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As the latch clicked on the closing door behind him, Mark instantly realized that in the years since he last stepped foot in here, nothing seemed to have changed. Even though you could no longer smoke inside the bar, the smell of thousands of long since extinguished cigarettes still lingered. The brass on the foot rail hadn’t seen polish in many years, and the sign that spelled out BAR in the front window still blinked occasionally, so at times, the sign spelled BA. 

A mirror that took up most of the wall behind the bar was as old—if not older—than the bar itself. The thick, mahogany frame holding the mirror in place on three sides had a muted luster that only decades of smoke and lack of care could create. Sitting flush on the back counter, there were various bottles of intoxicants Mark had come to know so well. 

He shook his head as he sat on the stool and muttered the one word he never thought he would hear himself say again. “Whiskey.”  

Mark was back in familiar surroundings. The small room hadn’t changed a bit. Some of the faces even looked the same. Mercifully, the bartender was new—at least to Mark—which he was quietly thankful for; he didn’t need the guilty look, or a comment. Right now, he needed a drink like he never needed one before.  

The burn he felt in his throat now was also familiar, and he sighed deeply as it went down. Mark closed his eyes, enjoyed the burn and thought of Monica. She would be upset with him, but the time for that had passed. And so had she. He shook his head again. Feeling the tears well up, he took another sip and fought them back. Crying would do no good. Just like fighting the urge to drink again did no good. She was his crutch. His rock. His only support. Now, all of that was gone, and so was his will to fight the demons inside him. The demons that used to come no matter what he was doing, until Monica came along.   

Mark and Monica met six years ago—ironically at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. He was attending, and she was the guest speaker. Having survived a three-day binge that ended with her in the ICU, and her fiancé dead, she now made the rounds at local AA meetings telling her tale and helping those who had “been there” to stay sober. Sobriety had been Mark’s dream for years, having fought for the better part of two decades to get clean. Twenty years of pain, twenty years of fight, twenty years gone. And now, Monica was gone, too. 

“One more?” the bartender asked, breaking Mark’s reverie. 

Mark blinked and looked up at her, then looked down at the glass, the ice cubes slightly discolored from the bourbon. He nodded slightly and watched as the brown liquid filled the glass. 

As Mark stared into the glass, a wave of emotion came over him. He was angry at her—and himself—but mostly, he was ashamed of being in this old bar, with an old friend in his glass, and his demons quietly laughing at him. A tear fell into the bourbon, and he blinked the others away, dabbing his eyes with a bar napkin he then crumpled into a ball in his fist. The words “Monica is dead” reverberated through his head; he couldn’t get away from it. Couldn’t pause it, couldn’t turn it off. He took a drink and set the glass down hard on the bar. As he lowered his head again, the bartender glanced at him but kept her distance, choosing instead to stay engaged with the couple at the opposite end of the bar. 

Mark took another couple of sips before setting the glass down. He thought of that morning, and the last thing he said to Monica: “Bye, babe.” She never said goodbye; she simply kissed the fingers of her left hand and waved to him as she continued to her office a few blocks further down. When he was told she was dead, his first thought was, ‘She can’t be, I just saw her this morning.’ He shook his head at the absurdity of that thought and finished off his drink. 

He understood why people said that; the instantaneousness of death, and the almost automatic sense of denial; he’d heard it a dozen times in his previous life, but never thought he’d be the one thinking it. 

They had parted at the entrance to his job—sales manager at Radio Shack. He smiled as she waved, and he went inside while she continued north a few blocks to the fourth-floor office she shared with two others. Mark remembered how overjoyed she was when she was hired as a temp there a few months ago, filling in for another employee on maternity leave. When that woman decided to become a stay-at-home mom, Carol—Monica’s boss and friend—offered Monica a full-time spot. She would tell Mark how much she loved accounting. Loved to crunch the numbers. Loved to find the hidden cash in big business. She often compared it to hunting. Waiting for what seemed like forever for that one chance at the kill and, once getting it, the euphoria that followed was matched only by a good drink. 

That was Monica’s favorite line. She always laughed when she said it, too. She was not ashamed of her alcoholism and never shied from it. She certainly wasn’t proud of it, and the things it had cost her, but she was damned proud of having beaten it. This pride was evident at each meeting in which she spoke. Rarely was there a dry eye and always accolades. That was what really mattered, her ability to reach people, her ability to “pull them out of the bottle” as she liked to say. 

Mark blinked back into the present and felt the bourbon catching up to him. He shook the ice cubes against the glass and sipped the last of the bourbon, sucking a cube into his mouth as well. That old, familiar feeling washed over him; head swimming, eyes unable to focus, mouth dry. Mark closed his eyes as the bartender approached, the bottle already in her hand. He didn’t want to see number four coming, but surely welcomed its arrival all the same. 

