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“‘TIS A SHARP MEDICINE for all my ills” 

—Sir Walter Raleigh, upon seeing the weapon that would soon execute him 

(Some sources say the correct spelling is Ralegh, but common usage would make this look like an error)
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Chapter 1
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The guy sitting across from me was either a psychiatrist or a psychologist, I didn’t know which. What I did know was that he was annoying the crap out of me. He looked at me like I was a bug, and spoke to me like I was a dimwitted child. I could handle that, as I’d endured much worse, but he was also saying negative things about Allison’s fragile state of mind, when all I wanted to hear was that she was getting better.

He sat behind an ornate desk that looked like it could be rosewood or something equally expensive. He was too well-fed, wearing pricey clothes, and seemed eminently satisfied with himself and his position of authority. When he’d shaken hands with me, his palm and fingers were baby-skin soft, and I doubted he’d ever done a day’s hard work in his life. He wasn’t so much talking to me like a person as lecturing to me as from a pedestal. The smell of his cologne from across the desk and his gleaming, hairless scalp distracted me while I tried to focus on his message.

His voice was smooth, but had an overbearing, bossy tone, and came out as if he was telling me I owed him money and he was forced to take drastic measures to collect. “Do you understand what I’m saying to you, Mr. Taylor?”

“I think so,” I said. “You spent about fifteen minutes telling me, in essence, that Allison is messed up from the shooting.”

He frowned, his mouth turning down in disapproval like I was a bad schoolboy. “Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, or PTSD. I was trying to give you an understanding of what it is.”

“You mean how the person suffers strong recurring negative emotions, and flashbacks can be triggered by any number of things?”

Now his eyebrows raised. “Well. I see that you were listening.”

“Yes, I was,” I said. “Even the big words. And you might have a better rapport with people if you didn’t treat them like they were stupid and beneath you. I know you have that framed degree and all up there on your wall, and this is Maine, but you don’t have to assume that everyone who comes in here is a mouth-breathing idiot.”

He blinked rapidly, and his lips opened and closed a few times, reminding me of a gulping fish. He broke eye contact completely, looking down at the folder on the desk. He took several deep breaths and composed himself before speaking. “You have a rather confrontational style of conversing, Mr. Taylor.” 

“Yeah, I hear that a lot. Especially from people who talk down to me. But we’re not here about my problems; we’re talking about Allison.”

“She has suffered an extremely traumatic shock to her system.” 

I spread my hands. “I got over it. Why is she so messed up? She was only grazed.”

His mouth turned down again. “She was almost killed in that debacle. The papers called it ‘The Shooting Gallery.’ ”

“That phrase was coined by a scandal sheet hack named Mason Carter, a piece of human garbage with a grudge against me. And just to set the record straight, it was me the shooter was trying to kill, not her. Wasn’t the first time someone tried to kill me, either. But I’m doing okay.”

“Are you really, Mr. Taylor? I think you could benefit from talking to someone.”

“No thank you. I’m not getting on your couch so you can pull my brain apart to see what makes me tick.”

“With your history of violence, it’s unhealthy to bottle your feelings up.”

I leaned forward. “Actually, it’s absolutely necessary. When I let loose, Doc, people get hurt. And killed. So let’s just keep the plug in the jug.”

He sat back and studied me. “That’s a phrase sometimes used by alcoholics. Would you have some experience with that?”

I shook my head. “Can we please get off the subject of me, and back onto your patient?”

“The stress from the incident caused Miss Chambers to drink herself out of a job, her career in fact, and a settled life. And your relationship is a big part of her situation. Since her alcoholism is now out of control, it is important for me to know if you also have a history of problems with alcohol. I am certain you do.”

“Because you read that I was in a prison for a short spell?”

“Because this type of thing is very common in a situation like this.”

I ran my hand through my hair. I realized that now I was leaning back, and he was leaning forward. We wouldn’t get any further unless I gave him what he wanted. So what the hell, open the hood, show him the whole engine. “Fine, yeah, when I was younger, my little brother accidentally shot himself with my pistol. I started drinking to deal with the pain and the guilt, and got pretty bad off, damn near killing myself. A friend brought me here to Maine to kick it cold turkey, and I haven’t touched it since.”

“I see. And what is it you do for a living?”

