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This book is dedicated to

every person who has faced addiction.

Whether you’re just starting, in the thick of it, or in recovery.

Life isn’t easy. But it’s worth living.

And it’s worth being sober for.
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Chapter One
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I was surrounded by neutral and dull variations of blue and gray. The whole place a clear indication of a cookie cutter home that had been staged for a sale and left for either convenience or lack of personality. Every last knickknack was indictive of the suburban life lived inside of it. And while I was certain the guy throwing the party was the son of the owner and not the owner themselves, his life was certain to be just as cumbersome as his parents.

“Hey, I’m going to find Milo,” I said to Levi, as I shifted away from the wall that had held me up for the past hour and walked toward the crowd.

The music continued to blare from the speakers while shouting erupted from the beer pong table. My search came up empty, but I lingered for a moment, watching while the college kids played high school games. But who could blame them? They were living out the last of their party years before their life would shift into full fledge responsibility. Trading in the shot gunned beers for a couple-a-night stress relief and five a.m. fast food runs for five a.m. wake up call.

I began my search again trying the kitchen, living room and then upstairs. And while I came up short, the family pictures hanging on the wall by the staircase told me I was right about who owned the home—and the life that was lived in it.

My eyes fell over the father that wore a blue button up shirt, khaki pants and a brown belt. His one hand on his son’s shoulder and his other around his wife’s waist. The son was mirroring his dad’s stance, and almost identical clothing. The image would have been almost endearing had my gaze not gone to the mother’s. She was smiling, well dressed, and touching the son’s shoulder just the same. But she didn’t hold the same posture. She didn’t look as confident and determined as her family did. She didn’t look scared or sad. She just looked discontent.

I took a deep breath while another bead of sweat left my hair line and disappeared into the fabric of my shirt. My eyes left the woman and went back to the husband, wondering what he had done to cause such restlessness. They had the home, and the child, and the money, so what wasn’t he providing that brought unease to her eyes and dissatisfaction to her life?

I shook my head as I continued back down the stairs. If I couldn’t find Milo, I could at least find a moment of peace outside of the stale hot air and subdued existence of the world I had never been a real part of.

I opened the front door, instantly feeling relief from the slight breeze that blew in. The music quieted the moment the knob clicked into place. I rested by back against the vinyl siding and closed my eyes to grasp a moment of peace.

But tranquility wasn’t what I felt. There was a stillness. There was a calm. But it wasn’t harmonious. It was a swirl of anxious thoughts. Of the muffled colors in the house that actually weren’t dull at all but vibrant. Of the life that wasn’t cumbersome but captivating. Of the mother who wasn’t discontent but had comfort in the life she was living. I was just trying to see problems in the place that I wanted more than anything. A thirst for the normalcy the world had forgotten to grant me. 

“Do you believe in fate?” a soft tone asked, almost blowing in with the faint breeze.

My eyes opened, startled, unaware of anyone’s presence.

“I’m sorry?” I asked, spotting her lying on the porch about ten feet away all alone. “Are you okay?”

“Never better,” she answered, but she was so still, I wasn’t sure if that was accurate.

I approached her hesitantly.

“So do you?” she asked again. “Believe in fate?”

I stopped about a foot away from where her feet were. She was wearing a pair of black Converse and jean shorts. Her t-shirt was a size too big, and her hair was flowing all around her against the wooden boards. Her eyes stayed fixated on the sky, and yet, I couldn’t help but be fixated on her.

“I do,” she finally continued when I had again left her question unanswered. “I think everything is predestined.”

“Do you believe in God?” I asked, unsure if that was where she was going.

“I don’t know,” she replied as a grin crept to her face. “I don’t think so. But fate—yes.”

“Isn’t it like the same thing? Something controlling everything?”

Her eyes shifted to mine for the first time, holding my gaze like she was seeing the deepest parts of me.

“No, I don’t think so,” she finally responded.

For the first time that night, a smile came to my face as well. “So, what sparked this philosophical conversation with a stranger?”

“Probably the pot I smoked.”

“Yeah, that’ll do it,” I replied with a laugh.

