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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


In 1993 at an AA meeting, I heard a
middle-aged man named Cliff tell the story of a fateful graduation night. All
these years, I have never forgotten him and what he has had to carry. Only the
bare facts of the accident are his words. The rest is fiction.










 


I drove by The Tree this afternoon on my way
home from work. Well, it isn’t on my way. In fact, it’s way out of my way, but
in December I go by at least once. That’s the furthest on the calendar from the
accident.


The Tree still stands, probably because the
County has never gotten around to widening the road to the reservoir. I parked
down a ways where there’s a wide spot and walked back to it. The deep gouge is
still there only up quite a ways on the trunk because a lot of years have gone
by. Nothing has healed it over although the wood that got laid bare is dark now
and not so noticeable. The scar on my heart has never been noticeable either,
but it’s still there too.


I’m tempted to start this story in a way
you’ll recognize. The familiar exit from prison, the faithful wife/girlfriend
waiting in a red convertible to drive me off into the sunset. Lots of our
stories could begin with that. Or how about this? I walk into the Logger Bar,
and all my buddies from work or high school are there to celebrate my release
and we get rip-roaring drunk and whoop it up. Or there’s waking up a free man
on a sunny morning. I think I’ll use that one even though our writing teacher
told us never to start a chapter with a doorbell, a phone call, or an alarm
clock. I can skip all those although waking up is probably just as prosaic. But
the other two versions are fiction, and my story isn’t.
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1980


I woke up tangled in the sheets of the first
bed in eight years that was big enough to get tangled up in. I’d kicked off the
blue-star quilt that used to be on Grandma Keane’s bed, the one with blue
squares from her brother’s old work shirts. It felt disrespectful to have it on
the floor but I let it lie.


My head ached. I kept waking up in the night.
No lights on, no snores, no farts, no groans. Never thought silence would creep
me out. But it must have.


I got up and opened the window. A robin was
singing close by but I couldn’t see it. A dog barked further away. A lawnmower
started up. Amazing. They weren’t the sounds I was used to.


The room cooled off fast from the open window,
and I picked up the quilt and got back in bed. The sheets smelled like flowers,
not bleach and chemicals. The room had blue walls and except for one spot
shoulder-high that had a fist-sized hole, the paint looked good. I ran my hand
over the wall back of the headboard. It was smooth, sheet-rocked probably, not
gritty like the concrete of my cell.


I lay there a while. I thought about that hole
in the wall. A man’s fist did that. An angry man. I’d seen lots of that. Was
there a woman? Did he hit her? Go to jail for it? I never used to think about
these things. Now they come quick.


I closed my eyes but I was done sleeping. It
was already way past 7, our everyday get-up time. But I didn’t need to get up.
Nothing pressing, as my mom used to say. In my mind’s eye, I saw the cell, the
mess hall, the outer door. Like a movie.


I don’t remember going in. You’d think I would
but I don’t. But I remember getting out. I waited for an hour before Charlie
came. There was nothing but a pathetic strip of grass on the far side of the
parking lot, but I went over there anyway. I was glad to see it. I was outside.


I was outside.


We hugged a long time. I thought I’d cry but I
didn’t. Neither did my sister. She just looked at me with that fondness in her
eyes and opened the trunk. I put the small duffel with my books and notebooks
in, and we took off and drove out to I-5 South.


“You tell me if you want to talk,” she said a
few minutes later. “I bet this all feels strange.”


I looked over at her. “Even your hair.” The
last time I’d seen her she still had the long 60s hairstyle. “Where’d it go?”


She grinned at me, ran her hand through it. “I
wanted to match your prison cut. No, seriously, with twins, there’s no time for
fooling with long hair. This suits me fine.”


“It looks nice. I like it.”


She smiled again and turned back to the road.


I watched the world go by, the valley with its
green grass and white sheep bunched together like gangs in the yard. The sky
was so blue, so wide. I had to close my eyes a moment against the brightness.
So I just let myself drop into the speed. I’d missed driving, moving fast. I
dreamed about it all the first year.


Charlie reached over and put her hand on my
arm. That felt good.


By Junction City, I felt less stunned. She
told me about the place she and Tim had rented for me a few blocks from their
house, how I could walk over anytime I got lonely.


“How much do I owe you?”


“Oh, shut up,” she said. “We’ll sort all that
out later.”


I nodded but I felt uneasy. I’d learned all
too well that it’s not safe to owe somebody anything.


And then we were there. Driving off of Highway
126 into Veneta, turning down a familiar street, though not ours. She stopped
in the driveway.


“Do you want me to come in? Show you around?”


“No.” She was nervous too. “No, thanks,
Charlie. I’ll be fine.”


