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Minus One

By Bridget Bufford



Chapter One

“If there’s a minus [Step] one, that’s where I’m at.”

Overheard at an AA meeting

Sometimes I forget this is a river town. The great stone abutments of Eads Bridge are mossy cool against my back; Memphis and New Orleans are just a brown crawl of Mississippi away. St. Louis is not where I want to be, though this town is home. I’ve been back three days and it still seems unreal.

The sweat is real. It drips down the back of my knees, runs into my eyes when I raise my bottle of Coke. The dry heaves and headache are gone, but I’m still sweating out the drunk.

The drive from Weston to St. Louis isn’t clear to me. I emerged from a blackout, face bruised, lip bloody, and found I had dragged the more portable of my possessions to my porch. I knew someone must be coming for me, but who?

I do remember a full quart of gin, and then another half-pint of whisky. I remember throwing up and crying. I don’t remember calling Angela, but when she drove up I wasn’t surprised.

The events that led to my departure remain too clear, more real than the alcoholic haze that intervened: broken promises, cocaine and gin, wounds inflicted.

Twenty-six isn’t old, but I feel used up. I left St. Louis not even a year ago for a fresh start in Weston. I thought that I would leave the bullshit behind and get a job, a life. After a couple of jobs and a woman who was crazy about me, I trashed it all once again.

Sweat tickles my scalp, makes me itch.

The Mississippi’s faster than I remember. The middle part races along. The sides are full of twisting eddies and trash that swirls, submerges, resurfaces to spin out of control. I finish my Coke and throw the empty bottle into the river; it follows the rest of the trash downstream. If the bottle had been glass, I would have smashed it into the rocky base of this massive bridge. I climb to the sidewalk, cross the plaza to the grounds of the Jefferson National Expansion Memorial.

A muscular black woman, six feet tall and crowned with a mass of braids, waves me over to the base of the Arch. “Girl, hold this. I got about five or six more shots.” Angela hands me her leather equipment bag. She’s taking pictures for a St. Louis band on the verge of a national release.

She crouches, points the camera. Gets up and moves a little more west of the structure, lies on her back. “I got a good angle, but the sun is bouncing off the top.”

I offer the bag. She attaches a filter to her lens, snaps three shots. “This thing is so immense; you can get all kinds of funky takes on it.”

“Monumental.” I look up and wince; the sun’s reflection is like a laser.

Angela hands me the camera. “Look through this.”

The Arch appears to curve into a right angle and veer off into the sky. “Nice. What are they going to do with these?”

“Album cover and press release, if they like them.”

“National exposure. You’re on your way, girl.”

And I’m back where I started. Angela has generously taken me in, once again, under multiple conditions of abstinence, employment, and attendance at the twelve-step recovery program of my choice.

Angie finishes her shoot and we go for Italian carryout. New York’s got nothing on the Gateway to the West—St. Louis has the greatest deli food anywhere. The subs are the ultimate: Italian beef, Italian ham, salami ground by a dark-skinned butcher, a few blocks from here. Meats that are lovingly seasoned, sliced so thin they curl, piled on thick crusty Italian bread, like sourdough without the sour.

Angela likes to eat in the tiny patio garden behind her townhouse. Evening shadows encroach on the August heat, making it tolerable. I dig into my roast beef and salami, try to disregard my cut lip. “This is incredible,” I say. “I haven’t had a decent sub in a year.”

Angie nods, still chewing. “That pizza place in Weston was good,” she finally says. “Didn’t they have sandwiches?”

“It was good because the owner’s from St. Louis.” Angie had visited me last month. She was helping Cole, my ex, assemble a portfolio of her sketches. My throat abruptly tightens. I set my sandwich aside, look up at the clouds stained with dusk.

Angela taps my arm. “What’s up with you?”

I shrug; if I say anything I’ll start to bawl.

“Terry, I have seen you drunk before,” she says. “I’ve seen you sick, maybe once. I have never seen you drink yourself sick for two straight days.”

“Cole and I broke up. That’s all.”

Angie eyes my lip; it split a little further on the sub. The whole right side of my jaw is swollen and discolored. “That Nicole is one big redheaded woman,” she says. “She’s about as tall as me. Hair like that, I bet she’s got a temper.”

“It wasn’t like that. I told you I had a seizure. God damn it, Angie, can’t you leave it alone?”

“If you’re going to live here, you’re going to have to tell me. You know you got to tell it at your meetings anyway.”

“There’s something to look forward to.” I take a huge bite of sandwich, chew furiously.

“Terry.” Her voice softens. “I seen this before. You come limping in like some old tomcat, bragging on how you been kicking ass. Sometime it’s got to be your turn, that’s all.”

I’m going to fucking choke. I slap the table, finally clear my mouth. “Cole did not hit me! She’s probably never hit anyone in her whole life.” Angie’s eyes are eager, fixed on me. “I was drunk. We argued, and I just lost it. I beat the shit out of her. I even—” My voice fails. I take a big drink of Coke, eyes averted.

Angie picks at her chips, casting guarded looks. Finally says, “Okay, then. The thing is, you know you got a problem and now you’re willing to do something about it.” She forces a smile. “You need a ride to a meeting tonight?”

“No, there’s one close. I’ll walk.” I take the trash into the kitchen, leave Angela to her little piece of backyard. I change into a gay pride T-shirt; they might as well know who I am.