She inhaled slowly, looking more present than I had ever seen someone be. She was in her physical body, but for a moment, she looked to leave for the amity of nature.

“You’re really tall,” she said, returning to our plane of existence.

“Nah, I just look that way from where you’re laying.”

She laughed.

And for some reason, I wanted to keep hearing it.

“Can I lay too?” I asked.

“I don’t even know your name, random guy who doesn’t believe in fate. And now you wanna lay next to me?”

Making it only into the sitting position, I froze, turning toward her to meet her eyeline. “I’m Caleb.”

“Of course you are.”

“Of course?” I asked as my head fell to a tilt.

She smirked. “You look like a Caleb.”

“What does a Caleb look like?” I asked with a chuckle.

“I just told you—you.”

I shook my head. “Is that a compliment?”

She shifted up onto her elbows, taking me by surprise. “I’m sure by now you know that you’re a good-looking man.”

“So, you think all Caleb’s are good-looking?” I asked, narrowing my eyes as she glanced around.

“Well, I haven’t met any ugly ones.”

I nodded, conceding to her thoughts on the subject as I rested my head back on the wood.

“So, what’s your name, random girl who believes in fate?” I asked as we tilted our heads to face each other.

“Harper,” she whispered, almost like it was a secret. “Harper Jones.”

An elbow nudged my side as clapping filled the air. The sight of Harper was replaced with a dingy gym and a small crowd, seated on foldable chairs.

“Anyone else want to share tonight?” Noland asked his eyes shifting about the room.

Milo’s elbow poked my side again. “You still gonna share tonight?”

My eyes went briefly to his before they fell back on Noland. 

I had said that I would but had since lost the desire to do so.

Yet, with my best friend’s watchful eye and dwindling patience, I exhaled and stood. The metal chair rubbed against the ground pulling the crowd’s attention to me, as if my physical stature wasn’t enough.

Noland smiled and stepped aside as I approached the podium.

“Hi, ah, I’m Caleb,” I began while uncertainly swirled in my head.

“Hi, Caleb,” they replied in unison.

Why was I up there? I wasn’t ready. Especially after my mind had wandered to her. To Harper. To the first day we had met.

I sighed before I continued. “I became addicted to opioids when I was teenager. It was a rough time in my life—well, my childhood in general was. But regardless, I was eventually able to get clean and move to Grand Rapids.”

A guy up front smiled and gave a nod in my direction. He understood. They all understood. That was what was nice about being there. It was judgment-free zone.

“I’ve been clean for fourteen years,” I continued, taking a deep breath. “I’ve been clean and I’m still clean.” I loosened the grip I had on the podium as the words comforted me. “So, you probably wonder why I’m here then... if I’ve been clean for fourteen years.”

Harper’s face appeared in front of me like a tormenting hologram. Her eyes meeting mine like the first night we had met. And then she smiled. Her voice whispering in the air around me, ‘do you believe in fate?’.

I shook my head in an attempt to shake her away for the moment and maybe to finally answer her question, although I was no longer sure what I believed. “I fell in love,” I said, a quiet chuckle leaving my lips. “That’s why I’m here tonight... because of her.”

***
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“I think it’s great you got up and talked,” Milo said as he shifted his car into park in front of my house.

“Yeah, I guess... but I didn’t really say much.”

“Baby steps,” he replied with a smirk. “You’ll get there.”

I nodded as I pulled on the handle to release the door.

“You sure you don’t want to come for dinner?”

I glanced at my house, knowing there wasn’t much inside to tide me over. But the fact I knew I wasn’t great company lately kept me from a resounding yes.

“Come on,” he continued when I had yet to decline.

“Another night, okay?”

His lips pressed together in a firm, but short, smile as he nodded. “Okay.”

I stood in my driveway, watching as he backed out and drove down the road. I knew I should’ve taken him up on his offer. But a full stomach in exchange for a very watchful eye wasn’t a fair shake—on either side.

He didn’t know it, but I was fine. Well, I would be fine. I’d been through it all before. Maybe not to that extent. But nothing I couldn’t handle.