“Okay.” She smiled and popped the trunk and
handed me a key on a fuzzy pink key chain. I looked at her. “Sally’s choice.”


I nodded. Got my duffel out and headed to the
door. I probably should have waved, but I was so close to tears I couldn’t. And
I felt guilty for not asking her in. She was just trying to be kind to me, and
all I wanted was to be by myself. Not just in this minute but for several
months.


The first thing I did was take a shower. By
myself. Drank a cold coke. By myself. Ate as many Oreos as I wanted. By then,
it was 2 in the afternoon but I got into bed and slept. Slept all afternoon,
all night. Heard a car crunch by on gravel. Heard a train whistle in the
distance. Slept again. Dreamless sleep. No buzzers, no voices, no clanging cell
doors or shouts or screams, no sticks dragging across the bars.


It was after 10 when I finally got up. I took
another shower for the hell of it, standing in the old tub until the water ran
cold.


Over against the bedroom wall was a
scratched-up dresser and in the middle drawer were some of my old clothes:
jeans, a couple of sweatshirts, a couple of flannels. New t-shirts, briefs,
white athletic socks still in the wrapper. On the floor next to the dresser
were my old sneakers and some work boots I didn’t recognize. Maybe my dad’s. We
wore the same size. All these things fit a little different but they still fit.


I brushed my teeth, shaved with a new razor
and shaving cream I found in the medicine cabinet. The relief of the privacy
washed up my throat, then Charlie’s thoughtfulness came to mind, and I cried,
blubbering until my nose was running and I had the hiccups.


I found food in the kitchen and a few dishes.
Frying pan under the counter, a drawer with some silverware, a pancake flipper.
Bread, mayo, tuna, pickles. Eggs and margarine and jam. Cans of beans and chili
and chicken noodle soup. Bananas and oranges.


For a brief moment, I felt bewildered. Too
much choice. I could have eggs or a tuna sandwich. No one deciding for me.
Fried eggs. I could have them hot and actually over easy. I didn’t find a
toaster so I fried the bread with some margarine and put jam on it. Strawberry
jam. Charlie had remembered. I teared up again. I didn’t care. I just let it
all roll over me.


I sat at the kitchen table as long as I
wanted. I listened to the quiet. I did the dishes, tidied up. Something I
learned inside. Be neat. Keep your things out of sight. Keep yourself to
yourself. Things I didn’t do in the Before.


The living room had an old flowered sofa and a
bean bag chair. Both had been in my folks’ basement. The worn hooked rug on the
floor was familiar too, its colors faded to gray and brown. There was a TV cabinet
but no TV. Instead two cartons were stacked on it with “Cliff’s stuff” in black
marker on one. Inside were my models. Mustangs. Firebirds. Two fighter jets. A
dozen in all. Several were broken. No wrapping, no cushioning. At the bottom of
the box was our old Monopoly set, the game box as worn and raggedy as the rest
of the stuff. Who thought I’d want these things? My mom maybe.


The other box was heavy. For a minute I
thought it would have my records in it. I hefted it down to the floor. But it
was books. Tim sold all my music right after the sentencing to pay the court
costs and put some money in my trust account at the prison. Those Bose speakers
I’d saved for. The turntable and receiver. All the LPs. A brief wave of
disappointment at all I’d lost.


Instead there was Catcher in the Rye. Dune.
Stranger in a Strange Land. A couple by Kurt Vonnegut. I stacked them on
the coffee table. There were also some Mad Magazines and well-thumbed
issues of Car and Driver. They made me smile but the high school
yearbooks in the bottom of the box? My throat clenched and I closed my eyes and
hoped it would all go away.


After a few minutes I got up and put the book
box in the front closet. The models and the yearbooks I put by the door for the
trash.


The sun was coming through the windows and
they were gross with grime. I looked under the kitchen sink, and sure enough,
Charlie had left cleanser and sponges and some Windex in a plastic bucket.
Paper towels on the counter.


“Hello, Clifford.”


I didn’t have to turn to know that voice. I’d
known it all my life. I finished wiping the outside of the bedroom window and
put the cleaner and the dirty paper towels in the bucket. I turned and tried to
smile. It wasn’t easy. “Hello, Father.”


Father Corelli looked the same. Gaunt and worn
down. He was wearing the black shirt, the white collar. Some kind of polyester
pants in a black that didn’t match the shirt. Another mean man in a uniform.


“It’s good to see you out and about, Clifford.
How is it to be home?”


A thin cloud passed over the sun and we both
looked up. It gave me a moment to think of something to say, but I couldn’t
find anything. I didn’t think of window washing as being “out and about,” but
maybe it is. I stalled as long as I could. “The fresh air feels good.”


