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			Dedication

			For all the women I’ve loved before, thank you for helping to make me who I am today.

			And for Kris, the one woman who has never left my side, I love you more than I can ever say.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Welcome To This World

			I keep having the same dreams: dreams of a better time; dreams of a time when things were simpler; when I was younger and, perhaps, stronger than I am now. They are haunting dreams from when Faith and I were new and discovering each other in every way possible. Dreams that feel more akin to memories being played back, like a movie in my mind, while I lay in slumber.

			Dreams can mean many things, but I like to believe that they show us what we miss or what we wish we could change. Some dreams show us the life we could have had, the world we secretly wish we had. Maybe that’s why my dreams always seem to irk me so. Perchance this life that I lead isn’t what I truly wanted in my heart of hearts. But if I know this now, I have to wonder if it is too late to have everything that I desire. If that is true, then I need to find a way to the life I should have had. Perchance, the life that I have lived was the life better off left a dream. It’s that unattainable goal that provides ambition, but ultimately leaves you where you needed to be―not where you thought you wanted to be. Maybe that’s the rub and I am too late. I may be left with nothing but dreams I never realized I had.

			This dream playing right now takes me back to New Year’s Eve 2000: the Millennium, the big Y2K, the supposed end of it all. Most of us knew things would turn out just fine but jumped on the hype to make the most of a night meant for parties, drinking, and being with friends, the memories of years past and the good times to come. The Auld Lang Syne, so to speak.

			We were at a house party somewhere in the Lincoln Park area of Chicago, either on the outskirts of the DePaul campus or just beyond. I guess the location isn’t the critical detail here since my mind can’t pinpoint its exact location, but there we were. It was Faith, me, and two of her friends from back home. It’s been several years since that New Year’s, but their names were Henry and Wanda if I correctly recall.

			The funny things about dreams are the oxymoronic-sounding, vague specificities of them, like trying to recall a time when you were really high or stoned on something. You know the environment and approximate surroundings from the moment. In hindsight, though, the details are foggy, and the chronology is wrong. The dense, hazy aura surrounds the events you know you were at, but try as you may, you can’t recall them as well as you’d like. The missing moments between the significant events that stick out in your mind are gone. 

			I know leading up to the party we were at some guy’s house who lived above some family business in a three-flat on Fullerton. We were in his house, kicking each other’s asses on Goldeneye 64 and smoking some most excellent weed. I remember that and taking my third hit from the joint. The next thing I knew, we were all walking west on Fullerton to finally hit up that party. All my THC-riddled mind could see was my legs. I remember thinking that what we smoked wasn’t just weed, so I had to concentrate on each step and tell my brain to lift my leg, swing it forward, and repeat. I remember the laughter from next to me as Henry, Wanda, and Faith were all entertained at my inability to walk like a capable human being. Weed had never done that to me before or since. The next thing I remember was that we were at the New Year’s Eve party. That’s what I mean, though―vague specificity. There are distinct moments surrounded by the nothingness of time lost during that night.

			The party looked good, at least from the outside approach; way too many people huddled together on the wood-planked balcony overlooking the alley behind the building. All of them puffing away on cigarettes while keeping warm in the crisp, early winter air. Once again, we found ourselves walking up to the second story of the dark grey brick, three-flat apartment―a most common sight in the Windy City. After paying the five-dollar cover charge for the Red Solo® cup and unlimited refills of whatever was left of the second-rate beer they bought by the keg, we stepped inside the building.

			As all memories of parties go, whether high or sober, the faces of anyone that doesn’t end up playing a vital role in the night’s memory are faceless. Not faceless, like the children from Pink Floyd’s The Wall, but anonymous, like blurred background extras from an eighties high-school movie party scene. Generic. I am sure this party had their fair share of husky, pseudo-intellectual young men trying to wax existential about the meaning of life and the pointlessness of it all, while their only real goal herewas a feeble attempt to nail whatever girl (or guy) they were philosophizing with. Luckily, those guys aren’t the point of this dream.

			After the time lapses from walking through a crowd, the next thing I remember was the bedroom. The walls were decorated with framed prints of Kant, Nietzsche, Chomsky, and other philosophers. This bedroom probably belonged to one of the pseudo-intellectuals lost in the sea of people on the other side of the door. On this side of the door, though, was where the real fun was about to go down.

			Now I know why I’m having this dream―it was also the beginning of the end.

