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    This book is dedicated to Sabian Berdin—our daughter's forever love, our second son, an incredibly loved son, grandson, nephew, classmate, and friend. A soul and a smile that shined so pure… so bright… so genuinely good.

I pray every day that God tells you how much we love and miss you. And I know—I KNOW—when my time comes, when God calls me home, I will hear again,"Hi, Mr. Skinner."

 

"Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life." 

- John 5:24
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Published July 9, 2019

“Every act of creation begins with an act of destruction.”

– Pablo Picasso



The Battle: Part 1 

Get up. Get up. You have to get up. Not because you want to, rather than, laying here after you’ve awakened from the wonderful sleep that takes you away from this world. This world. This gray, cold mother-fucking world. Laying here just makes it worse.

Get up. Get moving. Find a distraction. Today will be a good day. Today will be a good day. I just know it. Just be happy. Be happy to be alive. Today will be a good day. 

As I sit up in my bed continuing my mental motivational mantra, dreading the day-to-day tasks of today and this life, I hear him. I already hear him. At this hour of the morning. Early. Too early. Dark. Because with my mind, this mind, me, my depression, I don’t sleep. Want to sleep. Can’t. And apparently neither does he.

I arise. Reluctantly. Pee. And stumble into the kitchen. He’s already there. Waiting. Showered. Shaved. Meticulously manicured and dressed in his designer everything, skinny tie, and shiny black wingtips. I, on the other hand, am in my usual Xbox flannel pajama bottoms and WVU t-shirt that is older than most of the people I work with.

I don’t look at him. Don’t notice him. Don’t want to notice him. On the contrary, he is looking at me. Staring at me. I can feel it. Peering at me over the glow of his laptop. Earpiece affixed. Always. Always working. Always cutting deals. Devin is my roommate and my best friend. Well maybe he’s not my best friend, but at least he’s always been there. I’ll give him that. Grade school, high school, college, fiancé, another fiancé, jobs. Everything. Always. I can’t even remember meeting Devin. I just know he’s always been there. 

“Wow. Don’t you look like shit,” Devin zings. 

“Thanks, asshole,” I strike back. 

As I make my way to the coffee pot, coffee that Devin has already made earlier this morning, Devin continues to stare at me. Sizing me up for his next zinger. His next “take that.” His next roast of me in whatever I’m doing. Whatever I’m wearing. Whatever I’m saying. Whatever. 

“Did you dream about all of the women you’re missing out on because you’re still hung up on that whore?” Wow. Nothing like coming out of the corner swinging, particularly on a Monday morning. But even this crossed the line for me. Always does when he talks about her like that. And he knows it. 

“Fuck off, man,” I say and I do genuinely fucking hate him right now. 

“I’m just bust’n your chops man,” he tries to recover, “Don’t be such a pussy.”  

I roll my eyes at him and shake my head as a sign of unspoken forgiveness. He laughs back. He’s not wrong. I mean, I guess he’s just really looking out for me and knows how bad Jenny hurt me. Really hurt me. I guess I should be happy that I have a friend like Devin who’s looking out for me. I guess. 

“What’s today got in store for you, hotshot?” Devin genuinely asks but I’ve learned to tread carefully here. I answer briefly, being sure not to give him more ammunition to use against me. I know he will. He always does. He always says he’s joking but it’s still a dig. A stone thrown. A well-aimed arrow shot. Some days I can handle it. Some days I can’t. Some days I wish he’d just shut the fuck up and go away. 

“Work. You know. What pays the bills. Another day of selling my creative soul to pay the rent and eat,” I say matter-of-factly and fairly certain I didn’t set myself up for a jab. 

“Hey man. Least you have a job that pays well. Be thankful for that,” He says uncharacteristically positive as I think, “Where did that come from?” 

“And you like your work, too. That’s more than most pieces of meat on this planet. You’re one of the lucky ones, man. Be grateful,” he continues. 

“I guess,” I say and feel like an ungrateful dick. I also think, and am fairly certain, that is first time I’ve ever heard him say the word “grateful.” Ever. 

“You’ve got the world by the balls, Dale” Devin continues his rant, “Good looking. Single now. Bringing home a big ole fat paycheck. Working in a big, successful, sexy ad agency. You’re a catch, man. You can do whatever you want. The world is yours for the taking so go and fucking take it man. Take it all. It’s been given to you. Any... thing... you... want.” 

