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      Dear Reader,

      I’m not sure where to begin with this one. This book has been on my mind for years and one I kept putting off and putting off, not knowing if I was ready to write it or not. This isn’t an easy read, and it certainly wasn’t easy to write. You see, reality is hard and sometimes ugly, so I typically keep my stories on the lighter side. If I’m escaping into a book, I want everyone to be happy and in love and to have very little conflict keeping them from their HEA. But the stories like this one, the stories where two people struggle and battle together through tragedies and all the terrible things, these stories are important and real and necessary.

      I feel like I’ve wanted to write this story forever.

      I don’t know what it’s like to be an addict. I don’t have that experience, and I hope I never do. But I do know what it’s like to love an addict. And what it’s like to stop loving them.

      I’ve also witnessed the way someone can love another unconditionally when it would be so much easier not to. And the strength it takes to do that is immeasurable.

      When I was finally ready to write this book, the world changed. The pandemic hit. I had a baby. My mental health took a turn as I navigated being stuck indoors with a newborn and the isolation I felt. On top of that, I had an extremely difficult postpartum recovery journey that lasted nearly a year, and I couldn’t pour into this story the way I wanted to. And the way Jake and Felix deserved, because they deserved to win, and I wanted to make sure they did. In order to do that, I had to step away for a bit.

      Being gone from the book world was scary. Coming back might be scarier (And on some days, it absolutely is). This book is different from my other stories, but still me, you know? I can’t not be funny (jk, come on). But I do hope I make you laugh and smile and swoon. And I’m grateful to everyone reading this note because that means you’re still here with me.

      I cannot thank you enough for that.

      While this book focuses on addiction and recovery, there are other things happening to our boys and a few off-page, behind-the-scenes topics that are touched on, and I want to prepare you for anything that might be difficult to read.

      
        
        Here is a list of trigger warnings for anyone who may need them:

        Drug Use

        Parental Abandonment

        Suicidal Ideation

        Child Loss

      

      

      

      If you have any questions about the extent of any of these topics, please reach out to me.

      I love this story with my whole heart.

      I love these boys, our boys (I hope you think of them as yours too).

      I want to thank you, dear reader, for picking up this book and continuing to trust me to give you something beautiful. I hope you think of this story long after you finish reading it. I know I do.

      Thank you for reading,

      Jessica

    

  

  
    
      
        
        For anyone who has ever loved an addict.
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      This is a love story.

      

      It’s messy

      complicated

      and kind of ugly sometimes.

      

      It’s also made of magical things like forehead kisses.

      

      It’s our tragedy.

      

      Love fucking rules,

      Felix <3
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            So Maybe I’m Not Okay

          

          JAKE

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
        I'm sure you saw this coming. You know how miserable I've been. If you were stationed closer, things would be different. I can't keep doing this. We never see each other. Dale is here. He’s here and you aren’t. It just happened. I'm sorry. I'm really sorry, Jake. I love you. I only wish you the best.

      

      

      
        Katie

      

      

      The torn-out notebook paper crumples inside my fist. I feel myself shaking.

      Jaw tight, I turn toward the wall, cock my free hand back and strike my knuckles against it, pounding until I see blood smear.

      That bitch. That stupid fucking bitch.

      “Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!” I roar.

      I toss her bullshit onto the floor and tear through my room. I flip over the small table I keep shit on—shit of hers she gave me. Framed pictures and souvenirs from road trips and stupid fucking shit that means nothing. Two years of lies. Two years that were supposed to lead to more, but it just happened. Dale is there. I’m not. She’s fucking him. She’s giving him framed pictures and days that’ll turn into two years.

      Fuck her. Fuck. Her.

      I send everything crashing to the floor. I crush it beneath my boot.

      The desk I share with my roommate—that piece of shit who said Katie didn’t seem the type to handle deployments and distance well—is next.

      Fuck him for knowing.

      Cheap plywood splits apart when it hits the floor, and the laptop I’d use to Skype on crashes against the wall after I hurl it.

      She told me she loved me on that. She got off watching me get off. She’d smile at me on the screen and tell me she couldn’t wait to be done with school so she could move here.

      She lied.

      She’s done with me and wishing me the best and fucking her neighbor and “FUCK YOU!”

      I pick up the end of my bed and toss it as far as I can. I rip the phone cord out of the wall and throw the receiver.

      I only got that shit because of her. Why the fuck would I need it now?

      The Walmart purchase crashes against the door.

      I punch the wall again. I keep moving. I keep pacing and kicking shit and breaking anything I can until I force myself to stop before I crush bone.

      Chest heaving, I look around the room at my destruction.

      My hands tremble.

      My skin burns and itches, and I feel like I’m on fire.

      I grip my hair and squeeze my eyes shut as relief waters my mouth and rushes in my blood.

      The high I could chase to take all of this away is right there in my pocket. I just need to reach for it.

      It’s simple. It’s easy.

      “Do it,” the best feeling in the world whispers in my ear.

      I just need to go numb for a day or an hour or a minute. I need to stop feeling this.

      I need to forget her.

      I need to forget what she’s done.

      I need I need I need I need.

      My phone is in my hand and a number I shouldn’t know is on my screen, and I can barely see it through the tears in my eyes.

      I want this.

      I hate this.

      My hand in my hair pulls. I can already feel better. My fingers shake.

      I’m going to do it.

      I’m scared.

      I’m going to do it.

      I’ll feel nothing in an hour.

      I’ll hate myself tomorrow, but I’ll feel good first.

      The high is better than the comedown. It’s worth it. It always is.

      Dale—I can see that fucker in my head. He’s touching her. Kissing her. Fucking the girl I thought about buying a ring for. He’s shaking my hand and telling me he’ll keep an eye on what’s mine.

      He’s smiling. They’re smiling. He’s taking everything I have.

      “Just one more time,” my favorite memory beckons me.

      She loves me. Cocaine-fueled and blackout drunk. She always will. There’s no one else for her but me.

      Katie doesn’t feel that way. She won’t love me ever again. She never did.

      Never.

      My back hits the wall, and I slide to the floor. I almost hurl my phone across the room. Thank fuck I don’t.

      “What’s up, man?” The rough voice in my ear sounds happy to hear from me. He’s smiling.

      I want to kill myself.

