kicks, all of it. I could feel that longing, that need to get away from anywhere to feel better, but I could also see the fundamental flaw in the plan. Jack Kerouac, our Sal Paradise in the novel, and Neal Cassady, On the Road’s Dean Moriarty, drove all over the States for years, searching for the solution to their restlessness and discontent. But maybe the reason they never found it ‘out there’ was because they never realised the problems were ‘inside’ – the demons in their heads. Maybe the real problem was that they always took themselves along for the ride.


Or maybe they just didn’t find any pearl of wisdom that would explain their discontent and powerlessness over their own impulses; maybe they drove straight past it and missed the damn thing. Was the obsessive, abusive behaviour of an addict really what drove Sal and Dean across the country in the name of freedom? Is an answer out there, I wondered, on the routes they took in their mad dashes across the country back and forth and back and forth, holding out hope of finding some kind of freedom right up until the bitter end? The applied wisdom I was hearing in all the AA meetings was great, but is the mundane attendance, week in and week out, really all there is to this freedom business? Doesn’t it need to be put to the test in a world that puts alcoholics in early graves to really prove its worth? Deep within me grew a desire to look for myself and to find out if Kerouac and I were seeking the same thing. Is freedom ‘out there’, or do I really need to just keep coming back to AA? Are their principles something I can take with me and use to ensure I’m free from picking up a drink but also free to roam as I please through the world? What even is freedom? Is it a tangible thing or a way of living your life? Or is it, like Nina Simone said, just a feeling? Is freedom only the indulgence of obsessions and dependence, or is it the release from their grip? Perhaps, if you want to be well on all fronts, you have to do what it takes, wherever you are; you must remain vigilant over yourself as much as others to keep that freedom feeling.


Surely there was more to this idea. I’d have to find out from people in all the places Sal and Dean passed through. Could I take my brand of freedom with me or would I discover it was all hanging by a thread from a comfortable bubble of local AA meetings and familiarity? If Sal couldn’t find freedom on the road, would I be able to even keep mine?


Kerouac was 25 when he began the first journey in On the Road. When I was 25, my greatest achievement was a house party where most of the bottles and cans ended up in the recycling bin. At 29, when Kerouac wrote the ‘scroll draft’, I was walking into my first AA meeting, sure that if I didn’t quit drinking immediately I’d die before hitting 30. Kerouac was 35 when On the Road was published, the same age I was when I first read the book and saw the gleaming traits of active alcoholism I’d been learning about for the last few years. By 47, he was dead.


•


One Wednesday night I’m at a local meeting, early, making myself a cup of tea in the kitchen. Jimmy Delane, a photographer friend of mine and fellow member, sidles up to the bench.


‘Lenny. What have you been up to?’ he says.


‘Well actually I’ve booked a ticket to fly to the US. I’m going to cross overland from New York to San Francisco. I’m following the route from Jack Kerouac’s On the Road and then going to end up at that massive AA convention in Atlanta, at the meeting to beat all meetings.’


Jimmy leans against a table in the centre of the kitchen, arms folded, looking at the floor. He had clearly been expecting less from his enquiry. Then he looks up.


‘Wait, you’re doing a road trip across the US?’


‘Yeah.’


‘When?’


‘I fly out in June.’


‘How long for?’


‘About six weeks.’


His eyes widen. It’s like a light is growing inside of him. ‘Who are you going with?’


‘Anyone who wants in. You want in, you’re in. Just fly over and get in the car.’


‘Are you taking the missus?’


‘Nah, Annie can’t get the time off work. Just me at the moment.’


‘I’m coming.’


‘Well, best you book a flight then,’ I say.


For the entire meeting, Jimmy has that look of someone who’s received news of something almost unbelievable yet completely simple and probable. I know he’s imagining the photographs he will take, the great portraits he’ll capture. After the meeting, he comes over to double-check that I hadn’t made the whole thing up.


‘Yes, road trip,’ I say. ‘USA, June.’


Even though I rarely saw him outside of meetings, Jimmy was the right man at the right time to join me for this trip. He always seemed to be wearing a white T-shirt and trousers, like he’d been waiting in the late-40s Beat uniform Kerouac always wore in anticipation of a call-up.


At the time, I took the fact that my travelling companion was a skilled photographer who had always wanted to do a US road trip and had just given himself three months off from his business without making plans as a sure sign that this project was destined. Jimmy made the decision to join me for the New York to LA leg of the trip with relish, but he had to get his head around my plan, which was to have no real plan beyond a list of places I wanted to visit. I would make no arrangements save for telling a few people who knew people who knew people where we would probably be going and when, namely a man named Tim Ulrich who, my sponsor assured me, knew people. But that’s it. It wouldn’t be following the Beat path if it all went silky smooth with great organisation. For the logistics, I would put the call out to the universe and put myself – and Jimmy – at the mercy of the network of strangers we might meet through the fellowship of AA. I wanted to experience our own sort of recklessness and see what it kicked up.