Once inside, I set my keys on the entry table and walked to the kitchen.

I opened the fridge and stared in like I actually had enough food to have a choice about what to eat. I could either attempt to consume the bologna that was a solid two weeks past its good-through date, or I could try one of the apples that were out of season already when I had bought them.

As my eyes shifted to every inch of the fridge, they stopped on a bottle of vodka in the back corner. I swallowed a lump before its full formation as my eyes closed and Harper’s face appeared again. My mind picking up right where I had left it in the meeting—back on the deck. Miles and years away from where we were now.

“You should look at the stars with me,” Harper words carried through pulling my physical self, back to that space.

“So, I can lay now?” I asked with a laugh.

“Yeah, now that we at least know each other's names...” she replied and then trailed off.

I shifted my head back onto the deck and rested my hands on my stomach. “What are we looking at?”

“The stars.”

“Any particular reason?”

“Well, I’m high,” she replied with a laugh. “I’m not sure why you’re doing it.”

I smiled as the door to the house opened and music erupted around us. I lifted my head, spotting a few people as they filed out. They didn’t acknowledge our presence and the music faded once more while they disbursed to their cars. 

“I love this song,” she said as I placed my head back down. Her body started to sway as she moved against the deck in her horizontal dance. “Do you love it?”

“The song?”

“Mhm,” she hummed, her eyes shut as she awaited my answer, but I was lost in anticipation for her to look at me—to see me.

“I don’t know it,” I finally replied.

Her eyes flew open, and my anticipation was put at ease.

“You don’t know it?” she asked, her brows furrowed. “Are you older than you look or just live under a rock?”

I laughed. “I don’t know how to answer that. Maybe both?”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four. You?”

“Twenty,” she replied, turning her head toward mine. “So just the rock-living then?”

“Yeah... I guess I don’t really get out much.”

“That explains why you’re on a deck instead of playing beer pong with the rest of the guys.”

“Parties aren’t really my scene,” I replied, scrunching my nose as I looked toward the house.

“Then why are you at one?” she asked.

“My best friend’s inside... he likes people.”

“Ah, I have one of those... a people liking best friend I mean,” she replied with a laugh as her eyes closed once more.

And while they did, mine wandered, stopping just shy of the tips of her fingers.

“Is there a paper shortage I’m unaware of?” I asked.

Her eyes opened, followed immediately with furrowed brows.

I glanced towards the ink marks before returning to her gaze. “Your hand.”

“Oh,” she said with a laugh. “I forget everything, so when they’re really important, I jot them down.”

“Why not with a sticky note or something?”

“I can’t keep track of them!” she exclaimed, exasperated with herself. “But I figured that I can’t lose my hand... or at least more than likely won’t.”

I laughed. “True enough.”

She let her hand fall back down. I watched as it rested next to her side. I could see the pen she had used poking out from the top of her shorts pocket.

“Do you want to hang out sometime?” I asked.

She shifted onto her side, pulling my concentration from the pen and her jean shorts that looked to fit her perfectly.

She let her eyes meet mine. They were bloodshot, and her grin was goofy but beautiful.

“You got a deck we could lay on?”

“No,” I replied with a laugh. “But I was thinking of maybe getting some food in a vertical position.”

Her smile grew. So did mine.

“I’d like that,” she answered.

“Great. Can I give you my number?”

She moved one hand to her back pocket, but her look of frustration said something wasn’t right. “My friend has my phone.”

“You can’t be trusted with it while high?”

She smirked. “I guess not.”

“You can give me your number,” I said, reaching into my pocket. I pulled out my phone and she immediately laughed. “What?”

“You still have a flip phone—”

“Oh, yeah,” I replied with a smirk. “I don’t really use it much.”

I flipped it open, but the screen didn’t change. I turned it to face her. “Case in point—it’s dead.”

She laughed. “It would seem that fate doesn’t want us to talk again.”

It was stupid that hearing her say that made me sad. I had only just met her. 

“Your pen,” I said pointing to her pocket. “I could write my number on you. That way you won’t lose it.”

“Not unless I lose my hand.”

“Well, if you do, then fate really isn’t on our side.”