“Security Consultant,” I said. 

“How is that going?”

It wasn’t going at all. My second attempt at a legitimate business was another complete failure. With my record, I couldn’t get bonded, and without that reassurance, and with all the publicity over the shooting, no one would hire me. I’d tried to bring my friend Theo in as the front man, but he told me there was a “black ceiling.” He explained that people were okay with paying him to be a guard, but most folks here wouldn’t see a black man as a boss who could guarantee their valuables. 

I sighed. “It sucks, to tell you the truth.” 

“Are you drinking now, or having problems with any substance abuse?”

“No.”

He smiled and nodded. “Perhaps not. But you exhibit certain symptoms of what is called a ‘dry drunk,” the hostility being one of the big ones. I believe this is a major part of why Miss Chambers began drinking so heavily.”

“You’re saying she’s drinking because of me?”

“She’s doing exactly what you did after a trauma, following a similar path.”

“Sounds like I should get her out of here and take her whitewater rafting, then.”

“No, no. That might have worked for you, but she’s different. She was an emergency room nurse. I imagine she saw a great deal of suffering and death.”

“She did until they fired her.” I couldn’t quite keep the bitterness out of my voice.

“And that added more guilt and stress. You know all about that, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I sure as hell do.”

“You seem like an intelligent man, Mr. Taylor. You’re not going to like what I’m about to say, but I hope you’ll understand it and accept it.”

I gave him a stone-faced stare.

He went on. “I think that under the circumstances, it’s best if you hold off visiting for a time.”

“You don’t want me to see her?”

“You are one of the triggers of the stress state. She looks at you and sees her own death. She relives that feeling.”

I swallowed. He was right. I didn’t want to hear this.

“Furthermore, her drinking exacerbates the problem, and due to your history, complicates matters. Your presence fires off a chain of emotions she cannot deal with at present. If we can get her back to a stable state, we can perhaps think about your coming back.”

I rubbed the side of my face, suddenly quite weary. “Won’t that seem to her like I’m abandoning her in time of need?”

“We will carefully explain things to her, and tell her it was our recommendation, not your idea at all.”

“Sounds all wrong.”

“It’s for the best, I assure you.”

I looked at him. I didn’t trust him as far as I could throw his fancy desk, but matters of the mind weren’t my area of expertise. Allison’s problems were more than I could handle, and these people had experience. This clinic that my friend J.C. and I had brought her to was a private place up the coast from Portland, exclusive and pricey. They were supposed to know what they were doing. 

“What about J.C.? Can he still come and visit?”

He shook his head. “Given her condition, I’d rather she didn’t see anyone from outside for at least four weeks. We’ll re-evaluate of course, but for now, she needs time to think of other things than what happened that night. And he is closely tied to you, so better that he refrain from visiting, too.”

“How will you help her?”

“She’s going to need to focus on other activities. You might think of it as occupational therapy, but it helps to have something to divert one’s energy to.”

“Painting.”

He frowned again. “I beg your pardon?”

“Painting,” I repeated. “She’s an artist. At least she was until she got into nursing. I could bring her art supplies from home.”

He stroked his chin. Probably wished he could grow a beard like Freud’s. “That might be helpful. We could certainly give it a try.”

I nodded. “Okay then. I’ll bring them by later today, and keep away until you give the green light.” The conversation seemed to have run its course, so I stood up. “But I’ll want to know her progress.”

“We’ll tell you what we can,” he said. “But I would say once again that you too could benefit from our help. You have a guilt complex, combined with resentment and a deep-seated anger. You can’t go through life on a continual slow boil.”

It’s worked for me so far, I thought. Well, until it hadn’t. 

J.C. was in the waiting area. He bore a strong resemblance to Hemingway, more so now with deep lines of worry etching his brow. “What did they say?”

“I’ll tell you on the way,” I said. “Not here.”

When we were in the car, he turned to me. “So?”

“So our doctor thinks that I’m a bad influence, and doesn’t want me, or anyone else visiting her for a few weeks. If we stay away, she can maybe get her head together.”

He nodded slowly. “I know you don’t agree, but they really are the best at what they do.” 

“They damn well better be. They have to help her.”

“They will.”