“Uhhh... I guess,” I say. I guess a lot.   



Rise & Shine

THERE’S A LOCAL COFFEE shop on East 4th Street called Rise & Shine. It’s a cute place. Local art. Local music. And a band of baristas that look like they’re all a part of some mishmash group of superheroes. Rejected by society. Outcasts for sure. Stan Lee himself couldn’t have concocted a better band of misfits. 

There’s Mags. From what I hear, a pretty tough life before working here. Got into a lot of bad stuff. Her piercings and face tattoos still can’t hide her beauty. And then there’s Rock. Yes, his name is Rock. Intimidating. Short-tempered. He once punched a guy who refused to march at a peace demonstration. The irony in that is not lost on me. And then there’s James, the optimistic philosopher. Even in the darkest of scenarios, James can find the good in it. His outlook on life never waivers as I hear him give pep-talk after pep-talk, always finding the silver lining in the darkest and coldest of clouds. And finally, there’s Will. The manager of the misfits. Every time he talks to you, you feel like you’re the only one in this crazy, over-caffeinated café. His genuine interest, compassion and focus is that intense. In a good way. Like you’re the only one in the room. I’ve never experienced anything like it. 

As I walk up to the counter, Will is at register and has my order ready. Large coffee, caramel syrup, lots of half-n-half. If Mags was working the counter, she would hit me with her usual, “Do you even like the taste of coffee?” Will does not. He always greets me with my order and calls me by name. Funny, because I don’t even remember telling him my name. 

“Big day today, Dale?” Will asks. 

“Same ole, same ole. Making logos bigger for clients all day. Woo-hoo,” I shoot back. I’m an art director at a local agency. Big conglomerate. Eating up smaller agencies all over the world. 

“What a gift,” Will replies. 

“Ha,” I say and don’t even look up. 

“Creativity. That’s quite a talent. Quite a gift,” he says as he slides over my usual. 

“If you say so,” I say rather indifferent. Rather whatever. Still not looking up. Fumbling to find my credit card in my overstuffed wallet. 

“I’d love to see your work sometime,” he surprisingly suggests. 

Now I look up. “Uhhh... it’s crap. Just corporate stuff,” I say as I’m still processing what and why Will just said what he said. 

“I bet not,” he responds almost as a dare. The optimism in Will’s voice is both refreshing and beyond comprehension. “Would you like to see the First National Bank of Greedy Bastards or The Plumber’s Crack Union logo? Both are masterpieces,” I say sarcastically and somewhat proud of my sharp sense of humor. I think I’m funny. 

“Ha. How about your other stuff?” he asks. 

What is he talking about? “I don’t have any other stuff,” I say, thinking of all of my shitty projects at work that are all overdue and over-designed. 

“Really? Sketching? Doodling? Anything?” Will asks as if he already knows. 

“Yeah. I guess. But it’s just scribble,” I say, not really sure where this is going. 

“Let’s see it,” he insists. 

I’m flattered by Will’s genuine interest. Ironically, I was holding one of my notebooks from work. Also ironically, it’s actually a small Moleskin sketchbook, but I seem to put more notes in it than sketches. Sad. However, it is filled with quite a few doodles I’ve done during meetings, where I’ve lost myself in my repetition of circles, angles and lines while some bonehead is droning on about something I don’t give a shit about. What I love about these scribbles is that I had no idea what I was going to draw, I just started to draw and my own little masterpieces came out of that. It makes me feel good when I look at them. It gives me a sense of “I wish I could be doing this for a living instead of what I’m doing now.” I like the drawings I’ve done in here and think they’re fairly good or at least, not bad. But I don’t think they’re good enough to share with...

“Wow. That’s incredible! So much feeling! So raw! So good! You are really good, Dale. You are really talented!” Will beams. 

“If you say so,” I say, trying to play it cool, but I feel like I’m blushing like a young school girl. A school girl who has just accidentally bumped into her crush in the hallway. Awkwardly standing in front of him. Desperately avoiding eye contact. Red as a rose.

“Seriously, Dale,” Will goes on, “You should do more of that stuff. You are really good. You were meant to do this.”  

“Yeah. Well, you know what they say... starving artist and all. I chose a path that pays the bills,” I say as if I’ve said that to myself a million times, over and over and over again. And I have. 