She smiled as she pulled out her pen and handed it to me. She placed her palm in mine and I wrote my number.

“I hope I remember who Caleb is in the morning when the high wears off.”

“Me too.”

I let her hand fall from mine, although I didn’t want to.

But, as I wished for her hand to still be in mine, her body moved to me and our lips met.

Before I had time to react, she had already pulled away.

She was smiling, and I was left in a daze.

“There you are,” a girl said from the front door.

“Here I am,” Harper replied, her eyes leaving mine.

“Are you ready to go?” she asked Harper.

Harper glanced at me, then down at her hand. “I am now.”

She stood up and my eyes followed her, stupidly stunned by everything she was.

She turned around and looked at me. Her eyes lit up, but it may have been the shine from the high she was still feeling. “I hope fate doesn’t take my hand.”

The beeping of the fridge pulled me from my memory as I slammed it shut. I took my phone from my pocket, texting Serena for any updates on Harper’s whereabouts. 

I stared at the screen, waiting for the same answer I had been getting for the past eight days since Harper had skipped town. 

And when the expected answer came through, I exhaled, hoping the heaviness in my chest would leave with the air. But it didn’t. Instead, it held firm, making me feel trapped in my misery. Trapped in the space that was supposed to be comforting to me. But since my home was riddled with reminders of Harper and our history, I slipped on my shoes, grabbed my keys, and exited before another memory crept in.
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Chapter Two
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Bars had never been my scene. I have always been a social guy, but the booze part wasn’t necessary. Yet, since it was for Harper, it became that way for me. I had to become a bar guy to get her attention. To keep her attention. To allow her the aid she needed to make the world go round.

I never saw whatever it was that she did in the places. I never understood the going alone for a drink or the weekends spent going out, with or without, Serena. Or even the act of being social mainly with people that she didn’t know—but now I did.

Now I understood what she saw in the wobbly tables and cramped spaces. The being surrounded by people as to not be alone, when in reality that was how you felt. To show some semblance of a life when you felt like you didn’t have one. When you’re looking to escape the person that you are to become someone different—even if just for the night. 

“What can I get ya?” the waitress asked as I glanced up at her.

“Two-Hearted and the Stella Blue?”

She nodded, along with giving a smile that stopped just short of her eyes.

I pulled out my phone and opened my messages to my previous ones with Harper. All of which had gone unanswered since her departure. Everyone’s had. Serena had gotten an email after she had left, so we knew she was at least alive then. But what about now?

I glanced around, taking in the murals that covered the walls. I had been there a time or two with Cassy, but never with Harper. It was the main reason I picked it. A place that didn’t remind me of her. But forcing myself to stop thinking of her never worked.

They served food. And we ate food on our first date and for the next eight years. My brain would always find a reason to connect the moment with her. It’s what it did. It was almost like it was programmed with her as my default.

“I’m glad you could make it,” Harper said as she took a seat across from me in the booth.

“I’m glad fate didn’t take your hand,” I replied.

She raised her brow in my direction, and then seemed to remember.

She laughed. “Sorry if I said anything weird last night. I don’t get high very often.”

“I thought you were fine,” I replied.

“I assumed it wasn’t too bad, since you answered this morning.”

“What can I get ya?” the waitress asked when she reached the table.

Harper picked up a menu and glanced at it. “Orange juice, please.”

The waitress nodded and looked at me.

“I’ll have a coffee,” I said.

“Cream or sugar?”

“No, just black is fine.”

She nodded once more and disappeared.

“A flip phone and you drink coffee black—are you sure you’re not older than 24?” Harper asked.

“No,” I replied with a smirk. “Just an old soul, I guess.”

After a minute she began again. “So, have you been to Rosie’s before?”

“Once or twice with my friend Milo.”

“Are you from the area?”

“No, I'm from the east side of the state.”

She nodded. “What brought you here? College?”

I shook my head. “No, I came to stay with my friend Milo a few years back. I just needed to get out of there.” My pulse quickened from the sharing of my past. From the potential of where the conversation would head and what I would reveal.

