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For those struggling with the nightmare of addiction. May you find healing. May you find courage. May you find love…


 

You see, no one ever told me that as snakes shed skin, as trees snap bark, the human heart peels, crying when forced open, singing when loved open.

—Mark Nepo, The Book of Awakening

 

He brought me out into an open place; he rescued me because he delighted in me.

—Psalms 18:19


Monday


Chapter One

JIMMY

 

In romance novels, they call it meet-cute. If you’re not familiar with the term or even with romance novels for that matter, let me explain. Meet-cute is how our two protagonists, our star-crossed lovers, if you will, first encounter the other. It might involve an embarrassing moment, or some great coincidence, or something like a setup, or a blind date that goes horribly wrong and does not bode well for the future. See…it’s like there’s that day where everything changes, often in a funny way, and our two love interests begin their journey toward love.

You might look at how Marc Kelly and I met as a meet-cute experience. It went something like this:

Even though I’m a smart guy, at least I think so, I’ve never really had much in the way of education. High school diploma was about it. I always hated school and never did very well in it, which is why I currently wait tables at a little diner in the lower Queen Anne neighborhood of Seattle. I’ve been at Becky’s Diner a few years now, since I managed to get my life back in order. And I have to admit I like it. Becky’s is the kind of place alcoholics end up at 5:00 a.m. for an eye-opener and, if their stomachs can handle it, maybe a couple of greasy fried eggs and some bacon. It’s the kind of joint that’s been in Queen Anne since the Depression and still looks like it—scuffed black-and-white tile floors, dark walls, red leatherette booths, and stools at the counter, many of them patched with duct tape. On the other side of the joint is a bar that’s even darker—the drinks are strong, and we get a lot of regulars. The pinball machine over there pretty much goes untouched. Same with the TV, which is always tuned to some twenty-four-hours news crap with the sound turned off. No one watches it. Everyone’s too busy nursing their drinks. Anyway, I wait tables in the diner part.

And I find myself digressing away from my meet-cute. Maybe that’s because it wasn’t really a meet-cute, but it makes for a good story. And that’s what romances are all about, right? Good stories? At least on paper…

Anyhoo, about two weeks ago, this one guy comes in about seven, seven thirty. That day there hasn’t been much of a breakfast rush—we’re busier on the weekends—and I’m chilling behind the counter, checking Facebook on my phone. Marc, as I’d later find out his name, walks in, observes the Seat Yourself sign, and does just that—in the last booth at the rear. Right away, I see the guy is old school, as he spreads out an edition—paper, no less!—of the Seattle Times. He looks around expectantly.

I wipe my hands on my apron and approach, my order pad in hand.

I give him my trademark grin, the one I hope will coax big tips out of even the stingiest customers. “Hey there… mornin’! What are you in the mood for?”

He looks me up and down, a little smile twitching. I pick up on the gaydar, the attraction, and pause a little mentally because two things strike me almost simultaneously.

One: This guy is a good bit older than my twenty-three, maybe even by as much as fifteen or twenty years, but he’s a hottie. DILF! His salt-and-pepper hair is full, nicely cut, side part, with more salt than pepper. He sports—rocks—a little goatee that’s all salt. It perfectly frames cupid’s bow lips. How’s that for romance talk? But it’s his eyes that floor me—so dark the pupils just about get lost in them. They grip me. They hold me. They make me wanna quiver.

Two: There’s something about this dude that rings a bell. Not so much in the lust department, although that’s definitely there in spades, but in the area of “Have we met before?” Because, yeah, he looks familiar. I just couldn’t place him—at least not then.

We hold the look for a couple of seconds longer than the average waiter and customer would, and I can put my finger on this dance—it’s called flirting. Gives me the warm and fuzzies inside, except for that nagging feeling that I know him from somewhere.

And when you have a past like mine, you want to be careful with shit like that. Because I’ve not always been the best person, to say the least. Anyway, that’s something I’ve learned not to dwell on.

Can’t undo the past!

All that stuff took, like, thirty seconds to go down. The guy speaks, “I’ll have coffee and a cinnamon roll.”

I pull a pencil from behind my ear. Not sure I’ll need it, but just in case. “We’re all out of cinnamon rolls,” I say.