      “I need your help,” I croak. My throat feels like it’s ripping apart.

      “I’m leaving now.” His tone changes to something that scares me. Something I’ve heard more times than I can count. “Give me two minutes, and I’m out the door, Jake. Hold on. I’m coming.”

      My brother is coming.

      Tears fall to my cheeks.

      I hang my head and begin to sob.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It takes six hours for my brother to get to me.

      I’m sweating and shaking and scared out of my fucking mind, and it takes six hours until he’s calling me because I won’t let him in. I won’t answer the door. I forget why he’s here.

      CJ?

      Holy shit. Hi.

      He’s screaming for me, and he sounds as scared as I am (was), and I don’t understand, but then he’s breaking into my room, throwing his shoulder into the door until the wood splits at the frame. He stumbles inside.

      I smile so big because I love my brother and I miss him.

      I laugh because my door is gone.

      “Bro. You’re fucking crazy, you know that?”

      My voice sounds far away, but not as far away as CJ’s.

      I’m in South Carolina and he’s in Alabama, and we never see each other anymore, but he’s here now. My big brother.

      He stands there, staring at the remains of my room. He looks over at me and curses.

      “What?” I ask. “Come here, man. Get over here.”

      I smile again, and my speech is slurred. I feel good now. Great, actually. I’m so happy to see my brother—I want to cry.

      CJ finally rushes over to me.

      I don’t know why but I’m on the bathroom floor, and I’m so fucked up I don’t stand. He has to crouch down to put us eye to eye.

      “Jake. Fuck, what happened?”

      He’s feeling my pockets and the tile beneath me.

      What is he doing? What is he looking for?

      “What. Nothing happened… come on. Stop.” I try to put my arms around him. “Come here. Give me a hug.”

      “What the fuck did you take?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Jake! Goddamn it!” He grips my shoulders, shaking me hard. “What. Did. You. Take?”

      I smile, but he doesn’t, and I want to laugh in CJ’s face. He should be happy I’m happy. Why isn’t he?

      I blink.

      My brother looks miserable, and I feel like a fucking god.

      “Jake.”

      “What?”

      CJ’s face is inches from mine, and he’s scared.

      No. He’s terrified. I can see it now.

      My breath catches, and I’m not smiling anymore. I forget how to.

      Because I finally remember what I did and why he’s here.

      I remember what I took.

      My hand opens, and I show him the empty bottle.

      “Oh fuck,” I croak.

      My roommate’s Oxy.

      He hid them in the desk. I didn’t know, but I found them. They were five feet away from me where I sat on the floor, the drawer he kept them in busted apart, and I tried to ignore the bottle. I did.

      I made it an hour.

      And then another.

      I buried my face in my hands and screamed. I paced the room.

      Four hours.

      My skin sweated and itched.

      Five hours. Almost six.

      I thought about leaving and never coming back, but maybe…

      Maybe I didn’t need to leave. Maybe it wasn’t even something I wanted to take.

      I just had to check—one look. A glance, and I could forget all about them. I could relax. I could maybe even breathe.

      I just needed to look.

      Six hours.

      I take every fucking pill in that bottle.

      “I tried,” I say, voice cracking. “I didn’t want to, CJ. I didn’t.”

      “I know.”

      “I was waiting for you, and then I found them. I almost made it. I almost made it, CJ, but six hours. It took you six hours.”

      “I know.” CJ sounds as devastated as I feel. “I’m sorry. Hey.” He gently holds my face, pressing his forehead against mine. “I’m so sorry, Jake.”

      Tears fill my eyes.

      My brother is good. He’s so good. He’ll do anything for me. He’ll drop whatever it is he’s doing and drive four hundred miles the second I need him. He’ll break speed limits. He’ll break down doors. Anything and everything.

      He’ll even blame himself for this, but he’s not the brother who needs help. He’s not the addict. The fuck-up. I am.

      Not him. Never him.

      “It’s not your fault,” I say.

      “I should’ve driven faster.”

      “No. Bullshit.” I drop the bottle and it rolls across the floor. I peel his hands away from my face. “I won’t let you feel guilty for this. You don’t get to feel guilty for this, okay? You can’t.”

      “How many did you take?”

      “I don’t know.” My head feels heavy, too heavy to lift anymore, and I drop it back against the wall. “I don’t know how many were in there. I didn’t count them.”

      “Fuck.”

      I start laughing.

      I don’t know why, but everything is funny to me again. “You broke my door, shithead.”

      I think he wants to smile at me, but he doesn’t. He looks too sad to smile.

      “Katie broke up with me.”

      CJ’s brows lift, but only for a second. “I’m sorry.”

      “She’s fucking Dale now, so. It’s cool. Whatever. I don’t even care.” I flex my hand and think about punching another wall, but I can’t get up. “I’m really scared, you know?”

      “I know.”

      “I fucked up, CJ.”

      “It’s okay. Hey. It’s okay.” He lifts my chin, forcing me to look at him. “I’m not going anywhere. I won’t leave you. We’ll figure this out.”

      “What do I do?”

      “We need to get you to a meeting.”

      “Yeah.” I nod, liking that idea. He’s so smart. “Yeah, that’s good. That’ll work.”

      “You got one here?”

      “No.”

      He sighs. “Shit, Jake.”

      “I haven’t needed to go to one! I’ve been good. You know I have.”

      “I thought you were checking in with people. You’re supposed to.”

      I kick at him, which is really fucking dumb because CJ probably has at least thirty pounds of muscle on me and could easily whip my ass, but I’m pissed that he’s pissed.

      So, I do it anyway.

      “Fuck off, okay?” He doesn’t even budge an inch. “I’ve been clean for seven years! Stop talking to me like I’m a junkie.”

      “You are a junkie.”

      “I fucked up once! Get the fuck out of my face!”

      “And go where, huh? You want me to leave you like this? You can’t even stand! Not to mention what you did to your room. This place looks like shit.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “Not that bad?”

      He stands then, looming over me like some massive asshole.

      I don’t know when he got to be so big.

      He’s not that much taller than me. But his arms and chest and shoulders are huge. He’s intimidating as fuck.

      And he looks stupid.

      But I don’t tell him that because again, thirty pounds of muscle. I don’t want to get punched.