* * *

At the meeting I find a folding chair, off by myself. Two old guys across the room are looking, not directly at me, but I know they’re talking about me. One looks disapproving, the other is laughing. Fuckers.

A woman comes in: navy-blue jacket, white blouse, navy skirt. She even has round navy earrings, circled in gold. She sits next to me, places her navy purse on the floor. “Hi, I’m Laura,” she says. Her smile turns strange as I face her; she eyes my scabbed lower lip, the fading bruise across my jaw.

A couple of days ago, after a gram and a half of cocaine, I had a seizure in the women’s restroom of a gay bar. The sink nearly took off my face.

“Hi, Laura,” I say. “Terry.”

She’s so busy looking at my “Queer Nation” T-shirt that she misses my extended hand. “First time at the meeting?” she asks.

“Second.”

From the podium, a man says, “Good evening. I’m Richard, I’m an alcoholic.” He reads the Preamble and “How it Works,” then introduces a young man named Bill.

“Thanks, Richard.” Bill’s voice shakes a little; when he reaches for his coffee, his knuckles knock into the microphone. “Shit. Sorry.” The tops of his ears have turned red. “My name’s Bill, and I’m an alcoholic.”

Bill has a round face, a bit of a belly, and the clean-cut, almost-handsome look of a frat boy. He’s about twenty-one, maybe twenty-two. He says he’s only got ten months sober. Granted, that’s ten more than me, but the guy can’t have that much experience, strength and hope to share.

Bill started drinking in high school, missed out on a football scholarship to the University of Missouri–Columbia (he calls it Mizzou), but made the team as a freshman walk-on. Once he moved into the frat, he was on top of the world, except for this one little problem: Bill wet his pants during alcoholic blackouts. Wet on himself at parties, wet his girlfriend’s bed, peed on his parents’ couch when he was home for the weekend. He began to wonder if he would complete his college career in Depends, but a DWI prompted a stint in treatment. His older sister, already in AA, took him to meetings and now, he tells us, everything is going great.

I sip bad coffee and try to pay attention. Bill was definitely “Billy” as a kid. He still has a baby face. He’s on his way to overweight; he was probably a pudgy kid who was really built for about three months in high school, when he was doing two-a-day workouts for football. He’ll remember that the rest of his life, how he had broad shoulders and a thirty-four inch waist and some girls who suddenly took a second look at the fat kid. He’ll go to these meetings, smoke cigarettes, go out afterward for fries and a shake and late-night bullshit. Look at himself in the mirror in the morning and that seventeen-year-old boy will still be there, mocking him. He’ll swear he’s going to run a couple miles after work tonight. He’ll never get that body back, but he’ll never stop trying.

The applause startles me. I guess Bill sobered up and I missed it. I really did go to a meeting before, when I went to treatment in Weston; it was just as inane. I’ve got to clean up my act, and I’m willing to try AA, but I don’t see how listening to this crap will keep me sober.

The rest of the hour consists of congratulatory responses, praising Bill for his honesty. He must be a fixture in this group. After the meeting, I take off fast.

Before I can make my getaway, Bill yells across the parking lot. “Hold up.”

“Yeah?” I turn, let him come to me.

“I’m Bill. Are you new here?”

“Terry.” I shake his hand; his eyes are on my chest. “Just moved back to St. Louis this week.”

“Welcome. Glad you made it.” I step back; he looks like he’s going to say something else. He shifts his feet, smiles. “I hope you come back.”

“I’ll be here next week. See you.” Maybe. I had a funny feeling he was going to ask me out. That long stare at my breasts, and he never read the “Queer Nation” shirt.

The half-mile back to Angela’s is the best part of the evening. I lost my license a year ago, so I walked everywhere in Weston. It calms me down.

Angie is still in the garden, reading the Sunday Post-Dispatch. “How was the meeting?”

“The walk was nice.”

She glances up, slaps the paper onto the wrought-iron tabletop. “Damn it, Terry. You don’t even wear that to the bar. Why do you want to wear it around these people? You’re going to scare them to death.”

“At the bar they know I’m queer.”

“They’ll know you for a fool at AA.”

I shrug. “I don’t care what a bunch of drunks think.”

“You better be starting to care.” Angela stands, folds the paper. “I’m shooting at the Botanical Garden tomorrow. I can talk to that woman in Horticulture, see if I can pick up an application for you. But if you intend to embarrass me with your bullshit…”

“Angie, I’m not going to wear an ‘I Saw You Naked In Michigan’ tank top to a job interview.” Maybe to a meeting, though.

* * *

Out the bedroom window, I see Angela leaving. The slam of the door must have startled my little black cat Whacker. He woke me with a grunt; we’re both disoriented from the move. Whacker stretches, then trots across the hall to the staircase.

I rub my sticky eyes, sit up. A notebook rests on the nightstand. I crumple three pages and place the paper balls on the top landing, just outside Angie’s bedroom. Over the course of the day, Whacker knocks the balls down the steps and thunders after them. I hear him dashing up and down periodically. In the early evenings, he sings out a wild trill and races from the third floor all the way to the darkroom.

I chase Whacker downstairs to the kitchen. Bless you, Angela—she left me some coffee. I help myself to a couple bowls of Cheerios. My jaw doesn’t hurt so much today, though it’s still shaded brown and green. I’m waiting for the bruises to fade before I look for work. In the meantime, I’m not drinking. It takes a lot of effort, but hardly any time.