I thank him. Think he’s just being nice and remind myself of my 9:00 that I’m now going to be late for since taking way too long to get my coffee. I’m also dreading turning around and seeing the gauntlet of customers who are pissed at me for taking so long to get my morning buzz. 

I finally turn to leave. I’m the only one there.



A&P 

THE YEAR IS 1976. IT’S a typical Monday morning at the A&P. The parking lot is full of Buick and Oldsmobile station wagons, Jeep Wagoners, and an out of place red Datsun. Most, if not all of the cars except the Datsun, sport wood paneling along the side. The moms of Bridgeport, West Virginia are all taking advantage of their Monday morning freedom... getting this week’s groceries while their houses are bare and the bread racks are full of fresh-baked loaves from everyone’s favorite local Italian bakery. If heaven has a smell, I’m sure this would be it. 

Mary Ann Martin probably enjoys the social aspect of going to the A&P every Monday morning more than the actual task of shopping itself. She is colorful both in personality and look. Today, she is modeling her signature black-banged bob, cat-eyed glasses and long Virginia Slim cigarette that always looks like the ashes are just about to break off but somehow always defy gravity. Always. It’s a look she’s been wearing for too long but is reluctant to let go of. After all, “Jackie Kennedy wore a bob and she was First Lady,” Mary Ann would boast with great delight. But that was over ten years ago. Things take a bit longer to catch up and catch on here in small town West Virginia.

Mary Ann is chatting away while her groceries are being loaded into the back of her silver Buick Skylark station wagon by a newly hired bag boy. He’s listening politely as Mary Ann gushes about her favorite subject... her children. 

“Well, there’s my oldest, Michael, he’s studying to be a priest,” she gloats. 

“Wow. How nice,” the boy responds. 

“Ann Marie, our daughter. She doesn’t know what she wants to be. Maybe a hairdresser or something,” Mary Ann continues. 

“Uh-huh,” he acknowledges while stacking the bags ever so meticulously in the back of her station wagon. 

“And then there’s Dale, our youngest,” Mary Ann pauses, sighs and smiles to herself, “You should see him draw. He is so talented, I tell you. And course, he wants to be an artist.” 

“Oh, you don’t want him to be an artist,” the slim young man with the slicked jet-black hair insists, “He’ll starve.” 

It’s a thought Mary Ann never considered but will now be a thought she will never let go of. Ever. It will be whispered into her ear every time she sees her son’s amazing drawings, every time he wins his school’s art show, and of course, when he applies for college and instead of pursuing fine art, he pursues a degree in graphic arts because “that’s where you can make money at.” And secretly, like every child, no matter how old, he’s still trying to please his parents. Poor Mary Ann. It’s really not her fault. She really had no idea. 

“Why thank you for your help today, honey,” Mary Ann says as she slides a wrinkled one-dollar bill in the boy’s crisp, white shirt pocket, right next to his name tag, “And for listening to me jibber-jabber on and on about my family.” 

She reads his name on his nametag since she’s never seen him here before or knows him like the other regular stock boys. It’s a peculiar name or at least, not a name Mary Ann has heard before. Not in small town West Virginia and certainly not in 1976. Because of this, she stumbles a bit. Over emphasizes the first syllable, but overall, gets it right...

“Thank you again... De-vin.” 



Flame

IT’S 4:00 IN THE MORNING. 4:09 to be exact. Will’s words to me earlier today have been ricocheting in my head like a stray bullet that defies the laws of physics. Gaining more velocity with every careening recoil. I look down and see the shimmering black and gray film all over my fingers from the charcoal pencils and think to myself, “My hands look like a coal miner’s” and then chuckle to myself as I think, “God. That is so something only a person from West Virginia would say.”

As I stare through my blackened fingers, I see what just came out of me. On the paper laying on the kitchen table. What I’ve been working on for hours. Countless hours, but I don’t count or care because it doesn’t matter because when I’m drawing, I lose myself in the act of creation and everything else stops. Everything else doesn’t matter. Everything else goes away. Even if it’s just for a moment. It’s a hunger I lost long ago but now have found. And I love it. I freak’n love it! The freedom. The act. The everything. And as I look down at the paper, I’ve been hovering over way too closely, I think... how? How did I do this? How did I come up with this? How did THIS come out of me? I’m not bragging or being arrogant, I’m just honestly shocked and didn’t know I had this in me. Ever. Plus, I know good work when I see it. It’s what I do for a living... critiquing, approving, and rejecting other people’s work as well as my own. I’m good at that and have an eye for it. I know the difference between “shit and shinola,” as my dad would always say. And this is definitely not shit. It’s shinola. It’s good. I’m surprised at myself. I’m surprised I had this in me. I’m surprised at what I’m feeling. And I want to do more of it. A lot more. And I want to show the world. 