      “Your desk is destroyed. Both beds. Your laptop. There are holes in the walls⁠—”

      “Oh no. Call the police. I punched a wall.”

      He glares at me. “What about your roommate, huh? What do you think is gonna happen, Jake? Have you even fuckin’ thought about the consequences of your actions? What if an MP finds you? What then?”

      “Oh, here we go. Here we go. Officer Tully emerges.” I flip him off. “Suck my dick, pig. Do you really think I need you? I don’t. I’m fine.”

      “You’re high off your ass.”

      Whatever. I am not.

      “Fuck you,” I spat. “Fuck my roommate. And fuck the MPs. You’ll probably rat me out to them anyway. I bet you want to.”

      Goddamn military police. They can all suck a dick.

      CJ looks at me like I’m crazy. “You need to stop talking before I beat the shit out of you. I swear to God.”

      “You need to stop talking,” I grumble, looking at the floor and praying he doesn’t hear me.

      CJ sighs and curses under his breath, but he doesn’t say anything else to me.

      Not for several minutes, at least.

      And the longer he’s quiet, the worse I feel and the sadder I get.

      He drove four hundred miles to save me. A locked door couldn’t keep us apart. He’d do anything for me right now, I know he would, and I’m telling him to fuck off and trying to kick him. I’m wishing he wasn’t here so he doesn’t have to see me like this, again, because he’s seen me like this before and I promised him, I promised him it was the last time when I stole from our parents to get high and my own brother, my own flesh and blood had to arrest me. I swore to him that I was done fucking up my life and his and theirs. I was going to do better. And he said he knew I could do it, he believed in me.

      “I’ll do anything for you, Jake.”

      I cried on his shoulder when he dropped me off at rehab, and he smiled and told me he was so proud of me, and every year, he calls and tells me the same thing. “I’m proud of you, little brother.”

      And I’m so fucked up right now, I can’t even stand beside him.

      “NoNoNoNo.” I drop my head into my hands as tears fall down my cheeks. I can’t believe I did this. “CJ,” I sob.

      His arms are around me before I can tell him how sorry I am. He lets me cry into his neck, even though it’s gross, and it’s like the last conversation didn’t even happen because he isn’t leaving me, I don’t need to do this alone.

      “It’s gonna be okay, Jake, I promise,” he says, and I believe him.

      I feel better already because my big brother is here. He knows I can do this.

      And when he tells me we’ll figure this out, I nod and hold on to him tighter. It’s all I can do.

      Everything is going to be okay. He promises me again. And he’s never broken his promises.

      I made a mistake. A tiny mistake.

      “It’ll be okay, Jake.”

      It will. I know it will because CJ will make sure of it. He always does.

      “What… the… fuck? Jesus Christ! Are you kidding me, man?”

      CJ’s body goes rigid.

      He can’t know who that is, he’s never met my roommate, but he knows.

      Somehow, he knows.

      And he leaves me on the floor to try and explain the situation and save my ass. He’s up and moving, and their voices are colliding.

      CJ justifying what I’ve done (God, I love my brother) and my roommate yelling over him and trying to get to me (I fucking dare you), and they’re both talking/screaming at once—it’s muddled together, and Jesus, my hand looks fucked up.

      I probably shouldn’t punch anything else.

      “You’re a piece of shit!” my roommate yells, trying to get past my brother. “I’ve always hated you, you know that? Fuck you—get off me! Jesus! Do you see what he did to my stuff? You’re dead, Tully. You’re so fucking dead!”

      I laugh and laugh. I can’t help it. My roommate doesn’t stand a chance against my brother.

      “Oh, and by the way, I fucked your girl last year. Yeah. Who’s laughing now, motherfucker?”

      My roommate smiles so fucking big.

      I fly off the floor, and I think CJ lets me at him because my brother could stop me if he really wanted to.

      Or maybe he’s just too shocked/stunned that I’m finally up and moving or too focused on keeping my roommate back that he doesn’t have time to turn around and grab me before I swing, connecting with cartilage and shattering that motherfucker’s nose.

      “Jake! What the fuck?” CJ roars.

      “What!” I yell back.

      My brother is always worried about me. Maybe he thinks my hand is broken now. I should check.

      I look down at my knuckles.

      They’re bruising and swelling up, but I feel great.

      Oh, and I know why too.

      I leer at my roommate over CJ’s shoulder. “I bet you wish I hadn’t found your stash, man, cuz that looks like it hurts.”

      CJ yells at me again, but I just laugh and cry. It feels so strange to do both. But at least I can stand now, and I don’t think my hand is broken, so, hey, good news all around.

      And my roommate? That dick?

      He’s bleeding all over the carpet and spitting out threats as the room starts filling with more people, all of them siding with him.

      “You’re such a dickhead, Tully.”

      What the fuck? He’s the one who fucked my girlfriend!

      And then that douchebag is gone to rat me out, and for a moment, I think that’s the funniest shit I’ve ever heard.

      “He’s going to tell on me. Oh no.” I crack up, bumping shoulders with my brother.

      I expect him to agree. I listen for the low rumble of his laugh. I keep waiting for it.

      “Jake,” he says, he begs, because that’s what it sounds like he’s doing. He’s scared now. I probably should be too.

      I laugh enough for both of us.

      It doesn’t really sink in and terrify me until hours later when all my shit is packed in the back of my brother’s truck, and we’re leaving the base I’ve been stationed at for five years, and I realize I’m never coming back here because I can’t.

      That’s when it hits me.

      And I spend the next six hours crying and wanting to die as I replay everything I did and every word my brother said to my staff sergeant when he pleaded with him to overlook this one tiny mistake.

      “Look at everything he’s done for you. Look at everything he’s done for his country! Three tours! He’s given you everything. Please don’t do this to him. Please.”

      His voice broke on that one, I heard it.

      I cry harder and curl into a ball on the seat.

      “It’s going to be okay, Jake,” CJ tells me again and again, and I want to believe him like I always do, but how can I?

      I’m jobless and homeless.

      I’m an addict who just lost seven years of sobriety.

      I’m a Marine (former) who’s been dishonorably discharged.

      And I want to get high, again. Right now, even though my life is over because of it.

      That’s how I really know I’m fucked.
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            Can We Turn Off Memory Lane? The Drive Sucks

          

          JAKE

        

      

    

    
      I’ve wanted to be a soldier since I was six years old.