Whacker joins me on the second story balcony over the patio. He suns himself on the rail, watches pigeons swoop and crap. I drink my coffee. The balcony is even with the roof of Angela’s shed; squirrels hop up there, chase from tree to roof to tree. They stop and bark, flick their tails. Angie can bark and cluck like the squirrels. She had one lying on the edge of the shed roof one day, paws crossed and head down like a dog, moaning soulfully back to her as she clucked with her tongue.

Angela and I met at rugby. We were teammates when I broke up with my first lover, Erica; I stayed with Angela for a few months afterward. Back then she lived in a little flat behind Deaconess Hospital.

She’s had this townhouse almost a year, and she loves it with the zeal of a first-generation homeowner. The old townhouses of Soulard are hot property; even the most decrepit are getting rehabbed and sold at tremendous profit. Angie gets steady commissions from the Missouri Botanical Gardens and freelance jobs, but I don’t know how she can afford a three-story brick townhouse. My rent money will help, once I start working.

Whacker makes a chattering sound; a squirrel just landed in a maple tree. The back yard has a couple of nice maples for shade and a big leafy tree of the type known to St. Louisans as “stink trees.” The stink tree sends up so many hopeful little shoots that Angie hung a hatchet on the shed wall with orders to hack on sight.

Sitting agitates me; I slug down the last of my coffee and go back inside. At the treatment center in Weston, I attended lectures on the physiology of alcoholism. Withdrawal makes you restless, they said. Makes my skin crawl; I’m still sweaty. I wash the dishes, then start a load of Angela’s laundry.

I wish I could afford to go to a gym. Erica got some dumbbells for me when we were together. She laughed when she caught me flexing in the mirror, but Erica sure liked my body. She wanted to show me off to her friends, the old dog.

It’s hard to get a decent workout with dumbbells, and there’s no chin-up bar or anything like that here. I start with pushups, my feet up on the chair; I could do regular pushups all day. Shoulder raises next, followed by dumbbell rows. Four sets of those, then I concentrate on arms—curls, reverse curls, triceps press. Last is a few sets of lunges. The focus of physical effort, pushing into the burn, stills my mind. AA’s Step Eleven counsels meditation, but lifting weights works better for me.

My trunk is strong; I don’t bother to count, just go for five minutes of sit-ups and five minutes of leg raises. It’s hard to stay motivated in this quiet house, nobody around, but for forty-five minutes I haven’t thought about taking a drink.

I pull off my shirt, check my waist: incised center line, obliques curving down to the top of my shorts. I’ve got some natural assets—straight shiny black hair, blue eyes, decent proportions for such a runt. The body takes work, but overall I look pretty good. So what; my bar days are over for now. Cole sure doesn’t want me around. I grab a Coke, flop on the sofa and try to watch TV—fifty channels and nothing on.

The midday heat is searing, but I’m desperate. I pull on my running shoes, go a few blocks. Though the hangover’s gone, I’m feeble and rubber-legged. I give up and walk the last half-mile, then peel away my soggy clothes and shower.

Alone in the house, I ponder its history. The outside looks much as it did when it was built, but it’s starting over, all new fixtures. I have fallen from grace to Angela’s rehab.

Before the arrest last fall, I did live in a state of grace. The things I loved, I conquered. Rugby, softball, pool, dancing; I excelled at them all. A woman once stroked her cheek down my bare belly and whispered, “You are the perfect dyke hero.” Dyke knight on a white stallion. Not chaste, though, not untouchable—you could have me, if you wanted.

After two workouts, a short nap seems justified. The slam of the door wakens me; I come off the couch like a farm dog barking, I’m so glad to see somebody. “Hey, Angie. How was work?”

“Hot. We had to stop early.” She sifts through the mail. “Allison wants you to schedule an interview.”

“Allison?”

“Yeah. She hires for the Horticulture crew. She said she prefers to get people with an associate’s degree in horticulture, but I told her you were going back to school to finish up.” She gets us each a Coke, pops off the metal caps on the bottle opener screwed to the frame of the kitchen door.

“You told her I’m getting my associate’s in horticulture?”

“No, I said you were going to finish up. She might have thought I meant in horticulture. But check it out—there’s no permanent full-time positions right now, but she could give you full-time ’til December, then part-time over the winter. Then you could go to school.”

I did take a year of horticulture at Meramac Valley Community College. When I met Erica, my class work went to shit. But right now, I just want a job.

Angela persists. “It’s too late to enroll for the fall, but you could take an evening class. How are you on general ed. stuff?”

“I don’t know, Angie. I’ve been on conduct suspension, on academic probation…I’ve got incompletes all over the state.”

“You just take the job, then think about it.” She hands me a business card—Allison Woodall.

“I can try. How do I look?”

“A lot better.” She inspects my eye, touches my jaw gently. “Schedule it for the end of the week.”

* * *

The Friday night meeting’s interminable. Sweating unnaturally, I sit in front of the air conditioner and gulp a cup of bad coffee. The speaker is Richard, a middle-aged guy I just can’t listen to.

AA has twelve Steps. They’re posted at most of the meetings; “working the Steps” is how you learn to live sober. Popular custom decrees I obtain a sponsor, someone with more experience who will guide me through the Steps and down “the road to happy destiny.”