I looked out the window, seeing the ocean in the distance. Maybe I should get on a boat and sail around the world to forget my problems. “I met with that banker you recommended, and we set up the trust for Allison for when she gets out. She won’t have to worry about a job for at least a year or two.”

“That’s good. It will give her some time. What are you going to do now?” 

I felt all the blackness well up inside me. “I don’t know,” I said. “But I sure as hell want a drink.”
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J.C. didn’t mess around. He knew I meant what I said about wanting a drink, so he took me to an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. I’d told him it wasn’t my thing, but he had the car keys, and he pretty much shanghaied me to some depressing little church basement with a bunch of other people. I didn’t wonder that he’d know about a meeting like this, as he seemed to know everyone and everything in Maine.

Most of the people there looked to be in pretty rough shape, with body postures of absolute defeat, and faces that looked like they’d been on the losing end of terrible prizefights. J.C. stuck a paper cup of coffee in my hand. I took a sip to mollify him, but it tasted like battery acid. A number of the others had cups of the vile brew. I wondered if it was some sort of penance.

A man got up and started talking, but I was already tuned out. I figured I could wait through the sad tales until it was time to go, and J.C. would have felt he’d done his due diligence. Then I could get on with wallowing in my misery without his interference.

Some guy in a faded green Army jacket shuffled to the front. He had long hair and a scraggly mustache, and he introduced himself. People greeted him, and he told us all how his marriage had fallen apart and he’d lost his family because all he could do was drink and do drugs when he’d returned from his tour of duty. He had PTSD, he said, and for a long time the damn VA hadn’t done much for someone in his condition. The term caught my ear, and I was suddenly paying attention. He told the story of how he felt, and how the drinking and the drugs were the only things that softened the memories enough so he wasn’t constantly on edge. He sculpted out in detail the horror of what he was going through, and my mind’s eye saw Allison doing something similar. I felt ashamed I hadn’t seen what it was, and that I hadn’t done enough for her until it was too late. Guilt flooded through me yet again.

I looked at J.C. and practically hissed at him. “You son-of-a-bitch. This wasn’t chance. You knew this would get my attention.”

He nodded and spoke softly. “Allison’s condition isn’t really a big secret, you know. I saw her sliding down, too, and figured out what it was. I talked to some people, they pointed me here, and I checked it out. I thought it might help.”

I crossed my arms and refused to listen to any more. Several other people got up in turn and spun their tales of woe, of lives ruined, and of hitting rock bottom. I shut it all out.

When I thought we were about done, the first guy went back up front and called out. “Anyone else?”

J.C. walked to the front of the room. What was he doing? I was here, so mission accomplished. He drank fine scotch, and wasn’t about to give it up, so why was he speaking?

He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, but I’m not here for me. My friend is sitting there. Let’s call him Duffy.”

The people looked at me and murmured a greeting, and I felt my ears going red. 

J.C. went on. “He’s been sober for a lot of years, but he’s having some trouble, and he’s dancing on the edge of that big black hole. The woman he loves had a terrible thing happen, she’s got PTSD, and she started drinking. We got her into rehab, but Duffy here feels guilty and in pain. He fancies himself a lone wolf, so he’s too stupid and stubborn to ever ask for help. Despite that, he helps others, and he’s a good person. I don’t want to see him destroy himself, and I thought this might do some good. Thank you all for your indulgence.” He came and sat back down.

My jaw was hanging open in disbelief. 

The man up front was looking at me. “Do you want to say something, Duffy?”

“No, I don’t.” I got the words out, but just barely, as my throat was thick with emotion. I couldn’t just disappear, though I wanted to. 

The guy in the Army jacket studied me. “I was like you,” he said. His voice was a rasp. “I was too strong to need any help. I could handle the booze. Until it handled me. And everything I had went down the shitter.” 

I saw a couple of other people nod in agreement. 

“I ...” More words wouldn’t come out.

“You’re a fighter, I can see that,” he went on. “Tough guy. But some things are too big. You can’t smash your way through this. It’s going to eat and eat at you, and never stop. You can hold the pain off for a while, but only by not feeling anything. We’re not made to be that way. It just makes us dead inside. I bet you were like that for some time. But now you care for someone else, and she’s hurting, and every morning when you wake up, you feel like you swallowed razor blades. And it’s just gonna get worse as the day goes on. You’ll want something, need something, to take the edge off that massive pressure that’s always there. One slip, and that makes the next one easier, then the next. You did booze before, and you’ll go back to it. Some of us went with other shit, too. Me, I got into heroin when I wasn’t drinking. Turned into a fuckin’ junkie, ‘cause it was the only other thing that made the bad shit go away for a while.”

