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Life will break you. Nobody can protect you from that, and living alone won’t either, for solitude will also break you with its yearning. You have to love. You have to feel. It is the reason you are here on earth. You are here to risk your heart. You are here to be swallowed up. And when it happens that you are broken, or betrayed, or left, or hurt, or death brushes near, let yourself sit by an apple tree and listen to the apples falling all around you in heaps, wasting their sweetness. Tell yourself that you tasted as many as you could.

—Louise Erdrich, The Painted Drum
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The first time Max O’Hare thought about taking his life was the day of his father’s funeral. It was a bleak mid-October morning, the kind where wind whips at your face, and rain doesn’t fall, but pours in torrents and makes even the most happy-go-lucky of assholes consider what the hell they were cheerful about in the first place.

Max had watched them lower his father’s casket into the ground, right next to Hazel O’Hare’s, Max’s mother. The beautiful headstone above her plot, which showed in stunning gold lettering how she was only twenty-six when she was killed in a head-on collision on her way to her son’s second birthday party, now had a neighbor. After a courageous eighteen-month battle with pancreatic cancer, Connor O’Hare had finally succumbed to the cruel disease at the age of forty-five, leaving Max an orphan.

An orphan who couldn’t help but wonder just what the fuck he was meant to do with his life.

Sure, there was the family business, a specialist auto body shop where Max had learned his father’s trade as a mechanic with an enthusiastic eye and a hero-worshipping ear, but that shit became superfluous when Connor was no longer able to work. The fuck hot muscle cars and the roaring engines; none of it mattered. All that mattered was when the next round of chemo was, and what ridiculous figure the medical bills were amounting to.

Not that Max’s father ever complained or worried about that. He’d smile when Max started to stress about appointments and money, and tell him life was too damned short to sweat the small stuff. But that was the way Connor O’Hare was. Maybe that’s why he never lost his shit when, as a teenager, Max was brought home numerous times in a police cruiser, or when he was arrested for dope possession and car boosting. You’ll find your way, his father would say with a disappointed shrug that made Max’s teeth grind in guilt; these are just bumps in the road, son.

Max wasn’t so sure, but similarly, he didn’t know why he got into the shit he did. Boredom maybe? Hell, he couldn’t even use having a shitty home life as an excuse. His father was a good man who did his best raising his son alone. No. Max was a law unto himself, his own worst enemy. He wished to be strong like his dad, noble and dedicated, but he failed every damned time.

True to form, Max’s father’s battle against his illness was valiant, and he stayed brave to the very end, but his death wasn’t that of a warrior. It wasn’t romantic. There were no whispered words of love or declarations of life lessons and regret, what with him being unable to speak—the cancer had affected his lungs and throat by then. Max simply watched his father become more and more ravaged by an illness, which stole away the tough vibrancy he’d known and respected. All that was left was an aged shell of a man who slipped away in his sleep while Max held his hand from his permanent vigil at the side of the hospital bed.

Such was the grief that gripped Max, that he didn’t even cry. His eyes stayed resolutely dry, as though sorrow blocked every part of him, every tear duct, vein, and artery. Yeah, that shit was grim.

He had friends around him, of course. Friends—who were more like family—and were prepared to bend over backward for him. Anything we can do. I’m here if you want to talk. Jesus, he could barely get out of bed in the morning and they were expecting him to talk. He appreciated it, sure, but their words were breaths on a breeze that, as time passed, continued to guide Max into a dark depression. That darkness culminated in his downing a bottle of vodka and snorting a dozen lines of coke, while staring passively at a bottle of pills he’d found among his father’s things.

It’d be so easy, he’d thought.

So fucking easy.

And painless.

That’s what he wanted above all other things: a pain-free existence.

But he hadn’t gone through with it. Cowardice was not something Max was proud of, but, like his best friend, Carter, had explained: he was twenty years old and had his whole life to live. And live it he did. He got shitfaced, fucked women, dealt in shit he had no business getting involved in, became a regular dealer, got shot at, got arrested, got bailed . . . rinse and repeat.

Not a life so much as an extended hangover, punctuated with pockets of deliriousness. He kept the body shop afloat with the money he made from dealing, paid his employees, and partied from sunset to sunrise. And as the months passed, the pain Max had felt the day of the funeral slowly ebbed, leaving a numbness in which he freely basked. He didn’t feel pain. Christ, he didn’t feel anything. And that was just fine.

He doubted he’d ever feel again. He wasn’t sure he even wanted to.

Until she tumbled into his life . . .

Max lifted his eyes from the sumptuous cream carpet under his feet, settling them on the man sitting opposite him. Elliot waited patiently for Max to say something else, but Max knew he was done. He’d said more than he’d wanted to already. He hadn’t spoken about his father for a long time and scratching at that particular scab was as agonizing as it had been on the day of the funeral eight years before.

He reached for the glass of water on the small wooden table at the side of his chair and took a long sip. The silence was suffocating in its expectancy, causing Max to fidget and shift in his seat.

“From your quiet, I assume we’re done for the day.” Elliot smiled and wrote quickly on the legal pad resting, as it always did, on his knee. Max didn’t answer, but took a deep breath, knowing he’d been let off the hook. Max had learned quickly that Dr. Elliot Watts was a persistent bastard. Yeah, he was a therapist and that shit was his job, but he’d been relentless from the get-go. Nevertheless, Max had to admit he liked him, no matter what dark paths of the past the doc asked him to travel.

“You made some good progress here today, Max,” Elliot continued with a small nod. “I know talking about your father isn’t easy.”

Yeah, no shit.

Scribble, scribble. “So, you’re fifteen days in. How are you finding the medication?”

Max shrugged. He was on a plethora of funky-looking pills, which he had to take each morning: antidepressants, Ritalin, amantadine. Each one had a very specific purpose in helping with the aching despair, sleepless nights, and the cravings. And they did. For the most part. Hell, drugs were drugs.

They weren’t the drugs he wanted, the drugs he knew would kick his anxiety’s ass, the drugs that would stop his dick from being a flaccid waste of time, the drugs that would supress the monstrous appetite that was adding to his waistline, the drugs that beckoned like a fucking siren’s call every time he tried to close his eyes at night.

But drugs were drugs.

With every half-assed beat of his heart, his blood moved sluggishly around his body. It was desperate for the fire of a line, the life, the euphoric detachment. Jesus, he needed a hit. Just one fucking hit.

Elliot sat up a little straighter, as if sensing the hunger that practically crippled Max from the inside out. “How are the night terrors?”

Dread seized Max’s bones. He swallowed and rubbed his hands together. His discomfort spoke volumes. The night terrors were just that: terrifying. Nightmares so vivid and distressing the mere thought of sleep left Max cold. They’d started just days off the powder, just days after he’d been admitted, and, despite Elliot’s prescribed medication, they weren’t abating. The bags under his eyes could attest to that shit.

