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      CHRISTMAS: NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE

      Mercy Lounge. Heaving masses of bodies writhing back and forth in time with the heavy bass beat, yelling and screaming, happy faces locked on the stage, eyes lit up and mouths stretched into manic grins. It smells like teen spirit, and brimstone, and cold iron from the overhead girders, which are sprinkled with fake frost, all overlaid with the thick, sweet scent of liquor. Guilty Pleasures are playing a Christmas show. I am drinking. Heavily.

      I hate Christmas.

      It’s not only the weather. Christmas in the South is hit or miss. Some years, it’s eighty degrees and we’re playing football in the backyard. Others it’s cold enough for snow, light dustings of white crystals shadowing everything. Most years, though, it’s freezing cold, and bleak, and empty. Slate skies with nothing falling but the temperature and my mood. What’s the point of Christmas without snow?

      But that’s Nashville for you. Utterly unpredictable. Especially during the holidays, when the kids are off from school and the parents are high on rage and champagne and tinsel and greed, loaded with murderous intent.

      Thinking about it, maybe hate isn’t a strong enough word. I loathe Christmas. I despise it. I would rather dig a hole the first weekend of December and emerge again with that poor groundhog in February, when the insanity and water-cooler talk of the holidays are truly over.

      Maybe it’s because I don’t have a family nearby, and I’m not religious, and as low man on the totem pole, I usually get stuck on call. There’s nothing like being an undercover cop on Christmas. You see everything humanity has to give at the holidays. It’s like the full moon: it brings out the worst in people, and it brings out the best in others. I rarely see the best, though. Nature of the beast.

      Maybe it’s because people are harried, tired of the year and the demands of their lives, or because they’re ready to turn over a new leaf, to start fresh, start again. It does feel like we’re all simply going through the motions.

      And not maybe, truth: spending the holidays alone sucks.

      What I do sort of like are the days after Christmas. That time when all goes quiet: silent night, holy night, all is calm, all is bright. A certain peace steals over the city, as if everyone’s breath is held in anticipation of the new year.

      The calendar didn’t used to have an exact number of days, and it ran according to the sun. The long nights and shorter days of winter meant there were always a few days at the end of the sun year that didn’t fit in with the calendar. This is a mystical time. If you look at your Greek, Norse, or Roman mythology, this is when legends are born, when gods and goddesses spring forth, crossing the veil of the two worlds, blurring the lines between mortal and immortal. This is where the twelve days of Christmas really comes from—not silly gifts of French hens and lords leaping and partridges. It’s those lost days at the end of the year.

      The Omen Days.

      I think it would be better if we called them by their true title. It’s more fitting, really. You can figure out a lot about your life in those twelve days after Christmas, when the old year dies and all its highs and lows become a memory.

      But whatever you call it, or I call it, I can’t find the joy in the season. Not anymore. It hasn’t been a real Christmas since I lost her.

      So I count the days until the season draws to a close and do everything I can to distract myself. Like tonight’s bacchanalia on Cannery Row.

      Grimey shouts something and the band switches gears, going full bore into “Cruel Summer,” and the girls from behind the bar jump on the stage and dance. I’m dancing now too, throwing my left arm in the air, trying not to spill the drink in my right hand. I have enough whiskey in my system to let me relax a bit. The band plays on and on, mining the best hits from a bygone era. With each new tune, I scream the words at the top of my lungs, feel the enmity leave. The crowd melts together into the most raucous sing-along yet. “And I’m gonna keep on loving you…”

      I gulp more of my old buddy Jack with its tiny splash of Coke for fizz, let the blessed numbness calm my tortured soul.

      The band shifts to Journey, and I’m believing, all right. I’m taken back to our first prom. The whiskey threatens to come up, so I have some more. I’m rocked now, completely drunk, limbs loose, vision off. On stage, if I’m not mistaken, someone has joined the band and is wearing a codpiece. Ballsy.