He grins, flips a page in the Times. Doesn’t look up at me as he says, “Okay, then. I’ll have tea.” He flips another page. “And a cinnamon roll.”

I chuckle. “We’re all out of cinnamon rolls.”

He nods and looks like he’s taking what I just put down to heart. “Okay, uh, how about a glass of milk and…a cinnamon roll.”

I shake my head. “Dude, I just told you—we’re all out of cinnamon rolls. Sold out during the breakfast rush. But I’ll tell you a little trade secret.” I lean close to his ear and notice a very nice aroma coming off him—something tangy, piney, and manly. “The cinnamon rolls come from the QFC off Mercer. You can buy a four-pack for what you pay for one here.”

“Okay,” he says, looking into my eyes with those killer dark eyes. Those lashes! Man! “Just bring me a cinnamon roll.”

I shake my head and then tuck the pencil back behind my ear. I start to head away, saying over my shoulder as I go, “You let me know when you’re ready.”

I can’t decide if the guy is a cornball, a total asshole, or incredibly charming. He’s probably a little of all three. And I feel a little flutter in my heart that tells me our little meet-cute encounter, which I’ve come to learn he lifted from some old public television kid’s show, means he has his hooks in me.

Smitten.

And yet there’s that nagging feeling I’ve met him somewhere before…and a darkness hides behind the notion that contradicts the fluttery feeling I get when I look at this hunk. In fact, that nagging recognition makes me a little sick.

It’ll come to me. Or it won’t. And something inside, a self-protective part maybe, hopes for the latter. They say ignorance is bliss, right?

He calls after me, “You do poached eggs? Runny?”

I turn. “We do anything. Two?”

He holds up two fingers and nods. “With coffee, no toast, no potatoes, fruit on the side if you got it.”

I jot down the order. “No cinnamon roll?”

He just laughs and begins reading the paper.

When is a meet-cute not a meet-cute?

When you’ve met before.

And my gut drops a couple of inches as I remember where I met him before.

I don’t want to go there. That was a different time. A different me. And there was nothing cute about it.

But I remember this guy because I felt something for him then. And I feel something for him now.

And it could never work.

Could it?

I watch from the corner of my eye as Cinnamon Roll, as I’ve dubbed him, downs his low-carb breakfast. How someone can eat poached eggs without any toast is beyond me, but it takes all kinds.

“You got a thing for him or what?” Matilda Blake, the other server on duty, whispers to me. She pauses just behind me with three plates balanced on two arms. I smell pancakes, bacon, and the sage aroma of sausage.

I turn a little to grin. “What?”

“Ah, don’t play innocent with me, Mister. I could see the lust in your eyes from fifty paces.”

I shrug. “Guilty. Maybe. A little.”

She laughs, and it’s a sound like a bell tinkling. Matilda doesn’t even reach five feet and probably doesn’t top ninety pounds, but she’s a workhorse like you wouldn’t believe. She has short, spiked blonde hair and numerous tattoos. On the weekends she plays in an all-girl metal band called Two Spirit. And in my head, I call her Tinker Bell, because that’s who she looks like to me. She takes off to serve her customers, but not without prompting me to “Go over and talk to him.”

I busy myself filling ketchup bottles and the salt and pepper shakers I’ve removed from empty tables, but I keep an eye on Cinnamon Roll. His food is gone and the newspaper’s been abandoned and he’s staring off into space. I shudder because I wonder if he’s recognized me and is thinking about our last encounter, a little over two years ago, at his place on Dexter Avenue.

But no, that couldn’t be possible, could it? I’m a different person now, inside and out. Back then I was twenty, twenty-five pounds lighter than my current one hundred and sixty-five. I had a septum piercing like Ferdinand the Bull. My hair, which is now cut high and tight and is reddish brown, was long back then, bleached blond, dirty, and tangled up in dreadlocks that reached down almost to my waist. My skin had, I’m sure, a pasty and unhealthy pallor.

That person doesn’t even exist anymore, and even though it’s only been two years, I look completely different today. He’s probably just thinking about his day or something.

Right?

I walk over to his table, a little nervous that he’d come to and look at me with an accusing glare. There’d be a scene. And maybe I’d end up getting fired or something. Thinking back to what I did to him, I deserve it.

