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PART ONE





ADDICTION


I have absolutely no pleasure in the stimulants in which I sometimes so madly indulge. It has not been in the pursuit of pleasure that I have periled life and reputation and reason. It has been the desperate attempt to escape from torturing memories, from a sense of insupportable loneliness and a dread of some strange impending doom. 

—Edgar Allan Poe
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~1~





The twelve-year-old truck backed into the parking spot in the center back row, farthest from the building. Wayne was not a churchgoing man and was not the kind of person inclined to talk about himself, but here he was. He didn’t have any choice in being here, at least not if he wanted to keep his job. 

It was all her damn fault, he thought, eyeing the church complex suspiciously. No, that’s not fair or true either. Was it her fault she didn’t love him? He didn’t suppose it was, any more than he could be blamed for loving her. 

He had been through all stages of his grief and was now randomly bombarded with conflicting emotions like snippets of songs from a broken jukebox. 

Wayne was too anxious waiting at home, so he came early to survey the area. He backed in so he could keep his mistrustful gaze on this alleged place of healing. His nerves were frazzled, and he was genuinely scared at the prospect of going inside. What he really needed was a drink, but goddamn if that wasn’t what got him here in the first place. Black Tower Bourbon had become his savior and only reprieve from Gina and the deep, guttural pain that filled his body and mind since losing her.

It wasn’t an ugly split or a nasty breakup; there was no cheating or violence or screaming accusations. There was simply a lack of love. From her. For Wayne, she was the love of his life; she was all he ever wanted and dreamed of; she was the partner to share life, death, and everything in between. He would have died for her and stood up and died again if necessary.

After two years together, she told him he was a good guy and she didn’t want to hurt him—but she didn’t love him the way she wanted to love someone, and she needed a change. She was leaving the area and moving on with her life—without him. 

Dying twice would have been preferred. She was kind to him as she packed and left, and somehow that was worse. He wanted to be mad and to scream at the top of his lungs so the acid boiling inside him could escape in the frothy spittle and foam from his outburst. But he was too sad to yell and, truthfully, what was there to yell about? 

Would turning into a raving madman spark the fire inside her that he needed to be there? Would she suddenly fall madly in love with a crazed lunatic? Not likely.

Once she was gone, he walked through the days blindly and zombie-like. His father had always told him he was good for nothing, and it felt like his predetermined prophecy was being fulfilled. He barely ate, and when he did, he went through the motions without even knowing what he was eating. It was like every sense in his body had a blown breaker. 

All he felt was pain. Everywhere. All the time. My God, why had no one ever told him love could hurt like this? He would have gladly cut off an arm or set fire to his own balls instead of this pain. At least physical trauma would heal—or the body learned to adapt. This pain had no end and no relief. To love someone who doesn’t love you back should be reserved for the ninth level of hell only. 

His only solace came in the form of his favorite bourbon—the one he’d been buying to make barbecue sauce. Was that even him? How long since he’d made it? Gina loved that sauce, didn’t she? But any joyful thought was forever silenced by the unbearable loss. There would be no more cookouts, or friends over for dinner and drinks, or laughing or making love. Those seemed like someone else’s memories now, someone more deserving, someone loved. 

He bought a lot more bourbon but never again made sauce.

He started missing time at work, too depressed or too drunk to get dressed or make it in. Luckily, he’d built up a lot of goodwill with his boss, Tony, because Wayne was a good, loyal employee and had always done good work. He was what Tony called a “go-gitter.” He also had time off banked, so he mostly coasted through for a few months. Though he was no longer a go-gitter, he showed up most days and made a good show of it.

In truth, Wayne really enjoyed his work. Tony’s Bodyshop was not a typical low-rent scratch and dent place. No, they worked on high-end cars for very wealthy clients, and Wayne’s skills were in demand. Bullet Creek, being a small-town east of Watertown, wasn’t home to many high-end cars, but as Tony’s reputation grew, they had clients from Albany, Utica, Syracuse, and Rochester all seek them out. Much of their business came from summer residents of the Thousand Islands with expensive toys and money to burn. He was paid decently and loved the fact that he could create something or make something whole again. At his core, Wayne thrived on helping others, so this was good work for him. He also loved working with his hands and felt sorry for the mindless sheep stationed at their desks whose hands only scribbled around a mouse or shook their pricks at the urinal. His work was the one pillar remaining in his life until he messed that up too.

A customer got rear-ended while sitting at a light and had bumper and rear upper quarter panel work to be done on his Audi R8. He asked for Wayne specifically, based on a recommendation from a friend. Wayne had been working on the vehicle for two weeks and was in and out of consciousness most of the time, sleepwalking through the process. The result was shoddy and noticeable to anyone who looked closely. Their clients always looked closely. The seams between the bumper and the sides were uneven, the gaps between panels inconsistent, and there was an excessive space around the right exhaust port. The customer was furious. Tony apologized and put someone else on the vehicle in an immediate rush job, discounting the charges for the inconvenience. Tony and Wayne had “the talk.”

The talk meant some time off without pay, a visit from Tony at home “as a friend” (which he was—or at least used to be back when such things felt real to Wayne), and an agreement to get help. The SMART recovery meeting in the classroom behind the church was the first step to that help. 

Wayne was sweating despite the autumn chill and the light mist of rain. He stepped out of his truck with a rusty squeal of the door. At thirty-five, but feeling like sixty, he sympathized with the old girl. The sky was a lifeless gray that looked exactly like Wayne felt. The lamppost in the back corner of the lot hummed for attention, its flickering light faded and weak. That’s me now, Wayne thought solemnly. I used to be a go-gitter, but now I’m a dim and failing light, useless against the dark.