As I’m still marveling in what I’ve created and what I’m feeling I hear something. A voice. A mumbled voice. Coming from Devin’s bedroom. It’s Devin. He’s talking to somebody on the phone. At this hour. 

Man, does this guy ever sleep? 



Affliction

DEVIN SITS ALONE AT his bedroom desk. In the dark. Smoking a cigarette. Sweating. Completely nude. Looking empty. Disgusted. Anxious. Very anxious. He takes a hard drag of his cigarette. Blows out the smoke as fast as he can. Almost violently. Picks up his cell phone to make the call. Dials the number. Awaits the answer. And reluctantly, yet dutifully speaks...

“Hello, sire.”

“Yes, sire.” 

“Yes, sire.”

“I know. I see it too. And I assure you I have it under control and don’t need...” 

Devin listens obediently as his plea is interrupted. He will obey, like all good soldiers do. He’ll accept the additional support that will be arriving. He doesn’t want it and also sees it as a weakness in himself, a failure, just like the recipient of his phone call pointed out, but he will accept it. It’s killing him. But he will do what he is told. He is a good solider. 

“Yes, sire.”

“When will he be arriving? Got it. Thank you, sire. Thank...” the line goes dead.



Fanboy

JOHN LENNON. HITLER. Picasso. My dad. And Will. That’s the five people I would have a dinner party with if I could pick any five people, dead or alive. I picked John Lennon because I’m a big Beatles fan and of course, because he’s a musical genius. I picked Hitler because I just want to see if Lennon would kick his ass. I’m sure they’d get into a fight. I’m sure of it. And I’d bet on Lennon. Picasso because I admire him so much as an artist, his ability to break outside of his medium and do film, photography, sculpture, whatever. I love that about him. And of course, my favorite Picasso quote that I turn to often, particularly when I’m drawing... “If I don’t have red, I use blue.” Are you kidding me? Fucking Picasso! So good. I say that to myself when I’m drawing and trying to use every excuse in the book not to draw “I don’t have the right pencils. I don’t have the right paper. I need a different color purple.” Fuck it. You don’t. Just use what you have and create. I love that and need that nudge. Picasso. Definitely. The next is my dad. My dad died ten years ago. He was my best friend and I miss him every day. And I mean real best friend, not like Devin. My dad and I were also very much alike. Although, I didn’t realize that until later. He owned his own restaurant back in West Virginia. A modest Italian restaurant. He did all the cooking and was incredible at it. In-credible! My uncle used to say that my dad could make the best pasta sauce you ever tasted with just ketchup, salt and pepper. He was that good. And of course, looking back on it now, I realize what an art it was to be an exceptional chef. Now, we call it culinary arts. Back then, it was just a cook. My dad would have been proud to be working in the arts. I wish he could have seen that day. I wish I could have seen that day. 

On the day I was leaving for college, leaving home to study art at the big university and being the first in my family to do so, to go to college, my dad took me downstairs into our musty half-furnished basement and pulled out a couple big black books. They were his sketchbooks. From high school. And they were incredible! I had no idea my dad was an artist, or at least, wanted to be an artist. But he graduated high school, fought in the war, came home, got married, and got a job cooking in a local Italian restaurant to support his family. You know... a job that paid the bills. 

Like I said, my dad and I are a lot alike. 

And then there’s Will. And yes, I realize that Will is the only one at this dysfunctional dinner party who’s still alive. He was a late entry. I always wrestled with this last slot and would rotate many dead athletes, stars, and historical figures in and out of this spot, but now I know for certain... Will. Definitely. In. 

“Man, Dale. This is your best work yet. By far. So good,” Will says to me as he’s carefully studying my most recent batch of sketches. 

“Thanks man. I appreciate it. I really do,” I say, and I do. I do honestly and genuinely appreciate it.  

I’ve been meeting with Will at Rise & Shine on Sunday mornings for the last few weeks or so. He’s been kind enough to look at my work, give me feedback, direction and of course, continues to give me incredible inspiration. Incredible. Life-changing. Whether he knows it or not. This guy believed in me when nobody else did. This guy breathed life into a carcass that was dead. A flame that was dead. A life that was dead. This guy is the only one who believed in me even when I didn’t believe in myself. And for that, I am forever, forever grateful.  