But when I approach his table, all he does is smile. And that smile melts my heart. It did back then too. Just not enough to keep me from my desperate and dark ways.

“You need anything else?”

He looks down at his paper and back up at me. A blush rises to his cheeks, and I gotta say it—there’s nothing more adorable than this face staring up at me right now. He looks like he wants to say something, but all that comes out is “The check? I gotta get to work. If I don’t get out of here and on the bus, I’m going to be late.”

“Oh?” I cock my head. “What do you do?”

“You don’t want to know. Government contracts. Health care. Downtown. Websites, e-mail, so-called social media from a health-care perspective. Writing boring newsletters.” He laughs. “Not the astronaut I thought I’d be back in kindergarten.”

“Yeah. Well, I always dreamed I’d work in a diner. And look at me. Dreams do come true!” I tap my chest. “Living proof!” We stare at one another for a moment. My heart pounds for a variety of reasons, both sublime and shameful. “I’ll get your check.”

I turn and go to total up his modest bill. My hands are shaking just a tiny bit. There’s this dark shadow of shame hanging over me that I try my best to banish. I remind myself that shadows are made by light and that I should direct my thoughts toward the light, not the darkness.

I look over at him once more. He’s staring off into space again, and I take note of his clothes—the blue-and-white checked button-down shirt, the navy cardigan, the jeans with the rip in the knee of the left leg, the awesome wing tips, maroon and navy. He looks hipster professional. In the two years since I’ve seen him, he’s hardly changed a bit. A little grayer maybe, but essentially the same guy. I get a quick vision of a big black leather headboard, framed in dark wood. A box on the dresser containing valuables…

His name comes to me in full. Marc Kelly. Simple. Solid. Like him. A good guy who never deserved what I gave him.

I should leave him alone. I know I should. No good can come from this.

A little voice inside reminds me I’m a changed person, one who loves himself, and I shouldn’t beat myself up anymore. I should forgive myself and believe I’m deserving, especially now, of a man like this.

Still, it’s with a lot of qualms that I write, near the bottom of his eighteen dollars and sixty-five cents total, Jimmy Kilpatrick (206) 555-9407. I pause for a moment, thinking I should tear this ticket up and write a new one.

No. I put one foot in front of the other, walk over to him, and set it in front of him. “You can pay up front. Thanks for stopping by.”

I hurry away before he even has a chance to look down at the check or up at me. I head right through the kitchen and out the back door, where I stand outside by the dumpster in gray and drizzly February air and light up a smoke with shaking hands.

I think I have to release my wishes, to let them float away on the gray plume I exhale. I need to have faith—I remind myself—that everything will unfold just the way it should.

*

Much later in the day, after my shift, I head over a few blocks to a Methodist church and enter through a side door. It’s a place I’ve become very familiar with over the past couple of years. Down a short flight of stairs, I’m in a big room with linoleum floors that are scuffed and never clean. Overhead fluorescents buzz and give the people gathered in the room a sickly yellow hue. There’s a big picture of Jesus on the wall opposite. He’s pulled his robe open to expose his heart, and I wonder, as I always do, if that hurts. Near the painting is a bulletin board filled with announcements about things like rummage sales, bingo, and people looking to unload unwanted cars, furniture, and roommates. There’s a minikitchen along one wall, but we never use it.

I join a group of men and women, ten or so in all, seated in a circle on folding chairs. There’s bad coffee and a box of doughnuts someone brought from Fred Meyer, standing open near the kitchen.

“Who wants to start?” Patrick, our de facto leader, looks around and asks. Patrick has always reminded me of the older African American Dr. Webber on Grey’s Anatomy.

I speak up, because I’m anxious and need to do something, else I’ll jump right out of my skin.

“Hi, everyone. I’m Jimmy, and I’m an addict.”


Chapter Two

MARC

 

When I get to work, my check from Becky’s Diner is burning a hole in my pocket. Who was this guy? And why did he assume I’d want his phone number? Was I ogling him that much? Is my gayness that obvious? And really, why does that even matter?

These and other paranoid, low-self-esteem thoughts plague me as I head up to the seventeenth floor and wander through a maze of cubicles to my own little corner of the professional world, near a back corner. I’m one of the lucky ones here at Panorama Health—I have a cube with a window. So I truly have a panorama—I can look over my shoulder and see Elliott Bay and, in the distance, West Seattle and the high-rises lining up along Alki Beach. I often sit here for longer periods than I should, watching the slow passage of a ferry across the impossibly blue water of the Sound.