      My father had been in the Army before I was born, and I remember finding his medals in the basement and seeing old pictures of him in his uniforms. I’d beg him to tell me stories about everything he did and every country he’d been to, and I’d just sit there thinking—whoa. My dad is awesome. I wanted to do the same things and travel to the same places and kill all of the bad guys again, the same ones he had, because I was six and that was the coolest thing he’d told me about.

      I suppose being a soldier is a phase a lot of kids go through, but it wasn’t just a phase for me.

      That Halloween and every Halloween after, I was always in full camo with my face painted green.

      Except for that one year after the fire safety demonstration at my school.

      I begged my mother to take me back to the store because I was going to be a firefighter now. Not a soldier, Mom. They’re not as cool. I never wanted to be a soldier again.

      Until that following year when my brother got an air rifle for his thirteenth birthday and he let me shoot it once, and I was so, so good at it, even though he wouldn’t say I was. But I hit the target before he did, so he had to know.

      Beginner’s luck isn’t even a real thing. I’d never heard of it.

      I bragged and told CJ I was going to be a soldier, like Dad. I was nine, and I just knew. And I remember him looking at me, really looking, like I was the cool big brother he wanted to always follow around, and like I’d just hit the target on my first try (because I totally did), and he actually admired me for it.

      He was proud of me for the first time ever, I could see it.

      And I wanted to be a soldier more than ever when that had happened, because I always wanted my brother to look at me that way.

      Then I had to completely ruin the moment by saying, “If you really want to be a cop someday, you better learn how to shoot. Like me.”

      I grinned so big at him.

      My arm stung for days after he punched me. I actually thought it was going to fall off, and then how was I supposed to hold a weapon now? I’m right-handed.

      This was my greatest worry.

      But eventually my arm quit hurting, and CJ finally hit the target, and we grew closer as we grew up.

      I helped him land his first girlfriend when he was fourteen (which he’ll deny forever, but he totally used me as bait to talk to that chick at the pool that one summer when he saved me from “drowning,” even though I’d been on the swim team for years and was only floating face down because I liked to freak out the lifeguard).

      He gave my first sip of his beer when I was twelve.

      I covered for him when Dad found the bottle of vodka heavily diluted with water when he made himself a drink a week after CJ and his friends puked all over the deck.

      I was thirteen and curious about what it tasted like. And I hated it so much, I dumped most of it out in the sink. I really only drank a little bit. I promise.

      This was the lie I’d told him so my brother wouldn’t get murdered.

      And later that night I really was curious, so I drank out of the new bottle until I thought I’d like the taste. I only stopped because I puked all over myself.

      I never did like the taste.

      CJ graduated from high school, and I smoked a blunt at his party with some kid he went to school with.

      My brother kicked him out when he found us in my room and said he didn’t even like the kid all that much, but I did because weed was amazing.

      I was stupid happy and hugged my big brother with everything I had. I loved him so, so much, and I couldn’t wait to start high school and graduate just like him.

      CJ laughed at me and made me go to bed so our parents wouldn’t find me rolling on the floor. He stayed with me until I fell asleep. He didn’t even care about his party anymore.

      He loved me that much.

      He was the best big brother. And I was the best little brother. He said it more than once.

      I helped him train for the police academy physical fitness test. (He fucking killed it.)

      He helped me sober up before I took my SATs. (I probably would’ve done better if I had shown up drunk.)

      CJ became a cop, and he chose me to pin his badge during the graduation ceremony, which was huge.

      He could’ve chosen anyone, and he picked me.

      I was nervous sick and really didn’t want to mess up—this was such a big deal for him—and the four beers I drank weren’t doing what I thought they would, so a buddy of mine helped me out with two white lines of magic.

      My world opened up that day, and everything changed.

      I was eighteen when I fell in love with cocaine.

      I was eighteen when I stole from my parents, and they kicked me out of the house I’d grown up in.

      I was almost nineteen when my brother (and roommate) convinced me to go to my first meeting, and I walked out within five minutes because I wasn’t like any of them. I wasn’t an addict. Why the fuck did I need to be here?

      I was nineteen and a half when I overdosed and saw my father cry for the first time. It broke me in two. I stayed for an entire meeting after that.

      I was twenty when I got fired from another bullshit job I didn’t really want in the first place. (Who wants to stock shelves forever? Not me.)

      I was twenty when I stole pills from my grandmother’s house at Thanksgiving. (She didn’t need Vicodin anymore. Her hip was healed.)

      I was twenty when I met my parents for lunch, and they wouldn’t even look at me. (They knew about the pills.)

      I was twenty when I sold their TV so I could get high one last time. (I was done with drugs. All of them. I promise.)

      I was twenty when my brother cried after putting me in the back of his car. My wrists bleeding from the cuffs. (I couldn’t feel a thing.)

      I was twenty when I found CJ’s air rifle in his closet, and he found me, holding it against my chest while I cried on the floor because I remembered that day and how he had looked at me like he was proud, and he hadn’t looked at me the same since. I remembered wanting something more than I ever wanted to get high. I’m going to be a soldier, just like Dad. I remembered Halloween costumes and target practice and my father’s medals. And every single memory made me miserable. I hated myself.

      I was twenty-one (hours into it) when my brother dropped me off at rehab.

      Twenty-one when I said enough, and he said he believed in me, and we both made promises to each other.

      Twenty-one when my parents looked me in the eye at their first visit, and I cried because they both looked so tired, but they loved me. They never stopped.

      So I wouldn’t stop.

      Ninety days clean and I was home home—my parents moved me back in. And I would’ve missed my brother, but I saw him all the time, he made sure of it.

      He went with me to meetings (I was absolutely an addict and I belonged there, with the rest of them).

      He went with me to the gym (I was going to be a soldier, no matter what. Unless I couldn’t get my weak ass into shape).

      He came running when I ran into “friends” I couldn’t ever see again, and I’d called him because for the first time in six months, I missed the high, and I was either going to go drink or go with them. But I didn’t do either, because of CJ. He was there.

      He was there, with me, going through it, and so damn proud, I never slipped up once.

      I was twenty-three and two years clean, and I enlisted. I was a Marine.

      Finally.

      Finally.

      I was happy, and I felt good, and my family was proud of me.