“All I can tell you Dale is to keep doing what you’re doing. Keep drawing and let the work flow out of you. Fearlessly. Free. You are a vessel and the work that is coming out of you is incredible. Inspirational. Stunning. Pure. I am so, so very proud of you. You, without a doubt, are a true artist. And I cannot wait to see what you create next.” Will’s words feel like someone just draped a medal over my neck. I am proud. I am happy. I want to do more. 

“I’ve got something I’ve been thinking about for a while... hopefully I’ll have some time to work on it this week and can show you next Sunday,” I say. And I say “hopefully” as a way out, just in case I don’t work on it this week. But I know I will. I most definitely will. 

“Fantastic. I’ll be looking forward to it. Same time next Sunday?” Will asks. 

“Cool.” I confirm nonchalantly as I’m packing up my drawings into a big manila envelope I took from work.

Will pauses. Raises his head so our eyes meet on the same plane. He slowly smiles at me and counters “Cool beans.” And then awaits my response. 

I stopped. Froze. That saying. That saying that makes no sense at all. I mean, “cool beans,” what does that mean anyway? Every time I hear it. Every time, including now, it still makes me smile. “Cool beans.” That was her saying. And she was the only person I have ever, ever heard utter that weird little saying. 

Ever. 

Until now. 

“Something wrong, Dale?” Will snaps me out of my trance. 

“Uhhh... no,” I stumble and lie. 

“Are you sure?” he asks as if he already knows. 

“Yeah. I’m good. Thanks,” I lie again as I briefly grab his shoulder as a sign of brotherly respect and appreciation. “See you next week.” 

As I start my walk back to my apartment, she is the only thing I can think about right now. And as I turn, to walk out of Rise & Shine, Will stands, carefully watches me leave and smiles to himself. Like he knows what he’s done. Like he can hear my thoughts. Like he’s intentionally put something into motion. Like he’s breathed life into something that was dead. Again. 



Jenny 

I STILL CAN’T SAY HER name without it hurting. Jenny was the love of my life. Is the love of my life. She was the only girl I was ever loyal to... never cheated on her like all of the rest. Hence, my first fiancé. And how did I get rewarded for my loyalty? My, “This time is going to be different. This time I’m going to be different.” She cheated on me. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, FUCK! She was the one. She was different. Why did she have to do that?! How could she have done that?! I mean look at me. I’m successful. I work out. I dress nice. I’m funny. I’m everything she or any other woman would want. I know this because all of her friends used to tell her that in front of me. “You’re so lucky, Jenny. You’re so lucky. I wish I could find a Dale. Hang on to this one Jenny. He’s the one. Does he have a brother?” I loved it. I fed off of it. Yeah... that’s right, Jenny. I’m a fucking catch. I’m Mr. Wonderful. I’m Mr. Everything. And I’m a fucking asshole. A big, giant, gaping asshole who thought Jenny’s sole purpose in life was to be thrilled to be hanging on my well-chiseled arm, luxuriously and happily riding the coattails of me. Me. Me. Me. The Kingdome of Dale. And Jenny was my beautiful and subservient princess who was supposed to be both thrilled and honored to be doing my laundry and making ME happy. What a job. What a life. What a big... FUCKING... ASSHOLE!  

Jenny wanted us. She wanted us to work. She even told me that she wasn’t happy and my response was more or less, “That’s your problem. I’m a fucking catch. Just ask your friends.” I actually said that. Did I mention I was a big fucking asshole? And quite honestly, secretly... I really don’t blame her for what she did. Or at least, don’t blame her entirely. She wanted us. She believed in us. She was crying out for help. Cried out to me but I had my head so far up my own ass that I didn’t hear her. Didn’t want to hear her. Took her for granted. Again. 

Devin hates her. Man does he hate her. Says I can never trust her again. Calls her all kinds of names. Whore. Slut. Cheater. Liar. I don’t like it when he does that. It angers me and I still find myself wanting to defend her honor. Crazy, huh? We’re not even together and I find myself still wanting to ride in on my white horse and rescue her. From what? Why? I was the only thing she needed rescued from for the last

five years. Rescued from a man who took her for granted. Rescued from a man who recognized her beauty but not her strength. Rescued from me. Mr. Asshole. 