“Oh, bad relationship with the parents?”

“Something like that,” I replied with a clearly forced smile.

The waitress dropped off our drinks and we ordered our food.

“Are you from here?” I asked.

“Yup, well the area anyway. My house is over in Comstock Park.”

“Do you still live with your parents?”

“No, I own my place,” she replied.

I raised my brows.

She smiled. “My mom bought it for me a few years ago.”

“Shit, that was nice of her.”

She rolled her eyes, but I don’t think she intended for me to see that.

“Or maybe not?” I replied with an empathetic smirk.

Her mouth followed suit before she sighed. “She just wanted me out of her place. We didn’t get along... especially after my dad died.”

“I’m sorry. That sucks.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “It’s okay now. She’s remarried. Has her perfect husband and a new set of kids. And I got a house that's paid for. That’s a win-win in my book.”

I gave a passive smile. I could tell she was hurt by what she was saying, but she was trying like hell not to show it.

“My mom died when I was fifteen.”

Her eyes wandered up to mine. Her expression was remorseful. I’m sure mine was surprised. I hadn’t talked to anyone about it since I had been told. Not even Milo, the counselors in juvie or the crowd at Narcotics Anonymous. 

So why now? Why her?

“I’m sorry,” she said, reaching her hand across the table and placing it on mine. “What about your dad?”

Even though my body felt fidgety talking about my past, I didn’t want to move. I wasn’t frozen with fear. I was worried that moving would make her hand retreat.

“I never met him. Honestly, I’m not sure my mom even knew which guy it was.”

I expected her eyes to turn judgmental, or for her to make a comment that said as much. But they didn’t, and she didn’t.

“That sucks. So, do you have any family?” she asked, her hand retreating back to her lap.

I started to breathe normally again. “I have Milo and his parents. They’re my family.”

“That’s nice. That’s how Serena is to me. And I have my grandparents too. Although I don’t see any of them very often.”

I nodded as she took a sip of her orange juice.

“So, is that why you left?” she asked. “Your mom passing away?”

“Not right away, but yeah. I kind of got mixed up with the wrong crowd and it took a little bit for me to realize it.”

She nodded, again withholding judgment.

“You’re really easy to talk to,” I said, as I kept my eyes locked on hers.

She laughed. “I think you’re the first person to ever think that.”

“Really?” I asked as my brow furrowed.

“Yeah. I mean, to be fair, I don’t really talk to a lot of people unless I’m drinking.”

“Oh?” I questioned with a smile. “So why talk to me?”

She shrugged. “Well, I still had my hand this morning,” she answered. “So, I assumed fate was telling me something.”

“Here ya are,” the waitress said as Harper’s face faded from view.

I nodded. “Thank you.”

“Can I get you anything else?” she asked.

“No, I’m good,” I replied with an exhale as I picked up my burger, looked at it, and took a bite.

About twenty minutes later, the waitress dropped off the bill just as I had finished my burger and beer. I waisted no time retrieving my wallet and pulling out some cash to set on top of the receipt.

I was going to wait for the change, but more people were piling in by the minute, and between my mind and the noise around me, overstimulation was charging full steam ahead. 

I stood up and shifted through the sea of people to the entrance. I had almost made it, the winter air hitting me every time the front door swung open. But right before my actual exit, my chest became soaked, and a woman fell into me.

“Holy shit, I’m so sorry,” she said, trying to conceal a laugh.

I did my best to combat an annoyed expression and, instead, faked a casual attitude to wearing her cocktail. “It’s okay. It’s pretty crowded in here.”

“I can take you into the bathroom and help you get cleaned up,” she stated with a thick layer of flirtation.

I gave a small laugh the old college try, but it fell short. “Thanks, but I’ll just go home and change.”

“Mhm. Is that an invitation?”

My Midwest grin was plastered on my face as I shook my head. “Unfortunately, I don’t think I’d make for great company right now.”

“Well, I’m not looking for great company—just great sex.”

“Andrea, there you are,” a woman said, approaching us from the side. “How I can lose you in a place this size is beyond me.” She continued to Andrea before her eyes landed on mine. “Oh, sorry.”