A handful of people had started through the double doors, so Wayne slowly shuffled that way, hoping to blend in. He had watched an introductory video on his phone with Tony, so he had an idea of what to expect, but still approached it like you would a sleeping bear. The woman running the meeting was named Susan, and he knew there were coffee and donuts. He reminded himself that probably no one here knew him and that he just planned on listening. 

The brick sidewall of the building was decorated with the faded remains of a chalk heart with “Jenny loves Robby” scratched inside. A sigh escaped his lips as a fresh pang of hurt pierced his heart. Good luck, Robbie. You’re fucked. 

The door opened into a short hallway, with windows on the left facing the parking lot and a corner that turned to the right into the classroom. About a dozen chairs were in a circle in the middle of the room. Wayne avoided eye contact with anyone but noted a long counter on the far wall with the obligatory refreshments. He loved coffee and had often used it to stimulate himself back to the land of the living but did not want to venture any farther than he needed to. 

He slid into one of the undersized wooden chairs, cursing the circle for offering no place to hide. On the far side, Wayne wondered if this was all a show—part of the big con. Is this the ritualistic dance they use to subdue us into helpless, lobotomized followers of their cult? He’d never wanted to be part of this, and the cynic in him grew. He simply lacked the depth—or empathy—to believe in a tender tale of love.

His head remained down, ignoring the shuffle of feet until the seats were mostly full and a voice began to speak.
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Good evening, everyone, and welcome. There are donuts and coffee along the far wall, provided by the Good Sisters of Tomorrow from the Church of our Savior, who are also kind enough to let us use this facility for our meetings. I see we have some new faces, so I will start with the introductions. 

“My name is Susan, and I am an addict. I first came to Bright Hope twelve years ago, trying to kick my addiction. I was a nurse, an R.N. and loved my job until I blew out my knee playing recreational volleyball, and then I became a liar, a thief, and an addict. None of us are here because we are doing great in life. We are all suffering, and we are all weak and, most of all, we are all liars, and the greatest lie we tell is the one we tell ourselves. We’ve all done it, and I’m no different and I’m no better, but we do get better when we understand what drives the lies and that there are people who understand and who will lift you up and support you no matter what. There are no judgements here, only support. If someone disrespects another in our group, you will be asked to leave. You are not required to talk in this meeting, but most people here are here because someone or something requires it. I will be honest when reporting your progress.”

Susan shuffled in her chair, the uncomfortable dance of a middle-aged woman carrying a few too many pounds and with clothes that don’t quite fit right. Damn those free donuts, she thought. Her blond hair sat permed atop her head with the brassy sheen of a fresh dye job. The styling was like what her mother wore and aged her prematurely. Reading glasses sat on a chain around her neck but didn’t get the chance to hang as they rested on her ample bosom instead. 

“I would love to tell you that I came to this group and talked and got better and this is how easy it will be for everyone. That would be another lie. I came here and went through the embarrassment, the shame, and the self-disgust and said just enough to get my release. My nursing career was now gone, but I had a life I could get back to and a few people who still cared about me. My first time through this, I lied to John Farrow, who was a good man and only tried to help me. I lied to the people sitting around me, just like you all, and I saved the biggest doozy for myself. It was all bullshit, and as soon as I was cleared, the addict in me rose up and took control. Without access to the Vicodin and oxycodone my previous job afforded me, I took to the streets and replaced them as best I could. Just a little fix, just one more, just enough to get through today—all the lies we addicts tell ourselves every day. I did horrible and reprehensible things for a fix, things that would make your face curl in disgust. This is the journey addicts face, and it sucks the very soul from you. 

“I returned to this group, not because it worked for me, but because it was required as part of my parole. I stayed because I finally let it start to help. Let me be clear on this point—the group was no different, but I had to allow it to work. In the end, each of us decides how it will go. I took over the group because John passed on, and I wanted to make sure the program continued. No, it was more than that—I needed it in my life, and maybe you will too. I will be here for you in any way I can. I will always be open and honest with you. But I’m also very direct and won’t pull punches. You may hate me for that at times, but tough shit. We need to have an honest relationship with the very things we are addicted to, and more so, the things that attract us to them. I know you will lie to me and let me down. I will still be here for you. We can get through this. There is another way and a better way, and together we can find it.

“Okay, enough about me for now. Since we do have some newbies, I am going to turn to someone I’ve known for many years and who has had a difficult journey here, but we are so glad he’s made it to us. Marty?”

Susan adjusted her clothes again, pants feeling too tight in the thighs, bra strap cutting into her, shirt bunching up in the wrong places. Her fiddling seemed to make it worse, so she sat back, sighed, and wondered if there were any donuts left. 

Damn, if life isn’t full of addictions.
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~3~





Marty was in his mid-fifties with mid-length gray hair combed, straight back and hanging below his collar. He sported a gray Sam Elliott-style walrus mustache and wore faded but clean blue jeans with a red patterned flannel. His face was worn and haggard, but he had friendly eyes. 

“Thank you, Suze. My name is Marty, and I have been coming here for about seven years. Booze is my thing. I would like to say was, because I haven’t touched a drop in years, but you learn the pull is always there. I never got into the harder stuff but didn’t really need to. The drinking took just about all of me as it was. About ten years ago, cancer took my Diana. Only forty-one she was at the time, if you can believe that shit? A man with a young wife like that suddenly alone? We never had any kids, ’cause she couldn’t, but we had our dogs, and we had each other and that was enough.”

Despite telling this tale for years, the well of loss was deep, and his heart ached anew. His lips quivered and his eyes glistened, on the verge of spilling. He wondered if the hole inside him would ever be filled.

Marty gathered himself and continued. “Without her, life didn’t seem worth living. I stopped caring about anything. Even quit taking care of the dogs, and I loved those damn mutts. I was living inside the bottle because it felt like the only safe place. And I would get into any bottle—it didn’t matter at all to me. I drank whatever the hell I could get my hands on and didn’t stop until I passed out.