Monica’s face swam through his mind. Her auburn hair, eyes more emerald than hazel, the smallest of freckles speckled along her nose. He heard her voice and tried to turn it off but couldn’t. She was speaking to him in that soft, raspy tone that was the result of too many cigarettes, and too much booze. She was telling him to stop. Telling him what he already knew... He was falling. Falling into a place that only she had been able to rescue him from, and now, she was gone. He opened his eyes to see the bartender looking at him.

“You okay, hon?” the heavyset woman asked. Her low-cut shirt revealed a lot of cleavage adorned by a large tattoo of Gossamer along the top of her left breast, and a running Bugs Bunny along the top of her right; in between were black bunny footprints as Bugs tried to escape the orange monster.   

“Yeah,” Mark muttered, blinking the tears away. “Been a bad day.”

Mark truly appreciated what happened next. In the seconds before it happened, though, he imagined the bartender leaning across the bar in front of him, getting comfortable on her elbows, and saying, “Let’s hear it,” but instead, she did the best thing Mark could think of her doing: she walked away, pretending to clean a glass with the rag thrown across her shoulder. Mark needed to talk, just not with another human. He needed a long talk with his old friend, and right now, the conversation was flowing. 

Another long pull, and Mark’s head was swimming. He laughed quietly, thinking about how it used to take two bottles to make him feel buzzed. But that was long ago, and this is now, in this old bar, on this old corner stool, with an old friend in his glass. He chuckled at this last thought. An old drinker’s trick: sit on the corner stool, so you can’t see yourself in the mirror. The mind may say otherwise, but the eyes can’t hide the guilt.

Mark stared into the bottom of the glass, the lone ice cube nearly gone, and thought of the first time he and Monica had met. The walls of the church basement had borne witness to numerous admissions of addiction, pain, pleas for help. Some of those pleas came from his very lips. He chuckled when he thought of that cold, damp night in January, because he wasn’t going to attend the meeting. He hated listening to the guest speakers. Who were they to tell him about pain? About addiction? About loss? He knew all too well, and was living proof of all the shit life dishes out, and just when you think you can’t be down any further, along comes some guest speaker who thinks their spiel is the magic elixir your body has been longing to hear. He wiped at the tears with his shirt sleeve again. Damn. 

Mark arrived late for the meeting, took a seat in the last row of metal folding chairs, and listened as Pete—the guy who ran the once-a-week meeting—introduced Monica. AA meetings weren’t like other social events or conferences where long introductions filled with accolades and accomplishments were the norm. Pete’s introduction was short and to the point. 

“Our guest speaker tonight is Monica Schaeffer. She has been clean for five years, and believe me when I tell you, she’s been there.” And with that, Mark laid eyes on his soon-to-be savior for the first time. 

Monica rose from the first row of chairs to a smattering of applause and took her place behind the podium. She stood and viewed the fifteen or so faces before her—some she recognized, and others she didn’t. Unlike the other speakers who occasionally went into the church basement to tell their tale of triumph over addiction, Monica seemed to speak to each member of the group individually, her words hitting home like no other speaker had been able to before. She really had been there, at the bottom.

She spoke with vivid clarity of the night her fiancé Vincent died: how she was behind the wheel; how she had consumed a bottle of vodka before dinner; a bottle of wine during, and drinks at the bar after. Vincent didn’t know she was an alcoholic. She was what some referred to as a closet alcoholic. Sipped wine with dinner, or at parties, but went to the restroom to pull from the bottle in her purse. Most of what she shared about the accident, she was telling from witness and police report statements. She had no recollection of the events. She didn’t even remember dinner or leaving work. Her time in the ICU was long, and full of pain. Her time in prison was not as long as Vincent’s family would have liked, but sometimes, the justice system serves no justice at all, she liked to say. Her blood alcohol level had been 4.57—enough to kill some people, but she was still able to function. Vincent asked her to drive, since the wine had gone to his head. Monica didn’t know if that was true or not, but she liked to think it was. Vincent rarely drank and had no idea how much she did. She spoke of lost friends, lost opportunities, lost family members. All lost to the bottle. All lost for what each person in that room knew was a waste of time, money, and—most important of all—a waste of their lives. 

She spoke to each member, making direct eye contact. Making sure she was truly reaching them. She had been on the receiving end of far too many lectures from the guest speaker at far too many meetings to try to bullshit a group. The only way to reach inside another person and turn them around was to tell the truth. The truth will always set you free, she liked to say. 