      CJ moved to Alabama, and I was stationed in South Carolina, and I liked it there. I loved what I was doing. I didn’t want to use, so I didn’t need meetings anymore.

      I was focused.

      I was geared up and fucking ready to go to Afghanistan the first time they sent me.

      The second time, a little less.

      The third time, honestly, that pissed me off. They couldn’t send anyone else? I was just there!

      But I had Katie to get back to, so I quit bitching and thought about her. Only her.

      And after seven years and three tours and all the bullshit that came with that, I still didn’t want to use. I had beaten it.

      I was twenty-eight when I found out that I’ll never beat it.

      My name is Jake Tully, and I’m an addict.
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            Don’t Fuck Around With The Snack Situation

          

          Jake

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Weeks Later

      

      

      I blink at the ceiling as excitement pounds against the walls of my bedroom. Deep laughter and excited little squeals. Their happiness is everywhere. I feel surrounded by it.

      My brother is going to be a dad.

      Riley, my sister-in-law, shared the news twenty minutes ago while hanging upside down over CJ’s shoulder. She smiled at me behind a curtain of blonde hair and asked if I was ready to be Uncle Jake, and I couldn’t speak. I just kept thinking holy shit wow and this is going to change everything because they would need their spare bedroom for a baby, right? Where else would they put it?

      Him. Her.

      A baby.

      Holy shit wow.

      I tried to act fucking normal and answer Riley, I really did.

      I wanted to tell her yes and yeah, I was ready and congratulate them both, but instead, I wondered where I would go and if I should start packing up now or wait.

      I wondered if CJ would bring it up, or if he would avoid it until I got the hint.

      I wondered if I could do this—my sobriety—without his supervision. I worried I couldn’t.

      My thoughts were spiraling, and I wished my brother still kept beer in the house. It would probably help a lot right now.

      Or champagne, because we should be toasting this, together. Like normal brothers.

      That’ll never happen though, will it?

      CJ stopped acting manic and watched me carefully like he always did until I gave him a nod and smiled, letting him know I was okay. And I saw him breathe out because he’d actually been holding it in.

      He worries too much. Of course I’m happy for them. Why wouldn’t I be?

      Riley was carried to their bedroom, and that’s where they’ll stay, most likely, and I should probably get out of here. For several reasons.

      One: I’m sure they’d like to get in a celebratory fuck, and I think we’d all like it if I wasn’t around for that.

      Two: I want to show them that I am actually normal and happy about their news. A gift would probably get that message across.

      And three: Beer? Champagne?

      I need to find a meeting. Now.

      I step into my sneakers and shoot off a text to CJ as I walk to my car, because if I don’t, I know he’ll worry or possibly even come after me. And I don’t want to ruin this night for them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Going to a meeting. I’m good. Happy for you

      

      

      

      

      

      I stay happy when he doesn’t respond.

      The closest drugstore has a pretty decent selection of baby shit, and I find this orange and white plush fox that I think is cute, so I buy it along with a pack of condoms and some Newports.

      The grandma cashier looks at me funny while she scans my purchases.

      “The fox isn’t for me,” I announce, trying to make myself look better.

      She doesn’t care.

      After climbing into my car, I set the soft plush on the passenger seat and search for nearby meetings on my phone.

      It’s almost nine o’clock. The parking lot is dark and nearly empty.

      Five minutes into my search, I find a meeting at some Lutheran church a few blocks away, and I’m relieved. I’ll be able to make it there before it gets started.

      But my heart jumps inside my chest.

      Honestly, meetings scare the shit out of me. Even the ones I’ve been to when my brother comes along.

      I don’t know why I’m like this. I’ve never gotten up and spoken at any of them, and no one could make me, but I’m nervous all the same the entire drive over there.

      And then I’m standing outside the open doorway and exhaling smoke above my head, and my fingers tremble when I raise my hand to take another drag. I try to ignore it.

      I know I need this. I know I need to be here, and maybe it’s because I haven’t yet found a meeting I want to return to that’s got me stalling.

      I’m supposed to feel welcomed and at ease. I’m surrounded by people who get me, but do they?

      I’ve never spoken to anyone before at these things. And not because I don’t want to either.

      “You coming inside, bud?”

      I turn toward the voice at my back, betting it’s not being directed at me, and an older black guy with receding hair and a full, dark beard smiles from the doorway. He beckons me forward with his hand.

      I can’t move fast enough.

      “Yeah. Yes.” I quickly snuff out the cigarette underneath my shoe and follow him inside.

      “It’s good to have you,” he says, clapping me on the back.

      My throat feels swollen.

      I nod when I can’t say anything in return, and stare after him as he walks toward the front of the room. He asks the crowd if everyone is ready to get started.

      Murmured voices answer back, and I look for an open seat. It’s a packed meeting.

      There are six rows of metal folding chairs, about fifteen deep, and I quickly grab the open one in the back on the end.

      I’m closest to the door, and that might not be a good thing.

      “Come on,” I whisper, squeezing my hands together between my knees. I need to stay.

      You need this. Don’t pussy out.

      I feel eyes on me and peer down the row.

      A man in his forties or early fifties is seated four chairs away. His goatee is graying, and he has a tattoo of a spider on his neck, crawling up from underneath the collar of his shirt. The detail is sick. That fucking thing looks real.

      I feel a pull and my eyes are drawn beside him, because spider neck isn’t the one looking over at me.

      The guy sitting next to him is.

      I think he’s younger than me, maybe the youngest in the room, and he’s wearing one of those slouchy beanies pulled down over his ears even though it’s ninety degrees in late September. The t-shirt he’s wearing has the sleeves cut off and cut open even further, down along his side, and since he’s sitting forward with his elbows resting on his knees, I can see the tattoos covering his ribcage and his full face as he smiles, right at me.

      I think I’ve walked into the friendliest meeting on the planet.

      I look away and sit back, listening to the man who got me in here.

      He introduces himself (Mac) and welcomes new survivors (me), and I actually feel welcomed when a few people acknowledge my attendance with warm glances and little waves. Beanie smiles at me again. And then people are standing up and sharing, taking the attention off me.

      I listen harder than I think I ever have before.

      When the meeting ends, I linger, which never happens. I don’t know why I do it. But instead of heading out the door, I find myself standing in front of the table along the back wall that’s covered in donut boxes.