Chapter Two


Touching down at JFK airport, I’m in the middle of that long-flight twilight zone; that feeling where I know I’m not home but I’m not quite sure where I’ve arrived either. Getting into the US is strangely easy considering my passport photo looks like I’ve been up for three days on a bender and didn’t shower before getting it taken, because that’s exactly what happened: gaunt face, eyes red and puffy, and I’ve got that emotionless expression like an Eastern Bloc mug shot from the 80s.


Jimmy and I collect our bags from the carousel, and meander out of the concourse and into the retro oranges and browns and shiny poles of a New York subway carriage. Stepping onto this train is like walking into countless movie scenes embedded in my memory. I do my best not to look completely in awe of being another passenger on a regular New York subway carriage.


We get out near Murray Street, not far from where two planes hit the Twin Towers. I remember watching the reports on TV when it happened. I’d gotten home after working in the bar and was lying on the couch, drinking a beer to wind down. It was three in the morning and one of my housemates had just got home from a night out as the news report about a plane flying into a tower in New York was playing for the first time. As we discussed the event, a second plane hit the other tower. We were confused as to what we were watching and what was happening. When the buildings collapsed, it looked like footage of an intentional demolition, the towers imploding and crumbling in an enormous dust cloud. It was on TV every day from then on for longer than I can remember, and it was labelled an attack on freedom – followed by a war to protect that freedom, which is still going. Jimmy and I pass two armed soldiers quietly standing sentry as we go up the stairs. What’s freedom anyway?


On the Manhattan street there are yellow cabs and tall buildings and a cloud of steam. Fucking New York City steam! Coming up from a manhole in the street! My head is spinning while Jimmy is straight onto navigating us toward a Starbucks, which, before I can put up a fight, he assures me is good here. I’m through the door with promise of free wifi. Some time ago, Jimmy quit drinking coffee and swapped it for tea, so he doesn’t turn his nose up at this place like I do. But I am happy just to walk a New York City street complete with steam and manholes with ‘The Edison Company’ imprinted in the metal. I’m in Sal’s New York, the starting point of the journey in On the Road.


Inside the café there’s a table of middle-aged block-party veterans in caps and baggy jeans talking over the top of MacBooks. People flit about outside the window; the crowd is sparse, but it’s a Sunday night. Jimmy brings two cardboard cauldrons, teabags dangling over the sides, to the table before getting to work on how to get to the Airbnb apartment he booked us into. I’m not travelling with a strung-out, Benzo-eating madman who stole a car to get us to Jersey like Sal did; I’m travelling with a guy who agonised for weeks over a place to stay, like only an obsessive sober alcoholic would. If you need to get something done, give it to a sober alcoholic in recovery.


Seems we’re only a few subway stops from Grove Street in Jersey City, and our accommodation is around the corner from there. Shit, we’ve been in New York for a half-hour and we’re leaving already. I’m glad I didn’t get obsessed with every travel detail in On the Road and pull the whip out on myself to replicate Sal’s footsteps. If I had, I’d be dragging Jimmy on a rain-soaked journey north of New York to Bear Mountain just to turn around and come back again to head west like Sal wanted to in the first place. There’s no need for a symbolic false start here; Jimmy and I both had our false start years back before we got sober and we’re free to not have to do that again.


I notice Jimmy is barely carrying anything and ask him if he’s got enough clothing for three weeks. He assures me he’ll just buy everything he needs for the rest of the trip as we go. We get off the subway at Grove Street and come out into a lively square in the middle of Jersey City. Jimmy’s digital map leads us straight there. I’m eager to dump the backpack, and Jimmy’s keen to verify his selection on Airbnb.


Sal was living in Paterson, New Jersey, with his aunt when Dean Moriarty showed up asking Sal to teach him how to write. He’d had a fight with Marylou in their Hoboken apartment and she’d called the cops, so he took the first of many flights in On the Road, this one under the guise of wanting Sal to pass on his literary skills. Sal writes that his aunt calls Dean a madman on sight.