“You can see where this is going. I lost my job, I lost our house, they took my dogs from me, and I deserved to lose them all. What I thought was helping my pain was actually making it worse, magnifying it, if you will. It’s the devil’s great trick and works on us addicts best of all.

“I came to this group through a VA program. A young man taking the garbage out found me at my lowest, passed out in the alley between O’Malley’s Bar and the laundromat. It was cold and wet outside, just like tonight. My wallet was gone. I had two broken ribs and a broken nose. The nose may have saved my life since I was face down in a puddle and would have likely drowned if my nose was still straight. Luckily, that young man called a cop who showed some compassion for an old drunk. I woke up in the hospital. They found my wallet in the street two blocks away with nothing but my ID inside. Since it said I was a veteran, a man from the VA was there when I woke up. 

“I’m not going to tell you he cured me or even that these meetings cured me. It all helps, and it is all part of the process, but Susan was dead-on when she said it comes down to you. I started getting my mind right when I decided to look in the mirror each day and see if Diana would like what was looking back, since the person I saw had stopped giving a shit. Scared me to death, and I am not ashamed to say I cried like I never cried before, even when she passed. To think of her seeing what I had become tore my insides out and gave me the strength to try and be better. I slipped up along the way for sure, but I still look in that mirror every single day and imagine her looking through the other side. Other than the slight crook to the nose, I want it to be something she can smile about and be proud of.

“Still, coming here helps. It is part of a routine I’ve created for myself. Finding a hobby helps; I do some woodworking now and even sell some stuff at the monthly flea market. Doesn’t really matter if my stuff is any good or not; what matters is that I do it, and it gives me purpose. What I would also like to do is help any of you if needed. I am always available to talk. I drink a hell of a lot of coffee and don’t mind a slice of pie at Stella’s once in a while. If you need someone to listen, who understands some of what you feel, reach out anytime.”
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Midway through the man’s speech, the outer doors banged open with the thump of the push bar. The man didn’t miss a beat, but others looked up as Rose entered their circle. She was young, late twenties. She was wearing tight jeans and an oversized black hoodie with a green wool beanie holding her short blonde bangs to the side. Her face was overwhelmed by large Audrey Hepburn-style sunglasses, so no one could see that her eyes were pointed to the ground as she moved. 

She slithered silently into an empty chair that was just to the left of the tall, loathsome man with tangled dark hair and a dirty mechanic’s shirt. She fidgeted, taking a moment to get comfortable and knowing that all eyes would be on her while she settled. In turn, she was evaluating the group, probing into their posture, mannerisms, and looks on their faces. She laughed to herself at the traditional arrangement of the seating, mocking the tribal and ritualistic nature of the circle. Rose wondered which of Dante’s circles this represented and thought it maybe encapsulated them all. Hell hiding behind a church—it was perfectly ironic.

She listened to Marty finish his story, but with no great interest. Everyone introduced themselves, and a few others spoke, but for Rose it was background noise. There was a guy named Harry, who was a nose junkie; Bob had a gambling problem and might be dead before the next meeting if he couldn’t pay up; Russ was another garden variety drunk. The man next to her introduced himself as Wayne, but the tone of his voice and the sinking of his eyes toward the floor told her he didn’t want to be here and didn’t think he had a problem. He quickly became more interesting to her. 

A woman named Rachel spoke up, quietly at first. She was so thin she could slip through a picket fence sideways. She had long straggly, black hair and a permanent look of terror on her face. Her poison was crack, and her story went from quiet and timid to a raging scream by the time she concluded, detailing being on her knees in the trash and filth, blowing three guys in an alley, hoping for a hit. Not even in exchange for one, she emphasized, the shocked terror always present in her expression. They didn’t have a deal; she was just hoping that if she did a good job, they would give her the unpromised prize. At least she was interesting, Rose thought, as Rachel’s roar faded into sobs. Rose felt like she knew their tales, all of them. She had heard so many before that they all started sounding the same. At their very core, she supposed they were. Rose knew, because she too had an addiction.

As the meeting concluded, some went back toward the refreshments, but most of the people raced for the doors. As Rose stood, she turned to the right to cut between chairs, just as Wayne turned left to do the same. They almost collided and stood awkwardly close for a moment before Wayne stepped back and waved her through with a sweep of his arm.

“After you,” he said with no sense of charm or chivalry. 

Rose stepped forward, once again swallowing up the space between them. Instead of cutting through and leaving, she faced Wayne and removed the oversized sunglasses, revealing intense, fiercely green eyes. She held his gaze for a moment that seemed much longer. Her eyes shifted downward in a shy, almost flirty way, then back to his. She saw Wayne’s Adam’s apple bob with a gulp and was glad. She mouthed thank you to him, smiled slightly, and left.
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Wayne warily inserted the key into his side door, desperate for purpose. The boredom of being alone could not be understated as part of his depression. What would he do? Watch TV? Stare at his computer all night? Sit down and try to paint something? He wouldn’t even know where to start. Maybe he could take out the compound bow, tune it up for the weekend, and get back into shooting again. Archery would give him something constructive to do, get some exercise, and allow him some meditative peace. He had a target set up out back and plenty of room in the woods behind the house. Archery wasn’t so much a hobby as it was a form of relaxation for Wayne. To him, having proper aim meant his perceptions were aligned properly. It was the embodiment of knowing he was going in the right direction; to aim properly was to live properly. 

He needed to find something meaningful to fill his days like Marty had suggested—and finding a hobby was something. Anything to take his mind off Gina. 

Hmmph, Marty and all his wisdom. 

The word soup from the meeting sloshed around his already messy head. He was wondering if maybe he wasn’t the problem, but the rest of the world was.

