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This is for the people with loved ones currently or previously facing addiction. 

There’s no one way to support and love them.

Sometimes it’s even done through distance.
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Chapter One
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I was just a kid.

Well, by society's standards, I was an adult. But turning 18 didn't magically prepare me to take on the world. It didn't mean I was ready to make big decisions. Moreover, it didn't make me responsible enough to handle the consequences of said decisions.

I cleared my throat as I adjusted my rearview mirror. My reflection faded from my teenage self to the set-in grays and well-embedded laugh and frown lines. The lines lay proof that not all days had been bad and that the consequences of my former life hadn't rained on all my parades. But the cloud was always near—she was always near.

I released a breath as I opened my car door and stepped out. With a firm push, the door hinges cranked out an awful sound before they clicked into place. I lightly padded the hood, happy to have been spared the embarrassment of using the full weight of my body to make it shut.

A man my age shouldn't own a vehicle that seemed to test its limits daily. A man of my means should take better care of his things—especially a Chevelle.

"Your wife called," my assistant Emily said the minute she saw me approach the building. "She just wanted to wish you luck."

I nodded, giving a small smile.

When I first hired Emily, my lack of social skills on days such as these made her think she was doing something wrong. But now she knew my quiet nature had nothing to do with her.

"I know what your answer will be, but I figured with it being the opening of the big Two-five that I'd ask anyway—"

My eyes went to hers as I waited to reject the request.

"Will you be open to questions from the press?"

I smiled, giving her the hint of kindness she hoped for with the refusal. But also, a bit of humor lingered in the fact that they still even tried. "I will give my speech. They are welcome to attend. That will be all."

"Got it," she replied before stepping away.

I opened the door, the echo running through the empty hall. Furniture would arrive the following day to liven things up.

Pushing my sleeve aside, I glanced at the time. I would have to hang the plaque after. I only had 10 minutes before the garden area would fill with guests awaiting my words. And while I didn't care for the hubbub of it all, I would accept it as a welcomed distraction. If only for a short while.

***
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"—And my apologies if you are sick of hearing me say it, but this is truly something that could not have been done without your support. I know my time, effort, and contributions are a big part of what we did here, but the community's ability to come together and support this project means more than many will ever truly understand."

Half a dozen cameras flashed as I gave my signature wave and nod, doing my best to quickly fade into nonexistence. The articles would label me a recluse. The local news stations would annoy Emily with their persistence. Then, soon enough, another story would break, people would forget their questions for me, and the work I had done there would stay standing—but not because of my name. 

"Mr. Davis—" I heard from behind me just as I reached the door to return to the empty hallway. I turned, immediately bombarded with a phone in my face attached to the hand of a young man. 

"So, what's your story?" he asked, clearly fancying himself a reporter as he looked at his phone screen and not directly at me.

I smiled politely. "No story here, kid. Just an old man with a business to run."

"An old rich man with a crappy car."

I continued to smile, though it hurt more that time to do.

"Why not buy a new one?"

"Because this one still runs." I pushed on the door, exiting from the impromptu interview and entering my peace and quiet.

My footsteps bounced from the walls as I made my way toward the front. A medium-sized box rested against the wall as I knelt, puncturing the tape with my finger. I pulled the top apart and lifted the plaque slowly, holding it firm in my grasp.

Staring at it directly for any amount of time required more emotional stability than I had left in me. I needed to find where Emily placed the hammer, adhere my past to the wall, and call it a day.

I looked around at the mere nothingness. The building had been completed the day before. The inspection finished that morning. No one had been behind in their job; I was just eager to be done with mine. The heaviness of that reality made the guilt pulsate in my stomach.

I set down the plaque before walking the hall and peering into each room. I searched for an object heavy enough to install the finishing touch to the bones of the place.

My shoes scuffed against the floor as I eyed a large object in one of the last rooms. As I got closer, the eeriness of the universe knowing what I needed set in. However, the faded logo and worn handles told me that it wasn't so much a gift as just forgotten by the builders.

I picked up the bag, feeling more strain in my arm from the lift than I would care to admit. Once back at the front, I pulled the hammer from its place and grabbed a nail from the box as I attempted to get perspective on its exact placement on the wall.

Holding the nail against the painted plaster, I pulled back the hammer, hearing the click of the large door behind me instead of the thud from the tool.

"I'm sorry to bother you," the man said as I turned around. "But I left—" his words dissipated as his eyes landed on the bag by my feet. "Those."

I glanced down and then back at him.

His kindhearted smile continued, but mine was lost somewhere in the chaos of my brain.

"Sir, are you okay?" His smile shifted to concern as I began to muster up a reply.

Clearing my throat, I managed to say, "Yeah..." It was silent for another five seconds before I asked, "Do you mind if I use this hammer before you take it?"

"Not at all."