“I spilled my drink on him,” Andrea said, her drunken state more noticeable when standing next to a sober one. “So, I kindly offered him some assistance in getting cleaned up.”

The woman’s brows furrowed as she glanced at Andrea and then back to me. It may have been possible that my eyes were screaming for an out. “How old are you?” 

“Thirty-two,” I replied, pondering how that fit into the conversation as we all appeared roughly the same age.

She turned back to Andrea. “I think, in his thirty-two years on this earth, he has learned to take care of himself,” she stated. “Now, we didn’t come out tonight to pick up men. We came here for you to forget about them.”

Andrea’s smile faded to a pout. “Alright, well, sorry, guy. Fun’s over,” she said as she raised the glass whose contents I was now sticky from.

“Have fun,” I said, before nodding at the woman for the assist and finally making it to the door.

It shut behind me as I was surrounded by the winter air. 

I used my fingertips to peal my pineapple-scented shirt away from my chest right before I moved them to adjust the hood of my sweatshirt to my head.

“Hey,” a woman’s voice exclaimed as I made it to the crosswalk.

I turned my head to see Andrea’s friend doing a slight jog my way.

“I’m sorry about that,” she said as she reached me. “I didn’t mean to come off as an overbearing bitch.”

My brows furrowed. “You didn’t.”

“That’s good,” she replied with a grin. “The girls said I was. And I mean, I can be, but I’m working on it.”

“Okay, well, really, you were fine. I was trying to think of a nice way to let your friend down anyway. So, you kind of helped me out.”

“Oh, well, I’m glad I could help.”

I was going to start walking away again but she continued. 

“Her boyfriend just dumped her, and I didn’t want her making any rash decisions. She’s never had a one-night stand, and honestly, I don’t know how she would handle it. Not that I’m against...” She shook her head. “I just don’t know if she’s ready for that—I’m sorry, this is a lot of information that I’m assuming you don’t care about.”

I laughed. It felt good.

She smiled.

“That’s really nice that you’re looking out for her,” I replied. “I just got dumped too and have a friend doing the same.”

Fuck. I wasn’t ready for those words to be said out loud.

Three and a half weeks apparently wasn’t long enough for my brain to process the emotions.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “Maybe I should’ve let that happen.”

“As I told her. I’m sure she’d have more fun here. I’m not much fun to be around these days.”

“Fun is what we make it,” she replied with a shrug. “I bet you just haven’t been around the right people.”

I exhaled a short laugh. Wasn’t that the truth? I wouldn’t exactly call my time in Narcotics Anonymous fun.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing. You’re right.”

She smirked.

“You should probably get back inside before Andrea spills her drink on another unsuspecting victim.”

“Probably—” she began with a laugh. “Janine will most likely help her.”

“Well then, you got your hands full. Good luck in there,” I said with a grin as I turned to walk away.

“Are you on Tinder?”

I faced her once more, my expression revealing my answer before I audibly could.

“Okay, well, uh, if you get through this breakup and are interested—I’m on there.”

“I’m not really looking to date,” I replied.

“No worries. I’m not looking to date either,” she said. “So, if you happen to swipe right on me, just know, I’d do the same for you.” She smiled as I tried to process the new way of meeting people to hook up.

“Okay,” I continued. “And out of all the people in the city, how do you know I’ll come across your profile?”

“Let’s just hope fate is on our side.”

The way her smile lit up her eyes said that she meant it. The way she turned and promptly walked away after, indicated she thought it was a mic drop response. And although it certainly was just that, it wasn’t in the way she had anticipated it to be.

Her words, while meant to be flirty and mysterious were nothing more than a reminder of the universe and its twisted sense of humor. 

When I got to my truck, I slammed the door, taking a beat before I started the engine and let the heat begin its thaw of the window.

There was a second that night that my chest didn’t hurt. That I didn’t feel like knocking over a pharmacy and making every bad feeling go away. And that second was ruined by one fucking word. Fate.