There’s a newcomer here tonight, so Richard is bursting with platitudes. He talks about Step One (“We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable”) and “putting the plug in the jug,” and “doing the next right thing.”

After the meeting, the regulars go out for coffee. Not to a coffeehouse; AA people drink real coffee, not espresso drinks. Steak ’n’ Shake is tonight’s venue. It’s on the way to Angela’s, so I accept a ride with Bill. “Alice’s Restaurant” plays on the radio, an interminable paean to St. Louis radio’s enthrallment with classic rock. Not a day of my formative years went by that I didn’t hear “Stairway to Heaven,” and The Beatles, and The Who, and The Rolling Stones. Sadly, it hasn’t changed much. This city hums along to thirty-year-old songs of youth and rebellion, fresh in their time. White male heterosexuals, thinking they were making a difference.

Laura, of the navy business suit and purse, is at Steak ’n’ Shake, along with Richard and a few other chain-smoking drunks. Everyone’s loading cholesterol like that’s the true key to the program: hot fudge sundaes, cheese fries, double steakburgers, a real feeding frenzy.

I sit next to Laura, at the end of the table. “Look who’s here!” she says. “I’m so glad you came.” Richard nods in tandem with her. Are they together?

I order a Coke; Richard urges food on me. “No, thanks.”

“It’ll help,” he says. “In the Living Sober book it says that you’re not so likely to get cravings on a full stomach.”

“I’m fine.”

“Fine?” Bill laughs. “Fucked-up, Insecure, Neurotic and Emotional?”

Morons. I sip my Coke, catch Richard looking at my ACT UP T-shirt. “What?”

“What’s that?” He indicates the shirt.

“AIDS research group.” He’s clueless. “Did you see the back?” I get up, face the next booth.

Richard reads, “‘We’re here, we’re queer, get used to it’…” The waitress at the counter looks up. I give her a wink, and she turns away. Richard’s red-faced. Laura’s eating.

“Are you gay?” Bill asks.

“I’m a lesbian.”

Laura flinches a little at that, but keeps shoveling in the ice cream. Richard’s looking at his watch.

“Hey, that’s cool,” Bill says.

“I appreciate your vote of confidence,” I reply.

Richard’s finished his triple steakburger already. I guess he and Laura aren’t together; she gets a coffee refill while he’s leaving. She talks a bit about the meeting, her job as a secretary at the utility company, her husband. Laura’s nice enough, if bland. She didn’t flee at the sight of gay pride attire. On my list of the meeting members (first names and last initials only, to protect anonymity), she underlines her phone number, tells me to give her a call anytime.

* * *

The Botanical Garden is the most beautiful space in St. Louis, an incredible place to work. As a little kid, I saved my dimes to buy fish food for the koi in the Japanese Garden. I’ve strolled the paths with more than one young lady, showing my sensitive side after a night of drinking and dancing and running the pool tables.

Can’t beat the uniforms, either. I work in an off-white Garden polo shirt, tasteful little logo on the left breast, and khaki shorts. Boots with shorts is not the best look for me; I look like one of Rip van Winkle’s little men, or maybe a piece of yard art. It’s comfortable, though.

Allison put me with another gardener, a handsome blond man with muscled forearms. Tim prunes, rakes, and waters with a methodical, contemplative air. He’s been here three years; he can show me the ropes. The first two days, Tim was quiet. I wore some fruit loops earrings yesterday; since then, he’s been almost garrulous.

It’s hot, even for a Midwestern August. The Garden has lots of shade, but sweat is running down my legs. I take a pocket saw, a folding tool about seven inches long, and cut away dead wood from the bottom of a redbud. Tim’s shaping shrubs with a long-handled pruning tool. When he nears the end of his row, he asks, “Terry, you want to rake this stuff up?”

“Sure.” I trot back to the shed, slowing when I see some visitors. No one’s ever told me not to run, but I’ve garnered some looks when I did. I get a rake for myself, and one for Tim, too. We’ll be mulching later on.

Tim’s half-hidden in a bush when I get back. “You could have taken the cart.”

“I like to walk. I brought a couple of rakes.”

He nods. Teeth gritted, he squeezes his clippers through a branch. His tan forearms glisten with sweat. He sees me looking, watches the play of sinew himself.

I drive the Cushman cart behind his work area, rake up the trimmings and throw them into the back. I don’t like to drive even these little vehicles; I stay away from the maintenance trucks altogether. My application packet stated that I “must obtain, prior to employment, and maintain a valid driver’s license.” I should get it back in October; until then, I’m lying low.

Some branches have fallen across the sidewalk. With the rake, I sweep them into a pile, bend and gather the bundle against my chest. I kick the rake, ineffectually; I shouldn’t leave it here, but my hands are full.

I hurl my armload at the back of the Cushman. Half the branches go in the cart, half fall on the ground. I’m too damn hot and tired to care. It’s an hour until quitting time. Late nights at the AA club, gulping coffee and breathing cigarette smoke, make it hard to get any rest. At least when I went to the bars, the beer eventually made me sleepy.

“Terry!” Tim’s voice comes out of a hedge.

I address a likely row of boxwood. “Yeah?”

“Would you get the bigger saw out of the Cushman?”

“Sure.” Shit—I buried the pruning saw under my leafy debris. I dump more of the trimmings on the ground, trot the saw over to Tim. I return to the mess around the cart; what did I do with my rake?