“Yes, it does.”


He smiled. “Are you getting along okay? Do you
need anything?”


Of course I did. A TV. A car. A job. My
friends to be okay. I couldn’t ask him for any of that. “No, I’m okay. Thanks
for coming by.”


“Well, don’t hesitate to ask. And I hope to
see you at Mass on Sunday.”


I nodded, hoping he didn’t see it as
agreement, and turned back to the bucket and the window. His shoes crunched on
the gravel, the car door closed, the motor caught. My body eased. I could
breathe again and I went back to washing the windows.


For the first few months inside, Charlie and
Father Corelli were my visitors. Charlie came every week, the priest every other
Thursday. Thursdays weren’t visiting days but I guess priests could come when
they wanted. I didn’t look forward to his visits. I thought Corelli was scum.
We had all quit as altar boys when he had tried to force himself on Joey. Once
I started high school, I didn’t go to Mass anymore and my folks stopped asking
me to.


In the early weeks of my sentence, Corelli
wanted me to pray with him. He wanted to take my hand and recite the Our
Father, the Hail Mary together, but I refused to let him touch me and I didn’t
repeat the prayers. I just closed my eyes while he chanted. The worst thing was
him asking me if I was willing to confess my sins. He’d haul out that cloth bag
with all his religious shit in it. But each time, I said the same thing. “I
know, you know, and God knows. There’s nothing to confess.”


“But, Cliff, if we do the ritual, I can
absolve you.”


“I don’t want absolution. I don’t deserve it.”


“Everyone deserves it, Cliff. Besides, it will
make you feel better. I promise.”


“No, it won’t. It may make you feel better,
but it won’t make me feel better. Nothing is going to make me feel better.”


Then we’d sit in silence a few minutes, He’d
pray for me, and the ordeal would be over.


Three months into this, I’d had enough. I
stepped in the door the next Thursday and said, “Father, all due respect”—I
still had to be civil—“I don’t want you to come anymore. I’ll refuse to see you
if you do. Don’t make the trip for nothing.”


“Cliff, you know God forgives you.”


“I doubt it but even if I do, there are a lot
of people who don’t. I don’t want to play this charade anymore. I want to be
left alone.”


“This will make your mother most unhappy.”


On the way back to the cell, all my resolve
evaporated. It took everything I had not to think about my mom, for he was
right. This would hurt her. And he was asshole enough to tell her.


When the windows were clean as I could get
them, I took another shower and walked over to Main Street. On my way out, I
locked the front door even though there was nothing worth taking. It just felt
good to be in charge of a key. I took a long route, past Charlie’s. I knew
where it was even though she’d moved there after she and Tim got married.
Veneta was so small, I knew it all by heart. I’d ridden my bike down these
neighborhood streets the whole time I was growing up.


There were no vehicles in the driveway so I
didn’t stop. Charlie had left me an envelope with five 20s in the sock drawer.
She didn’t just hand it to me. She knew I’d refuse it. They weren’t rich and I
didn’t know when I could pay her back. But having some money—even a little—was
important. She knew that and I loved her for it.


I didn’t need much at the store, just a
notebook and a couple of pens. And maybe some ice cream if they still had those
foil bags so it wouldn’t melt on the way home. Some days inside, I’d survived
on sweets. It was the only thing that made me feel better. I also needed a
newspaper to see who was hiring. Or maybe there’d be some Help Wanted signs in
the store windows. And I needed a calendar and a bus schedule for going into
Eugene to my parole officer on Tuesday mornings.


Nothing much seemed to have changed in the
town. Maybe a coat of paint or new siding on a house or two. The trees seemed
bigger. A few more of the streets had been paved. I wondered if the State had
given the town some money.


The afternoon was heating up. Cool mornings,
hot afternoons. Mid-June in the Willamette Valley. It felt so good to be
outside, I didn’t care what the weather was. I passed a few little kids. Kids
who hadn’t even been born yet when I went inside. That made me feel old.


As I neared Main with its stores, uneasiness
started drifting over me. I knew running into them was inevitable. Joey’s
folks. Bobby’s. Matt’s folks or his sister. But I didn’t want it to be today,
and to my relief it wasn’t. I got what I needed and headed home.


Tuesday morning, I rode the bus into downtown
Eugene and the cluster of government buildings where the county parole office
was. I’d given myself plenty of time. I didn’t want to be late, not to my
parole officer, and I’d never spent much time in Eugene before I went inside.


“Clifford Keane?” A woman stood at the
counter, holding the swinging gate open. I nodded and followed her down a short
hallway. The office was barely big enough for the desk chair and the visitor
chair and a filing cabinet. The desk was tidy: a phone, a few files, a mug of
pens.