He turned the key in the door and realized it wasn’t even locked. 

“Jesus Christ,” he mumbled. You fucking idiot, jolted through his mind immediately, but it wasn’t in his voice—it was the voice of his father. Wayne hadn’t spoken to him in fifteen years, but whenever he did something slightly forgetful or unorganized, the brazen tone of his father’s words cut into his consciousness like a specter of painful memories. He’d had many screw-ups lately (now that he wasn’t a go-gitter anymore), and the voice had become a frequent companion on his spiraling journey.

He took his first two steps in the house, untied his steel-toed Irish Setters, and flopped them absently on the floor. Three steps into his kitchen, he would drop his keys on the counter to the left in a porcelain dish shaped like a four-leaf clover. Gina had bought it for him two summers ago when they were vacationing in Boston. A lifetime ago it seemed. He thought about throwing it out every day as each drop of the keys became a burning relic of pain. Deep down, he knew he would never do it. Part of that pain reminded him he was still human and not some heartless monster, but mostly, the porcelain dish was convenient. Besides, he thought, throwing away a four-leaf clover is just bad luck, and he wasn’t about to tempt the gods any further. He wasn’t justifying anything reasonable; he was fighting with the voice of his father in his mind again.

It was nearly nine o’clock on a dreary autumn night in Central New York with the cold winds blowing and winter on the horizon. 

Fuck it, I need a drink before bed, Wayne thought with determination and slight enthusiasm, as if he had some reason to celebrate. 

It was Tuesday, and he had just been put on suspension from his job and sent to a meeting for addicts. Bright Hope, they called it. 

More bullshit. No one there seemed that bright or gave me much hope. 

There were no fancy liquor cabinet or thirty packs of cheap beer in his fridge—those were the amenities of an alcoholic, and Wayne didn’t fancy himself a loathsome carp of the bottle. He needed only a swallow to wash away the filth of the day. 

As he opened the cupboard above his fridge and reached for the bottle of bourbon, a picture of him and Gina fell out. 

With one hand on the bottle, he snatched at the air to try to catch the photo, but it eluded him and fluttered to the ground—a perfect allegory for his loss and heartache. 

Wayne gazed at the photo—a seemingly happy couple stared back at him with a frozen effervescence of the past. He didn’t recognize them anymore. 

Wayne humored the thought of kicking the picture under the fridge, but, at the last second, he picked it up and shoved it back into the cabinet to hide in the shadows and surprise him again someday. 

He tipped the rim of the bottle into a pint glass but only filled it halfway before the bottle emptied, then shuffled to his couch to watch Netflix.
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The idea of watching the tube and having a drink sounded soothing to his soul, but after twenty minutes, he had just been scrolling mindlessly and realized his glass was empty. It didn’t take much convincing for him to grab his wallet and keys and throw his boots back on. The last drop of bourbon running down the inside of his glass beckoned him to keep that calm, fuzzy feeling warming his blood on a chilly autumn night. He couldn’t be alone with his thoughts. Lately, on nights like these, he drowned in memories of him and Gina, and that made him even lonelier. He scooped his keys to the truck from the lucky clover, slipped his boots on, then jolted outside as the screen door slammed behind him. 

Wayne pivoted his butt into the driver’s seat and backed up in his driveway before he could even shut his door and buckle up. Suddenly he was ecstatic, like he’d won the lottery or heard “t court has ruled in your favor” like that old Monopoly card. 

He strained joy from wherever he could these days. Wayne looked at the clock—9:32. He had twenty-eight minutes to get to the store, and it was thirteen minutes away. Lucky clover indeed.

The roads were wet and slick as the sky spat relentless droplets on the rural town. The rational part of Wayne’s mind that had been long relegated to the back seat thought he should slow down, but, driven by his liquid courage and his obsessive desire for more of it, he pressed on. He pulled into the lot at 9:44 with plenty of time to spare, and his recklessness completely unwarranted. 

The bell rang its familiar and comforting jangle as he entered the ironically named Good Times Liquors. Sure, he was drawn here like a moth to the flame, but a good time it no longer was. He grabbed a bottle of his old standard bourbon and went to the checkout. He opened his wallet as the clerk rang it and stuck it in the obligatory paper bag. The total was three dollars more than he had in his wallet. 

“Shit, hang on one second, will ya?” He turned out the door to scrounge through the truck, treasure hunting for lost change or maybe a lucky bill. He came up with a dollar, seventy-eight, and headed back inside, knowing he didn’t have enough. “Hey, bud. I seem to be like a buck short. Is there a coupon back there you can use, or an employee discount, or something you can slide in there? Anything you can do to help a thirsty man out?” He smiled, trying to be charming, but feeling pathetic. His father’s voice snickered at him in his head.

“Sorry, man, that stuff never seems to have a coupon, and we don’t even get an employee discount. Can you use a card or something?” He burst Wayne’s bubble solemnly. 

Wayne had thought about using his bank card, but being out of work and trying to keep his bills going meant he genuinely wasn’t sure if it would go through. 

“Yeah, okay, here ya go.” He handed it over and mentally crossed his fingers. Worst case scenario, he would have to pay some cash and put the balance on the card, if this kid at the register could figure out how to do that. Instead, the kid gave him his bag with a receipt and a thank you. Wayne figured it must have barely cleared and he would need to investigate his accounts more closely tomorrow and maybe find a cheaper option to drown his sorrows.

On the way home, he really had no reason to rush; the TV would run all night, and he had nowhere to be the next day. At this he felt a slight pang of loss for the work he was missing, but his heart knew real loss, and this was but a murmur. His good sense stayed silent and hidden, however, as he pushed the truck along the slick roads, exceeding the speed limit and practical safety. There’s something about a person who thinks they’ve lost it all that makes them fearless and dumb.