“We can increase the dose if you need it, Max,” Elliot said softly. “You need your rest.”

Max sighed and gave an imperceptible dip of his chin, his pride unable to outweigh the fear of what waited for him when he slept.

“Okay. I’ll get that changed for you.”

“Thank you.” Max’s voice was quiet, but his gratitude was immeasurable.

“Do you want to talk about the terrors?”

“No.” Max rubbed at his temples, where the grotesque images that accosted him at night threatened to claw out.

Elliot’s silence made Max lift his head. “That bad.”

Max pulled the hood of his sweatshirt farther around his face, burying himself in an attempt to hide. He wore his hood up for both his individual and the group sessions, and weirdly, Elliot didn’t seem to mind. Max wasn’t entirely sure why he did it, but it helped take the edge off the stress he felt at the thought of talking to strangers about shit that had happened years ago. It was a cocoon, a wall that made his stay in rehab a little bit easier.

“Maybe you could write about the terrors in the notebook I gave you last week. I know it’s still empty.” Elliot smiled wryly at the derisive look Max shot him.

Writing in a fucking notebook? No, thanks.

“Fine, look,” Elliot said, sitting forward, “you know where I am if you want to talk more. We’re all here to help you through this. You’re not alone, okay?”

Max scoffed inwardly, holding his eye roll. Sure, he was surrounded by people who had his “very best interests at heart,” people who wanted to “help him get clean,” wanted to “talk it all out together,” wanted to make sure that he was “comfortable,” “at ease,” and not frantic with the need to bust out of the fucking place and find the nearest junkie stash.

Yeah, he was well and truly surrounded by well-meaning folk.

And he’d never felt more alone.
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Seven years ago . . .

The party, as they always did, had descended into chaos. It was nearly midnight and Riley Moore, flanked by three of his friends, was—using only his teeth to lift the glasses—shooting vodka shots off the naked breasts of two unnamed girls. Max smiled as the guys cheered and whooped, high-fived and chest-bumped with each shot that spilled gloriously over the skin of the girls, chased by Riley’s eager tongue.

Max laughed at the enthusiastic cleanup job. Meeting through mutual friends, Max had only known Riley for a couple of years. Nevertheless, Max had learned pretty quickly that, despite not knowing too much about the man’s background, Riley was always the life and soul of any shindig and was a monster when it came to drinking. He drank damned near anything as long as it was alcoholic, yet always seemed to stay resolutely sober no matter how many bottles sat around him. He was crazy, but he never touched anything else. Not even weed. Riley always turned it down, saying it never interested him. Max had always been silently in awe of his self-restraint.

No, Riley’s vices were cars and women. Lots of women.

Max’s elbow was bumped hard. He turned to see his best friend, Carter, high and drunk, with his arm wrapped around a cute brunette who was wearing very little.

“Cheer up, man,” Carter said with a wide smile. “Come on. It’s a party.”

Max nodded and lifted his beer bottle, tipping the neck toward his friend. “I’m all good,” he replied, draining his beer, knowing that the line he’d done not an hour before was losing its edge. “Can you hit me up?”

Carter nodded and fumbled in his jeans pocket, pulling out a small Baggie. “Have at it, my friend, and then get drunk, get laid, get something to put a smile on your fucking face!”

Max laughed as he watched Carter stumble over to one of the couches, where he collapsed with his new friend and began sucking face. Bastard was right, though. Max was almost twenty-two years old. He needed to cut loose, have some real fun, and snap out of the grief that still hung around his neck after the loss of his father a year and a half before. He just didn’t know how to do it without a couple of lines and a beer. He knew his partying was teetering on the very edge of dangerous, but, ironically enough, that thrill alone kept Max’s nose in the powder and a drink in his hand.

“You came!” The squealing sound of one of the half-naked vodka shots girls brought Max’s head up from the bag in his hand. The skinny redhead scrambled from the table, pulling on her T-shirt—much to the annoyance of the men in the immediate vicinity—and hurried across the apartment to the open doorway.

Max watched her with a small smile that immediately dropped when he saw the girl she was greeting. Jesus. She was . . . tall and blonde. Very blonde. And natural blonde, too. That shit wasn’t out of a bottle. It was honey and ash and sat on petite shoulders dressed in a red short-sleeved top. The jeans she wore were black and clung to her legs like a second skin. She was . . . Christ, she was lovely.

“Come and meet Riley! We’ve been doing naked shots!” Redhead bounced on the balls of her feet, dragging the intriguing new addition back toward the kitchen.

From Blonde’s expression, as she looked around the mayhem, Max could tell she wasn’t the type of girl who would disrobe and allow random men to shoot drinks off her tits. Bizarrely, that thought comforted an unfamiliar spot in Max’s chest. She was lithe and elegant as she crossed the room, and Max found himself craning his neck to watch her over and around the other people at the party. People he’d forgotten about, didn’t give a shit about.

“Riley, this is my best friend, Lizzie. Lizzie, meet Riley.” Redhead draped herself over Riley’s arm while Lizzie smiled.

And what a fucking smile it was.

All white teeth, sparkle, and fucking rainbows.

“Hey, Liz.” Riley grinned. “You want a drink?”

“It’s Lizzie, and, no, I don’t drink and drive,” she remarked. Max chuckled at her sass and the surprised look on Riley’s face.

Riley’s laughter exploded out of him. “Well, shit, Lizzie, let me get you a Sprite at the very least.”

Before she could respond, Riley had poured her a Sprite and handed it to her with a wink. The smirk that graced Lizzie’s face was sexy as hell. Max shifted closer to where they all stood, pushing the forgotten bag of coke into his back pocket, his attention well and truly diverted.

He observed Lizzie for the forty minutes she stayed, captivated. She was charming and funny, giving as good as she got when the banter started in earnest. She even glanced in Max’s direction a few times. He smiled gently and nodded in reaction. The pink hue that lit her cheeks when he did was delicious.

Ordinarily, Max would have been at her side chatting up a storm with charismatic lines of flowery shit that, experience had taught him, chicks loved.

But something held him back. Something foreign and scary. Something that told him this Lizzie would hand him his balls if he tried to be anything but real and honest.

So he watched, knowing as she left that he had to see her again.

·  ·  ·

The grounds of the rehab center were vast. Fifteen acres, to be exact. Before the south-central Pennsylvania snow had gotten too deep, Max had meandered about the lands, stopped for a smoke, and meandered some more. The quiet was ear piercing and made him twitchy as all get-out. He was used to the hustle and bustle of New York City life, and the sprawling fields and fresh air were hard to get used to.