			We could hear the chatter beyond the door, the usual chitchat from drunken college kids as they sauntered by the door, the occasional knock and turn of the knob to see if the room was occupied. Even the noise from the balcony drifted through the curtained and closed window. None of us minded; it was auditory camouflage for our carnal activity. The only light coming into the room was a mix of moonlight and streetlamps diffused by the curtain. It made Faith look beautiful; Wanda too. But at this point in the dream, I’m not looking at either Faith or Wanda. Nope. I’m looking at Henry’s rock-hard junk. It was a meager five or six inches, with a head that mushroomed out far enough to where it looked like it might get stuck, like a barbed arrow, once he slid inside a girl. That’s where my dream picked up at this moment. That’s the moment my mind decided it needed to etch into its eternal memory of things relevant and essential―me staring at some dude’s oddly shaped, one-eyed purple people-eater.

			There I was standing next to Henry. Both of us were facing the ladies with our fists on our hips, elbows out to the sides, and chests puffed up. We looked like some display of reject porn stripper applicants, waiting to be told they weren’t good enough for the main stage. Meanwhile, the ladies were comparing notes on the similarities and differences between our (insert not-yet-used-euphemism) ramrods. But we stood there like champions, also comparing notes on our ladies, breast size and shape, vaginal differences, and so on and so forth. But the party was fun so far. There we were, drunk, consenting adults doing what they do in the exploratory phases of life. We proceeded to rail our girls right next to each other on some stranger’s bed. A glorious sight it was, watching two pairs of breasts bounce all about as we slid in and out of our respective partners. Four breasts, twice the usual amount one gets to look at while having sex; it was wondrous! 

			But for the life of me, my brain can’t figure out why this moment was the beginning of the end. How could this be the moment it all started going wrong? I’m sure on some level it already was going awry, but this was the catalyst to bring to light that things were not as glorious as Faith and I perhaps thought they were. This moment is what was needed to ultimately push us away and toward the life that we needed and wanted to live.

			The next thing I knew, we were all sitting on the bed post-coitus in uncomfortable silence. Henry and I were wiping our manhoods clean while the girls toweled off our self-made love lotion from their chests. It was at this point in my dream that I remember why this was the defining moment. The beginning of the end, if it hadn’t already begun―Henry wanted to swap. I was conflicted, not because I didn’t understand the concept but because I wanted to do it also, kind of. My alcohol and THC-riddled mind wanted to stick my dick in the girl next to my girl. I craved to double-dip into the girl with slightly larger breasts and a few more freckles everywhere, which would have been okay if Faith wanted to sleep with Henry. 

			Nope. She didn’t even say it out loud. The disgust on her face at the thought of him was enough to tell everyone she was not down for any swapping of any kind.

			I wanted Wanda, but Faith just wanted to enjoy the moment we had and not take it any further. So there I sat, too drunk to think about what she wanted and too stoned to realize what was really going on. So, we two guys were trying to pull a partner swap that neither partner truly wanted. Hell, I didn’t want Henry to bang Faith, and Wanda’s expression was clear she sure as hell didn’t want me tossing one in her. We were caught in an awkward situation in which Henry had an idea that I didn’t actually want to go through with but would not back down from because of some stupid, misconstrued sense of machismo, or lack of being adventurous, or coming off as a lame-o, or some silly crap.

			But to the point of the moment, Faith made a joke at my expense. For the love of my memory, I can’t remember what she cracked, but I made an off-color joke back at her. (It wasn’t so much a joke as it was a sarcastic comment that was meant to be funny but came off as one of the most asshole-y, rude, inappropriate things I’ve ever said in my life.) But Faith made the joke, and she laughed. Henry and Wanda laughed, but I didn’t laugh. I knew she said it in jest and was meant to be cute, but I was inebriated. I was an asshole, an asshat, immature, and not nearly as clever as I thought. As I was putting on my shorts so I could go take a leak, I turned to her and, dripping with the thickest sarcasm I could froth in my mouth, screamed, “Fuck you!”

			Here’s the thing about it though, I don’t know what I was thinking. Maybe I thought I was some sort of sublime comic genius fresh off from watching Man On The Moon. Perhaps I should have just stuck with music and left clever to the comics. In that instant, the smiles wiped off their faces. The noise outside the room continued on but, inside that room, the silence was deafening. There was a sick feeling in my stomach. It was quickly overtaking my senses, drowning out my ability to comprehend the reprehensible nature of my words and numbing my ability to feel anything but the growing pain in my gut. Before I could even try to defend my indefensible actions, the swelling pain shot forth from my mouth, landing all over my shorts, the top of the dresser, and inside a few partially opened drawers.