“Being an alcoholic is a lie. Everything about your life up until the moment you decided to get sober has been a lie.” Those were her opening remarks that night. The first six words echoed off the concrete walls. No one likes to be called a liar, especially not by a stranger, but you like it even less when it’s true. “You lie to yourself. You lie to your parents, your wife, your husband, your co-workers and your friends. I even lied to a priest once. And I did that without remorse, because the only God I prayed to was in a bottle of whatever happened to be in front of me at the time.” A lot of nodding heads at that one. She was good. Mark even found himself nodding in agreement. They had all been there and done that. 

“There are no alcoholics who haven’t lied to every single person they meet. It’s all part of the game. You live for your next drink, no matter where it comes from.” Monica continued by telling a story of breaking into an ambulance once to steal rubbing alcohol when all the bars had closed, and she needed a fix. She used to keep a bottle of vanilla extract in her drawer at work for a quick fix between trips to the restroom, or if the flask had dried up. She was sick. She needed help but refused all attempts to get clean. As long as Vincent didn’t think there was a problem, there wasn’t one. 

“I used to lie every single day to the only man I ever loved,” she cried. “He made excuses for me at parties or social events. He held my hair back when I got sick. He protected me from myself, and he paid for that arrogance with his life. The day I stopped lying was the day he died. I never admitted I had a problem until after I was woken from a medically-induced coma that lasted nine days. I had a shattered pelvis, ruptured spleen, collapsed lung and five broken ribs. The first year of my jail term was spent in a prison medical rehab unit learning to walk again. Vinnie’s mother told me they had to remove tree bark from his head so she could have an open casket.”

A few voices cheered, and Mark snapped out his memory, watching the tears fall into his empty glass. There was a group of patrons cheering for a game on one of the televisions. He slowly stood up, steadied himself against the bar and made his way to the men’s room. Standing at the urinal, he steadied himself against the wall with his left hand and emptied his bladder. His tears stopped as he made his way to the sink. Puffy, bloodshot eyes stared back from the mirror. Mark looked tired. Hell, he was tired. He spent the morning in the morgue talking to people he never imagined he would have the displeasure of meeting, signing forms, then somehow finding the strength to call Monica’s sister. 

Then, he ended up here.

All the work, all the pain, all the sacrifices he and Monica had made were gone. One drink was all it took. Monica was gone, and so was Mark’s will to stay sober. She had been the reason for his sobriety. She had been the cause of his rebirth. She had been his everything, and now, that was over. He didn’t have the strength to attempt sobriety before her, and he couldn’t stay sober without her. They needed each other more than most couples. She was sober five years when they met. Mark had little memory of those years. But the years since then had been wonderful. Difficult, yet wonderful.

The door to the restroom opened, and Mark came back to the present. He dried his eyes and his hands and made his way out the door back to his stool, the bartender having already refilled his glass. Mark nodded his thanks and took a long drink. 

The morning Monica died—only yesterday—Mark woke early and brought a cup of coffee into the bedroom for her. She slowly opened her eyes as he placed the cup on the nightstand and kissed her forehead.

“Morning,” she mumbled.  She never was a morning person. In the three years since moving into his apartment, she had only brought him the morning coffee three times, and two of those were on his birthday. He yielded the bathroom to her and sat on the edge of the bed watching the morning news, sipping his coffee. The news was never good anymore. Death, war, crime. He often wondered what the point of it was. Why bother watching this crap? He listened to his mind and changed the channel, opting for sports instead. The Indians lost... More bad news, he thought, shaking his head. 

He heard her start the shower and went in to join her. Sharing their morning shower was a ritual they started the first morning Monica woke in his apartment. She had felt awkward. He could sense it. Neither of them was used to sharing a home. It had been a long time since either of them had lived with another person. Monica rose early and got in the shower without as much as a grunt in his direction. He sat in bed for a few minutes and figured this awkwardness needed to end. He entered the bathroom, dropped his boxers to the floor and slid into the shower behind her. She was standing under the showerhead allowing the hot water to flow down her body, washing the drowsiness down the drain that still had a hold of her. He placed his hands on her hips, holding her as she screamed and jumped, startled at his sudden presence behind her. 

“Morning,” he whispered and kissed her ear. She closed her eyes, leaned her head back onto his shoulder and let the water caress them both. She smiled, the awkward feeling following the drowsiness down the drain. She was happy. For the first time in a truly long time, she was happy. She let all the feelings other than love that she was harboring leave her body, and she pressed deeper into him. The alarm clock chimed to life with Patsy Cline’s “Crazy” softly filling the apartment. 