He was fine getting through the downtown section of town, but the darker rural road to his house posed a different challenge. It was not the slick roads that got him (although you could say the booze in his system and the slick roads prevented any saving the situation), but the large buck that came charging out of the woods to his left. It happened so fast, but in slow motion at the same time—he slammed on the brakes and skidded in the wetness. The buck turned directly facing him, with an almost cartoonish look of shock on its face. The truck slid right, threatening to leave the roadway completely, then overcorrected back to the left, straight at the large animal. With the collision imminent, the buck seemed to lower his head as if taking the challenge the only way it knew, and the head of the deer slammed into the front of the truck. 

Luckily, Wayne fastened his seat belt from habit when he got in. As he was jolted, the belt cut into him sharply, mashing his chest and ribs. There was a sickening crunch of metal, antler, and bone as the beast clearly lost its final battle. The momentum carried the combatants forward fifty yards from impact, and those yards were not kind to the animal. Once at a stop, Wayne sat in his truck for a moment before stepping out. Hitting deer was nothing new in Upstate New York, especially the rural areas like where he lived, but the impact was hard, and he was shaken up. 

The front of the vehicle was carnage like he had seen in war movies. The blood was thick and sprayed across the hood, melting and dripping in the light rain. He could see the smear up the road behind him and wondered how much blood there could be in one animal. The animal itself was a grisly nightmare—antlers impaled through the front of the truck, neck snapped harshly to one side, body below the neck mangled and chewed up by the rough road. The poor creature looked like it had gone through a woodchipper.

Wayne straddled the ruined head and pulled with everything he had to get it unstuck from his vehicle, the pain in his chest and ribs protesting his efforts. His head swam with the sickening copper smell of blood, mixed with the radiator fluid leaking from the truck’s wound. It was like stuffing your mouth with dirty pennies. Once cleared, he hoisted the creature by the antlers to the side of the road, innards spilling and dragging along like a wet mop. Swallowing back the bile in his throat, Wayne moved to assess the truck. 

Unbelievably, it was still idling, although sounding a bit like an old man with emphysema. Good old Ford. The front bumper was mashed in the middle, doing its best impersonation of a V. The hood was pushed up at the center like it was trying to crack a smile. The left headlight was busted and had gone dark. It was leaking from the radiator and possibly elsewhere, but it was running. The light rain was rinsing all the blood away, but the single shining headlight still tinted the scene red.

He got in, put it in drive and pulled slowly forward, the road slick with water, blood, and guts. The sound of the tires through the slop made the contents of his stomach jump back into his throat, but once again, he swallowed them down.

Wayne made it home, the truck hissing and popping as he shut it off. He didn’t think he was going anywhere else with it anytime soon. Nice job asshole. You really are good for nothing, ya know, came his father’s damnable voice. Trying to shake it off, he thought of his work and how much he would like to put it back together, the pleasure he would take from making it whole and good again. The thought quickly faded and went to the brown bag, thankfully unbroken on the passenger floor. Maybe the four-leaf clover was good for something, he thought. 

He thought no more that night, as every part of him—mind, body, and soul—descended into the brown bottle.
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Gina lightly caressed Wayne’s face. “Babe, it’s time to go. You can’t stay here anymore.” 

Wayne’s heart dropped into a panic. He reached for Gina’s hand as it vanished, then he jumped up in shock as the sunlight penetrated his eyes. 

The pain in his chest and ribs was sharp and instant. His eyelids felt peppered with lead drops of crust, weighing down his will to stay awake, his mind still in a purgatory of confusion. As he instinctively felt for his alarm clock, he realized he wasn’t in the comfort of his bed, but rather somewhere more isolated and lonelier—his couch. He’d never awoken here.

“What happened? Did I black out? What time is it?” Wayne looked at his left wrist to check the time but didn’t have his watch on.

He rolled over and shuffled into the bathroom to brush his teeth. The awful taste from last night sat like rot in his mouth, penetrating his jaw. His tongue felt like a bone dried in a cave of sand.

He glanced around his room, everything a reminder of slices of life missing and cut since Gina left. He threw on a pair of sweatpants and slogged down to the kitchen. His coffeemaker was decent, something Gina had bought for him when she first stayed the night and realized he didn’t own one. It seemed like his entire circumference of being was a blade of memories cutting away at his soul. Wayne filled the coffeepot with water and opened the cupboard to get the coffee. The container was empty, much to his horror. His father tormented him from the back of his mind.

He grabbed his keys and wallet with the same fervor as the night before but with the pain and sluggishness of an old man. What the hell happened last night? 

The ground was beginning to frost, and his breath blew clouds into the chilly air. He moved as quickly to his truck as his pain would allow, looking for the refuge of warmth. As he approached, he noticed the massive V-shaped dent in his hood, along with puddles of fluid beneath, and smatterings of fur and gore. A sudden sense of regret and embarrassment hollowed his chest, sucking the air from his lungs. He wanted to find the bottle of bourbon and bury it in the ground like a dead body to hide the evidence, but his priority was coffee. Without hesitation, he began his half-mile journey to the gas station on foot. They didn’t have the best coffee in the world, by no means a Seattle start-up with chilled beans from Colombia and mineral-balanced water, but it was cheap and hot.

The brisk walk in the cool air felt like what he needed to get his blood pumping and clear his thoughts about last night. His chest pain lessened with motion. He justified his binge by blaming Gina for leaving him. No, that wasn’t fair. It was something he did wrong that made her leave. His aim was off. It was something he could fix. “I fix things. That’s what I do,” he told himself convincingly. 