I thought she was the receptionist so when she
sat down across the desk from me, I got even more nervous. Her county badge
read Alex Reynolds. That was the name I had all right, but I’d been
expecting a guy, a tough guy like one of the guards on my tier. Instead, she
was definitely female, middle-aged with permed hair and a spare tire that
bulged her blouse and slacks. She spent a moment reading through the file in
front of her.


I was relieved to see that it was just a few
sheets of paper. I’d never been written up while I was inside, but you never
knew what someone might have reported or lied about you. Finally she closed the
file and looked up and smiled at me. It seemed real, that smile.


“How is it being back, Clifford? Or is it
Cliff?”


“Cliff. It’s okay. I’m glad to be outside, you
know, where there’s sky and weather and fresh air.”


“Those are precious things, aren’t they?” I
nodded.


“What else is going well?” She had a notebook
in front of her now, pen poised.


“I get to see my sister.”


“Charlie, right?”


“Yeah. And her kids. She didn’t even have kids
when I…you know.”


“That’s great. She’s happy for you to spend
time with her kids? And her husband, is he okay with that too?”


“Yeah. They had me to dinner on Sunday and,
well, the kids were curious, wanted to know where I’d been. I said Salem and
that seemed enough.”


She smiled again. “Sounds good. How about AA?
Are you going to meetings? It’s a condition of your parole, remember.”


“Not yet. But there are two meetings in
Veneta, and I’ll go to one tonight.”


“How about Eugene meetings? There’s one every
night.”


I hesitated, unsure of what to say. Inside we
never said anything we didn’t have to. “Well, without a car and a license,
that’s tougher.”


“How did you get here today?”


“Took the bus.”


She nodded, wrote a few lines in the notebook.
“How do you think you could solve that? Getting to meetings. You went while you
were inside, right?”


“Yes. Jim—one of the guys who led the meetings
at the prison—gave me a number to call about meetings in Eugene. I guess I
could call it.”


“And?” She seemed so calm, so patient. I
wasn’t used to this and I didn’t know what to do with it.


A few seconds more went by. “Well, I guess I
could ask if there’s anyone going to meetings from Veneta and see if I could
get a ride.”


“Great idea.”


I looked out the window. There were trees out
there. They were bare but they were trees. I decided to ask what I really
wanted to know. “Do you know when I can get my license?”


“Twelve months from the date of your release
if the judge agrees. You will need to document your AA meetings and your work
with a sponsor as well as keep all appointments here. And the judge can still
suspend it indefinitely or permanently although that’s unlikely. He’ll probably
take into consideration your need for transportation to your job. Do you have a
job?”


I shook my head. “Any prospects?”


“There’s not much going on in Veneta.”


“Have you tried?” She paused. “I have to ask.”


“A lot of people know me, know what I did.”


She nodded. “Any way you can get yourself into
town here for a job?” She opened the file again and turned a couple of pages
over. “We’ve got a program here, a jobs program. You’re eligible. And you could
get a bus pass. There are commuter buses from Veneta.” She handed me a couple
of brochures.


I didn’t pick them up although I knew I was
supposed to. I looked out the window. I wasn’t used to figuring things out.
Inside, someone else figured everything out. Finally I said, “I don’t know how
I would pay for it.”


“Well, let’s focus on getting you a job and
then we’ll see what we can do about a bus pass.” She paused. “Look. I know this
is tough. It’s embarrassing. It always is. But you can sort things out and
start your life in a new way.” She paused again. “If you’re smart. Are you
smart, Cliff?”


“I wasn’t in school. You probably know that.”


“School smarts don’t mean much here. But you
served your time and stayed out of trouble and got released two years early.
You have a real chance as long as you stay sober.” She shifted in her chair,
closed the folder. “Enough lecture. Tell me what your plan for the next two
weeks is.”


“Find a job. Go to AA meetings.”


“And?”


I looked at her.


“Get a sponsor,” she said. “Get signatures on
this form at every meeting you go to. Try to fill it up before we meet again.”
She stood up. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to Jake downstairs. He runs the
employment program.”


Twenty minutes later I walked out with a job
at a hardware store in West Eugene. Easy to get to, easy to do. I’d start on
Thursday.


Once I started working, I built a routine of
sorts. That helped a lot. Tedium had been one of the worst parts of prison, but
I’d grown used to it and knowing where to be when and what to do there had been
comforting in a way. Now a job and AA meetings and seeing Alex on Tuesdays gave
me some of that same comfort. But weekends were hard. Sometimes I could get
overtime hours, show up at the hardware store for a half-day Saturday shift,
but most of the time I was on my own for the two empty days. There were AA
meetings in Eugene, but the commuter buses didn’t run on weekends, and the
regular buses were few and too far between. But even if there had been easy
buses, I probably wouldn’t have gone in.