I slammed my fists against the steering wheel, the tightness in my shoulder still prevalent from my almost fully recovered injury. But tightness didn’t equate pain, which a part of me missed. It had given me some logical reason to need the pills. To go and refill the bottle I had given to Harper—the original one that started everything.

I pressed my eyelids shut as I brought my hands to my face.

But whether it was the universes cruel joke or not, I did hate that I filled them—again. But was it so far-fetched to think what started the problem could come full circle and end it too?

Delusional or not, the pills were in my house, just on the other side of my bathroom mirror. Purchased for the pain in my shoulder but kept for the pain in my chest.

Yet, behind the reflective glass was the best place for them. Because in order to gain access, I would have to look at myself. I would need to face the man that had been strong enough to resist them for fourteen years. Ultimately, I would need to create the illusion of trust in my strength, while simultaneously finding a way around my judgmental self to get into the cabinet and out of my sobriety.
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Chapter Three
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My follow up doctor’s appointment had come directly after work. My restrictions had been lifted—great news for work. And my time at the gym could resume—great news for me.

It took strength that was in short supply not to call Milo and cancel my nightly NA meeting. I had promised I would show up every night until I was cleared to hit the heavy bags again. But knowing Milo, he was already waiting for me in the well-lit but poorly maintained parking lot. And my arrival at such only proved me right.

He was a loyal friend. And while I’d like to think I was too. It was easy to see who was carrying the brunt of the relationship lately.

I hated that I needed him at all. But I hated even more that I needed him amid his newly married life. Because instead of him being home every night after work with her, he was at a meeting with me.

As I stared at his car from the front seat of my truck, one of the many times in life he had helped me came to mind. The way it played like a movie, yet leant to true sense memory, held me hostage in my own body.

Police sirens blared as they sped past me, splashing through the puddles that lay on the edge of the city streets.

I could feel my heartbeat in the side of my skull as I leaned over to catch my breath. In the daylight, the two miles to Milo’s house didn’t seem so far. But at night it was a whole different ball game.

The change in scenery from my mom’s Section 8 apartment to his place was staggering. I was doing my best to get out of the seedy area by running as fast as I could. But at ten years old, my legs could only do so much.

“Hey! Watch it, kid!” a woman exclaimed as I began to pick up my pace once more.

I didn’t stop to say sorry like I knew I should’ve for running into someone. I just wanted to get to Milo’s. I should’ve left sooner.

I finally stopped running when the trash on the side of the road became grass, and the cars didn’t have women leaning out of them.

I was almost there.

When I got to Milo’s, I walked around to the side of his house, to his window. He was still up. I could see him in bed reading through the thin curtains and light that illuminated from the lamp next to his bed.

I did our special knock, as if someone else would be knocking on his window at nine at night.

His head turned right before he threw off his covers and came to the window.

“Caleb, what’re you doing here?” he whispered as he slid the window open.

“My mom didn’t come home this weekend.”

“Again?” he asked.

“She left on Friday night and I haven’t seen her since. There isn’t any food left in the fridge, so I was hoping you could get me a sandwich or something.”

“Sure,” Milo replied with a nod. “Uh—my parents just went to bed. Meet me at the door.”

He shut the window as I walked back around to the front, where he let me in. We tiptoed to the kitchen.

“Where do you think she is?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied with a shrug. “You know how she is.”

Milo opened the fridge.

I could feel the hunger pains in full force.

As I walked toward him, the light above us went on.

“Milo?” his mom asked just before she noticed me. “Caleb,” she said softly, her eyes narrowing, but not in an angry way. 

She was never angry with me, although I always expected her to be.

“He was hungry,” Milo said as we stood in front of the open fridge.

She nodded slowly, contemplating how to react. “I’ll make you something,” she replied, glancing from Milo to me. “Why don’t you shower in the meantime.”

“Oh, no, that's okay—” I began but my words stopped when her eyes met mine once more.

I hadn’t thought about what I looked like when I had left. The water had been cut off the week before. The landlord said it would be turned back on Monday morning, but that was never a guarantee.

“Milo, why don’t you go get some clothes and a towel for Caleb,” she continued when I hadn’t.

I followed him to his room as he did as his mom instructed.