When he wasn’t at one of his fifteen sessions a week with Elliot, with his sobriety counselor, or wandering aimlessly, Max sat in his room, listened to music, or read. And that was just fine when he was going through the initial cocaine withdrawals, which were fucking awesome and slowed him down to a damned snail’s pace. Two weeks on, however, and he was starting to get itchy feet. Elliot had promised that, once he’d plateaued on his meds, Max could start working out with a personal trainer. Frankly, Max was dying to get into the gym to work off some of the tension and stress that curled his shoulders inward. But he had to wait. As an alternative, Max was offered the chance to join a yoga class.

Something slow. Something easy.

He’d laughed in Elliot’s face. No, he’d explained. He wasn’t a yoga type of guy. Instead, he’d retired back to his room.

Not that he minded being in his room. And honestly, “room” was a broad term. It was more like a hotel suite. It was fixed up sweet with a huge bed, comfortable chairs, nice artwork on the walls, and an en suite bathroom. Apparently Carter had picked the joint because of its more relaxed, homey vibe, as well as it being small with only seventeen “clients” at any one time, ensuring one-on-one, twenty-four-hour care and support. Max knew Carter had paid through the nose to get him in on such short notice.

Although the Narcotics Anonymous twelve steps to recovery were very much part of Max’s healing process, the facility also offered more holistic-type therapy, which Max was sure would benefit someone. Just not him. He wasn’t into all that mind, body, and soul mumbo jumbo. He just wanted to get clean the fastest way possible so he could go home.

Still, after fifteen days, Max had to admit, somewhat begrudgingly, that rehab wasn’t all bad. He missed his friends and the comforts of home like crazy, of course, but it was kind of like being in prison. Only cozier. With nicer smells, nicer drapes, and easier smiles from the staff. Sure, the sessions with Elliot were a heinous chore that made Max want to do nothing but go fetal, and the group sessions were even worse, but the guys he’d met in group had definitely made his stay more interesting. Talk about crackpots.

Take Stan, for example. Stan was twenty-eight years old and a coke addict. Like Max, he’d delved into the white powder time and time again as a way of forgetting life and all the bullshit that came with it. He was a five-foot-six, tenacious Puerto Rican who could talk the hind legs off a motherfucking donkey. And he did. Regularly. But that was just fine with Max. If Stan was talking, that meant Lyle, the group leader, and Hud, a sobriety counselor, weren’t looking in Max’s direction expecting him to say anything.

For the ten group sessions the seventeen of them had had, Max still hadn’t spoken a word. Didn’t want to speak a word. Didn’t know where the hell he’d start putting that shit in organized, fluent sentences. Jesus, being sober and lucid did nothing but encourage his once-quieted thoughts to relentlessly hammer his tortured brain from the minute he opened his eyes every morning. The luscious coke blanket he’d used unashamedly every day, numerous times a day, to silence the fuckery taking place in his head was a distant memory. Max simply pulled the substitute blanket—the hood of his sweater—farther around his face, burrowing deeper into the fabric, and tried to relax.

Easier said than done with Stan waxing lyrical about his regrets. Oh, the regrets.

“I swear to fucking God, does he never shut up?”

Max’s eyes slid across to the owner of the whispered complaint, Dom Hayes, another fellow cokehead with a history of dealing, misdemeanors, time inside for stupid shit, etc. He was twenty-six and, his criminal history notwithstanding, a fairly stand-up guy. He’d shared his smokes with Max on one of the first days at the joint when Max was about ready to bust out of the place and beat a hasty retreat back across the state of Pennsylvania, home. They’d been tight ever since. Interestingly enough, Dom reminded Max a lot of Carter, which was as unbearable as it was comforting.

Christ, Max missed his best friend.

Even if Carter was an asshole. An asshole who had been there for Max for nearly twenty years. An asshole who had done time in Arthur Kill prison for Max when shit went tits up. An asshole Max had pulled a gun on when he’d finally hit rock bottom. An asshole who, at the end of his patience, had picked an unconscious Max up off the bathroom floor and begged and yelled at him to get a grip, to go to rehab and get clean. An asshole who drove him for nearly four hours to the rehab facility, paid for everything without question, and hugged him hard before he left with tears in his eyes, telling Max that everything would be all right.

Max sighed and closed his eyes briefly, zoning out Stan and the other seventeen men in the room. Max knew that, without Carter, he’d be dead. He knew that, without Carter’s finances and Riley’s business know-how, his father’s auto shop would have been lost along with the reputation his dad had worked so damned hard to build. Without Carter, Max would never have survived losing Lizzie.

As always happened when he thought about her, severe pain sliced through Max’s stomach, up to his chest, clutching his heart and lungs, causing him to sit forward in his seat. He gasped through the unrelenting agony, thankful that everyone’s attention was still on Stan.

Everyone’s except Dom’s. “You okay, man?” he muttered at his side.

Max nodded, cleared his throat, and tried to breathe just the way Elliot had shown him. Slow and steady. Deep and gradual. In. Out. In. Out.

Once such a simple motion and now, without her, and without any white lines, an enduring struggle.

·  ·  ·

“So tell me about your episode in group.”

Max was starting to realize that Dr.. Elliot was fucking omniscient or some shit. Nothing got past him. Bastard must have cameras in every part of the damned center. He knew everything! Either that or his small “episode” in group wasn’t as subtle as Max had hoped.

He shrugged. “It was nothing.”

Why he continued to lie, God alone knew. It certainly didn’t make him feel any better and it certainly wasn’t going to get his ass home any sooner. And wasn’t that the endgame, to get better and then get home?

Scribble. Scribble. “Max, it will help to talk about it.” Elliot sipped from his always-present Phillies mug. Max wondered if it was coffee or something stronger, like cognac. Or whiskey. Dammit, a shot of Jack would have been a real fucking treat right about then.

“It was the same as before,” Max murmured with a slow exhale.

Elliot’s eyes softened. “Lizzie.”

Max’s chest gave an ungrateful squeeze at the sound of the two syllables.

“Tell me,” Elliot said quietly. “Whatever you can. Tell me.”

Whether it was the soft coaxing of Elliot’s voice, or the need to show everyone he could recover, or whether it was the urgent need Max had to not let Carter down, the cracks in his emotional dam slowly started to give way. He began by telling Elliot about the party, the first time he’d seen her and not spoken to her because he’d been too chickenshit. The lighthearted abuse he’d received from Riley and Carter because he wouldn’t pick up the phone and call her for weeks after, despite his desperate need to see her again. Jesus, the need. The need that still crippled him. Fuck, and then there was the sound of her soft, eager voice when he’d finally plucked up the courage to dial the digits written on the battered piece of paper he’d had in his pocket since Riley’s shindig. Their first date at a bowling alley where she whipped his ass by nearly fifty points and then let him kiss her. The kiss, her lips . . .