Truth was, I was exhausted. Not by work. I was
26 and in decent shape. I had no trouble stocking shelves or loading purchases
for customers or organizing displays, pretty much anything and everything. The
only thing I didn’t do was work the cash register. Mr. Elmer, the owner, knew
about my past from Jake at the Probation Office, but I was still surprised he
wouldn’t let me make sales. My conviction had had nothing to do with money.


No, the exhaustion was, well, emotional. A
dull dumbbell of pain and sadness and guilt sat on my chest from the time I
woke up. Weekdays I ignored it. Weekends it was my constant companion. After
the first few months inside, I didn’t think about the boys much at all. I
didn’t dream about them or talk about them with anyone, not even at the AA
meetings. They were part of another life, one I wasn’t living anymore. But now
they seemed to be with me most of the time, and there was a deep ache in my
chest.


I knew I had to create a routine for weekends
too. So about 10 Saturday morning, I’d make myself get up. First thing, I got
on my knees and prayed. The prayers were meaningless, just words, but Jim,
who’d become my sponsor, kept saying I’d get something out of it eventually. At
first, I was afraid he’d insist I go to Mass but he never said anything about
it. I wouldn’t have gone. Too many people there who hated me. But I was glad
not to have to lie to Jim about that.


I’d make some coffee, have a cup, then get
dressed and walk the streets for a long while. That was a struggle at first. I’d
gotten soft inside, whatever high school strength had been mine was now gone. I
didn’t have much stamina and my legs felt like concrete. After a couple of
weeks though, it got easier and I followed the same route and timed myself.
Those laps were my Hail Marys, I guess.


The breakfast was always the same. Three eggs,
toast, jam, juice. Then the dishes, sweep the floors, change the sheets, clean
the bathroom fixtures, shower, walk over to the Laundromat and run a load or
two. If I did it all slowly, it would be afternoon when I was done. Charlie had
told me to come by anytime and do my laundry there, but that didn’t seem right.
I needed to take care of myself.


After lunch, I’d go out again, rain or shine.
Walk over to Charlie’s and see if anybody was home. Play with the twins if they
were there though I had no idea what to do with 6-year-olds. If no one was
there, I’d go to the public library. Read the Oregonian and some
magazines, pick out a book or two to take home. I told the librarian I was
trying to educate myself and asked if there was some sort of reading list. She
gave me three single-spaced pages, and those books saved me.


The long evenings were hard though. I wasn’t
exactly lonely. I’d spent eight years with several hundred guys, and the
solitude of the little house was another comfort. But my need to drink, that
was the plague of the long evenings. If you’re reading this and you’re not an
addict, you won’t know what it’s like. When I was a kid, I watched a show
called Outer Limits and in one episode, the monster was a kind of
lobster creature that lived on the spine of its victims. It made the humans do
things they wouldn’t normally do. That’s what my cravings felt like. Something
alien to me that had control. Many nights, when the memories and the pain would
come flooding in, I craved a 12-pack or, better yet, a fifth of bourbon. I knew
where the liquor store was. As a kid, I’d walked down and bought vodka for my
dad. Those were the days. No age requirement, just a note from your parents and
the cash, notes I started forging when I was 14.


Now though, I knew too much. Alcohol had
ruined my life. All I had to do was think about the early days after the
accident and my life inside. I’d learned to play the video in my head. That was
enough of a deterrent, at least for now.


As a favor to my sister on her birthday in
August, I went to Mass, arriving at the church just in time. Charlie had saved
space for me with her and the kids, but they were sitting too far forward for
my comfort. Too many people could see me, so I sat in the row of extra chairs
set up in the back for latecomers. I was the only person in that row.


The church was about half-full. The Mass was
in English now, not the Latin of my altar boy days, but I’d only heard it this
way a few times. By ’69, when it shifted, I wasn’t going to church anymore.
Church was for sissies, not for guys like me who hung out by the Dairy Queen,
drank out at the reservoir, took the Lord’s name in vain.


Strangely, I missed the Latin. It had been
something out of the ordinary. Maybe that was a first inkling of something new
in me. I never remembered what the words meant, but I liked the mystery. Now
the service seemed nothing special. I didn’t feel moved by any of it.