      I flip one lid and then another. And another. I peek into all of them.

      Empty.

      “Must’ve been good,” I mumble.

      “Yeah, they were.”

      I look over as Beanie steps up to the table.

      “Mac doesn’t fuck around when it comes to snacks,” he says. “The wrong refreshment can send people running, and he knows it. He knows his shit. Nothing but the best here. Except for the coffee. Do not drink the coffee. It’s gross. Like, shit your pants gross. Mac doesn’t supply that, so don’t say anything to him about it. It’s a sore subject. The church provides it, or something. He knows the lady… I don’t know. But back to the importance of food quality—it’s a thing. A legit problem. People don’t know how significant the snacks are. I went to this meeting on the other side of town once and I kid you not, they had stale ass pita chips and hummus all up in that motherfucker. That’s it!” He laughs at himself. “Like, what? Who the fuck are they catering to? We’re addicts. We’re disgusting human beings. We want drugs. Dirty, nasty drugs. And if we can’t have drugs, we want sugar and anything else that’s bad for our bodies. How hard is that to understand? I mean, read a fucking book on it. Shit.”

      I stare at him and blink until my mind catches up to his last sentence.

      “So, is this just a localized issue?” I ask. “Or are we, as a nation, screwing up hardcore when it comes to snack foods for junkies.”

      Beanie smirks. “I don’t have proof yet, but I think this stretches wide. Coast to coast.”

      “Damn. That’s a little sad.”

      “It’s tragic. Not enough people care.”

      “At least they got it right here.”

      “Yep.” His smile is bold, and he watches me as he scratches his jaw. “So. Do you got somewhere you need to be right now?”

      I have no idea why he’s asking me this. “Uh. No.”

      “Good. I’ll buy you a donut. There’s a place right down the street.”

      I watch him walk past me.

      Well, what the fuck? I am pretty hungry.

      I follow him outside.

      “I’m Felix,” he says once I get up beside him.

      “Jake.”

      The sidewalk is narrow, and we bump shoulders more than once. My hand brushes his.

      “Sorry,” I say, moving over to give him some space.

      “It’s cool.” He eyes me curiously. “So, how long have you been clean? Days? Hours?”

      “Three weeks.”

      “Dude. Yes. You should be grinning your ass off right now. Why aren’t you?”

      “Not much to grin about. Trust me.”

      “No. Wait. Hold up a minute.” His arm shoots out as he steps forward and spins around, forcing me to stop so I don’t run straight into him. “Three weeks is amazing. Shit. Three days is amazing. You gotta know that.”

      I sigh and stuff my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “I was clean for seven years. Three weeks doesn’t mean shit to me.”

      “So, a year wouldn’t mean shit to you either? Or two? What about when you hit six years? Is that not going to be good enough to you either because fuck, it isn’t seven, right? No big deal. Just doing something incredible for six solid years.” He shakes his head. “You can’t think like that, Jake. Trust me. One day at a time. Hell, one hour or one minute at a time. Whatever it takes to keep going.”

      “You sound like a sponsor.”

      He suddenly looks pleased. “Mm.”

      “Mm what?”

      “Let’s go. I need sugar before we can get into all of that.”

      I watch him turn and walk ahead. “All of what?”

      “Move your ass and you’ll see!”

      My brow furrows.

      Typically, I’d say fuck it and head home. It’s only donuts. And I’m not sure I’m in the mood to play whatever game this guy is trying to play. I don’t know him, and I sure as fuck don’t owe him anything.

      But I follow him anyway.

      It sort of feels like I have to.
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      We’re sitting opposite each other in a booth at some run-down diner I never would’ve looked twice at, and Felix is gloating because he told me I was underestimating this place and a total dick for judging something based solely on looks, which made absolutely zero sense to me because it’s a diner. Not a person. But he’s gloating anyway, smiling smugly as he leans back after chucking his crumpled-up napkin at my face.

      I flick it back across the table, scowling. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-three.” His lips pull down. He looks worried I won’t like that answer. And I start to feel bad for even asking it. “Why?”

      “Just wondering. What’s up with the beanie?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s hot out. Why are you wearing it?”

      Now I really feel bad, because he flinches, Felix actually flinches like I’ve threatened him, and fuck, I hate that reaction so much. I feel like such an asshole, and this guy has been nothing but nice to me.

      Then he slouches in the booth as he adjusts and re-adjusts the hat, pulling it down lower until most of the dark hair underneath is hidden.

      “Um. My hair does this thing sometimes.” His voice is so weak now. “Like. It has the audacity to not wanna be on my head or something. I don’t know.”

      “Look. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.” I hold his gaze and hope he hears how much I mean this. “It doesn’t look bad on you or anything. I was just curious about it.”

      He flicks a sprinkle across the table. “Okay.”

      “I’m serious. I like your beanie.”

      I don’t know what else to say, but I don’t have any friends here (or at all anymore), and I think maybe this guy could be one, and I feel a little desperate to make sure he doesn’t walk out and never speak to me again.

      “Yeah?” he asks, sounding so much younger than twenty-three.

      “Yeah. I mean it.”

      He tugs off the beanie, and a mess of deep, chestnut curls spill onto his forehead and hang over his ears.

      Huh.

      His hair looks fine to me. I don’t know why he insists on covering it, but whatever.

      Felix quickly runs his fingers through it before pulling the beanie back down to the position he had it in before I became a massive dick—slouched low on the back of his head so hair peeks out around his face. Then he sits closer to the table and drops his elbows there, and I tilt my head to admire the tattoos decorating his forearms.

      Symbols and animals and words scrolled in different fonts. All solid black ink.

      “I did that one,” he says.

      I look into his face and then back down when he points to the sparrow on the back of his right wrist.

      “You… tattooed yourself? Really?”

      He grins. “Yep. It’s what I do. You know, for work.”

      “Wow.”

      “Do you have any ink?”

      I shake my head.

      His brow lifts. “Want some?”

      “Uh—”

      “Holy fuck. You can smile.”

      A laugh bursts out of my mouth, and I swear to God, you’d think I just made Felix’s day. He looks so proud to hear it.

      “Alright, so, I’ve been told it’s good to share our past with each other because we could both probably relate, so I’ll start.” He cracks his knuckles. “Drum roll, please.”