. . . Max could barely breathe. His chest constricted as the memories pummeled him in torrents, unyielding and fierce. His heart thundered in his chest, causing his vision to tunnel and his face to burn. He had to get out of that fucking office, but his brain couldn’t send the signals to his feet quick enough. And there was pain in his chest. He rubbed at it, while trying to tell Elliot that he thought there was a high chance he was having a heart attack. But no words came from his breathless mouth.

He didn’t see Elliot move, but there he was, kneeling at Max’s side, imploring him to breathe deeply, calmly gripping his forearm. Although Max could feel his psychiatrist’s urgent fingers, he couldn’t answer. The panic choked him. It was almost funny. Here was his shrink, begging for Max to talk, to open up, and the one time Max wanted to, he couldn’t. Now, that shit was ironic. He collapsed in his chair, aware of voices, but unable to respond. It was almost as though he was outside of himself; floating above his body, watching the tsunami of emotion drown him.

And that was his last thought before the jaws of suffocation consumed him completely: I’m dying.
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“I was wondering when you’d call.”

Max blinked. “You were? But . . . how did you know I got your number?”

She laughed. It was a lush, sweet sound that made Max smile. “Riley may have told Amber. Amber told me.”

“Amber?” Max frowned. “Oh, you mean body shots girl.”

She laughed again. “That would be her.”

Max chuckled. “Fuckin’ Riley.”

The silence that overtook the phone line was hesitant but exciting. Max’s mouth was suddenly very dry. He pinched the bridge of his nose, silently pleading for a rush of testosterone or something to help him grow some balls and ask the girl out.

“So you called . . .” Lizzie prompted.

“Yes!” Max exclaimed quickly. “Yes, I did. I . . . well, I didn’t get a chance to speak to you at the party the other week and—”

“Yeah, you stood on the other side of the room smiling at me all night and never made a move. Were you waiting for an invitation?”

Max barked a laugh. Her attitude was incredibly sexy. “Well, damn, woman, don’t go easy on me, huh?”

Her laugh got louder. “I won’t! Am I really that scary?”

“No! No, you’re gorgeous, I mean, you know, and not scary and, fuck, I mean, I just, well, you were with your friends and I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Max?”

The way she said his name made the muscles in his stomach tighten. “Yeah?”

“I’d love to go on a date with you.”

·  ·  ·

Max awoke slowly. Sounds, smells, and sensations nudged him into consciousness, where, for two awesome seconds, he forgot that he was a zillion miles from home and in a strange bed. Wait. He was in bed? He glanced around. Yep, he was back in his room. What the hell? The last he remembered, he was in Elliot’s office—

“You had a panic attack.”

Max startled at the sound of Elliot’s voice. He lifted his head from the sumptuous pillow and, through tired eyes, searched the room for him. Elliot was sitting in one of the fancy, high-backed chairs on the far side of the room, right leg crossed over left, watching him carefully.

“I gave you a shot of midazolam, which made you sleep.” He waved a hand, gesturing to the bed. “I thought you’d be more comfortable in here, rather than the sofa in my office.”

Max rubbed his face, a dull ache tapping at his forehead. “Great.” He sat up gradually, his surroundings swimming. “I forgot how fun they could be.”

Elliot didn’t miss a beat. “You’ve had panic attacks before?”

Not like that.

Elliot nodded into the ensuing silence, his jaw twitching. “It can be caused by any number of things. In your case I think a combination of your low blood sugar and the topic of conversation contributed to an attack of considerable severity.” He sat forward. “You need to make sure your hypoglycemia is under control, Max.”

“I know.” Max’s appetite had been through the damned roof thanks to his coke withdrawals and his meds and, despite the clucking of the kitchen staff, he’d been eating all the wrong shit and not testing his bloods regularly. He just ate. And ate. Dammit, he’d be going back to New York looking like the fucking Pillsbury Doughboy. Hoo-hoo!

“Check bloods. Eat better,” he muttered. “Got it. Anything else?”

“Yes,” Elliot replied sharply. He stood quickly from his seat and approached the bed.

Unused to hearing Elliot so annoyed, and feeling less than golden, Max snapped, “What’s your problem, Doc?” Elliot was usually so calm, so passive.

“I don’t have a problem, Max,” he replied quietly. “You do.”

Max snorted. “I only have one? You need to get with the program, man.”

Elliot ignored his attempts at levity. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at Max in a way that made him want to hide under the covers of his bed. “Do you realize that today was the first time since you were admitted that you spoke at length about your past, about Lizzie?”

Max swallowed the bile that crept up his throat.

“Max, brief comments about your father aside, today you unleashed a decade of grief in fifteen minutes. Grief that’s been sitting inside of you, festering, buried under a quick wit, a ton of coke, and emotionless fucking.”

Despite the truth in Elliot’s words, Max blanched. “Jeez, Doc, say it how it is, why dontcha?”

“Like a broken levee, your emotions came out too quickly for your mind to cope. It overwhelmed you and your body panicked. Max, you were barely coherent.” Elliot exhaled, never taking his stern stare from his patient. “You can’t continue to do this, Max. You must start opening up, talking, expressing yourself in some way.”

Max huffed and dropped his head back against the wall, wishing he could have another shot of whatever funky juice Elliot had given him, just so he could lose himself once more to oblivion. He’d rather that, he’d rather anything than having to talk about . . . well, everything.

“What if I’m not built that way?” Max was surprised at how quiet his voice was, as he asked the question that had been plaguing him since his first therapy session. He looked up at Elliot. “What if I can’t?”

Elliot shook his head slowly. “You can. Together we can. I’ll help you every step of the way, Max, we all will, but you have to start meeting us halfway. Lyle is concerned about your insistence to pass on speaking in group—”

“And what if I just don’t want to, huh, Doc? What if I just don’t want to fucking speak to any of you?”

Elliot stayed silent for an immeasurable amount of time, causing Max to twitch. “But you do want to, Max,” he murmured finally. “You’re here. You’re here because you want to get better. You haven’t left because Carter would be devastated and you don’t want to disappoint anyone, least of all him. You’re here because deep down you know that this is your last chance, your last hope to be clean, happy, and free of all that weighs you down every damn day.”

Well, shit. Max’s chin hit his chest and a long, slow breath shuddered from him. He rubbed his face, hiding the tears that suddenly welled in his eyes. “Don’t pretend like you know me,” he muttered, making Elliot chuckle and sigh.

“Tomorrow you have an appointment with Tate Moore.”

Max lifted his head, the name ringing some far-off bell of familiarity. “Tate Moore?”

Elliot nodded. “He’s one of our part-time resident physicians; he’s excellent. He also runs the art classes three days a week.”

Max rolled his eyes. “Art classes.”

Great. So Elliot was handing him over to some Renoir-loving asshat who no doubt balked at the mere mention of the word “abstract.” Not that he had anything against Renoir, but still.