I sat there as long as I could, but waves of
fear kept coming as I scanned the backs of the heads, looking for anyone who
hated me. When I heard the rituals wind down, I slipped out and headed over to
Charlie’s for Sunday lunch, a family tradition after Mass. It had always been
at our folks’ house but now that Mom was gone, Charlie had taken over. In the
months I’d been home, this was the first time I’d gotten up the courage to go.


I hadn’t seen my dad since the trial. The
guards had taken me to a cramped stuffy room where I could say goodbye to my
family. Dad came in first and the thundercloud of his face spread through the
room till it smacked me like an open hand. His voice was low and raspy and
mean.


“This is the worst thing that has ever
happened to our family. We are now pariahs in town, thanks to you. You’ve
always been careless and stupid, but now that sin of yours is smeared all over
the rest of us. You’ve broken your mother’s heart, and I can’t forgive that. I
disown you. You’re no longer my son.” He stood there a full minute or more,
staring at me, as if he wanted this curse to sink in deep in us both. Then he
was gone.


Mom and Charlie came in a moment later.
Charlie hugged me tight, and Mom held me for a long time and she cried and I
kept saying “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” I’m sure they both said other things to
me and maybe I answered, but I can’t remember any of it, only my father’s
voice, his words. And then the guards took me away.


Now I circled around on the way to Charlie’s.
I didn’t want to get there until she and the kids were there, even though Tim
was probably home. When I finally came around the corner, Charlie’s car was
there and Tim’s, but my dad’s wasn’t. I sighed with relief. Maybe I could
postpone that encounter forever.


In early September, Jim pressed me hard about
working the AA program. Gave me assignments, like reading a page a day from the
Big Book, writing at least a page about what I’d read. I didn’t mind the
reading, but it wasn’t the kind of writing I wanted to do and I told him so one
night at my place after a meeting.


“Too bad,” Jim said, but there was no meanness
in his voice. “It’s the best way to get the program inside you. And I want you
to call me every night and read what you’ve written.” He sat back, stretching
out his long legs under the kitchen table. He was always clean-cut, neatly
dressed, chinos, button-down shirt.


I agreed but only because I needed Jim’s
support with parole.


“It’s a routine,” Jim said. “A structure. Good
structures, good habits keep us sober. Just like getting up at the same time
every day, weekends included.”


I told him that that felt too much like prison
and Jim laughed. “Not everything about prison is a bad idea.”


As the weeks and months went by, my Catholic
training began to get in the way of my AA program. I struggled to find a
concept of God that wasn’t punishing or shaming because I couldn’t divorce the
relationship I wanted with a higher power from what I’d known as a kid. The
ugly mug of Father Corelli was always there hanging over me.


“Don’t worry about it,” Jim said. “You’ll
figure something out as time goes by.”


“But what about this moral inventory in Step
4?”


“Just write down anything you can remember
from your past that you still feel guilty or ashamed about. You want to get
those things out of you. But don’t agonize about it. Just do the best you can.”


Over a couple of weeks, I wrote a long list of
those things. Times I’d played hooky and lied to my mom that I’d been at
school. I’d lied to her often, so many times that I couldn’t remember them all.
She always seemed to believe me but maybe it just wasn’t worth it to her to
argue about. Then there was the night during high school when I stood up Julie
Petit, too scared to go out with her. Just thinking about it still makes me
cringe. She was a nice girl and she’d liked me. What a jerk I was.


I’d also paid older guys to get beer or
whiskey. I’d stolen from Dad, from the grocery store, even from the same
hardware store where I now worked, mostly on a dare from my friends. We did a
lot of stupid things together. Some of them dangerous, some of them illegal. I
wrote them all down.


But I didn’t write about the accident and I
didn’t know what to do with the things that had happened to me inside.
Sometimes it had been safer to go along, to acquiesce. Sometimes I’d had no
choice. Sexual things that made me sick with fear and shame. I could have
written down the names of the men who’d assaulted me and how many times and the
men I’d been forced to assault—I remembered them all—but I couldn’t. I knew
these things weren’t my fault, but being in prison was my fault so in a way all
that had happened to me was mine to carry.


After three weeks, Jim wanted to hear the list
and he drove me home from the Friday night meeting. I was so anxious about
sharing this stuff that I thought I would throw up. Jim didn’t seem to notice
though and he sat down in the living room. I got us water and joined him. I
picked up the bundle of yellow pages and said, “Does it matter where I start?”


“Not at all. It doesn’t have to be in any
order. Take it slow. Fill in details if you want. Read each thing you wrote.
I’m okay with however long it takes.”


I read it all, and from time to time, Jim
would stop me and ask me to find the pattern. Sometimes I could see it,
sometimes Jim had to nudge me in the right direction.