“Oh! Look out!” A twanging noise, like something from a cartoon, punctuates a shriek. I race back to the sidewalk.

Two young men are assisting an elderly woman to her feet. Her white hair hangs over her face. They sit her on a bench.

“Are you all right, ma’am?” I pick up the rake; it couldn’t have been that far onto the sidewalk.

“She tripped over that.” The bigger guy points, then grasps the woman’s thin arm.

I set the rake well back in a flowerbed, then kneel before the woman. She’s calmer than the boys, but there’s a triangular tear of the fragile flesh over her shin. It’s bleeding freely. “Can you walk?”

“Heavens, yes. It’s just a scrape.” She smiles at me, holds out a hand so I can help her up. “My nephews have a tendency to hover.”

“Please, sit still a minute,” I say. “I’ll have to call security.”

“We can take her. What’s your name?” The big guy glowers.

“Terry Manescu.”

“Spell that.”

I do, and admit that yes, it is my rake. I trot back to the cart. Tim’s cleaned up the branches.

“What happened?” he asks.

“A lady tripped over my rake.”

“Oh, no. Where was it?”

I shrug. “It was over by the sidewalk; I don’t think it was really on it.”

“Is she okay?”

“She tore her shin a little.”

Tim frowns, pulls the radio from his belt. “I’ll call 5190; they’ll send somebody. You stay with her.” He hands me the first-aid kit. “You’ll have to fill out an incident report.”

I put on some gloves, self-conscious about the need for protection from this sweet old woman, then press gauze to the wound.

Beryl from Security is competent. She’s an EMT, though that’s hardly needed. She cleans the skin tear, applies a large Band-Aid, advises the woman to get a tetanus shot. Takes a brief account from everyone.

She offers the woman and her nephews a ride back to the Visitor Center. Beryl has wavy light-brown hair, nice teeth, great smile, a crushing handshake. “I’ll need to give a copy of the report to your supervisor,” she says.

“Yeah, I figured.”

At quitting time, Allison is expecting me at the Maintenance shed. She isn’t happy. Safety first, the Garden has an impeccable reputation, we have to look after the welfare of the visitors at all times. I finish my first week of work with a warning and an extension of my probationary period.

* * *

Fantasies of getting wasted brighten the remainder of my afternoon: getting a half-pint at a liquor store and telling Allison to shove it; going to a bar, dancing, getting laid… Having a place to live is a good thing, though. I dig up the AA phone list and dial Laura.

“Terry! I’m so glad you called!” Her voice suddenly drops. “Is everything all right?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. Why would I tell you anything? “Everything’s great.”

“Great,” she says. “What’s up?”

I cast about for something to say, finally come up with “Would you be my sponsor?”

“I would be honored,” Laura says. “Do you know what a sponsor is for?”

“To help work the Steps, Richard said.”

“That, and to help with the program in general,” Laura says. “You can call me to talk, you can call me if you’re having a rough day, you can call me if you feel like drinking. Don’t call me if you’ve already taken a drink; I will not talk to you then.”

“If I take a drink, you’re through with me?”

“Until I see you at a meeting, I am. People drink and come back; it happens all the time. I’m saying that I won’t talk to you when you’re drunk.”

“Fine. That’s why I’m going, so I don’t drink.”

“Good. I’ll pick you up for my home group tonight. In the meantime, read Chapter One and Two of the Big Book, and we’ll talk about it.”

“Big Book?”

“The Alcoholics Anonymous book. The blue one. Do you have it?”

“I got one in treatment,” I say.

“Okay. We’ll talk more after the meeting.”

* * *

Laura’s home group is on Chippewa, close to where she lives. A home group is the primary meeting you attend, where you have voting privileges and a say in how the group is run. Laura brought me tonight so I could check out the Sober South-Siders.

Laura chose this as her primary meeting based on the location, as far as I can tell. The room is full of expounding old farts and used-up older women that hang on their every word. After making me suffer through a ninety-minute meeting, Laura talks in the parking lot for another twenty minutes, then drags me to Denny’s.

Everyone gets coffee or Coke, a burger, some fried appetizer. Richard’s here, so happy to be sober (he’s gainfully employed, has a car that runs and a place to live). He orders me a Diet Coke and some fried zucchini.

I say I’m not hungry; he says I’m too skinny. Everyone with more sobriety than me thinks that they know what’s best for me. AA is a conspiracy to rob me of my individuality and my intellect. AA is making me paranoid.

On the sound system, Guns ’n’ Roses annoys me with a nasal whine. Bill is swilling a vanilla malt like beer, reminiscing about getting high to this song. He didn’t even go to the meeting; he just came here afterward to hang out with us.

The waitress brings platters laden with oily delights. She hands me a plate of zucchini and a Diet Coke. “Coke,” I tell her. “Regular.” She apologizes. So does Richard. If he’s going to order for me he could at least ask what I drink. I set the zucchini between Laura and me, tell her to help herself. She’s working on some onion rings, too. Really, I like greasy foods; it’s the unctuous company that bothers me.

Laura smiles at me. “Terry, I’m really glad you’re going out after the meetings.”

“The meeting after the meeting,” Richard says. “That’s what it takes.”

“Right, Dick,” I say.

“How’s your zucchini?” he asks.

“Very good. Thank you so much.”

Bill giggles; the zucchini is untouched. “Can I have some?”

“Help yourself.” I set it next to him.