			Maybe it was the liquid form of Mike Tyson uppercutting my insides till it was outside that caused my off-color remark. Perhaps I wasn’t the nice guy I deluded myself into thinking I was. Maybe I did mean something by it, but just can’t, or don’t want to, remember what it was. It doesn’t matter; excuses are for the weak. Anyone who tries to preface lousy behavior with some bullshit reason isn’t much of a person. Any way it went, I was standing there covered in my own puke.

			The thing about Faith is that she didn’t hold my words against me. To her, this moment might be just another flaw she overlooked in some misguided adoration for me. She hopped up, still in her birthday suit, and made her way to me. In the 3.5 seconds it took for her to reach me, another spout of bile and alcohol spewed forth from my mouth, further covering my bare torso. She was such a kind soul and didn’t care that she was still naked. She didn’t care about the numerous strangers on the other side of the door. She opened the door, with her arm around me, and headed into the sea of onlookers gawking at the sight of her breasts and my chest hair matted in vomit. She led me to the bathroom, the good girlfriend that she was.

			I remember clearly that I sat dry heaving into the toilet while she held my hair out of the line of fire. She sat there, rubbing my back, trying to calm my nerves with quiet whispers. Now, the full-chest heaving (whose low-toned sounds could summon ancient, primordial demons) had possessed my diaphragm in full force. All I wanted to do was calm down so I could try to give Faith some false, off-the-cuff explanation as to why I failed so spectacularly back in the room. But I couldn’t. All I could do was sit there and listen to her tell me we’ll talk about it later or that everything was going to be okay. All sorts of pleasantries were said to ease the tension of the moment, only to prolong the detonation of whatever explosive the bomb held.

			The sounds of Faith’s voice continues to echo through my ears, the quiet tones of her calming me down from the nightmare of the moment. I hear her whisper to me that “Everything is fine. It’s only a dream.” Over and over, the sound of her voice invades my mind more and more, making it seem more real. The dream in my mind that is caught on loop, as I dry heave into a stranger’s dirty toilet, becomes more vivid as she keeps whispering over and over the same words that solidify into my mind, “It’s only a dream.”

			The reality of my dream fades away as the waking world starts to come into focus. The blurred lines of dreaming and being awake stay discombobulated, though Faith’s words stay brick solid. My eyes flutter open to clear away the cobwebs. I hear new words from Faith. “You’re finally awake.”

			The world comes into focus as the blinding light of day dims. All I can see is Faith, her Mona Lisa smile painted onto her face in a never-ending attempt to pretend that everything is going to be okay.

			I don’t remember the ambulance. I remember the rain and the crash.

			“Did anyone pick up Viv and Logan? Her car broke down. They probably think I’m such an ass.” I watch as Faith’s face twists at my words.

			“Viv and Logan are fine. You don’t remember, do you?” Faith starts. The only sounds I hear in between her words are the steady electronic beeps of hospital monitors.

			“I remember a bit. What happened?” I am wholly stumped by Faith’s words.

			The air around us is thick and heavy. The tones of the room have disappeared, leaving only the silence to be broken. She points a hesitant finger at me. “You happened. You’ve been out a while longer than I think you think.”

			“What? Did I miss the rest of the party?” I try to add some levity.

			Her grimace lets me know that not only is the bachelor party over, but also that jokes are anything other than welcome.

			I try to sit up in my bed as a pulling sensation tests the stretching limits of the stitches holding the hole closed that my rib stuck through not too long ago. I lay back down and reach for the bedside remote, slowly raising the back of the bed like some invalid mastermind ruling the world from my internal prison. Well, at least that’s what it feels like right now.

			I am up.

			A little more aware than a few moments ago. An awareness springs to the front of my mind that the bruises are healing and still painful (both to touch and just for being). The blunt, throbbing sensation of a healing bone that feels like it is going to snap back in half at the slightest tap is a new reminder of what I can’t clearly remember. And now that I am upright, I will wait for Faith to speak.

			“You’ve been in a drug-induced coma. The rib wasn’t the worst of it. The police say there was a multi-car collision, then a secondary hit. That hit took Ronnie, they say. Then a third hit,” she says while fighting off tears that well up in her eyes.