We took a break about halfway through, and Jim
went out to the yard to smoke. There’d been a little rain, and the air was
fresh and crisp. I loved this time of year. We stood out there a while, and I
wondered if he needed to escape the misery of my memories.


“My dad was a piece of work,” Jim said
suddenly, “drunk before he even got home from work. By dinner, he was mean. By
bedtime, he was violent. He never hit my mother but he hit my brothers and me.
Sometimes a belt, sometimes a fist. Funny thing is I had no trouble forgiving
my father. He’d grown up the same way. But my mother is another story.” He
looked over at me. “It has been hard to forgive her. She never tried to stop
him. Maybe she couldn’t, maybe she just wouldn’t. But she could have kicked him
out or taken us away somewhere.” He lit another smoke and looked at me again.
“You haven’t talked about your folks yet. Are they on your list?”


“Sort of,” I said. “I don’t know how to talk
about them. All the things I’ve already mentioned really disappointed my mom.
The pranks, skipping school, smoking behind the gym.”


“That’s all pretty normal stuff, Cliff. Were
they strict?”


“We were Catholic. She was Catholic. My mom
made me go to confession every week. I never told the truth about what I’d
done. The shoplifting, that joyride in Joey’s dad’s car on Thanksgiving. I told
the priest I’d used the Lord’s name in vain or had lustful thoughts. Of course,
I did those things. We all did. But I said them because I knew he’d just give
me Hail Marys and Our Fathers and I’d say a few on my way home with my mom and
go back to doing whatever I was doing.”


“And your dad?” Jim turned and opened the door
and ushered me in as if it was his home, not mine.


“I don’t want to talk about him.”


“Is he on there, on your 4th Step?”
I shook my head.


“Well, it’s now or next time.”


“Next time,” I said. No hesitation.


“Okay, then let’s finish up whatever you’re
willing to talk about now.”


It was well past midnight when Jim drove off,
and I was so keyed up, I knew I wouldn’t sleep. I went for a walk even though
it had started to rain again. I was painfully aware I hadn’t included the
accident, and I knew Jim knew it too. I also hadn’t mentioned the assaults
inside or what went on with Father Corelli. How do you talk about things like
that with someone?


The phone startled me even though I’d been
awake for a long while, just lying there, fantasizing about a life I would
never have. I hoped it wasn’t the hardware store. I did not want to work there
anymore although I knew I’d go in on Monday. The phone stopped ringing and then
started up again. I got up and answered it.


“You being a slug-a-bed?” Charlie’s voice was
bright and cheery.


“Yeah. It is Saturday.”


“Well, up and at ‘em, brother of mine. I’m
bringing over your new roommate.”


“You’re what?”


“You heard me. I’ll give you a half hour to do
whatever you need to do and then I’m coming over.”


“Charlie, there’s only one bedroom in case
you’ve forgotten.”


“Trust me. It will work out fine.”


The bed was calling to me, but I stayed up.
Took a shower. Made a peanut butter and banana sandwich, drank the last of the
milk. I didn’t have the energy for grocery shopping either.


In exactly thirty minutes, I heard Charlie’s
horn. When I went out, she was standing by her car.


“What’s going on, Sis? I don’t need a roommate.”


“Yes, you do. Come meet her.”


At first I couldn’t see anyone in the car, but
then a head popped up. Big ears, long snout. Some kind of lab or retriever mix.
The closer I got, the more emotional I felt. I didn’t know how much I wanted
this.


Charlie opened the door carefully, handed me
the leash. The dog wriggled out, jumped up on me. She was about half-grown,
thick fur, more gold than brown, the long legs of a big dog in the making. I
knelt down and picked her up. She wriggled again, licking my hand. I buried my
face in her fur so Charlie wouldn’t see the tears.


After a moment, I set the dog down, trusted my
voice. “Where did you get her?”


“The McDougals, who lived down the block from
us. Do you remember them?”


I shook my head.


“They’re having another baby and just can’t
have her anymore.”


“Why me? I can barely take care of myself.”


“You’re doing just fine, honey. You’ve got a
job. You go to your meetings. But you need somebody to love.” She touched my
arm.


I kept my eyes on the dog. “How old is she?”


“About ten months. She’s house-broken. Will
come when you call her. But I don’t think they’ve trained her anymore than
that.”


“I can do that. Like I did for Molly.
Remember.”


Charlie smiled. “I do. You spent a lot of time
with that dog.


Took good care of her too.”


“Does this dog have a name?”


“Yes, but you can name her anything you want.
She’s young enough.”


The dog was rolling at my feet. “What’s her
name now? Charlie sighed. “Jo-Jo.”


The dog perked up her ears. “I’m going to call
her Molly.”