But now I’m not distracted by the view. I sit down and take out the check, running my finger over the guy’s name and number as though I’m reading braille. What difference does it make if he could tell I was gay? So what? He must be, too, if he gave me his number. And he must be interested! That last thought brings a smile to my face.

A head pops up over the cubicle. “What are you grinning about? For Christ’s sake, it’s Monday morning. We’re all supposed to be in the doldrums—or hungover from a weekend binge.” It’s Don Kurtz, administrative assistant to the communications department and my best friend here at work. He has the latter status not because he sits next to me—although that did help us get acquainted initially, back when I started here in the late 1990s—but because he has the most honest, and foulest, mouth I’ve ever run across. He’s gay, too—a confirmed bachelor and former drag queen, back in his salad days in San Francisco—and older than me by about twenty years, but that doesn’t stop Don from wanting to mother me. I pretend to resent that urge, but deep down I adore it. Maybe it’s because my own mom is so far away, in Illinois—a Chicago suburb to be exact. And maybe Don wants to mother me because he’s never had any kids of his own. Unless you count cats…

“Oh, this.” I hold up my check from Becky’s Diner.

Don comes over to my cube and snatches the greenish rectangle of paper out of my hand. He plops down in my guest chair and peers at it over the top of his glasses. He looks up at me, mystified. “What? You get a good deal on your breakfast?”

“Below that.” I click my mouse to bring my keyboard to life and then key in a few strokes to establish that I am here and a part of the “family” at Panorama Health, Inc. I turn back to Don.

He’s grinning. “Jimmy? Who’s Jimmy?”

I laugh and feel a tiny bit of heat rise to my cheeks. I had thought I was too old for blushing. Apparently not. “A kid! He waited on me. He’s young enough to be my son.”

Don chuckles. “Well, apparently he has no issue with the age difference, so why should you?”

“I don’t know. All of our cultural references are different. And apart from that—we move in different worlds. He’s a waiter.”

Don gives a mock shiver. “Heavens to Murgatroyd! God forbid we should consort with the hoi polloi!” He leans over to poke me in the chest. “Don’t be a fuckin’ snob. Just because he’s salt of the earth doesn’t mean he’s dumb.”

“You’re right. You’re right. I guess it’s more the age thing that bothers me. I mean, I’m going to turn forty in a few months.”

“And he’s what? Twelve?”

I shake my head and roll my eyes. “No. But I’d put him in his early twenties.”

“Go you! I am failing to see the issue here.”

“He probably wants to call me Daddy.”

“So? Rock your daddy status. Use it! Embrace it.”

“Oh, Don, you’re incorrigible.”

He pats the top of his balding head as though he’s fluffing a bouffant and does his best Mae West. “So I’ve been told.” The impression vanishes quickly. “Did you feel something?”

I lean back. “What do you mean?”

“A spark. Get your mind out of the gutter! Did you feel a spark? When he looked at you and you looked at him, were violins playing?”

I scratch my goatee. “I think it was Demi Lovato.”

“Whoever that is.”

“Over the diner’s speaker system.”

He gently kicks my shin. “You’re avoiding my question.”

“Yeah,” I say, staring at my monitor and feeling sheepish. “I guess. I mean, he was cute, so cute. With a tight little bod, auburn hair, and these beautiful blue eyes under heavy brows.” I shake my head at the memory of him. “He just radiated something. I don’t know.”

“I think you do know. He was a hottie, and you liked what you saw. Nothing wrong with that.”

“Yeah, there was that. But there was something more. Like, I don’t know… I wanted to make him laugh. I wanted to see him smile. I wanted to…” my voice trails off as I try to take hold of exactly what I’d wanted when I saw Jimmy.

“Fuck him?” Don wonders, twisting the ruby ring he always wears on his pinkie around and around.

“You’re crude.”

“I calls ’em as I see ’em. Honey, I’ve been gay since before you were born.” He pauses for a minute, calculating. “Well, maybe I’m not that old. But my point here is I know gay men. I know what we’re like. We love sex! And there ain’t nothin’ wrong with that.”