			I shake my head in disbelief. “Took Ronnie? Where’s he at? How’s he doing? I don’t remember the second hit. I remember the one that knocked Ronnie out.”

			Her tears break. Faith starts sobbing quietly as tears stream down her cheeks. “He’s gone. That second hit messed you up, too.”

			I try to lean into Faith to give her a hug, but the pain is telling me otherwise. My eyes search the room for anything to help ease the hurt. I find a morphine drip in my left arm and hit the button a few times to help mitigate the sensation, something to make me more comfortable. I extend the better of my two arms and place my hand on her shoulder. She bends her neck to snuggle my hand as she wipes away her tears.

			“What do you mean he’s gone? And don’t tell me he died.” I deny what I know is true.

			She sniffs up a round of tears, then blurts out in a moment of hysterics. “I thought I was going to lose you. The doctors didn’t know how long you’d be unconscious. I was so worried.”

			“How long? How long was I out for?” I start to remember that I have a tour to manage for Spear Fist. I have a wedding to attend and a career that has people relying on me.

			“Five days,” she starts as she tries to calm back down, “but the doctors said if you wake, woke, whatever, you should be fine.” Faith holds her stomach like an invisible fist punched her square in the gut.

			“You all right?” I ask, forgetting the news that catalyzed the crash.

			“Doctors say I need to keep calm.” The meekness in her voice hopes I remember what she told me. “All the stress is threatening my pregnancy.”

			“Five days isn’t so bad.” I realize I missed a few significant milestones in such a short time. “But the tour is starting in less than forty-eight hours, and there’s all the final touches, the wedding.”

			“You missed the wedding. Five days you were out. The wedding was two days after the bachelor party.” Faith shakes her head at my narrow-tracked mind. “You’re not doing the tour with them. You need to heal; otherwise, you won’t be around to do any more tours with anybody.”

			I move forward as if I had the strength to jump out of bed, but the pain overtakes my body, sending me right back against the mattress. The morphine has either already worn off, or I am in far more pain than these drugs can handle. I hit the feel-good button a few more times. 

			“Get some rest, love.” She bends down to kiss my forehead. “I’ll fill you in on everything when you are more awake.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Dance

			My first waking night in the hospital is a lonely one. The ambient buzzing and beeping of machines from my room, the noises from the staff as they walk by doing their nightly duties, all seem to be so distant and uncaring. I drift in and out of sleep, constantly waking from pain. The push of my morphine button helps me fall back asleep for a few minutes at a time. I guess five days does not heal broken bones and hard bruises. The endurance of the morphine button to be hit as many times as I have this night is an impressive feat. However, I am pretty sure most of my pressing is an exercise in futility, as I’ve met my hourly limit of fun drugs at this point.

			The few moments I am awake are spent staring at the off-white, acoustic ceiling tiles, as headlights outside cast their shadows in a silent, abstract show eerie enough to scare a small child. The moments between, when my eyes were shut, I drift into a twilight haze where my brain tries to figure out if I am sleeping or awake. I start to dream a few times, but those are quickly cut off as my sleeping mind wants me to adjust, then the pain jolts me awake for a few moments to once again stare at the shadows.

			The shadow plays are only a distraction from the thoughts that plague my mind while I lay awake, hoping for sleep. The idea that Ronnie is gone hits me harder than his fist when it first connected with my face weeks ago. While his fist connected quite nicely, I did deserve it. In the end, he was actually a pretty good guy. In the end. I may just be the one to blame for his demise. Had Faith not said over speakerphone what she said while Ronnie was riding shotgun, I wouldn’t have dropped the phone and swerved. But I recovered from that; I remember that. His end can’t merely be nothing more than the sad conclusion to a series of unfortunate and malicious events. I’m not one to ponder on things. . . oh, who the hell am I kidding? Of course, I am. If I weren’t, I would have been able to move on from Faith eighteen years ago when we first split up. I wouldn’t be holding onto this notion of who I think she is, or could be, and who I could be that caused all the events to unfold the way they did, causing Ronnie to be riding with me to pick up Viv and her new girl.

			Fate is a funny thing.

			By the time daylight arrives, I’ve given up on any sort of sleep. The exhaustion only makes my pain tolerance plummet, exponentially increasing the need for my little morphine button. The thoughts of doing any type of physical rehab or even walking to take a leak are unwelcome.