I miss her. God, do I miss her. And I fucked up. I know I fucked up and I am sorry. I am sorry, Jenny. And deep, deep down in my heart, I wish you were mine again. And this time, I wouldn’t fuck it up. I would make you my partner not my sidekick. We would share the spotlight together instead of me wanting you to stand in my shadow. I am sorry and I really, really miss you. I miss us. But I know I can never trust you again. Ever. No matter what. 

At least, that’s what I keep being told.



Walk 

“THESE ARE INCREDIBLE, Dale. All of it. From beginning to end. And I would be honored if you would be our next featured artist here at Rise & Shine. Opening reception, local press, tons of people. What do you say? Are you ready to you show the world your amazing gift?” 

I am staring at Will still trying to comprehend everything he just said. Did he just ask me to be the next featured artist during their next big opening? Did he just say opening reception, local press, and tons of people? Is he talking to me? Is he serious? Is this really happening? Holy shit, this is really happening!

“Dale?” Will says, waking me from my daze. 

“Oh yeah. Sorry, man. I mean... yeah. If you think I’m ready? If you think I’m good enough,” I honestly say modestly. 

This is Will. Classic Will. He smiles. Chuckles to himself like a father would chuckle before telling his little boy that there are no monsters living underneath his bed. Grabs my forearm in confidence, as my hands are clasped and resting on our usual Sunday morning table top. Looks me dead in the eye and says “Dale. You are so much more dangerous than you were ever led to believe.” 

Again, speechless. Dazed. God, I love this guy.

As I’m walking home, my head is a flurry of activity. 

“I can’t believe this is happening to me!” 

“Who am I going to invite?” 

“Oh my God, this is incredible!” 

“I have so much to do before the big opening.” 

“I’m actually going to be an artist now. A real, live artist!” 

“OK, first I’ll need to pick my best pieces. I probably have five or six that are show-ready.

“Ow.” 

“So, I’ll need to come up with at least three of four...” 

“Ow.” 

“More that need to be done before...

“Ow.”

“Before the opening.” 

“OWWWW!!”

With each step my gait was getting shorter and shorter. And I didn’t even notice due to my adrenaline. I was that pumped up from my invitation from Will that I didn’t notice the sharp pain shooting from my right foot, getting worse with every step. At first, I thought I had a rock in my shoe. A really, pointy, painful rock. But when I took off my shoe to look, I found nothing. Nothing. How can this be? I rubbed the ball of my foot... no splinter, no wart, no cyst lying underneath the skin, at least that I could tell. But when I put my shoe back on to walk home, there it was. Painfully reminding me with every step that it was still there. Something was there. And the rock now feels like a jagged piece of glass. 

Walking. Wow. Just walking. It’s amazing what you take for granted once it’s taken from you. And right now, I am estimating and dreading the number of steps it will take me to get home and up to my eighth-floor apartment. Also realizing just now, at this very moment, that the elevator in my trendy, warehouse apartment building was under repair this morning. And how when I left this morning, I carelessly and effortlessly skipped down eight flights of stairs, barely even acknowledging the two men working in the elevator shaft, smiling at me as I breezed past them. Then, it didn’t matter. But now it does. It’s also amazing what you notice and what’s important to you once your mobility has been stolen from you. Seven hundred and eighty. That’s how many steps there are from where I stopped on East 4th Street to my apartment doorway. Eight flights of stairs and all. 

When I crawled through my doorway, there was Devin. Sitting at the kitchen table. Not eating. Not reading. Not working on his laptop. Just sitting there. Straight up. Proper. Perfect posture. Like a mannequin. He’s so weird sometimes. 

“What’s wrong? Sprain your ankle skipping back from your date with Mr. Peace, Love and Faggot?” Devin sarcastically jabs, trying to be his type of funny. But I don’t think it’s funny and I’m definitely in no mood for it. 

“Fuck off, man! I’m really hurt,” I snap back at him and hobble my way to the freezer for an ice pack. 

“Whoa, man. I’m sorry. What the hell happened?” Devin asks as his tone shifts from cocksucker to concern. 

“I have no clue,” I disgustingly say as I flop back onto the couch and wrap the icepack around the ball of my bare foot. The cold is piercing and brings both immediate pain and relief. “I have no fucking clue.” 

Devin rushes over to prop my foot up on a couch pillow, does his best to make me comfortable and says, “OK, man. I gotcha. I’m here for you. You can always count on me.”