He has a point. I don’t think of Don, pushing retirement age with a potbelly, as being a sexual being. But then I think that’s not fair. And even if he’s pretty celibate now, which I don’t know for sure—nor do I want to—I know he had some pretty wild times back in the seventies when he lived in the Castro. But now? I think poor Don leads a pretty solitary existence. I know he has a woman friend, Esther, that he occasionally goes out to see a movie with, usually some tearjerker. But I also know much of his nonwork time is spent by himself. I tell myself I should leave it alone and just be grateful that he likes me so much. Because he’s a hoot, and he brightens my otherwise dull and ordinary life.

“Yes, Don, there’s that. In spite of the fact that he could be my son, if I started young. I just wonder what he sees in me, going to seed.”

“Oh, cut it out! Do you know what I’d give to be forty again? Forty is young! And you are hardly going to seed. You’re the best-looking guy in this hellhole.” He looks around the office and then leans forward to whisper, “I’d fuck you myself if you ever showed a lick of interest in this old queen.” He snorts. “I’d make your head spin like Linda Blair in The Exorcist!”

I clear my throat and feel a little embarrassed. “I think we established that. The first time we had too many margaritas at La Cocina.”

He laughs with the memory of the very first time we went out to dinner together. He gets up. “I have work to do. Our fearless leader never stops e-mailing me with stuff to do. He keeps it up even over the weekend.” He starts out of my cube and then comes back to whisper in my ear, “He needs to get that stick out of his ass and get a life.”

We both laugh. He starts toward his own cube again. “So you gonna…”

“Call him?”

He nods.

“I don’t know. Should I?”

“Honey, that’s up to you. But I don’t see any knights in shining armor exactly beating down your door. And you ain’t getting any younger!” He snorts.

“Oh, I love you, Don. You build me up just to knock me down. At least you keep me on my toes.”

“Oh, give him a buzz, for Christ’s sake. What have you got to lose? Maybe this guy will keep you off your toes and get you on your back.” He snickers as he walks away.

See why I like him? Well, maybe you don’t. But there’s just something, I don’t know, bracing about Don that I find refreshing. It hits me suddenly—oddly—that this sixtysomething man, recovering alcoholic, potty mouth, sometimes drag queen, and cat lover is truly, deeply, madly—my best friend.

I look at the check again, then set it aside and get to work. I have a web page to update—all about avoiding bedsores in the nursing home setting.

Yay me.

*

It isn’t until after lunch—and much goading from Don over bowls of pho—that I decide to man up and get in touch with Jimmy. I worry to Don that calling him this afternoon is too soon, that I would look too eager, desperate.

“Yeah, yeah. A lot of comfort that will be if you get hit by a bus later today. Honey, didn’t I ever tell you? There’s no tomorrow. Only a string of todays.”

Dear Don. Always putting things in perspective.

I wrestle with my shyness for most of the afternoon, but at last, in that time between about three thirty and quitting—when my productivity plummets—I decide to take the plunge. Leap and the net will appear, as someone once said.

I grab my phone and head outside so I can have a little privacy. I know for a fact that Don will eavesdrop over the partition.

Not surprisingly, because it’s February in Seattle, it’s drizzling. The sky looks heavy, shades of charcoal and pearl gray. Traffic makes a hissing noise as it flows by on Seventh Avenue.

I huddle under the awning at the front of the building and kind of feel sorry for the smokers nearby, trying to indulge their habit and stay dry at the same time. They’re not allowed to smoke within twenty-five—or is it fifty?—feet of the entrance to the building, so they can’t gather under the awning. All I can think is the need must be pretty powerful to want to stand in the rain and bone-chilling wind for a few puffs.

I look down at my phone and take in a deep breath and let it out slowly. I press the Home button to wake it up. I bring up the keypad and punch in Jimmy’s number.

And pause.

Did I mention I was shy?

Probably yes. It’s kind of an overriding theme for me. It’s why I use those hookup sites to meet guys. I never have to talk to them. We can just message each other, maybe text. Even when we get together, often we don’t have to say much of anything. It’s no wonder I’m single at almost forty. The art of conversation and being engaging still eludes me. Online meeting—well, okay, hooking up—was the best and worst thing to ever happen to a shy gay man.