      I chuckle quietly.

      “Hm. I didn’t really have the best home life. Not like some sitcom shit, that’s for sure. My dad’s a druggie and a drunk, so he let me drink with him when I was ten. He thought it was funny when I got tanked.”

      “I was twelve. My brother let me try it.”

      “My dad smoked pot all the time too, but I didn’t get into that until I was eleven.”

      “Thirteen,” I say, pointing at myself.

      “And then, shit, whatever I could get my hands on, you know? Coke. I loved coke.”

      “Yeah,” I grunt.

      “But I’m hyper enough as is, so once I discovered downers and mellowed the fuck out for the first time in my life, that was it. Xanax rocked my world. Painkillers too. I fucking ate them like M&M’s.”

      I nod, remembering the taste of Oxy. “Why does that shit have to be so good?”

      “It’s not fair.”

      “It really isn’t.”

      We smile at each other.

      “So, what do you do? What’s your job?” he asks, and I think he knows we need to get onto another subject before we go from remembering to wishing to wanting, because he tries to crack his knuckles again, like he’s anxious, but none of them pop.

      I feel the smile slip right off my face.

      “Construction,” I practically growl.

      “And that’s not what you want to be doing?”

      No. Not at all. But it’s a job and I’m grateful for it.

      This is what I want to tell him, what I mean to tell him, because I don’t ever want people to know about how I went from career military to a fucking jobless loser. It’s embarrassing. I hate even thinking about it. I don’t want anyone knowing. Not even the ones who already know. I wish it wasn’t real.

      So, I can’t really explain why I bombard him with a full recount of Jake Tully’s Greatest Fuck-Ups Volume One. But once I start, I can’t stop.

      I share everything with him.

      “—and then he said he’s always hated me, which, what? What the fuck did I ever do to him? I mean, except for stealing his pills and destroying most of his stuff, but I had literally just done all of that so, that doesn’t explain his entire fucking problem with me.”

      “It sounds like he just wanted to get back at you, so maybe he didn’t really mean it?”

      “Oh, I think he meant it.” A laugh catches in my throat. “If we were cool, he probably wouldn’t have fucked my girlfriend.”

      “Wait,” Felix says. “What.”

      “He fucked her.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe the last time she came out to visit me. Maybe one of the other times… sometime in the span of two years. Hell, maybe it happened more than once, and he didn’t get to share that with me because I broke his nose after that, and then he couldn’t do much besides bitch and moan and bleed.”

      “Nice,” Felix says, his tone almost reverent.

      “Then he went and told on me and there wasn’t anything me or my brother could do. And now that shit stays on my permanent record forever. Three tours and I can’t even claim to be a veteran. I’m basically a fucking disgrace.”

      I close my eyes against the heels of my hands as this sick feeling rolls through me.

      I could blame the three donuts I ate, but I know that’s not the reason I suddenly want to retch.

      My life is the reason.

      I swallow down the bile slowly coating my throat. And when Felix remains quiet, I drop my hands and look over at him again and find he’s just staring at me like he doesn’t know what to say back.

      And I guess I get it. What do you say to someone to try and make them feel better when there’s absolutely nothing that could possibly do that?

      But then, then, Felix surprises the fuck out of me by responding with the last thing I expect anyone to take from that recap.

      “So, is it like, exclusively girls for you or…”

      I blink. What.

      “What?” I ask.

      He blushes furiously. “Uh, like, do you only date girls or no…”

      “Where is that coming from?”

      “Well, at the beginning, you said your girlfriend broke up with you.”

      “Yeah. And?”

      “Then you said she fucked your roommate. At least once.”

      “Yeah, I remember. And?”

      “I’m just wondering if you’re exclusively straight. Now. Or like, were you ever.”

      “Exclusively straight,” I repeat slowly.

      “Yeah.”

      He shrugs, like obviously, why wouldn’t he be wondering if I only date girls. This is and should be the only takeaway people have after listening to the retelling of how I lost seven years of sobriety and ended up in Ruxton, Alabama.

      “Never mind,” he quickly says. “That sucks, Jake. The whole thing—what you just said. I’m really sorry that happened to you. And your roommate is a giant dick. There’s no excuse for what he did. You deserved a better friend than that.”

      I’m still wondering how in the hell our conversation took a turn into my sexuality, so I don’t agree, even though I want to. He is a giant dick. Then Felix is pushing his half-eaten fourth donut across the table and bumping my plate out of the way, and I’m too distracted now to ask him why he cares what I like.

      “Here. You can have the rest,” he says.

      I study the donut. “That’s okay.”

      “No. I want you to have it.”

      “I’m good. I already ate three of them.”

      “Yeah, but I ate three and a half. You need to catch up.”

      And because for some reason, I think it would be nice if we both ate the same fractional amount (shut up, I know it’s weird), and because he’d probably like it just as much as me (why would I care what he likes? I don’t have to answer that), I pick up the half donut and swallow it down in two bites.

      “And now we’re even.” He grins so, so big.

      I suck chocolate frosting off my thumb. “Yay.”

      His laugh is nice.

      Yeah, I could’ve easily answered that sexuality question.

      “So. Let’s talk sponsors,” he says, keeping us on target.

      “Okay.”

      “You got one?”

      “No. You?”

      He nods. “Did you see that guy I was sitting with?”

      I think for a moment. “Neck tattoo?”

      His eyes widen before he drops his head back against the booth, groaning. “Neck tattoo.” I watch him swallow. “Ungh. That never stops being hot.”

      I laugh a little. “Whatever you say.”

      “What? It is.” He looks at me like I’m insane to think anything different. “Anyway. That’s Dean. He’s an amazing sponsor. Been doing it for years. Plus, he’s a kickass tattoo artist. He taught me everything I know.”

      “So I should… ask him to be my sponsor?”

      “What? No.”

      “Oh. I don’t.” Huh. Okay. “I’ve never had a sponsor before. That’s not how it works?”

      He leans forward. “You’ve never had a sponsor before?”

      “No.”

      “You were clean for seven years without a sponsor?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s badass, Jake. Damn.”

      “I never really did meetings before. I didn’t like any of them. No one talked to me.”

      He frowns.

      And now I sound really pathetic. Great.