As cars drove past him, he felt as though each driver was staring at him judgmentally, as if they knew his secret. The perceived scorn weighed on each step as he searched his mind for forgiveness but found only self-loathing. Or maybe it was just the hangover. He wiped the remaining crust from his eyes as he entered the gas station, then hooked a sharp right to the coffee. The burned smell of coffee that had sat for more than an hour was a bizarre delight. As he reached for the twenty-four-ounce cup to pour his cup of joe, a loud voice bellowed behind him. 

“Faith without work is dead, and a day without coffee is dread.” Marty clutched Wayne’s shoulder without consent. “Afternoon, Wayne, how goes it?”

It didn’t feel like the afternoon. Wayne had just woken up and hadn’t had enough time to clear his head for any sort of conversation. It felt like he was being ambushed by a parole officer.

“Oh geez! You scared me for a second.” Wayne chuckled awkwardly while pouring his coffee, retreating into what little personal space Marty afforded him.

Marty disregarded his comment and didn’t seem to be aware of Wayne’s awkward social demeanor. He just continued to speak, the kind of one-sided conversation where responses aren’t necessary because the speaker just has a series of predetermined statements they are determined to get out. They want you to know how intelligent or caring they are, so they masquerade it as conversation with meaningless questions. Wayne still had doubts about the Big Marty Show from last night.

Marty released his grip on Wayne’s shoulder and used his thumb and index finger to comb back the bristles of his thick mustache. In his other hand, he held a fresh cup of coffee. He pressed it to his lips and took a sip.

“Nothing like a cup of joe to shave your skull,” Marty said with a calming wink.

“I can’t go six hours without it,” Wayne tried to joke back, but Marty didn’t laugh, he just continued to talk.

“Shit, you know, I used to keep tabs at the bar and share my sorrows with the bartenders. Now I praise God with hot java juice and a cigarette.” 

Marty’s form of spirituality was unorthodox, but Wayne didn’t give a shit. There was something welcoming about his demeanor. He wanted everyone to know what a piece of shit he once was and that he was now reformed. It made you feel okay inside your own skin to be around him, as intense as he was. You couldn’t help but wonder what his secret was.

Marty walked right next to Wayne as he approached the cashier. “No, no, I got this,” Marty gruffed and pulled his money clip out from his Wrangler jeans. He peeled off three dollars and left them on the counter. “Keep the change.” He winked at the cashier, who looked to be somewhere in her early twenties. His barfly days still lingered in his personality. 

Her facial expression remained fixed. “Thanks,” she said with zero enthusiasm. 

Wayne and Marty began walking toward the door as more customers scurried in. “Havin’ car troubles?” Marty asked, in the same tone as Wayne’s father. 

Wayne felt his spirit being probed. How could he know? “No, I just like a good walk once in a while,” Wayne lied for no reason. The damage to his car was a direct consequence of his drinking and seemed like evidence of his failures.

“I saw you walking up the street.” Marty didn’t seem to care about his exercise and offered him a ride. “Come on, I’ll give ya a lift. Damn chilly out here. As my Uncle Dan used to say before he moved to Florida, ‘colder than a polar bear’s asshole around here.’” 

It felt invasive. Was Marty just trying to figure out where he lived and scope out his life? Or was he a genuine guy trying to get to know Wayne and be friendly? Wayne was too uncomfortable to have any real conversation. Was Marty a narc for Susan? Was this all going to be reported? 

Wayne accepted the offer. How could he not? It would be more suspicious not to accept. Besides, he would have to develop a rapport if he was going to make any type of progress in his class. Maybe this guy was the real deal after all. 

He followed Marty to an ugly burgundy-colored ’89 Jeep Wrangler with black doors and soft-top. With a lit cigarette in his mouth, Marty turned the key, gripped the stick shift and switched from neutral to reverse. He slowly backed out before switching into first. The muffler popped, and the engine grizzled. The jeep was just like Marty—rough on the outside but still with a durable charm.

“Just down this road a bit and on the right.” Wayne pointed and sighed in relief, knowing this interaction would be over soon.

“I grew up down the street from here. I love this town, but most of it has gone to shit. When the brewery closed, a thousand people lost their jobs. It hasn’t recovered in twenty years. And shit, this new generation, I just don’t know.” Marty puffed, his cigarette still in his mouth, then shifted into second gear. The jeep’s muffler exaggerated the car’s strength, but the sound was cool. 

The dim gray sky began to drizzle, and Wayne felt grateful for the ride after all. Perhaps Marty knew it would rain—a shaman: all-seeing, all-knowing, mystical former drunk. 

“This white house up on the right, with the walkway going to the back.”

Marty turned into his driveway. “All right, man.”

Wayne pulled the handle to open the door and prepared to run inside. “Thanks for the ride, Marty, and the cup of coffee. I owe you next time.”

Marty took the cigarette out of his mouth and ashed it out the window. “No worries, brother. God blessed me with life. No one owes me anything.”

Wayne looked back and forth, trying to think of a response. “You’re a good man, Marty. I’ll see ya Tuesday.” He wasn’t sure about that and didn’t trust this group process but thought it might be what he wanted to hear.

Marty nodded sternly as Wayne exited the jeep, covering his cup of coffee with his left hand, and hustled up the driveway to his back door.


      [image: ]As Wayne disappeared around the house, Marty squinted at his truck. He noticed the damage on the hood and front bumper sticking out toward the left. He didn’t think he had seen damage like this in the parking lot after class, and it looked fresh. So did the hunks of fur. He stared suspiciously for another moment, wondering why Wayne had lied, then put the jeep in reverse and backed away. He guessed he had lied enough in his time to have a pretty good idea. 
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Thursday morning, Wayne slipped on his well-worn work boots and headed out. There was a little sunshine fighting through the autumn air, which was a blessing since walking was going to be his only way around for a while. He had showered and shaved and put on clean clothes—ritualistic attempts to be the presentable human society wanted. Deep down, he didn’t feel normal or presentable and wondered if he ever would. 