But that’s another story. A whole essay. Maybe a book.

I realize I’m thinking to distract myself from the task at hand. Why is it so hard to actually talk to someone? I wish Jimmy had written an e-mail address on the check instead of a phone number.

I could text him.

No, don’t take the chicken’s way out.

And speaking of chicken, do I need to remind myself how young Jimmy is? A boy, really. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if he wasn’t even of legal age for a drink.

Stop it.

I press the button to send the call out to Jimmy, out to the universe, out to putting thought into action.

I close my eyes, exhale with relief, and an unprovoked smile comes to my face when I get his voice mail. Voice mail I can deal with. There’s no judgment there, no need to be clever or witty or charming. Just to-the-point. And that I can do.

“Hey, Jimmy. This is Marc Kelly, although I don’t remember if I told you my name.” I pause. Whatever. My palms are getting sweaty. Yes, even though this is voice mail. “Anyway… I’m the guy you waited on at Becky’s this morning. You gave me your number?” I pause again, hoping I was not one of several guys he gave his number to. “So, uh…” What to say next? I hadn’t planned it out. Why didn’t I write down what I wanted to say?

Beeeeeep.

And the voice mail timed out. Now I have to call back. If I do, I sound like an idiot. If I don’t, I’m a moron.

Just do it. I redial him and, without thinking, spit it out: “It’s Marc again. Got cut off.” I laugh in a silly manner, reminiscent of a teenage girl. “You want to, uh, meet up for a drink or maybe coffee sometime?” I say in a rush and then add, “Call me.”

And then I hang up, quickly, like if I don’t, the phone will explode or something.

On my way back up to my office in the elevator, I have a smack-my-head moment. I say aloud, “I never gave him my number.” The woman in front of me turns to look at me, eyebrows together in confusion.

“Who?” she asks.

“Jimmy,” I answer. I step off the elevator, feeling her eyes on me until the doors close.

And because I am now in the habit of talking to myself aloud in public, I reassure myself with “My number will show up on his Caller ID.”

Back at my cube, I mumble, “Thank God for modern technology.”

Don pops his head up over the cubicle wall. “What?”


Chapter Three

JIMMY

 

I don’t notice I have voice mail until long after I get home.

Home is a closet-sized bedroom in the downtown-adjacent neighborhood known as Belltown. It can be—and is—a pricey area, but not for me. I live in a building on Western Avenue, not far from the Puget Sound waterfront, but the building is old and decrepit, and most of the tenants are Section Eights. Lightbulbs are out in the hallways, which are stinky with old cooking smells. The floors in the hallways are carpeted with some kind of worn fabric I’ve never been able to make out the color of because it’s so dirty. The paint, in both the apartments and common areas, is a dingy yellowish-white that probably hasn’t been updated for at least a decade.

It’s depressing.

Still, it’s home. I can walk outside my building and see the Space Needle to the north, the Sound to the west, the Ferris wheel, all the touristy sites. I can walk uphill and be in the heart of downtown in a few minutes.

A location like this—prime real estate, really—normally would command sky-high rents, but as I said, it’s a kind of charity-ward building—and I don’t say that unkindly—and I am the lowest of low—an under-the-table renter in the apartment of a guy I met through my Narcotics Anonymous twelve-step group.

I’ve got my own little room and a shelf in the fridge and one in the kitchen cupboard. Bathroom privileges. That’s it. And when I say “little room,” I mean it. It’s eight-by-ten, barely enough space for my single bed, a dresser, and a tiny computer desk my laptop sits on.

But for a mere $600 a month, it’s all mine. Do you know what rents are like in Seattle? This is the deal of the century, folks.

I shrug and plop down on my bed, which squeaks loudly and once again feels in danger of collapse. I’ve tried to brighten up my cell—excuse me, room—with a few nice touches. My quilt, which I found at Goodwill, is bright red and yellow—some abstract pattern I find cheerful. I have a few posters tacked to the wall—mostly of vintage seventies and eighties album cover art that maybe my mom and dad once enjoyed. There’s Soft Cell and the Stones’ Some Girls, and a band called ABC, and an album called The Lexicon of Love. Someday I’ll get around to looking up what a lexicon is. For now, I just like these pictures.