“If you don’t like it, you can try something else,” Elliot said, all but reading Max’s thoughts. “But I want you to engage, express yourself, and communicate. Besides, I remember reading on your admittance form that you liked painting.”

Max shrugged. “Carter wrote that. I haven’t done it for a long time. I used to paint the cars that came into the shop when I was younger. Then I took my work onto the buildings of New York. Dad used to brag about how his kid could paint the entire island of Manhattan single-handedly . . .” His words caught in his throat.

Elliot placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed gently. “Paint what you can’t say, Max.”

Max cocked an eyebrow, dismissing the kind gesture. “And if I don’t?”

Elliot stood up straight. “Then I withhold your gym pass.” He turned on his heel, leaving Max gaping at the back of him.

“But . . . you said that— Hold the fuck on, Doc!”

“Two weeks,” Elliot said calmly from the door. “Two weeks with Tate, improvement in group, and I’ll allow you to start working out with a trainer. Deal?”

Max slumped against the pillows. He may have pouted like a child, but he knew he had little choice. “Deal.”

·  ·  ·

The art room was nothing like Max expected. It was huge, light, airy, and reeked of paint and soap, punctuated by the underlying but instantly recognizable aroma of paint stripper. It was a heady smell that knocked Max headlong into a nostalgic memory of working in his father’s shop, spraying the Mustangs and Buicks while rock music shook the entire building. His father loved rocking out to Pink Floyd and the Who. The louder the better, he’d say—

“And you must be Max.”

Max turned. The man in the doorway, although older than Max, was young. Younger than he’d anticipated. He was tall and broad, had dark blond hair that was trimmed closely to his head, large hazel eyes, and an even bigger smile. He held out his left hand, while his right gripped the top of a dark wood cane.

“I’m Tate Moore.” They shook hands. “Elliot set up our meeting today.” He noticed Max’s gaze on the cane. “Eh, the chicks dig a guy with a cane and a limp, what can I say?”

Max pushed his hands into his pockets, his eyes wary. “You’re the art guy?”

Tate grinned. “Not what you were expecting, huh?”

The guy was wearing black jeans, Converse, and a T-shirt that, underneath the outline of a Tardis, read “Trust Me I’m The Doctor.”

Max shook his head. “Not really.”

Tate waved a hand dismissively. “I get that a lot.” He walked into the room, past Max. In fairness, the man’s limp wasn’t so bad. “We have the place to ourselves for a little while before my next sitting. Tell me about art.”

Max frowned. “Huh?”

Tate smiled as he settled onto a rolling stool, propping his cane against his thigh. “What’s your experience? Are you a beginner? What do you favor? Paints, pencils, charcoal? Tell me.”

Max glanced out the large French windows, which looked out onto the snow-covered land of the center. “I like paints. I painted when I was a kid. Spray-painted cars, detailing. I got busted for graffiti a few times.”

Tate smiled and nodded. “Ah, so you have a steady hand and you like color.”

“I guess.”

Tate gestured for Max to take a seat, which he did. “So I have to ask, what do you want to gain from this, Max?”

Max laughed without humor. “For Doc to leave me the fuck alone.”

Tate snorted. “I hear ya. But you need to want to do this for it to be of any benefit. I know Dr. Watts arranged this and the reasons why, but I want to know that you’re going to give it a chance.”

Max scanned around the expansive room, seeing the wooden easels, paintbrushes, color-splattered oilcloths and sheets, and sensed a small lift of exhilaration in his chest. He exhaled. “I want to be able to . . . express myself better. I need to express myself better because I need to get better.”

Looking back at Tate, he met a beaming grin. “I like it,” Tate said gently.

Max smiled. “When do we start?”

·  ·  ·

They started the following day.

Max found that getting out of bed was a little bit easier that morning, despite waking twice with night terrors, and was almost five minutes early to his allotted time. He wouldn’t say he was excited per se, but he was certainly looking forward to picking up a paintbrush again. Tate greeted him with a smile, a handshake, and another T-shirt that, beneath a picture of Leonard Nimoy, stated “Spock On.” Max considered briefly that maybe Tate needed an appointment with Elliot more than he did.

“I took the liberty of setting an easel up for you,” Tate said, leading Max over to a large tripod. “My question for you is, do you want a canvas, or are you starting smaller?”

Max considered his question. He’d never really painted on anything other than brick, concrete, or metal. “Canvas,” he replied. “Go big or go home, right?”

Tate slapped his hand against Max’s shoulder. “Outstanding.”

Set up with his canvas and choice of acrylics, Max perched on a roller stool and thought about what he wanted to say, what he wanted to show. Elliot had told him to express himself, but where the fuck was he supposed to start? The past couple of years had all but drained what inspiration he had dry. The other two guys in the room were busy painting and sketching like lunatics. Max sat for twenty minutes, doing nothing, before Tate approached.

“Okay?” he asked, leaning on his cane. Max shrugged and sipped from his bottle of water. “Tell me, Max, when you used to paint, where were you, who were you with?”

Max’s hands found his hair. “In the city or in the body shop with my best friend or my dad.”

“Did you have a routine?”

Max’s eyebrows met above his nose. “A what?”

Tate lifted his shoulders. “I don’t know, like, did you have a particular shirt you wore when you painted, boots, gloves, a particular brush, or product, any music?”

A lightbulb illuminated Max’s memories. “My dad always played rock music in the shop, or I had my iPod.”

Tate smiled. “Wait there.” He limped off quickly, leaving Max perplexed, and returned with an iPod in his hand, out of which hung a pair of white earbuds. “My taste in music probably isn’t what you would call rock,” Tate admitted. “That’s more my brother’s style, but if you give me some bands I could put a playlist together for you.” He held out the phone. “Take it. Have a listen, maybe it’ll jog something.”

Max took the iPod, staring at Tate, as pieces of a jigsaw fell slowly into place in the back of his mind. “Moore,” he whispered, once again observing Tate’s height, bulk, and familiar smile. He stood quickly. “I’ll be goddamned. You’re Riley’s brother, the doctor, the war hero!”

Tate’s cheeks pinked. “I think hero is a bit of a stretch. I prefer black sheep, but, yeah, Riley’s my brother. Unless he owes you money and then I’ll contest all knowledge and connections.”

Max laughed. “Fuck, man.” He held out his palm, shaking Tate’s hand again. “We never met, you were always away, but I heard a lot about you from Riley. You were in medical school, then Iraq, right?” He glanced at the cane.

“And Afghanistan.”

“Wow. Thanks for that, man. I’ve known Riley nearly ten years. He’s babysitting my shop while I’m here. I really don’t know what I’d have done without his help, and—”

Tate’s smile was all-knowing.

Max pulled his hand back. “But you knew that already.”