The guy looked around and shrugged. “Even thought about just ending it all, putting a hot load into the needle and takin’ the ride. Figured what the hell, I wasn’t doin’ anybody much good. Better to end the pain, get it over with.”

“What happened, Sam?” The emcee was watching us. No one else spoke.

“My kids. I’d already blown it with the old lady. She’d given up on me, but I wanted to see my kids again. So I held off. Then came this new government program. So they stopped putting me in jail and got me into treatment instead. Kickin’ the shit sucked, I can tell you. But I did it, with help, and I’ve been clean and sober for seven months and four days. I do a meeting a day now, sometimes two. And I’m damn glad to see each day come in, even with all the shit behind me.”

“What about your kids?” The woman who was asking had tears in her eyes.

“The old lady took off with them. I don’t know where they are, but I’d like to find them some day and tell them how sorry I am.”

A chair scraped, and someone coughed. Sam turned back to me. “Your lady’s gonna need you, son. She’s got a battle of her own to fight, and if you take the booze route, it just might take her down with it. So you’ll have to get help. If we’re not it, fine, but you’re gonna need to talk to someone.”

I couldn’t look at anything but my hands in my lap. 

“You may not be ready now, but you’ll need to do it soon. You’ll have to make your choice, booze or help. One will kill you and your lady, the other might save you both. Your call.”
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That night, I didn’t even try to get to sleep. It was as if my head was tightly wrapped in barbed wire. I paced around, constantly wiping my mouth. My hands kept closing into fists, and I wanted to hit something and make it hurt like I was hurting. 

I was in Allison’s big old Victorian house in Portland’s West End, and everything I saw was a reproach. No matter where I looked, I was reminded of how I’d put her in danger and why it was that she wasn’t here. She’d had a couple of nurses paying rent to stay in the upstairs, but they’d left when her drinking caused problems. That was a week before the hospital had fired her. Her life had turned to shit, and it was my fault for taking her to that art gallery where the shooting had occurred. 

Good thing I’d long since thrown out all the booze in the house. My mouth was dry, and I wanted something so bad, I could almost conjure a bottle in front of me. Drinking at least gives you something to do. You sit and suck down the poison until your brain drowns. The trouble is, that becomes the be-all and end-all, and I’d been shamed out of that, at least for the time being. But I was shaking and needed something.

My other drug, just as powerful and just as destructive, was violence. I was a kick-boxer and had done some other martial arts, and I loved getting into a good fight. I looked at the clock, and it was midnight. The Witching Hour. Anytime you go out after that, you’re sure to find trouble. I grabbed my car keys and headed for the door. 

I thought about where to go to unleash the beast. Ollie Southern, the guy who’d tried to kill me in the gallery and caused all of these problems, was a former leader of a biker gang. I’d first met him in a dive biker bar in Lewiston, only a half hour away. It would still be open, and there might be some of his old gang there. A few members of that crew had previously tried to beat me to death, and were doing time because of it. Stupid me decided that the bar was as good place as any to try to get hurt. 

I headed up the turnpike toward Lewiston, feeling the edges of my world crackle and burn to black. I wanted blood, and didn’t really care if mine was shed in the process. I squeezed the steering wheel, anticipating the moves, savoring the bloodlust welling up inside me. 

Most of Lewiston was off the streets, the only ones left being night people, those who knew only darkness and lived apart from normal folk: a couple of hookers, those looking to buy or sell drugs, and the rest like me, looking for worse trouble. 

The bar was lit with neon signs, and I gave a grim smile to see a pair of motorcycles out front. I parked with the car pointing in the direction of escape, in case I needed to make a fast getaway. 

I stood outside, hearing music from within, and seeing the darkened windows of the houses around. I wondered if anyone was looking down at me, and what they would think of the man doing strange stretches in the night air. I breathed full and deep, and walked over to the front door.