      “I didn’t not like any of them just because no one talked to me. It was more than that.”

      Felix doesn’t call me out on my lie. “Still. No one talked to you? Like, not even a hello?”

      “Nope.”

      “What a bunch of assholes.”

      “I guess.”

      “No. Seriously. Do you want another donut? I can get you another one.”

      “Uh. No. That’s okay.”

      “Are you sure? I eat a lot when I’m sad.”

      “I’m not sad.”

      “Well, now I kinda am.” His voice is so quiet now. “I can’t believe no one talked to you. That’s so messed up. We’re supposed to be a fucking community and welcoming and supportive. And they treated you like a bunch of high school bitches. I’m honestly upset about it.”

      “Felix, it’s fine.”

      “Jake, it really isn’t.”

      We stare at each other.

      I cock my head and wonder where the hell this guy came from. Why is he so bothered by this? And why am I bothered by him being bothered?

      What the fuck?

      What a weird turn my life has taken.

      I’m out of the booth before I can think twice about what I’m even doing and return with another chocolate frosted with rainbow sprinkles. (Not chocolate sprinkles because what’s the point of that, Jake? You can’t even see them.)

      I set it down in front of Felix and take my seat.

      “There. Quit being sad.”

      He’s shy when he looks up. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      “So. Sponsors.”

      Right. That.

      “Dean isn’t taking on anyone else.” He licks frosting off his lip. “So, he’s out.”

      “What about Mac?” I ask. He runs the meetings. Why wouldn’t he sponsor people too?

      “Mac would be a good one.”

      “That’s who I should ask, then. Right?”

      “Or…”

      “Or?”

      Felix pushes the empty plate away (Jesus Christ. He ate that fast) tipping up his chin, and he’s just waiting for me to say what’s so obvious now.

      I don’t know why I didn’t see where this conversation was going or why I wouldn’t think of him on my own.

      I actually feel kind of shitty for not saying this sooner.

      “You?”

      His face lights up. “I’ve been waiting for someone to ask me since I hit my year mark forty-seven days ago. Because I know I’ll be the best sponsor. Like, it’s just who I am. I care a lot. And sometimes people don’t really get me because of it. Or they think I’m just clingy or whatever, but that’s not it. I like being close with people. The connection. I feel it more than others, I think. So, I know I’ll care about your sobriety just as much as my own. It’ll be that important. And I’ll be there for you whenever you need me. I don’t care what time it is or what I’m doing. I’ll be there, Jake. And I’ll check in with you every day when I wake up and every night before I crash, and I’ll make sure you’re okay. I’ll always make sure you’re okay. We’ll get you to seven years again. I know we will.”

      I look down at his hand that’s on top of my own, and I wonder when he put it there and if the tattoos on his fingers hurt. But I only wonder all of that for a second, because I’m overwhelmed by how badly I want him to be my sponsor.

      I think he will be the best at it. I believe every word he says. He’s got a year of sobriety behind him, so why not?

      Plus, he’s promising me, just like CJ can.

      That has to mean something.

      I can pick anyone. But Felix is the biggest reason I’ll be going back to that meeting. So, it should be him.

      Felix is nodding before I even ask, but I still say the words anyway. It seems right to me.

      “Will you?”

      He leans back and then motions across the table. “Give me your phone.”

      I pull it out of my pocket and begin to hand it over when I see the message from CJ on the screen. I quickly read it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call if you need me

      

      

      

      

      

      “Who’s CJ?” Felix asks, taking the phone from me.

      “My brother.”

      “The same one you’re living with?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He supports you. That’s good.”

      Warmth spreads out underneath my skin. “Yeah. He’s the best. He’s going to be a dad.”

      “No shit? That’s cool.” Felix keeps his eyes on the phone as he puts in his number, I’m assuming. What else would he be doing with it? “Did he just find out?”

      “Yeah. His wife took a bunch of tests.”

      “You should get her flowers.”

      I stare at him. “I should?”

      “She’s going to be the one doing all of the work. Your brother got off and gets to chill for nine months. Not her. She’d probably like something nice.” He shrugs. “I don’t know. Flowers are nice.”

      I try and think of a place around here that sells flowers in the middle of the night. A gas station, maybe?

      “I’m going to need to move out,” I share. “When the baby comes. I was stressing out about it earlier.”

      His eyes lift and hold mine. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you want to use?”

      “I wanted to drink. That usually leads to using.”

      “How do you feel now? Still want to drink?”

      “No.”

      “Good. We’ll figure out the whole moving thing. Don’t worry about it now.”

      “All right.”

      All right. Is it that simple?

      His phone beeps from underneath the table, and I realize Felix just sent a text to himself from my phone. Then he hands me mine back, asking, “Are you ready to get out of here?”

      “I sure as hell don’t want another donut.”

      “Aw. Really? I could totally eat another one.”

      “What?” I gape at him as we both stand.

      He’s a little shorter than me, skinny and pale. Those tattoos stand out like crazy against his skin.

      “You ate four of them,” I say. “Plus a half. Aren’t you full?”

      “No. Never.”

      “Jesus.”

      He laughs as I follow him outside, and we fall in step together on the sidewalk.

      “You got any hobbies?” he asks.

      I try to give him an inch of room by walking partly in the grass, but he grabs my elbow and tugs me back over where I was. Our arms brush continuously.

      “Not really,” I say.

      “You need one.”

      I look over at him. “I need a hobby?”

      “Hell yeah. Having nothing but time on your hands isn’t a good thing. Not for us. You need to occupy yourself.”

      “Oh.” I scratch at the back of my head. “Shit. Got any suggestions?”

      “What about painting?”

      “I’m not artistic at all.”

      “So?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think I’d be into it.”

      “Baking?” he suggests.

      “Like cookies and shit?”

      “Yeah. Like cookies and shit.”

      “I’ve never baked anything in my life.”

      “But you could.” He smiles at me. I can barely see it, it’s so dark out. “Try it. See if it’s your thing. If it isn’t, we’ll just find something else.”

      “Okay.”

      I guess I’m taking up baking.

      “Jake the baker. Baking with Jake.” Felix laughs at himself. “Oh yeah. This is totally going to work out for you. I can feel it.”

      I watch as he looks straight ahead. I think he’s still smiling.

      And I’m a little bummed I can’t see it.
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