“Perfect.”


When the hardware store began closing on
Sundays and Mondays, I had to get a second job. I didn’t like having so much
time on my hands, and I needed more money. I wanted to pay Charlie and Tim back
for the first months of rent when I hadn’t had a job. Plus I had Molly’s
expenses now. When Tim told me that one of the Eugene schools was being
remodeled and they needed someone to clean on Sundays, I called the contact
right away. It was 12 hours of work at better pay than I was making at the
store, and I’d have Monday to rest up.


Truth be told, I didn’t mind the long hours in
the school. I was there alone most of the time and it gave me some satisfaction
to leave the place looking cleaner. But I could see that I didn’t want to do
these kinds of jobs all my life. I hadn’t learned a trade in prison. I’d worked
in the laundry and in the kitchen, jobs most of the inmates considered sissy
jobs but I didn’t care. I just wanted to be busy.


I still wanted to be busy. There wasn’t so
much thinking and feeling if you stayed busy.


A week before Christmas, it finally happened.
I’d been so careful. Doing my grocery shopping in Eugene after work, even
though it meant lugging it all home on the bus. Sometimes Jim would stop at a
market after a meeting and wait while I got a few things or food for Molly. But
this time I’d eaten all I had plus leftovers Charlie’d pressed on me the
weekend before, so Molly and I walked down to the grocery on Main. It was cold
and drizzling but it felt good to be outside. I never got tired of looking at the
sky, the trees, even the pavement on the street.


I was hungry, but I still wasn’t in a hurry.
Molly liked to check out the smells along the way, and I already loved her so
much, I never minded if the walk took twice as long. I’d let her sleep on the
bed right away, flank to flank, even though Dad would not have approved. “Dogs
should know their place” echoed in my head, but I didn’t care. Rolling over in
the dark and feeling her there beside me offered the first real happiness I’d
known in a long time.


I didn’t like to use a leash on her, but she
was so friendly with other dogs and other people that I’d brought one along to
tie her up while I was in the store. I didn’t shop here much— the prices were a
lot higher than in Eugene—so it took me a few minutes to find the cereal and
the bacon, cans of soup and chili, milk and bread. The store wasn’t busy and I
felt okay being there. I didn’t recognize the girl at the checkout and that helped
too. She was overweight and no beauty, but her smile was friendly.


“Is that your dog outside?” she said.


“Yeah.” We could see Molly from where we
stood. “He’s cute. Is he a sweet dog?”


“She. It’s a she. And yes, she’s really
sweet.”


“You’re lucky. I really want a dog but my
folks say no. When I move out, I’m getting a dog for sure.” She sighed. “That’s
$24.37.”


I gave her $30, pocketed the difference. I
didn’t have a wallet. They were for old men, like my dad. I didn’t want to do
anything the way my dad did.


“Somebody else likes your dog,” the girl said,
pointing outside.


There, squatting down to pet Molly was Matt’s
sister. Katie was older, grown up. Of course she was. It had been more than
eight years. Her hair was long, darker than I remembered. She was pretty now.
She’d just been cute back then.


I wanted to run. Forget about the groceries.
Go out the back. Or maybe hide in the store somewhere until she’d moved on. I
knew it was cowardly. AA’ers were always talking about accepting the
responsibility for our actions—accepting the consequences. We were expected to
buck up and face any harm we had caused. Here was a chance to do that. But how
did you do it? All this raced through my mind.


“Do you need anything else?” the cashier said.
“There’s someone else wanting to check out.”


“No, sorry. I was…Sorry.” I picked up the
groceries and headed to the door.


Katie was still loving on Molly, but when the
dog saw me, she began her wriggle of greeting and moved toward me. I turned my
back, put down the groceries on a bench by the door, and untied the leash. Then
I couldn’t put it off any longer, so I turned and looked her way. “Hi Katie.”


“Oh,” she said. “This is your dog.”


“Yes.” I couldn’t look her in the eye. “Her
name is Molly.” I reached down to pet my dog. “You still living here in town?”
I could feel her staring at me.


“No, I live in Corvallis.”


I looked up and then down again at Molly.
“Still planning to be a vet?”


“You remembered that? No, I’m teaching.”


“That’s great. I’m glad for you.”


There was a long pause. She stood there
looking at me, and all I could do was look at her and quickly look away.
Finally I said, “Katie, I’m so sorry. So sorry about Matt.”


She clenched her fists. “Don’t say his name.
Don’t talk about him. He only belongs to us.” There were tears in her voice, on
her cheeks.


“Okay” was all I could say. “Okay.” I waited
until she walked away, then picked up the groceries and headed home, sad and
longing at the same time.
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