3:36 a.m.

IT’S BEEN WEEKS SINCE the “foot incident,” as I call it. Podiatrists, orthopedic surgeons, chiropractors, physical therapists. I even tried an acupuncturist. Nothing. Mystery. Nobody knows what is wrong with me and why my foot is hurting. One podiatrist even gave me a cortisone shot. In the ball of my foot. Into the nerve between my big toe and second toe. “Cross my heart and hope to die. Stick a needle in my eye,” kept repeating itself in my head, over and over again as the doctor was trying to steady my foot as he was injecting the cortisone into the nerve. It was like getting shards of glass shot into my veins. I could feel every crystal splinter as the man in the white coat depressed the plunger of the larger-than-usual syringe. It was awful. It was excruciating. And I remember telling myself that there’s no way getting a needle stuck in your eye is more painful than this. No way.

It’s 3:36 a.m. I’m awake. I’m depressed. Again. Like before. And I can’t tell if I was shaken out of what little sleep I’ve been getting lately because of my depression, because of the pain in my foot, or because I’m hearing Devin’s laughter through the wall again. Yes, again. As I’m lying here, it occurs to me that for as long as I’ve known Devin, I’m still not exactly sure what he does for a living or who he works for. I mean, I’ve asked. I’ve asked a lot. But whenever I do, he’s always so damn vague. Almost intentionally. “I’m a deal maker.” “I make things happen.” “We’re global.” “We’re everywhere.” Whatever, Devin. Frankly, I got tired of asking and just assumed he was some sort of hotshot day trader due to his cringeworthy expensive tastes and the fact that he’s always home, always on his phone or laptop, and he always, and I do mean always seems to be making deals with what appears to be every person in the world. Day and night. In every language on this planet. His ability to speak in what appears to be every language ever created is really quite impressive. I’ve really never seen or heard anything like it. Ever. So again... global, hotshot day trader, squeezing every drop of nectar out of every deal he’s orchestrating, all to climb the corporate ladder of excess, and all for Devin. Damned be the poor soul that gets in his way. That seems to fit him. His personality. Slick wheeling and dealing. That’s Devin. To a T. I guess I should ask him sometime. Again. Since he’s my lifelong friend. But I don’t. I’m also guessing that business must be good lately because I’ve heard him laughing more than usual. I guess I should be happy for him. That he’s doing so well right now. But I’m not. He’s annoying me. Laying here. Depressed. Confused. Defeated. And hearing him verbally gloat like he’s got the world by the balls. Loud enough so I can hear him. At this hour. And although I’m not exactly sure, I’m fairly certain that it was his laughter that woke me up. Again. And I’m also not sure, but it almost feels like he’s doing this on purpose. I know that isn’t right and I shouldn’t think that way. I mean, he’s my best friend. He wouldn’t do that. 

Right? 



The Battle: Part 2

“I FEEL LIKE I’M IN a game. A board game to be exact. And to be even more exact, Chutes and Ladders. I feel like I just now, just recently, through spins and spins and spins, I just now climbed high enough out of the starting space to feel good. Feel life. Feel like I can do this and want to do this. Feel like I can win. And then, bam! Chute! All of my moves, my work, my effort, my me, working on me for all this time, all of it is sent right back to the bottom. It’s a devastating spin of the spinner of life and is more than I can handle. More than I want. I don’t want this. Why is this happening to me?”

James is staring at me. 

He’s looking at me through his very loyal prescription gold aviator glasses, which I’m guessing were purchased at a thrift store and were manufactured in the mid to late 1970s. That combined with his long beard, unkempt hair, and hodgepodge attire that consists of green swede-like sneakers from a brand I don’t recognize, a very tattered t-shirt that looks like there may have been a screen-printed logo on the front of it at one time, and of course, a flannel shirt (the unspoken uniform of all baristas here at Rise & Shine), makes James the poster child for today’s hip, cool barista. Putting more effort and energy into a local cause he believes in than himself. He’d rather spend his Saturday afternoons helping gather coats for the homeless than shopping for himself at Target. He’d rather take what little money he makes at Rise & Shine to save another kitten from the local Humane Society than buy a new pair of jeans on Amazon. He doesn’t give a shit about what he looks like or what you think of him. James is saving the world, one kitten at a time. And I’m still waiting for his response as he ponders my plea for help for what seems like an eternity. 
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