He wolfs a greasy length of vegetable, and then looks at me and giggles again. “Terry, you crack me up. You’re so fucking hostile.”

“I try.”

Laura gives Bill a look like I used to get from the nuns in high school. “Who’s your sponsor?”

“Barry,” he says. “He’s hostile, too.”

Richard edges the platter of zucchini back toward me. “I’ve been at meetings where Barry was asked to leave because of his language.”

Bill laughs. “Yeah, he’s cool.”

“I thought that ‘the only requirement for membership is a desire to stop drinking.’”

“Terry, two points!” Bill marks my score in the air.

“I read the Traditions,” I say.

Laura says, “I don’t approve of Barry’s language, but he shouldn’t be asked to leave.” She shakes her head. “We can just hope to serve as examples.”

“He never actually left; they just asked him to,” Richard says.

When the “meeting after the meeting” ends, I follow Laura to her Accord. She commences with her ground rules: tells me to go to thirty meetings in thirty days (she did ninety in ninety), to read the Big Book, to call her every day, and to stay out of relationships until I get my one-year coin.

What’s that about? As long as I’m not drinking, who cares if I get laid? Not that I have any prospects at the moment. “So what’s considered a relationship?”

Laura frowns. “Well, to be blunt, no sex. Take a year to concentrate on your program.”

“No sex?”

“Not with…anyone else.” Laura doesn’t care to be blunt; she probably doesn’t care for sex.

“Why not?”

“Because it takes your attention from your program. Getting sober is hard enough; most people can’t afford to make it any worse.”

We’re at Angie’s house. Laura pulls up, shuts off the engine. “Terry, this might be hard to believe, but I do care about you. I want you to stay sober. Behind that hostility I think there is a young woman with a lot to offer.”

She’s staring at me, so sincere. I’ve got to ask. “So you were celibate your first year?”

“I’m married,” she says. “We’d been married eight years when I sobered up.”

“You’re granted an exemption?”

“It’s a different situation. They tell you not to make any big changes in your first year, either.”

“Staying celibate would have been a big change?”

“Well, we…” She’s getting red. “It’s not the same. Anyway, we’re talking about you. You asked me to be your sponsor. It’s my job to give suggestions.”

“That’s enough suggestions for one night.” I’m out the door, up the sidewalk before she can yell, “Keep coming back.”

* * *

Half awake, I crash my knees against the wall. If this room were mine, I would turn the bed so I didn’t run into the wall every morning. It’s not my house; not even my bed. It’s Saturday, though—the day is mine.

I hope I didn’t wake Angie. She was still out when I fell asleep. I roll out of bed, to the left this time, and pull on some jeans and a dark red Eddie Bauer polo shirt I stole from my brother’s girlfriend. Julie’s his wife now—Marius got married while I was in court-appointed treatment, before I was sentenced. I always thought the big issue would be whether I wore a dress, not handcuffs.

I lace up my black high-tops, comb my hair with a little water. There’s no coffee in the house, so I head to the Bread Company. When she runs out, Angie drinks tea or sometimes pop. I like Coke, but not first thing in the morning.

The street’s quiet, though it’s almost 8:00. A middle-aged guy in a jogging suit urges an elderly cocker spaniel to pee on the stop-sign post.

I ought to run, but not before coffee. I stretch my hands and wrists; they made it through my first work week with no damage other than a blister in my right palm, a little tightness in the forearms.

The St. Louis Bread Company is pretty dead. The line at the counter is mostly rumpled unshaven guys whose wives sent them out for breakfast. Not many people are at the tables. It’s like a library; everyone’s reading a newspaper or a book, conversations are hushed.

I get a cheese bagel, unadorned, and a cup of coffee. At least they have free refills here. I hate coffeehouses where you pay for every single cup. Next they’ll charge rent on the chairs.

The table next to me has a guy and two girls. I sip my coffee, try to figure out the relationships. The girls both look like they could be dykes, but one is awfully close to the guy. They’re both blond and stocky, the guy and that girl, Teutonic. Could be brother and sister.

The girl on the other side is a babe: petite and dark-haired, a generous mouth and lively eyes. She has an orange scone, untouched. She’s talking, and the other two are rapt. “Sex is a lot like writing. You experience the same things when you’re writing. It’s beyond an analogy—you know there’s that nonverbal component to both. You know what I mean? It’s not an analogy.”

Hansel and Gretel both nod seriously, though neither can muster a reply. The guy chomps a bagel, his muscular jaws clenching. I’ll bet he’s got a bite like a German shepherd.

The dark girl picks at her scone. “This is so big. I need to slice it.”

Hansel and Gretel draw from the hip. “I’ve got a knife,” Gretel says, flipping open a red Swiss Army model.

Hansel’s got a lock-back Buck. “Mine’s bigger,” he says. The girls look at each other and laugh.

“I’m sure it is,” says Gretel. She takes the scone and slices it evenly, dips the blade in her coffee and cleans it on a napkin. Hansel is chewing furiously. Score one for the dyke.

Wish I had some friends here to gawk with me, to laugh and drink coffee. I used to have a lot of friends—too many. The phone rang all the time. I haven’t even told my brothers or my mom that I’m back in St. Louis; I haven’t called any of my old friends.

At the meetings they say you need to change your playgrounds and playmates. In other words, get your ass out of the bar and act like us. I can’t see me doing AA the rest of my life. I would never spend time with any of those people if I wasn’t in AA. Sobriety has taken away everything I like.