It’s late, past midnight. After my meeting, I wandered around Queen Anne before walking home. I do that a lot. Wander. And think. Once upon a time, the wandering was to prevent me from using.

Using what? you might ask. And I would have gladly told you, once upon a time, because if I thought there was a chance you might be using, too, I’d be all over you, literally and figuratively, in the hopes that you had, as they say in the online ads, “favors to share.”

I was once enraptured with, enfolded in the arms of, what we in the gay community call Tina, or Miss Tina if we’re feeling really queeny. For those of you not in the know, Tina is shorthand for a particularly destructive and paradoxically exhilarating drug called crystal methamphetamine. It has taken the gay community by storm, and I once thought there wasn’t a gay man alive who hadn’t been caressed by Tina’s toxic fingers. And when I say toxic, I mean it. That shit often contains a scary cocktail of things like battery acid, paint thinner, and other stuff you wouldn’t imagine could get you high, only kill you.

Anyway, despite her nasty origins, I once conducted a long and irresistible love affair with Miss Tina, which I might tell you all about sometime. Or maybe I’ll just share my first step from when I started going to Narcotics Anonymous and saving my life. I have it around here somewhere, right in this room. I pull it out and read it from time to time to remind myself how far I’ve come and why I never, ever want to go back there.

I did bad things.

The apartment is still. My roommate, a guy named Kevin, is asleep. He was once a vice president at a huge tech company—you’ve heard of it—until Tina got her claws in him, and he lost everything: husband, condo in South Lake Union, BMW, the works. He got HIV, bankruptcy, and a permanent tremor in his hands in exchange for all that. It allows him to get disability, so he calls it a fair trade.

Kidding.

But Kevin’s quiet, and our paths, despite the small size of our place, seldom cross. He works now at a homeless shelter, where he once ended up living, helping out with cooking and cleaning three days a week. He can’t work more than that or his disability amount will go down.

Ah. My world. Welcome to it.

I mention all of this only because when I at last lie back on my bed and pull my phone out of my pocket, I see I have voice mail.

A part of me is hoping it will be Marc, from the diner this morning.

Another part of me is terrified it will be him.

And that he will have remembered me. Despite how different I look. Despite the passage of two years in which everything changed for me—drastically and so much for the better.

Still, there’s that past. No undoing that.

My finger hovers over the touch screen, not knowing if I want to bring the message to life or not. There’s a sick feeling in my gut that I can’t tell is anticipation or dread.

Of course, I can’t stand it. I tap the screen to bring up the message. At this point I don’t even know if it’s him. It’s just a number, local. It could be anyone. Someone from my twelve-step group.

The message plays. Ends abruptly. Then the next one rapidly follows. I smile. Running out of time on someone’s voice mail is a maneuver I’d make.

Relief courses through me. He wants to see me.

And then the dread comes back. A stern little voice deep inside tells me, He’s gonna remember you eventually. And then he’s not gonna like you so much. Just go ahead and hit Delete. Leave this poor guy alone. You hurt him enough, once upon a time. He won’t forget that, even if you have changed.

My fingers do hover over the red word Delete, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

I want to see him. I’m thrilled that he thought to call me and couldn’t even wait the space of one day to get in touch. I check the time on my phone. It’s just past 1:00 a.m. It’s too late to call back even though I want to.

I lay the phone down next to my head, imagining it’s Marc. He once lay next to me.

“Hold me,” I’d said. The image turns my stomach, and I clear it quickly with a rough shake of the head.

Do you believe in second chances?

Yeah, it’s too late to call Marc back. But it’s not too late to call my sponsor. Her number is at the top of my favorites list. You might think—or maybe you don’t—it’s odd for me to have a woman as my NA sponsor. And she’s not even a friend of Dorothy! Just this suburban, rather straightlaced middle-aged woman from Bellevue, on the east side of town. A Republican. A fan of the books of Nicholas Sparks. A regular at the nail salon. A wife of a prominent attorney. A volunteer at a food bank in my neck of the woods.

And a drug addict. Miriam’s dirty little secret—OxyContin—held her prisoner for years. She might have remained in that prison, refining her secrets and lies until her heart simply stopped, quieted finally by the drug. But fate intervened when she drove onto a crowded street corner in downtown Seattle. No one was killed. There were minor injuries.
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