After my shower, I put on the clothes that while a little snug, felt better than my own. When I opened the bathroom door, the smell of a cooked meal had me all but floating down the hallway back to the kitchen.

“What do we do, Avery?” Mrs. Carter whispered.

“There isn’t much we can do. Just let him stay the night and he’ll go back home tomorrow,” Mr. Carter responded, his tone not as quiet.

“Yeah, but back home to what? He’s here for a reason. You didn’t see the way he looked. He looked like he hadn’t eaten or showered in days.”

“Well, Anna, we can call over to his place tomorrow. See what's going on.”

“What if we don’t like what we find?”

I didn’t hear anything for a minute while I eavesdropped from the other side of the wall.

“I can call CPS—”

“Please don’t do that,” I interjected as I came flying around the corner.

“Caleb—” she said.

“I ran away. It was my fault. My mom’s probably worried sick about me. I can call her. I’ll tell her I’m okay.”

They knew I was lying. I needed to work on that skill.

But they didn’t push it. They just nodded as sympathy lingered in their eyes.

“Why don’t you eat and then get some rest. You have school in the morning.”

I nodded and pulled out the chair at their kitchen table.

They were silent, but I knew they were talking with their eyes. I had never met adults who did it as much as those two did. I was starting to think it wasn’t something they did in general, but something they just did around me.

I was startled by the knock at my truck window.

“Do I have to drag your ass in?” Milo asked with a smirk from the other side of the glass.

I smiled and opened my door. “No, sorry. I was just thinking...” My thoughts trailed off—and so did my words—as we walked toward the meeting.

Once inside, we found some seats, and then for some reason, I re-found my voice. So, when they asked for someone to share, I stood up almost immediately taking Milo and I both by surprise and approached the podium.

“My mom was an addict,” I said, as I crossed my arms over my chest but then quickly rectified my closed off stance. “Her drug of choice was heroin. Growing up, she got clean at different points. Sometimes with help from the state, sometimes from a church, and a few times because of me. But she always went back to it. Until one day she didn’t.”

I sighed. Talking about anything past that about her made all the bad feelings in my body multiply. I wasn’t ready to share that part. So, I skipped it.

“I started using when I was sixteen. I wasn’t picky as long as it was some sort of opioid. They were easy enough to take. No needle. No lighter. No outer signs that I was an addict.”

I closed my eyes as my mom’s face flashed before me. I hadn't realized how much my addiction reminded me of her. I hated that it was when she was on my mind the most. I was never certain if it was serving as an omen to stay away, or pushing me to dive back in.

“The moment I got clean is not one I like to remember. But finding your friend dead may have that effect on you... it certainly did with me.”

***
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“I’m really proud of you, man. I know that stuff’s hard to talk about,” Milo said as we stepped out of the stuffy building that, for once, smelled like donuts instead of stale coffee.

“Thanks,” I replied, but by my expression, he knew more was coming. “So... I... ah, think it’s time you stop attending the meetings with me.”

He halted in place, so I followed suit, turning toward him.

His mouth fell agape but I jumped in to make my point before he tried to make his.

“Listen, you’ve said it yourself that I’m making progress,” I began with a fleeting smile. “I’ve talked the last two nights, and I’ll keep talking. I just don’t know if I’ll be able to really talk about everything—you know... with a familiar face in the crowd.”

That was a lie. I preferred talking to people I knew over a crowd of strangers. Well, I preferred not talking at all. But when I did, I wanted it to be to the ones I loved because they understood where I was coming from. But him being there every night just made me feel guilty, and I didn’t have room for extra feelings at the moment.

“I understand,” he responded after a minute, then placed his hand on my shoulder. “I will come anytime you want me too though. All you have to do is tell me and I’m here.”

I gave a half smile. “I know. And I appreciate that.”

And I did. More than he could ever know.

“So, what about dinner then?” he asked.

“Not tonight,” I replied with a regrettable sigh. “Soon though, I promise,” I added and gave the best smile I could muster.

“Sounds good,” he replied with a nod as he opened his car door. “Call me if you need anything, okay?”
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