* * *

AA is a program of suggestions. They tell you that, then they lay down the law. I walked to the clubhouse for the Wednesday night meeting, but Laura’s giving me a ride home. “Good meeting,” she says.

“It was all right.” The topic had been fellowship.

Laura lights a Virginia Slims Ultra-light. Her hands are slender, with fake nails painted a shade of burgundy that does not match her lipstick. Her wedding ring is one of those diamond-sapphire sets popularized by Princess Di several years back. She offers me a cigarette.

“No, thanks.”

“That’s right, you don’t smoke.”

“I smoked at the bars. I’ve been tempted a couple times after meetings, but I’ve been running—smoking doesn’t help that. I quit.”

“I should. I’ll have two years sober in April; I might quit then. I’d have the same stop date for cigarettes and drinking.” She rolls down her window; the night is humid, but pleasant. “Do you have a home group list?”

“You gave me the phone list at Steak ’n’ Shake.”

“Have you called anyone?”

I shrug. “Just you.”

“That’s good. You’ve been good about that, and you do go out to coffee sometimes. It would be even better if you found some other women to call. Fellowship is a big part of recovery. It helps you to feel like you’re a part of the program.”

“Right.”

“And in case you haven’t noticed, Richard thinks the world of you. You could call him.”

I almost laugh—Hey, Dick, this is your queer friend Terry. “I don’t think so.”

“You could at least treat him with a little respect. He has eight years sober.” She sighs. “Richard would never say anything to you, but he had a seventeen-year-old daughter that he was crazy about. She was killed by a drunk driver eight years ago—that’s what got Richard to look at his own drinking. I think you must remind him of Michelle.”

Eight years ago; she’d be almost the same age as me. “Laura, that’s really sad, but he’s not my father. What is it you want me to do?”

She flicks her cigarette out the window. Faces me briefly at the stoplight. “If you could just act like—I don’t know. Not so hostile.” She rubs her forehead with two fingers, starts again. “Everyone comes to AA with a lot of barriers; everyone thinks they’re unique. But that attitude—You’re so extreme, it puts people off.”

“Extreme how?” My face is hot.

She plucks at the sleeve of my T-shirt, reads, “Lesbian Avengers—we recruit.”

I jerk away. “It’s a gay pride shirt.”

She snorts. “There’s an ax on it, Terry.”

“That’s a labrys.”

“Whatever. We all know you’re gay by now.” She accelerates hard at the green light. “Mostly, nobody cares. It’s got nothing to do with recovery.”

“So the way I dress is a ‘defect of character’?”

“It’s just that you flaunt it.”

“It’s who I am.” I am walking home from now on. “If you got a problem with it, that’s on you.”

“Do you dress like that all the time?”

“Dress like what? Like a dyke?”

“You don’t dress like that at work.”

“We have a uniform.” I’m practically shouting.

“And it looks good on you; I’ve seen it. Look, all I’m trying to say is that maybe you should look at what you’re doing, and why.” She pulls up to the curb. “Just be honest with yourself.”

“Right. Thanks for the ride.” I bound up the walk, jerk the door open. There’s a quick shuffle in the living room. “Hey, Angie.”

“Terry, this is Sharon. She came over to watch some movies.”

“Hi, Sharon.” They’re sitting about eight inches apart, probably seven inches more than when I opened the door. Sharon’s cute in a boyish way, freckled and slightly gap-toothed. Lanky; they might have met at basketball. Go, Angela.

“Is that a Lesbian Avengers shirt? Where do you even get this stuff?”

“Don’t start, Angie.” I wouldn’t go to these damn meetings if it wasn’t for Angela.

I snag Whacker from the coffee table, where he’s been gawking. In my bedroom I pump iron for an hour while Melissa Etheridge bellows promises from the stereo. Angie and Sharon are still in the living room when I go to bed; I expect Sharon’s staying the night.



Chapter Two

“Today I took all my serenity and balled it up and threw it at one of my kids.”

Overheard at an AA meeting

“Hi, Terry.” Laura looks at my Houston Comets jersey, smiles. I scowl, waiting for a comment, but she restrains herself.

It’s a speaker meeting tonight: Preston C., some old guy with a cigar in his pocket, a nose like W.C. Fields. Preston C.’s been sober eighteen years. Must’ve been drunk for a lot longer than that. He talks forever, about respect for The Fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous. “This Fellowship saved your life.” He points at Bill. “It saved your ass. Don’t ever forget it.” Talks about how he sobered up in Cincinnati, where Dr. Bob, a co-founder of The Fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous, started the very group that Preston C. attends. His home group has a tradition of dressing up every Friday night. Women wear dresses; men wear coats and ties. Newcomers do the first nine steps as soon as they got a sponsor.

For their Fourth Step, the “searching and fearless moral inventory,” every man Preston C. sponsors gets a yellow legal pad and a No. 2 pencil. “An alcoholic can’t lie with a legal pad and a No. 2 pencil,” he says. “You don’t need any fancy notebooks or anything special to write with. You just need to get honest.”

What a bunch of shit. I look at Bill and he rolls his eyes. Laura’s enthralled.

After the meeting, people line up to talk to this Nazi. I’m out the door, ready to take a slow run back to Angie’s, when Laura spots me. “Terry, you need a ride?”

“No.”