“How apropos.” He laughed.

“Shh,” was her only reply.

Mark continued to softly kiss her neck as he found her left breast, while his right hand followed the trimmed patch of hair below her waist and gently rubbed her. Monica moaned in surprised delight. She couldn’t remember the last time she had sex in the morning. Probably college, she thought.  But that didn’t matter now. All that mattered now was being wrapped in the arms of a man who obviously wanted more than cereal for breakfast.

Monica’s knees wobbled as she felt the first wave of orgasm wash over her. She moaned louder, covering his left hand with hers, pressing it deeper into her breast, caressing her right breast herself. She came as Patsy Cline turned to Melissa Manchester’s “Don’t Cry Out Loud.”

“Don’t cry out loud. You’ll wake the neighbors,” Mark whispered.

“You’re killin’ me,” she uttered softly as she turned to face him. She looked into his eyes as she wiped the water from his face, rubbing his stubbly beard. Her hands drifted 

down to find him and gently caressed him awake. He kissed her full on the mouth and felt himself grow in her hand. She pulled back and smiled at him; he could tell she loved how he became erect in her hand. How she enjoyed loved the power of it. She lathered a small amount of soap into her hand to help with lubrication, and he was suddenly fully in her hands. She knelt down, taking him into her mouth as he leaned back against the shower wall. His mind wandered. He loved her; he knew it. She was his everything. Never mind that she had rescued him from the death he was surely facing inside the bottle. She was the first person he had shared everything with. She knew more about him than any other human. Her hand stroked him in pleasant rhythm with her mouth; he was close. 

He grasped the back of her head, plunging himself deeper into her. She gently squeezed his testicles in response. He pulled her away from him and into a standing position and kissed her.

“Turn around.”

She complied and bent forward, the spray of water covering her back as he entered her. Their bodies moved as one, the hot water adding to the heat they were generating themselves. Melissa Manchester turned to Fleetwood Mac’s “You Make Lovin’ Fun.” 

“Don’t say a word,” she said, reaching back to grab his left leg, digging her nails into his skin. He grabbed hold of her hips and pulled her fully onto him. She cried out as she came again. He finished inside her just as the song ended and turned to the news of the day. She stood, panting, and kissed him. He held her tight and began to cry.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“You know,” he said.

And she did. She knew before she had asked. She held him quietly hoping she could take the pain from him and make it hers. He was happy; she knew that. It wasn’t about that. He had lost so much to alcohol, he still wasn’t sure how to act when good things happened to him. But she was working on that. They were working on that. 

The news gave way to James Taylor’s “Sweet Baby James” as she put the bar of soap in her hand and began to wash him. He followed suit, and they swayed to the music, the hot water washing over them, each quietly thankful the other had come into their life.

∙∙∙ 

Mark rose from the bar stool and walked outside. He breathed in the cool October air deep into his lungs, leaned against the wall of the bar and closed his eyes. Somewhere far off, a siren wailed, and he started to cry. The pain of Monica’s death was too much for him to bear. She had laid the foundation on which his sobriety had been firmly planted. But now, that was over. She was gone, and he was alone. 

The siren drew closer, and he turned to see the fire engine pass by a few blocks over. He lowered his head and watched his tears fall onto the sidewalk; he had experienced too much loss for the long-since-buried memories of his old life to come crashing into his mind. Mark had lost a lot before Monica: his job, his friends, his ability to deal with himself and his guilt. But losing her was by far the worst of all. He had been sober for six years; six long, hard years. He didn’t want to go home and wasn’t sure if he even could. He hadn’t been alone for so long, he wasn’t sure he could survive it. 

∙∙∙

Mark closed the door to the cab and looked up at the dark, empty apartment. He vaguely remembered the bartender getting him a cab. The cabby offered him help upstairs, but he politely declined. He fumbled for his keys and sat down on the steps. Traffic was light this time of night, and he could hear the serenade of crickets singing to their mates. He hung his head and sobbed. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw her in the morgue. Every fucking time. 

He wasn’t sure he could go into their home. The home they shared for three years. The bland apartment he owned for seven years prior to Monica. The home she helped paint, and decorate, and clean. It was more hers than his now. He couldn’t have cared less about paint and window treatments and sconces. But she did. She brought all of that into his miserable life. Cleaned it up. Painted it over. Dried it up.

He leaned against the railing and thought of her smile, her laugh, the way she only had one dimple when she laughed. He smiled as he drifted off to sleep, hearing the last words she spoke to him: “Have a good day, honey.” 

2  

“Mark.”