Inside was as dim and depressing as when I’d been there before. There were no women, just a pair of guys playing pool and three more sitting around drinking longneck beers. Two of the guys had the official jacket of Ollie’s gang. Everyone stopped what they were doing to look at me.

I pointed at the two with the gang jackets. “You know who I am. I’m the guy who got Ollie Southern killed and your brothers put in jail. If you want to do something about that, I’ll be outside knocking over your shitty bikes.”

I went back outside, feeling the rush of imminent mayhem.
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It took two days before most of the swelling had gone away and I could move normally. My face was puffy and my body was still sore, and I had an ugly slash across one ear. But I hadn’t needed stitches or any casts, and I was still alive. Too bad.

I couldn’t do this anymore; I had nothing left. So I called J.C. and finally asked for some help. I’d been fighting off ghosts from my past for too long, and the new problems added on were too much. I’d spent years just getting by and forming no emotional attachments. When my friend Ben was killed I’d come to Maine to find the truth, and almost been killed myself in the process. Then I’d broken all my rules about keeping my emotions in check and fell in love. But that had ruined her life by pulling her into my sphere of violence. Now I was alone again with time to dwell on little more than memories and regrets.

This shrink, Sanders, was different from the one at the rehab center. Sanders didn’t talk down to me, was trim and fit, and he gave off an air of professionalism without overbearing authority. 

There was no couch in his office, just a comfy, overstuffed chair. And he didn’t hide behind an expensive desk, but sat in a chair beside me. He had a smile that didn’t seem forced, despite my roughed-up appearance. But his eyes were sharp and he didn’t look like a pushover.

“So what’s up, Mr. Taylor?” His voice was deep and soothing, like a TV announcer’s. “What brings you in to see me? Apart from a car, that is.” He gave a slight smile at his own joke. 

I didn’t know how else to say it. “I hurt people. And now because of it, someone I love is in trouble, and it’s my fault.”

“Is that what all this is about?” He circled his pen in the air to indicate my battered face.

“This is my stupid way of dealing with it. Collateral damage. But I can’t do this anymore.”

“Would you like to tell me about it?”

Once I got started, it all came pouring out. It was a good thing we’d arranged for a two-hour consult, twice the normal session, because it took that long to fill the good doctor in on my sad and sordid past, and what had happened since I came to Maine. I finished off with recent events, including why Allison was in rehab, and why I looked like a mugging victim. 

He let me speak and didn’t comment as I told my tale, but I did see his eyebrows go up a few times when I described some of the messier parts. I suspected J.C. had prepared him, otherwise I might have sounded like someone who made things up. 

At least he looked like he believed me. Hell, with my face all marked the way it was, who wouldn’t think that I was a violent guy with troubles? And maybe he’d seen the stories in the papers about some of the criminal entanglements I’d encountered.

He paused at the end of my tale of woe, looking thoughtful. I had to admit that spilling it all out like that did make me feel a little lighter. Holding on to a load of guilt takes a lot of effort, like hauling around a sack of stones. 

“So what do you think, Doc? Any hope for me?”

He smiled. “There’s always hope, even for the worst of us.”

“Getting a little close to religion, aren’t you?”

“Not a religious man?”

“Any vestige I had went out when my little brother died.”

“You know,” he said quietly, “our past does not have to dictate our future. You make the next choice, and the one after that, and so on. They can be choices radically different from what you’ve previously done. When I say hope, I mean it. You stopped drinking at one point, and managed to keep from doing that for years, even while working in a bar. That takes a lot of internal fortitude. You were in prison, but got out intact, and even now seek to be a better person. You want to help others, yet you blame yourself for every bad outcome. That’s something we can work on. Every terrible thing is not your fault, even though you feel you’re the one who sets things in motion.”

“This latest thing, though−”

“Was an outside agent. You know how many people have lost someone, in say a car accident, and blamed themselves for the rest of their lives? ‘If only I’d gone alone. If I hadn’t taken that road. If I’d stopped to tie my shoes.’ On and on, they find a hundred things they could have done to prevent the tragedy from occurring. And you know what? You can’t play that game. Shit happens, and we’re arrogant enough to think we could have averted disaster if we’d done something different. Our nature lets us torture ourselves because we don’t have godlike powers, because life drops a load on us.”
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