The walk to the shop was about two miles, but his bottle ran out late last night, so he was in better shape than usual and felt he could make it. Fresh air may even be good for him. 

He walked by the poor half-deer carcass from the other night, shocked at how quickly the rot had started. The road was still painted crimson, and Wayne gave it a wide berth.

In town, the houses were decorated for Halloween even, though it was still a few weeks away. He passed inflatable giant skeletons, light-up zombies, and plenty of pumpkins dotting the porches. There was no nostalgia, only the long-ago voice of his father telling him to stop being such a big fucking pansy when he teared up because he was too old for that nonsense. He was only ten, and all his friends were, of course, going. Forced to spend the evening in his room, he stole peeks between the blinds, a silent observer to the festivities; goblins and witches and festive lights blurred through his tears. He would hear their stories at school and see the bags of goodies they’d brought with lunch, but he would be left out, which made him sad and eventually resentful. 

Now he hated Halloween.

As he came to the other side of town, he realized the blood flowing and the heavy breathing felt good, and his chest and ribs were feeling better. This walking thing wasn’t all that bad. It was a shame that the weather this time of year could be a mixed bag and some days you wouldn’t venture out at all. Being this far north meant the snow could start at any time, and when it did, it came hard. He turned left and headed toward the shop and felt good as it came into view. He missed it here and recognized it as a source of happiness and purpose his life sorely needed. Hopefully, Tony would need him as much.

He walked in the employee door as he had a thousand times before, deeply inhaling the familiar smell of primers and paints and metals, reveling in it like the finest cologne. He waved to a couple of guys, who hesitantly waved back. Cutting through the breakroom, he knocked on Tony’s office door.

“Come in.” The response was immediate. 

Tony was a second-generation owner of the shop. He’d learned at the heel of his father, Big Tony, and was a hands-on leader, much preferring to be working on the shop floor than stuck in his office. He was a good six inches shorter than his father, but his thick, dark hair was always combed to perfection, and his neatly pressed shirt conveyed authority and control. Only the dirt and oil from helping on the floor left clues on his hands and under his fingernails about what his true passion was. Being the owner and boss meant certain duties were his alone, so he spent an unfortunate amount of time in the office. Wayne swung open the door and faked his very biggest smile.

“Hey, Boss. How’s it going?”

“Wayne-O! Hey, man. How are things? How are you doing?” The standard obligatory greeting took on a deeper, sincere meaning after what had been shared between the men. 

“Yeah, no, I’m doing good, man. I, uh, I started going to those meetings you set up, and that seems good. I’m getting by, ya know? Was just wondering when you thought I could get back to work?” Wayne tried not to sound like he was pleading but heard it in his voice.

“I don’t know. I don’t think we’re there yet, man. It’s only been what? One meeting? I know you’re anxious to get back, but this is serious, and it wouldn’t do either of us any good to jump the gun here.”

“No, I know. I know it’s serious. I do take it seriously, but I started going, and that’s part of the process, and I figure, why can’t I be healing and working at the same time if I’m getting pointed in the right direction, ya know?” No hiding the desperation in Wayne’s voice now. He’d been afraid it would go this way. Tony was Mr. Responsible—clean-cut, family man, and always-do-the-right-thing kind of guy. Sure, they had spent time together socially, but Tony never had more than two beers and always had a designated driver if he had more than one. He had a beautiful family, and although Wayne liked and respected Tony, he could never understand what Wayne was going through.

“Because I need to know you are more than pointed in the right direction. I know this is hard, I really do. And I’m not trying to take something you love out of your life. But this is my business and my reputation, and I have to be one hundred percent sure you’re in the right frame of mind to be working here. After your slip-up, I can’t take any more chances,” Tony replied firmly but kindly.

“Look, I hear ya, man. But haven’t I always done good work? I made a mistake—that’s on me. But it won’t happen again. I hit a deer the other night so what if I start by fixing my own truck so you can see my work? I can even come after the shop is closed so I am not in the way. What do you say?” Wayne implored.

Tony sighed deeply. “Look, Wayne, yes, you always did good work, great work in fact. And I consider you a friend—that’s the reason I’m trying to help you. If all those things weren’t true and you were just some guy working here, I would have fired your ass immediately. Let me ask you one question—have you been drinking this week?”

Wayne instantly said, “No!” but his traitorous eyes darted down to his feet, and he knew Tony could see his sad truth.

Silence hung in the air between them. Finally, Tony, always in charge and always in control, spoke. “You need to be clean before you come back into my shop. I know I can’t make you go to these meetings, and I know I can’t make you get better, but I can say who is allowed in my shop. I care about you as a person and as a friend, but if you want to work here again, those are my conditions. I’m sorry, Wayne.”

A fresh wave of pain, this one different, swallowed Wayne. He heard his father’s voice: Good for nothing. He heard Gina’s voice: I just don’t love you that way. And now, Tony, Not good enough for my shop. His lip trembled, and he was unsure if it would let loose a cry or a scream. Feeling like his head was on fire, he pushed the office door. “Yeah, some friend. Fuck you, Tony!” He slammed it behind him. Avoiding the shop, he quickly made his way through the customer door.

Back in the street, the sunshine on his face, Wayne was breathing like he had run a marathon. He knew coming here was a reach but didn’t expect an abject disaster. He’d just said “Fuck you” to Tony. 

Would he ever be able to work again? What was he thinking? Jesus, his father may have been right all along. 

Bent over with hands on his knees, trying to get his breath back, he realized the liquor store wasn’t that much farther. One thing he could do right was walk, so on he went. 

Inside Good Times Liquors, he hunted down the cheapest bourbon they carried and bought two of them. At this price mark, he knew it was probably swill—but it would do what he needed it to.