The tension that had formed in his shoulders and mine during my silence rested. I turned back towards the wall.

"Not to interrupt again..." he began as I readied the hammer swing. "But that really should be hung on a stud."

I stared at the wall and my planned nail placement. "Maybe it is."

"With all due respect, sir, I've lived and breathed this place with my crew for the last two months... there isn't a stud where you're aiming."

I conceded, pulling my arm down. I tried to look at him again, but he had her eyes. A visual that had haunted me the moment he walked through the door.

"Do you mind?" he asked politely, gesturing to the hammer and nail.

I handed them over, hoping my expression was conveying my gratitude instead of the nausea-inducing nerves I was experiencing. 

"So, what's your role here?" he asked as his hand ran along the pale wall.

"I, ah, own it."

His hand stopped and fell to his side as he turned to look at me. His expression showed some of the nerves I had been feeling. But I knew they weren't for the same reason.

"I had been hoping to meet you in person, but your assistant said you did most of the work from out of state."

He moved the nail to the same hand as the hammer and extended the other towards me.

I looked at it just a moment before I took it.

"I really appreciate the business," he said, his hand firmly clasped onto mine. "I don't get out into the field as much since I took over running things, but when we got this job..."

A slight shine coated his eyes as he swallowed and played off a shy grin. "What you do means so much to a lot of people."

My eyes got the same thin layer of tears as our hands pulled back. "Well, you and your crew did a tremendous job. And on time."

"I'm glad you're happy with us."

He went to turn around but froze midway. He opened his mouth to speak, only to hesitate instead.

"What is it?" I asked; the curiosity of what he was putting together made my fingertips tingle.

"Why did you only accept our bid?"

I grinned. "Well, that's kind of how it works. You can only pick one."

He smiled. "No, I mean, you didn't even let other companies bid on the project. How come?"

I swallowed a lump while he waited for my answer. "Your company came highly recommended."

"Oh yeah?"

I nodded. 

"Well, that's a relief."

"Why? What'd you think?"

He smiled sheepishly. "I was worried you had me confused with someone. Like a family member or something."

My cheeks grew warm. "I'm sorry?"

He chuckled. "My last name is Davis' too. My wife joked that you accidentally accepted the wrong bid, thinking it was your brother's company or something."

I smiled. "Oh, well, no brothers. The name Davis seems to be like Smith in this state."

"That's what I said. But I was teased pretty heavily for it anyway."

"Well, you can reassure your wife it was based purely on your reputation."

His hammer hit the nail, and with two loud thuds, it was in. "I think she'll keep giving me crap about it anyway."

"Sounds like a fun woman."

"She is."

His eyes met mine as I steadied my nerves, wanting to continue the conversation. "So, how long have you been married?"

"Three years in September," he said as he picked up the plaque and gently hung it from the nail.

His eyes began to zero in on the words, so I inquired further.

"Kids?" 

He looked my way. "Four."

"Four? That's quite a handful."

His smile reached his eyes, delighting at his family life clear as day.

"She came with three, and I came with one," he added. "But our adoption date is next month to make things official with them and not just their mom."

"You seem very happy."

"Honestly," he said with a growing grin. "I've never been happier."

I smiled and looked away, hoping he missed the glossiness of my eyes.

"And you? A partner? Kids?"

I nodded, reaching down to pick up the box. "Wife and two daughters."

"And are you happy?"

His questions, while more than likely meant as only a follow-up to my statement, hit my chest right where the hole always seemed to be. The gaping wound that never healed. That never scarred. That never faded. The answer was yes, I was happy. And the moment I felt it, I reminded myself why I didn't deserve to be. 
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Chapter Two
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"I spoke with him today," I told my wife, pulling the blanket away from the mattress before crawling under.

"Who?" she asked from just inside the master bathroom.

"Caleb."

The rooms fell silent as she stopped brushing her teeth, staring at me from the reflection in the mirror. She spat out her toothpaste and wiped her lips with the back of her hand. "Alice's Caleb?" Her eyes widened as she took a few steps to the doorway separating the rooms.

I nodded as her words raced about my head.

"He was picking up tools." The simple sentence sounded so heavy against my tightened throat. "He's so... grown up."

"Well, he's got to be like what? 45?"

I nodded. "46 in August."

Her body melted against the frame as her eyes sympathized with me.

"Did he have any idea who you were?"

"Just that I'm a mysterious businessman," I said with less pride than I had only just that morning.

"Maybe it's for the best."

"Maybe."

"How did he seem?"

I took a deep breath. "Happy."

She smiled. "Then take solace in that."

I nodded as she turned back towards the sink and continued her routine.

Despite the pain and degradation that came with the thought of my happiness, I really was. Maybe not always moment to moment, but in the times that mattered, and definitely in the grand scheme of things.
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