There’s no ruse required for Jimmy and me to rent this place; in fact, it’s ridiculously easy to get somewhere good to stay these days, lining it up from another country with a few mouse clicks without ever having to have met the owner. Back in my drinking days I would have been too paranoid for this, or just too fearful, to take such a service on face value. We take a lift to a deluxe pad far beyond what I’d expected, and I realise it’s too late to ask Jimmy how much it cost. I’d forgotten I was planning to spend as little as possible because I just didn’t have money to spend, not out of any shrewd budgeting. There’s a huge lounge with a fold-out couch and big screen TV that I have no intention of watching but is comforting to Jimmy. There’s also a computer desk laid out in one corner and I naively assume I’ll punch a couple of thousand words out each day. Jimmy takes the bedroom, which also has a big screen TV. We head out for a bite but the plane trip and the jet lag and the anticipation catches up and knocks us both on our arses halfway through the meal.


I wake at 6am to the sound of The Simpsons blasting from the giant TV in Jimmy’s room. He can’t work out how to turn the sound down so he just leaves it. I go for a walk to take in the area, stepping out past Jersey workers in denim, hoodies and hard hats ambling onto a big site opposite where we’re staying. A few minutes later I’m surrounded by classic split-level terraces, three level rows of crimson apartments, running down the street. Sets of concrete stairs lead to front doors and basements in the style seen in many American TV shows and movies.


A big, beautiful, shiny Jersey fire engine is parked by the kerb, ‘Always With Us – 9/11/01’ and the names of several deceased firefighters inscribed on its side. Nobody’s memory of that event will diminish any time soon, whether they were in New York or watching it on TV. A car next to the truck has an enormous advertisement for the Jersey City public library emblazoned on the hood, with the slogan ‘Knowledge for free’. That’s what I’m looking for here, knowledge for free. Well, the knowledge is free, but getting here and crossing the country to gain it costs a little money. Especially staying in luxurious pads like the one we’re currently in. Can’t just jump on a boxcar or steal a car like Dean Moriarty might have, not these days. The subway entrances are guarded by those military sentries and there are plenty of people in American jails for car theft. It’s a free country, sure, but I wouldn’t want to mess up here in the slightest. Dean Moriarty would never get out of jail in this era.


It suddenly dawns on me how far away I am from my regular routine, the safety and familiarity of people in the AA meetings. I remember an old timer named Gelignite Jack who used to say ‘AA is portable’, meaning it’s not the meetings you regularly go to that keep you sober, it’s what you take away from them and put into your daily life. And that’s something I’ve got to face – I won’t be able to live much of a life if I’m on a knife-edge of sobriety and liable to crack if I don’t have regular meetings. That’s definitely not freedom.


But Gelignite also used to say, ‘We’re playing for high stakes – we’re playing for our lives.’ I’ve seen people decide they’ve got this thing licked and move far away or overseas and stop doing what they used to do to stay sober. Most get a scare and then get back to working their twelve-step program. Some drink and lose a couple of months or years and tell the tale at meetings. An old friend of mine named Nico did that a couple of times, moving from the east coast to the west coast of Australia and back, before the last move left him with no one around and nothing to do, and his last drink left him dead on the end of a needle.


I get back to the pad and Jimmy is keen for his morning bagel and tea. He’s almost salivating at the prospect of going to this local bagel joint his girlfriend recommended. White T-shirts and food – the wheelhouse of this guy’s travels. I feel like an adult of some kind after my morning walk; eight years ago I’d have been hungover right now, assuming that, if I’d kept on drinking, I’d have even gotten this far out of my suburb.


Jimmy locates this famed bagel store and is giddy with excitement. It surely can’t be this lump of dough, I think, as I bite into my bagel; it has to be the surroundings. Jimmy tells me this is the dream part of his day, when he feels inspired and hopeful. And consumes lumps of doughy white bread full of egg and bacon with half a gallon of tea. He’s happy that this can be enough these days, rather than being stuck with a constant feeling of wanting more. Sitting at the counter is a guy dressed in work pants, boots and an orange T-shirt with a skull and crossbones logo. ‘Union Forever’ sits under the design. It turns out he’s just been put off from a job. He’s from Hoboken, just north of where we’re staying, where Dean and Marylou were shacked up. He’s very keen to impress on us that we’d love Hoboken if we went there.


But we’re here for only two more nights before we head west. I won’t be travelling to Kerouac’s birthplace in Lowell on any kind of pilgrimage, either. I’d like to, but I don’t have six years to cover four cross-country road trips like he did. I’ve got five weeks to cover as much ground as I can before getting to the massive AA convention in Atlanta. I’m hoping I’ll meet someone there – or at least hear someone – who will deliver some gold, some of that stuff I used to hear in what seemed like every meeting I went to in early recovery, before I got busy with all the good things sobriety afforded and forgot about doing the things that got me sober in the first place. Someone really carrying a message, the kind I need to hear: the kind of message that once saved my life.
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