Once outside, he stopped around the corner of the building and took one bottle out. He was trembling with emotion and fear and now with anticipation. The cheap plastic top screwed off easily, and the scent kissed him like a lost lover. No, not exactly. A lover returning with a new hairstyle, perhaps? Different, but pleasant and pleasurable just the same. He took a swallow from the bottle. It had bitterness, like a cheap dark roast coffee, but the warm burn slid down his throat, releasing its comfort throughout his body. The second swallow seemed better yet. By the third, it was his familiar cocktail of charred spice and loathing, a welcome companion for the long walk home.


      [image: ]Tony took the long way home, hoping to clear his head and shake the dark cloud he’d felt since Wayne had come into the office. The long way wasn’t that long, but he went up the hill past the church and looped around outside of town before coming back on the main drag and turning into his development. 

His internal conflict boiled—feeling bad for his friend, but also wanting to protect his business. Ideally, he wanted to save both, but maybe that wasn’t possible. He thought about giving Wayne access to the shop to work on his truck but knew Wayne was still drinking and he couldn’t trust him. Playing through a series of “what ifs” over and over, he couldn’t find a resolution. He decided to talk to his wife about it after the little one went to bed.

He pulled his shiny black GMC Denali into the driveway of a pleasant colonial. He saved the garage for the wife’s car and storing things that didn’t have another spot. His truck was good in the snow when needed, so he didn’t mind. He took a deep breath, grabbed his briefcase, and headed inside through the garage.

Tony went in and pulled off his Red Wing work boots and hung his Carhartt vest on the hook. He turned and was shot in the chest by a foam projectile.

“Gotcha, Daddy! I was waiting for you.” His son Anthony was grinning ear to ear, and Tony should have realized all along that coming home was the best way to wash away his gloom. 

Anthony was seven and technically a third, not a junior. Tony grew up being “Little Tony,” and could never be “Big Tony,” because that would forever be his deceased father. So, instead of “Littler Tony” or “Tiny Tony,” they called his son T3, often abbreviated to just T. He was the light of Tony’s life. 

Tony strived to grow the shop, and continue to be stressed, but swore to have a better life balance than the caring, but absent, father he grew up with. Work was important, but being there for his family was number one and had to remain so.

“Ambush! That’s not fair. I’m going to get you!” Tony snarled and went after T3, who ran screaming with delight. The chase brought them into the kitchen, where Brittany stood at the stove sautéing chicken and vegetables. 

“Okay, kids, no running in the kitchen,” Britt scolded. But she did so with a smile on her face. 

“Mmm, smells good.” Tony paused in his pursuit to kiss his wife. This place was his anchor. This home and these people made him the solid man he wanted to be.

“Yuck, get a room!” T blew a raspberry, and they all cracked up.

After dinner, they went down the two carpeted steps into the sunken family room. Tony hit the switch to turn on the natural gas fireplace, and the family settled onto the leather sectional to watch a little television. T liked Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy, even though he didn’t know most of the words or very many of the questions, but he got a couple right and was determined to keep trying. Whenever he got a correct answer, he danced and celebrated like he’d won the grand prize. 

The end of Jeopardy meant bedtime for T—washing his face, brushing his teeth, and meeting his dad for a bedtime story. Tonight, it was Charlie the Choo-choo by Beryl Evans. T found this one a little creepy but loved it anyway. After the book was finished and the light was shut off, Tony kissed his son on his forehead, the boy’s wavy dark hair reminiscent of his own.

“Goodnight, T. I love you.” Tony closed the door gently as he left.

“Love you, Daddy.”

Downstairs, Tony went to the liquor cabinet and poured himself a bourbon with one ice cube.

“Honey, do you want a drink?” He projected his voice into the next room without hollering.

“I’ll take a glass of merlot,” Britt responded. 

Tony took the drinks into the family room and settled into the corner of the sectional. Britt slid against him, leaning her head on his chest. He told her the story of Wayne’s visit to the shop and the sick feeling in his gut for the rest of the day. His bad feelings were amplified by the realization that they talked about Wayne’s problem while partaking in the very vice that had the man in trouble. Am I being a hypocrite? Tony couldn’t help but raise doubts in his mind.

“Look, Tony, you’re only trying to help him. You’re a good friend. Someday he’ll realize that.” 

“I know, I want to do right by him, and I wonder if he has a point about work giving him the distraction he needs. But then I worry about having him in the shop in the condition he’s in, ya know?”

“Gina leaving really did a number on him, huh? Poor guy.”

“I do want to help, but worry I am making it worse for him. I’m sure he hates going to those meetings. You know Wayne, spilling his guts to strangers isn’t exactly his way.”

“Someday, when he gets through this, he will realize the good you did for him. But until that day, he may throw a few fuck yous your way. You just have to accept that and not take it personally.”

“That’s easier said than done, ya know.”

“I’m sure it’s hard. Doing the right thing isn’t always easy. But good guys like you do it anyway.” Brittany sat up and kissed Tony on the forehead. “I am going to finish this wine in a warm bubble bath and then get into bed. Don’t stay up too late. Maybe I can take your mind off Wayne for a while if you play your cards right.” She gave him a sexy, mischievous grin and headed for the stairs.

Tony turned on the Thursday Night Football game, usually an awful matchup with teams in bright, unrecognizably ugly uniforms. It was background noise as he wondered whether he was doing the right thing or sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. He thought Britt was right. He wasn’t making Wayne go to the meetings; he was only demanding he get help if he was going to work in his shop again. Despite how it felt, the choice was Wayne’s, and he would have to choose his own path. All Tony could do was offer support and friendship, regardless of how it went. Still, he couldn’t shake the subtle guilt he felt. He decided to finish his drink and go seek comfort and distraction from his beautiful wife.
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