			Lunchtime rolls around faster than I thought. I could have sworn I just woke up and was looking around, but here sits a tray next to my table. My sore muscles and bones lift the lid off my plate to reveal the light brown, wafer-thin patty of mystery meat on an unseasoned, flavorless bun they pass off for a hamburger. Not even a slice of cheese. The side dish of orange juice fortified with iron to give it the taste of a metal spoon is also less than satisfying. But there it is. I must have gone to the bathroom between dawn and now because I don’t have to go. I must be more exhausted than I thought.

			I close my eyes to take a bite of my sandwich I hesitantly call a burger. A few chews later, and with a swallow, I open my eyes. I repeat this a few times. On my last swallow, however, I open my eyes to a tray-less room. No remnants of my burger or orange juice are left. It’s not even daylight anymore; the twilight hour is upon me. The hospital room is lit by the orange-and-purple light of the evening sky. Again, I find myself pressing the morphine button. I’m not sure if my loss of time is due to my pain, some undetected brain injury, sleepiness, the drugs, or a mixture of some or all the above. 

			For the moment, I am okay with it. I don’t have to think about the dead guy I was driving with. I don’t have to think about the tour I am missing or any possible impact this may have on my future with Spear Fist or any other band. I don’t have to dwell on the pain that Faith must be feeling over her loss. I don’t have to think and don’t want to remember.

			Introspection is bad.

			I rest my eyes for a moment just to relax the pain away, but when I open them, the morning is upon me. Next to my bed is last night’s mostly untouched dinner I don’t remember nibbling on and the food attendant giving me a fresh meal that I’ll avoid as long as possible. As he exits the room, a sight for my sore eyes enters with an exhausted smile and a bag with some clothes.

			“I have been talking to your doctors. They’re a little worried about your pain level. Still, there’s physically nothing wrong with you, besides the expected.” Faith smiles a little more, extending the bag my direction. “You were out of it last night. I helped myself to a bite of your supper.”

			A doctor strolls into the room. At least I’m assuming he’s a doctor, and my doctor at that, since he has a white coat on, stethoscope around his neck, and a tablet he’s tapping away on. 

			“Good morning, Mr. Fairlane,” he says without looking up from his tablet. “I’m writing you a couple of prescriptions for the pain. And your lovely fiancée says she’ll fill them so you don’t have to.”

			I give a raised brow to Faith. She shrugs her shoulders, giving me a playful smile. “I’ll take good care of him, doctor.”

			The doctor turns to Faith. “The meds are as needed, but they can be addictive, so use with discretion. If he gets worse, if his energy doesn’t pick back up, any of the things we talked about that you said you would rather do from the comfort of your home, you page me and get him back in here.”

			I huff in amusement that the doctor is giving my fake fiancée a list of things without even acknowledging me. 

			“Thanks, doc,” I interrupt. “I’ll be fine. Rest, walk, sleep, repeat until healed,” I say, forcing myself to stand up. The pulling pain of the healing stitches catches my attention and shoots any sleep left in me clear out of my head.

			The doctor turns back to Faith with a smile. “Have fun. And as I said, page me if you need anything or have any questions.” He turns back to me. “She’s a good lady to take care of you like this. She could’ve just let you stay here to recover as recommended. Take care of yourself. I’ll see you in six weeks for a check-up.”

			He exits and, after the nurse removes my morphine IV, Faith helps slide a clean shirt over my head. “Been a long time since you had to take care of me like this.”

			She shakes her head at my nostalgia. “I remember. Almost eighteen years you managed to not need me to help you.” She grabs my pants and starts sliding them up my legs. “That was an interesting night. Let’s just get you outta here.”

			[image: ]

			As the drug-addled haze wears thin again, I find myself at home, lying in my bed. I hear Faith in my kitchen and assume she is attempting some sort of dinner.

			“Faith!” I call out, trying not to put any strain on my diaphragm.

			I hear what I assume to be a metal pot dropping onto the tile floor, “Shit! Coming!” She picks it up, clanking it on the counter.

			“How far are you into cooking?” I inquire.

			“Not far enough that you can’t ask if I’d like to go out for a bite instead.” She smirks, gesturing to the door.

			The spot we find ourselves in is a Flo-grown burger joint called Adler’s, a little place that started off as a food truck and has grown into a brick-and-mortar location. While the burgers aren’t as thick as Chicago’s own Kuma’s Corner, the tastes definitely rival each other. Anyone who’s been to a big city like Chicago, New York, San Francisco, or New Orleans knows that big
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