“Of course. I always research my clients.”

“You do?” Max asked dubiously.

“Yeah.” Tate looked toward the ceiling. “Plus I called Riley and asked. He said your shop is doing just fine, by the way.”

Max chuckled and sat down. “I’m sure there’s a rule somewhere about patient confidentiality that you’ve just admitted to breaking.”

Tate waved a flippant hand. “Pfft, patient confidentiality’s not even a thing anymore.”

Max laughed again. Yeah, he was definitely Riley’s brother. He held the iPod tightly. “Thanks for this.”

Tate nodded. “My pleasure.”
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Grace Brooks cursed her brother up and down for being so freaking tall.

Seriously, the man was a mountain. And it wasn’t because she was bitter being an above-average five foot six; it was because she was struggling to keep her gloved hands over his eyes as she led him down a snow-covered dirt driveway toward the surprise she’d kept secret for nearly a month and a half.

“Look, you made me drive you all the way out here to see whatever it is you want me to see and—” He stumbled. “Are we nearly there?” Kai asked, his posture clearly giving him a hard time. And it wasn’t any wonder. He was almost bending completely backward to accommodate his sister’s lack of height.

“Yep,” Grace replied, pulling to a stop. “Okay. One. Two. Three.” She pulled her hands away from Kai’s eyes and opened her arms wide. “Ta-da!”

She watched Kai stand to his full height, adjusting the gray scarf around his neck. His dark chocolate eyes narrowed slowly as he took in the two-story house sitting back from the drive, surrounded by dense forest. His silence and the pinch of his mouth made Grace shift from one foot to the other.

“Well,” Grace said encouragingly. “Isn’t it great?”

His eyebrows lifted at her choice of adjective. He leaned his weight to the right and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “It’s definitely something,” he commented carefully.

Disappointment bloomed in Grace’s stomach.

“I bought it,” she continued anyway. “You’re always telling me to move on, do something crazy, well . . . here’s crazy!”

Kai rubbed a palm across the back of his neck. “I know, I just didn’t think it’d be this crazy.” He gestured toward the house. “Grace, it doesn’t even have a front door. Or windows. The roof is barely existent, and it— Wait, is that a toilet on the porch?”

Grace grabbed her brother’s forearm, yanking him toward the house, the first thing she’d ever owned in her twenty-six years. “You need to use your imagination. Don’t look at what it is now. Think about what it could be.”

“I don’t think even Dr. Seuss would have enough imagination.”

Grace huffed, stopping by the termite-ridden porch. “I don’t need you to be a sarcastic ass right now, I need you to be fun and un-adult and . . .”

“Imaginative?” Kai smirked.

Grace snapped her fingers. “Yes! Imaginative.”

Her brother sniggered and looked up at the house. Surely, Grace thought, he of all people could see the property’s potential. Sure, it was run-down and would probably take a million years and a shitload of elbow grease to turn it into something habitable, but it was hers, and that, after everything she’d been through, was something Grace couldn’t help but get excited about.

“Obviously,” she began, standing straight as she launched into her sales pitch, “in its present condition, it was a steal. I know it’ll cost to make it pretty, but that’s the fun part. I want to paint it white so it stands out and have a blue door just like Momma’s house used to. What do you think?”

Kai opened his mouth but she continued before he could take a breath. “The construction company in town has already taken measurements and my ideas and, holy hell, their plans are amazing. They’ll start in the new year, depending on the weather.” She pointed toward the upper level. “It has three bedrooms so there’s room for you to come and stay whenever you want to hide from your harem of women, and there’s also space for an amazing darkroom and, God, Kai, imagine the photographs I could take here!”

She looked from the house to her brother and blinked at his cocked eyebrow. “What?”

“I don’t have a harem of women.”

She snorted. “Kai, I’ve lived with you in DC for eighteen months; it’s like a freakin’ carousel of breasts at your place with names like Charissa or Sashina.” She elongated the vowel.

“Sasha.”

“Whatever.”

He laughed and shook his head in disagreement, despite knowing that she was right. Grace wasn’t ignorant enough not to see why he had women all but breaking down his front door. Her younger brother was charismatic, intelligent, funny, and a looker. He was also the very best person she knew.

Kai observed her for a moment before leaning closer. “You don’t have to move out, Grace. I like you living with me. You keep my carousel of breasts in order.” She smacked his arm, both of them laughing. His face quickly turned serious. “Are you sure you’ll be okay with the distance from DC, getting to your sessions and everything?” He glanced around. “It’s pretty remote out here and I’m not sure I like that you’re staying in a boardinghouse. I told you, you can stay with me as long as you need.”

Grace smiled gratefully. “I know you did, and thank you.”

“But?”

Grace shrugged. “But I feel like it’s time. I like how remote it is and I’ll be okay. I only have sessions every other week now. I don’t feel unsafe here. Plus, you’ll be over to visit.” She looked back at her house, imagining how beautiful it would look when it was finished. “Momma left us that money to do something great. This is what I want.”

Kai knocked her shoulder with his. His expression was one she hadn’t seen for a very long time. It was soft, satisfied, and, dare she say, impressed. She pulled her ponytail, poking out from under her woolly hat, over her shoulder and started playing with the ends, losing her fingers in the thick black curls.

Kai stilled her hand, recognizing the nervous gesture. “I’m proud of you, sis,” he murmured. His eyes hardened distantly. “After he”—Grace’s heart stuttered—“. . . all that happened, I never thought I’d see you excited or passionate about anything. Ever again.” He smiled, his teeth shining a beautiful white against his caramel skin, which matched her own. “Seeing you like this is . . . amazing.” He looked up at the house. “And, honestly, I think it’s really great.”

·  ·  ·

“So, almost two weeks since your episode. How are you feeling?”

Max knew he’d feel much better if everyone stopped referring to his panic attack as a fucking episode. “Okay,” he answered with a lift of his shoulders. “I’ve checked my blood sugar more, trying to eat right. I paint nearly every day.”

Elliot beamed. “Yes, Dr. Moore tells me you’ve really taken to the art classes.” A smile pulled at Max’s mouth at his therapist’s praise. “Want to tell me about what you’ve painted?”

The chances were high that Elliot and Tate had already had a powwow about Max’s work, but he was prepared to humor him, in spite of the ache in his chest. He took a deep breath and held it. “I was thinking about . . . Chris—Christopher. My son.” He reached quickly for the glass of water at the side of his chair and took a huge gulp, praying for it to ease the burning acid creeping up from his stomach.

Elliot remained silent and still, though his eyes were soft and thoughtful.