      My shift today was long and sad and full of unhappy people doing stupid things, and tonight I am trying to disappear into the fabric of the city and let it consume me. I order another drink. I will feel exactly like hell tomorrow, but tonight . . . tonight, I can try to forget.

      I’m here with my two best friends, Stephen and Jim. We used to be roommates until my undercover gig made it awkward for me and too dangerous for them. I needed room to be by myself, roaming town as the lone wolf, busting drug dealers and pimps, but I miss the days at the townhouse, the three of us howling at the moon together.

      Friends are a good thing to have when you’re alone.

      Jim is a patient advocate lawyer, and Stephen is a writer. They’re both good at their jobs: Stephen won an award for his debut novel this spring and is writing a new book, and Jim got a partner offer last week. The three of us couldn’t be more different. We met at Vanderbilt freshman year, in Dr. Tichi’s English Comp, and have been thick as thieves ever since. They got me through the breakup, for which I’m usually grateful. Usually.

      These two men are good to their cores. I wouldn’t be the man I am without them. Though at this moment, their actions are questionable. They are dancing, unsteady and silly, jumping up and down, heads bobbing. Jim is carelessly spilling beer down his arm, soaking his blue Brooks Brothers button-down, but he’s too drunk to care. Stephen is drinking whiskey, like me, but at a slower pace. He has to meet up with family tomorrow and doesn’t want to spend the day puking and green. He is sliding around from side to side, creating enough space in the crowd to do the moonwalk, the “Thriller” dance, the works. He looks like an idiot. I love him. I love both of them.

      We are moving as one, the crowd and the guys, and the music is pumping and I’m almost, almost, at a place I could call happy when I turn my head to shout at Stephen’s antics. . . and that’s when I see her. The world screeches to a halt. The music fades. The room stops heaving.

      Autumn is here.
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        * * *

      

      Autumn Cleary was my first everything: friend, kiss, car ride, football game, dinner date, blow job, sex. We met in kindergarten and spent the next eighteen years either fighting or kissing, and sometimes both at once. We had plans, man. White picket fences and two point five kids and a dog. The whole American dream.

      But soon after we graduated from college, Autumn broke my heart.

      It was a clean break. She looked at me one night two weeks before Christmas, when we were getting ready for bed, and said, “I’m leaving in the morning. I thought you should know, in case you wanted to talk about it.”

      “What do you mean you’re leaving? On a trip? To where?”

      Brilliant of me, I know. No one ever said I was smart.

      She sat down on the side of the bed, her blond hair falling in waves around her shoulders. She’d gotten it cut two days earlier, taking her waist-length hair to a long bob, a lob, she called it, and it was so different. She was so different.

      She must have seen some sort of recognition of that in my eyes, because she smiled sadly and touched her hair self-consciously. “I know it’s strange. I needed a change, and this wasn’t enough. I need to do something else. I love you. I’ll always love you. But I want to be by myself for a while.”

      A desperate wave of fear and hurt and panic started to rise in my chest. I wanted to roar, to scream, to beg and plead. My worst fears were being realized, my very worst nightmares coming alive. Losing Autumn would kill me dead, as sure as a bullet. My heart rattled against my ribs, and I took a deep breath, somehow managed to hold the tidal wave at bay.

      “Did I do something? Say something? What in the name of fuck is wrong, Autumn?”

      She smelled of cinnamon. She’d been decorating the apartment—why would you decorate if you were planning to leave, Autumn?—and I had the insane urge to push her down and roll on her body like a dog, get her scent all over me before it was too late: cinnamon and cloves and lavender and that soap she used on our clothes, the organic stuff that was safe for the environment and smelled like rain. It was a heady perfume, and I didn’t want to forget it.

      Perched on the edge of our big bed, she said the words that tore us asunder. “Baby, if I knew the answer, I wouldn’t have to leave. Something’s wrong. I don’t know if it’s you or me, but I’m going to give us some space and find out. I don’t want to end up like our parents. I refuse to do that. You remember how . . .”

      Remember? How could I not? Autumn’s mom had pretty severe clinical depression one year, got sadder and sadder, and she started to drink
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