“Wait a minute; I’ve got something for you.”

I follow her to her car. With a smile, she pulls out a legal pad and a pencil. “Here. It’s about time you get started with your steps.”

“Oh, thanks.” She’s heard Preston C. before. “I’d better get going, then.” I take off at a trot.

At home, I toss the legal pad onto Angie’s desk. I pour a Coke and sit down with a burgundy spiral notebook. I wish I had a computer; I’d type my steps and hand Laura the disk.

First Step: “Admitted we were alcoholic, and that our lives had become unmanageable.” I know I’m an alcoholic. First time I went away to college, I was reading in the TV lounge when a girl came through with her parents. “This is the lounge,” she said, “and this is Terry, our resident alkie.” I nodded to them, blew her a kiss.

I’ve been drinking since I was fourteen or fifteen, sneaking it on trips with the softball team. I’d do favors for Marius, vacuum his room or wash his car, and he’d buy me beer. I don’t know when I got to be an alcoholic; maybe in college. Maybe on the rugby team. I do know that for the past couple years, even when I didn’t get drunk, I drank every day. I did things I’m not proud of; I quit because I don’t ever want to do them again.

Last fall I was arrested for a DWI. The cop who pulled me over called me a “mouthy little dyke,” which surely violated the tenet of his required course in sensitivity training. He deserved to get popped, though it was not good judgment on my part. Nor was it smart to continue to struggle with my hands cuffed behind my back; Officer Jackson lifted my wrists until I was on tiptoe, then—“Oh, sorry”—tripped me. If I hadn’t turned my head, I’d have no profile left.

Officer Jackson didn’t press charges for resisting arrest or assault. If the whole story came out, he could be in trouble for harassment. For the DWI conviction I got probation, a year’s suspension of driving privileges, and a month of mandatory rehab at a woman’s treatment center in Weston.

The night I got out of treatment I ended up at the Rainbow’s Edge, Weston’s sole gay bar. I didn’t go there to drink; I wanted to meet some women, see what there was to do. I thought maybe I’d look up a soccer or rugby team, some wholesome activity to sustain my new way of life. Then some sweet-looking babe said, “Can I get you a beer?”

I’m powerless over drugs. Doing cocaine at the Edge, when I’d had seizures from it before, now that was stupid. Cole and I were supposed to go out later that night; I told her I just wanted to shoot a couple of quick games of pool. At the bar I ran into a friend from St. Louis, and she had some blow. I thought maybe this time will be different, and did a couple lines. After the seizure and the run-in with the bathroom sink, I wasn’t in any shape to keep a date. My buddy Jane dragged me back to her place, and I spent the night on Jane’s couch.

I knew Cole would be upset about the drugs; I knew she would be hurt that I had neither showed up nor called. I wanted to apologize in person. The next morning I called her and we agreed to meet after she got off work.

I was wrong; I was prepared to own up to it. My intention was to tell Cole how sorry I was and explain what had happened. Then I looked in Jane’s kitchen for a coffee cup, and came out with a bottle of gin.

I’m powerless over alcohol. I don’t even like gin, but I saw that quart, and I put just a little in some orange juice. Then I had a little more over ice. By the time I got to Cole’s I had knocked off half the quart.

I’m powerless over my actions when I’m loaded. No control. I never intended to hurt anybody, ever. I sure never wanted to hurt Cole. I started to apologize; God knows what kind of bullshit I was talking. Cole got angry. I got defensive. Then she made some sarcastic remark about me being on probation, and I just lost it.

The thing is, I never told her about the DWI or treatment or any of that. I don’t know how she found out. I got it in my head that she had gone behind my back, that she had been checking up on me. I remember kicking over the coffee table. Yelling. Grabbing. Hitting.

Next thing I know, Cole’s beat to shit and I’m on the floor. It makes me sick. I had to get away from Cole, away from what I’d done. So I escaped to St. Louis, which I had left so that I could stop drinking. Unmanageable.

Some nights I dream of Cole and wake up haunted by her battered face. Most mornings I wake with a horrible feeling of foreboding, trying to remember what went wrong. Then it comes back to me and I hate myself again.

Twice I woke up happy and in love, just for a moment. Those mornings were the worst.

I look down at my page. It reads Step One: Unmanageability. DWI, treatment, relationship, move to St. Louis. That’s enough step work for tonight.

* * *

The Handsworth boxwoods are surrounded by English lavender and creeping lemon thyme. I’m raking new cocoa shell mulch into this bed; the old wood chips, weathered pale gray, are disappearing into the soil. Cocoa shell mulch is a byproduct of chocolate processing; there’s a bin of it at the shed. It’s finer than the wood chips and it looks better: the rich sepia color deepens as it ages, elegant against the greenery. It’s heavy, though, because you have to rake it wet.

I’ve been at the Gardens just over three weeks; I can see myself lasting for a while. My last two jobs were retail, but working outdoors is much better. When my friends were baby-sitting back in junior high, I was painting exteriors with my father.

All of us painted with Pop. My youngest brother Andrei still does. Marius, my older brother, painted all through college. He’s been a chemical engineer with Monsanto for seven years now; he worked on that bovine milk hormone that’s pissed off the consumer advocates.

Alecki, the brother just after me, is a terrific poet—gifted but broke. His work record is almost as inconsistent as mine. Last I heard, he was serving espresso at a Central West End coffee house.
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