Christopher had been Max and Lizzie’s baby boy, and had inspired the flashes of blue paint that burst from his canvas. A baby who wasn’t planned but was loved all the same, inspiring the red and subtle pink circles of tender brushstrokes. A baby who brought him and Lizzie closer than they’d ever been, another reason to stay clean and on the straight and narrow, as he had promised Lizzie he would be so she’d agree to be his alone. A baby who motivated Max to propose to Lizzie, pledging his eternal love to her and their unborn son, with a diamond as big as his heart, knowing that, with the arrival of his son, Max would finally become the man he always wanted to be. A man who would have made his father proud.

Christopher died at the beginning of Lizzie’s third trimester.

At almost seven months pregnant, after Lizzie hadn’t felt Christopher move or kick for three days, her labor was induced and Max sat at her side while she gave birth to their lifeless son. Lizzie howled. Literally, howled in agony, like an animal. Jesus, he’d never forget that sound for as long as he lived. The grief of Christopher’s loss damn near broke her in half. Max had tried to be strong, tried to hold her and tell her it would be okay, but he knew it wouldn’t, couldn’t. That day something between them, something monumental and vital to their relationship, died, too.

That was the second time Max had thought about taking his own life. The moment he held his minute baby son in his arms—the most exquisite thing he’d ever laid eyes on, eyes closed as though he were simply asleep—he knew that heaven must be the most perfect place, filled with creatures as beautiful as Christopher, a place he’d much rather be.

Lizzie hadn’t been able to face seeing the baby. She’d sobbed and screamed until the doctor gave her a sedative to sleep. Despite her eyes opening a day later, Max knew, deep in the cracks of his shattered heart, that she hadn’t truly awoken. She was lost to him, too. From that moment, she no longer lived but existed, and Max’s sorrow began to overwhelm him.

The funeral was excruciating, another headstone bearing the O’Hare name. The following weeks were worse. For the first time since the night he’d laid eyes on Lizzie, Max threw himself back into the warm and loving arms of his beloved white powder. With Carter in Arthur Kill prison and his friends keeping a distance from Max’s volatile, high, or drunk temper, he’d never felt more alone, more lost. Until one particular morning.

That brought Max to the third time he’d wanted to end it all: the morning he woke to find Lizzie gone.

“How did you feel when you realized she wasn’t coming back?” Elliot asked.

Max held the most obvious, curse-riddled remark back and pulled his hood closer around his head. “Confused. Angry. Alone . . . Relieved.”

Elliot’s face didn’t change. “Explain relieved to me.”

Max closed his eyes, remembering the vacant, grieving, deathly face of the woman he’d loved so fiercely. “I was relieved because I knew I wasn’t helping her,” he admitted, quietly surprised at the confession. “I was relieved because she took the initiative and left the ruins of us.”

“But she left you.”

Max scoffed. “With the drinking and coke I was doing again? I’d have left, too.”

Elliot wrote. “And looking back, thinking about your painting, do you think she made the right choice?”

“I’ll never forgive her for walking away without a word,” Max spat. “That’s what kills me. I earned more than her silence. I was worth more. Okay, leave, but we’d been through too much together for her to leave without a good-bye or a fuck-you. We made a child together, for fuck’s sake; we were engaged!” Fury rose through Max’s body, lighting his blood with disappointment and heartache. “She slunk away like a coward, like she was the only one who hurt, who cried, who missed our son. It was fucking selfish.” He sat forward, his elbows resting on his knees, tears scratching at the back of his throat. “But if she got better, moved on after we lost Christopher . . . She made the right choice for her.”

Elliot was quiet for so long, Max lifted his head to check whether his therapist was still breathing. He was. “Monday,” he murmured. “I’m booking you in with the facility trainer for your first gym session.”

Max blinked in surprise. “Okay.”

·  ·  ·

Tate stood behind Max, chewing on the licorice whip Max had shared. “Man,” he exclaimed with a satisfied groan. “These things are like fucking crack.” He clapped Max’s shoulder. “No disrespect.”

Max laughed and chewed his own licorice.

“I mean, I haven’t had any since I was a kid. And even then Riley would steal them and hide them away.” He sighed heavily. “Truthfully, I don’t even know why I still speak to him.”

Max looked up at his art therapist and grinned at his choice of T-shirt, which stated, “No pants are the best pants,” and wondered what seeing the two Moore brothers together would actually be like. In fact, if he remembered correctly, he was pretty sure there were four brothers; he’d met the youngest, Seb, a couple of times. Regardless, Max was certain chaos would ensue.

“I got Dr Pepper, too,” he said, waving his red whip. “Carter’s a legend.”

“Not too shabby,” Tate agreed. “He just sent you a care package?”

“And he’s coming to visit in the new year.” Of course, Max was excited about Carter’s visit, but admittedly nervous as hell.

The unexpected but awesome box of sugary delights had arrived the day before, wrapped in Christmas paper with a card from Carter and Kat and signed by all the boys at the body shop—including Riley—wishing him well and a merry Christmas. For a couple of moments it had made Max feel terrific, feel wanted and cared for, but then he’d remembered he was miles away from them all and how much he missed being at home with his friends. The mood swings and claws of anxiety were never far away, no matter how much better he felt. Nevertheless, he’d certainly made a few new friends with the red licorice. And the M&M’s.

“So,” Tate sang nonchalantly. “Word on the corridor is that you’ll be hitting the gym on Monday. Nice.”

Max agreed. He couldn’t wait to take some latent anger out on some unsuspecting piece of gym equipment.

“I like what you’re doing here,” Tate added, gesturing to the swirl of soft brown against the black background of Max’s second painting. His first was complete and sat in his room in all its terrifying, angry glory. Finishing it didn’t curb the underlying anger inside him but, instead, awoke a dormant urge to paint more. It was still early days, but Max was starting to express himself, just as Elliot had asked. And it felt good. Satisfying. Almost as though each brushstroke was quelling some silent hunger inside of him. He was under no illusions; he knew he was purging, all but vomiting his vitriol, addiction, and sorrow onto the canvas—the raw emotion of his first picture was testament to that—but that was okay. If it kept the doctors and staff off his back and the panic attacks at bay, he was more than willing to keep painting.

Tate chewed noisily on his licorice. “The contrast between the colors is nice. What does it mean?”

Max cocked his head, regarding his work. All he knew was that, after his talk with Elliot about Lizzie leaving, he had to get back into the art room and paint . . . something. “Not a clue, dude,” he answered, following the diagonal streaks of orange and red with his eyes. He smirked. “You know you shouldn’t ask stupid questions.”

Tate grinned. “I know. I was just messing with you.” He turned with his licorice still hanging from his mouth and approached another painter. Max smiled after him. If nothing else, at least Tate kept him entertained.
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Max should have known that the easy, lighter sensation that had burrowed within him somewhere along the line of group meetings, talking to Elliot, and painting wouldn’t last. The Christmas decorations and luscious food, cheerful music, and presents of socks and chocolate the facility provided caused Max to enjoy the festive period for the first time in years, despite being away from home and familiar faces.