The soft voice washed over him. He was dreaming of them on a dune on the Jersey coast, listening to the constant symphony of ocean greeting shore.

“Mark! Wake up!”

The sunlight burned his eyes as he blinked them open to see Monica staring at him. The look on her face was one of mixed emotions: confusion and pain, her eyes swollen from too many tears. He tried to speak but couldn’t. She continued to call his name even though his eyes were open.

“Mark!” 

“Okay,” was all he could manage.

“Mark. Please get up,” the voice pleaded.

He looked past her to see the police car double parked in the street and two officers standing over him.

“You okay, buddy?”

“Mark? Please!” she pleaded.

“What’s wrong?” Mark muttered.

“Let’s get you inside,” the strange voice said as a hand grasped him under each arm and lifted him to his feet.

Mark’s knees buckled as he was pulled to a standing position. His head swam, and he suddenly realized where he was. 

“Let me be,” he pleaded to no avail. “Monica, please, let me sleep.”

“It’s Audra, Mark. The police are here. Please. We need to get you inside.”

The ton of shit that had once again become Mark’s life came crashing onto him as his eyes shot open, and he suddenly remembered who he was and exactly why Audra was there. He looked up to see Audra—not Monica—kneeling before him, two police officers holding him upright. 

“No,” was all he could manage.

“It’s okay, pal. Let’s get you inside,” the voice on his left said as they opened the door and simultaneously carried and dragged him over the threshold to the building. 

“I can’t.” 

“Sure, you can,” the cold-hearted uniform to his right replied, and he slowly climbed toward their home.

“Mark, please,” Audra pleaded again. Although he had no idea what she wanted him to do, he didn’t want to go in there. He couldn’t go in there. It was no longer his apartment. Audra knew that. Why was she forcing this?

“Mark. We need to get you inside.”

“No. I can’t. Not without her.” They stopped in front of the door as Audra searched for the proper key. 

“Please... Leave me alone,” Mark pleaded, but no one seemed to hear. 

“We can’t have you drunk in public, sir,” the uniform on the left stated.

“We’ll help you to bed,” the one on the right said.

“I don’t need to go to bed!” Mark yelled, thrashing away from the hands beneath his arms. “I don’t need you, either!”

“Mark... come on,” Audra pushed once more. “I can’t do this.” She began to sob as the police officer took the keys from her and opened the door to Mark’s apartment. The officer helped Mark to the couch as Audra stood in the doorway, sobbing.  

“Do you want us to call EMS, ma’am?” the taller one asked.

“No. He’ll be fine,” Audra replied.

“Well,” the taller one said again as they moved to the door, “we can’t be here all day.”

“No. I understand. Thank you for your help,” Audra said as she walked them out.   

“Mark,” she said upon her return, “please, Mark. I need you to focus right now.”

“I am focused, Audra.” He sighed, rubbing his eyes.

“No. You’re drunk.” Her tone was a mix of displeasure and scorn. 

Audra knew all too well the issues he and Monica went through. Audra had just recently come back into Monica’s life, having not spoken to her for years after the accident, and then only because their mother was sick. Audra was not one to mince her words. Mark knew the next few minutes were not going to be pleasant and a good part of him didn’t care.  

“I didn’t invite you here, Audra.”

“Someone needs to make sure Monica gets a proper funeral.”

“Why do you assume I couldn’t handle that?” Mark demanded leaning his head back on the couch and closing his eyes.

“Because you’re drinking again,” she shot back, walking to the window.

“You didn’t know that until you got here. Christ, Audra! She hasn’t been dead for twenty-four hours, what’s the fuckin’ rush?” he yelled.

“Mark... I didn’t come here to fight with you. I came to help get her affairs in order. Did she have a will? We can’t let her just lie in that morgue forever.” 

With that Audra started to cry. She may not have been the best sister to Monica, but she was still blood. Mark figured the realization that Audra had lost her only sister, one she had been estranged from for years, had finally hit her and hit her hard. Audra sat with Vincent’s family when Monica’s sentence was read and was not quiet in voicing her disappointment at the short length of time she received. Audra and Monica were never close. Audra was four years older and never let her forget it. She never had a kind thing to say to Monica or to Mark and when their mother passed away, Audra made all the arrangements then told Monica when and where the service was. 

Mark shook the cobwebs out of his head and headed for the kitchen to make coffee. Audra was soon behind him. He handed her a tissue and filled the carafe with water. Mark looked out the window over the sink. The building behind theirs was three stories shorter, so they had a good view of the city from here. He had installed the window garden where she grew the herbs, and she would add them to every meal they made. The coffee pot beeped, signaling the fresh brew was finished, and he poured two cups.
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