Too bad the warm, let’s-love-baby-Jesus fuzzies hadn’t stuck around.

Oh, Max O’Hare was, and always had been, a pessimistic bastard on an almost unhealthy scale. And yet, as the days had turned into weeks of his stay in rehab, he’d allowed himself to consider the possibility that he was getting better, that his thoughts were no longer dictated by rage or anguish, and that what had been the regular tap-tapping of addiction in his mind every hour of every day had slowly become a light caress.

Yeah, he’d been a fucking fool.

And the way Elliot was looking at him, that patronizing concerned way of his, was not what he needed in his current mood. But that was what was really pissing him off. He couldn’t understand what had him so out of shape, so antsy. He’d battered seven shades of shit out of the gym equipment—earning apprehensive glances from his trainer—and had run on the treadmill until he’d almost collapsed, but the agitation still prickled his skin like nettles.

“You made a phone call this afternoon,” Elliot started, gazing at him over the rim of his Phillies mug as he took a sip. “Who did you speak to?”

Max slumped in his seat and drew a large breath. “Carter.”

Elliot smiled. “Great. How is he?”

Max’s molars ground together. “Engaged.” The word shot from him like a bullet from a gun, smothered in hurt, jealousy, and anger. “He’s . . . he’s fucking engaged.” He rubbed his hands down his face, hating the word and hating himself for being such a selfish prick.

The sound of Elliot’s mug being placed back onto the side table ricocheted through Max’s brain. His tired, addled brain. Fuck. For the first time in four weeks, Max craved a line.

He craved three.

And a bottle of Patrón held by a woman with long legs, great tits, and no morals.

Yeah, he could seriously go for a hot, sweaty, coke-induced fuck to clear his mind.

“You’re angry.” Elliot didn’t pose the question but implied it in the small lift of his hand.

“Yeah,” Max barked back without a thought. “No. Goddammit, I don’t know what to feel.”

Honestly, his head was a cacophony of fucked-up.

He stood from his seat and paced toward the window, which overlooked the vast gardens of the center. The snow was thick and glittered in the afternoon sun. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the frigid glass. The conversation with Carter had been fine. He’d managed to hide his shock and unacceptable anger at Carter’s news. He’d thanked him for the box of treats and they’d shot the shit and joked about Riley’s planning of the bachelor party, but it was strained. At least on Max’s side.

“I don’t know why I feel so—I can’t even describe it.” It was like a coiled wire around his insides pulling tighter and tighter.

“I understand.”

Max turned to his therapist. “You do?”

“Of course. He’s your best friend. There’s history there. You’ve seen each other through the hardest parts of your lives and now you’re here. His life is moving forward and you feel stagnant.”

Max blinked. Well, shit.

“But you’re not stagnant, Max,” Elliot urged. “The changes I’ve seen in you in the past couple of weeks have been remarkable. You’re opening up.”

Max pushed his hands into his pockets. “It doesn’t feel that way.” With a sigh, he meandered back to his chair and sat down, heavy and weary. He fidgeted under Elliot’s unrelenting silence, and tried to hide under his hood. “I want Carter to be happy,” he said finally, picking at the cuticle around his thumbnail. “I can’t think of anyone who deserves it more.”

“Who is he marrying?”

“Kat. They met when he was inside Kill. It’s a long story but they also have a lot of history. Saved her life when he was, like, eleven.” He laughed without humor. “He’s crazy about her, totally fuckin’ gaga.”

“Like you were with Lizzie.”

Max flinched, although the pain he was so used to had numbed considerably. “Yeah, just like that.”

Elliot shifted in his seat. “And this is the problem.”

“Maybe,” Max confessed quietly.

Maybe he was envious that his best friend had found what Max had been so desperate to have. Maybe he was angry that Carter was living his life while he was stuck in East Bumfuck nowhere. Maybe he was a shithead for thinking anything other than congratulations for the man who had always had his back.

“I don’t want my past to excuse my resentment. It’s shameful,” he murmured.

“But you need to handle it instead of pushing it away,” Elliot replied. “Deal with the jealousy and move on. When you get home, you can celebrate with him, enjoy his happiness; things will feel different, better.”

Max wasn’t so sure, but he could hope.

“Besides,” Elliot added brightly, “you’re young; you could meet someone, fall in love again.”

Max’s eyes widened while his heart galloped and pounded behind his ribs. “No way,” he hissed.

Elliot shrugged, nonplussed. “Why? Life moves on, Max, as Carter is showing. You, too, can have love and joy again.”

Max shook his head firmly. “Fuck that. I’m never giving myself to someone like that again. Ever.”

It’d kill him for certain.

Besides, all addicts were discouraged from getting involved in romantic relationships in the first twelve months of their recovery. Relationships were too unpredictable and the ups and downs were potential triggers for hitting a luscious Baggie of white powder or a large bottle of Jack. Not that Max could contemplate having a serious relationship ever again. His interactions with women prior to his admittance were fleeting and emotionless. He was a red-blooded male with needs, after all, and his merry-go-round of eager ass was exactly what he needed: detached and simple.

Elliot regarded him thoughtfully before dipping his chin in acknowledgment. “Maybe that’s a conversation for another day.”

Placing his legal pad on the arm of his chair, he stood and crossed the office toward his elegant bespoke desk. “I have something for you.” He opened a drawer, retrieving something from inside. He held out his hand. “Here.”

Max lifted from his seat on drowsy legs and approached his therapist. “What?”

Elliot reached for Max’s wrist and placed a small round piece of metal into his palm. It took Max a moment to recognize what it was. “It’s your first chip, Max. Congratulations. Thirty days clean and counting.”

Max stared at the unassuming medallion, punctuated by the “1 Month” in the center and surrounded by words he knew by heart from group: “freedom, goodwill, self, God, society, service.”

Jesus, had it really been thirty days since he’d been admitted?

“Thirty-three, actually,” Elliot said, as though reading Max’s thoughts. Slowly, he placed his hand over Max’s, curling their fingers around the chip. His expression was not one of a doctor, but of a friend, kind and reassuring. “With the new year only days away, let this, your determination and strength, prove that happily-ever-afters are achievable, Max. This, right here, is a symbol of hope. It can happen. Even for you.”

Max knew the sentiment should have made him all warm and cozy inside, should have backhanded the fear and pessimism out of his head, from around his bruised and scarred heart, and although he was quietly proud that he held his month of struggle away from his friends and all he knew in his palm, he stubbornly shook his head.

“Thank you, but happily-ever-afters don’t exist for me, Doc,” he said quietly, lifting his head to meet Elliot’s stare. “With all the people I’ve lost in my life, I know that’s the real fuckin’ truth.”
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