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Chapter One
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“Gretchen wants me to go to Montreal with her,” Nell said.

Nell Goosen sat in the driver’s seat of her SUV, the heat on full blast against the bitter cold night. Next to her was Thea and behind her Candy, Nell’s co-workers, eating their fast-food lunch while bundled in their coats, hats, and scarves.

Candy picked through her French fries, shoving two at a time in her mouth. “You should go. You never go anywhere.”

“I go to work. I go shopping. I go home.”

“You take us to lunch,” Thea said. “Next time I get to choose where; this chicken is overcooked. My cooking is better.”

“My cooking is better,” Candy said.

Thea threw her sandwich down in disgust. Her braided weave was covered by a red kerchief tight around her head. At fifty-four, she was the oldest of the three women. She was the mother of four, married for twenty-five years. “You can’t cook for shit.”

Candy giggled. “Helpless in the kitchen, a genius in the bedroom.”

“Is that what Bruce tells you?”

“Bruce who?”

“You dumped Bruce?” Nell asked.

“Yeah.” 

“Why?”

“He couldn’t keep up.”

“Keep up? He’s thirty-four.”

“So what? I’m forty-two and I want it when I want it.”

“He’s probably told Rhonda by now. She knows everything her kids do- “

“He told his mama?” Thea asked.

“Probably. He’s living with Rhonda and my dad again.”

Candy brushed her long bangs away from her forehead. She was a large woman who wore no makeup on her open, homely face; however, she was vain about her leonine blonde hair and her nails, spending money on expensive hair-care products and manicures. Acrylic pink nails with white polka-dots were not practical while working at Harbor Front Industries, but Candy didn’t seem to care.

“The whole time I was with Bruce,” she said, “all he wanted to do was drink beer and smoke weed. He’d plant his fat ass on my couch and expect me to pay for everything. If I’m paying, then he better get it up. He’s a man in his thirties, what is wrong with him?”

“Rhonda told me he still loves his ex,” Nell said, “but Felicia’s not taking him back.”

“Why would she? Dealing with Tayton is enough.”

“Tayton is a younger version of Bruce. Tayton doesn’t call Bruce ‘Dad,’ he calls him Bruce. Such as, ‘Hey, Bruce, those are my chicken nuggets.’ That is not okay.”

“Bruce never brought Tayton over. Thank God. I hate kids.”

“So...do you think I should go with Gretchen this weekend?”

“Who is going to check on your mama?” Thea asked.

“Wesley. He’ll be pissed at me, but I don’t care. He’s my brother, he can help. It’s only for three days. Gretchen hasn’t been to a hair show since before Covid. For some reason, she couldn’t find anyone else to go with her.”

Nell self-consciously touched her graying brown hair. She had inherited a widow’s peak from her mother. The bridge of her nose was short, the nostrils small along with her lips and chin. Her brown eyes were bright, dark brows full. She was short, average weight, but she was stronger than she looked, her job physically demanding. 

“She wants your hair,” Thea said. “That long, curly brown hair.”

“Don’t let her do anything stupid with it,” Candy said.

Nell sighed. “Oh, I know better. But she’s excited about the prizes this year.”

“I can’t imagine your brother going with Gretchen to hair shows,” Thea said.

“He never did. She would go alone or with other people.”

“I remember you telling me they had nothing in common.”

“Twelve years of nothing in common. Wouldn’t you rather be alone?” Nell took a sip of soda. “All right, back to work.”

******
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“I think it’s funny,” Candy said, “how we get paid to wait for other people to do their jobs.”

Candy and Nell had been waiting at their assigned machine, Debur15, for almost twenty minutes. They had informed their team leader who informed the maintenance guy who informed the electrician that Debur15 had stopped functioning for whatever reasons.

Two people were needed to load the machine one part at a time, the metal parts long and bulky, on to the fixture. A curtain rolls down at a swipe of a button, the stubborn burrs removed when the part is hugged at both sides by a sander, the ends made smooth. The part then drops to a conveyor belt at the bottom of the machine. Both women grab an end and pack the part in a metal container, eighty parts per container. By the end of the night, their backs and arms ached, work clothes black with grease.

The machine seldom achieved rate; the orders were caught up over the weekends. The realization they would both be working Saturday and Sunday had already dawned on Nell and Candy.

Nell pulled off her bulky work gloves, tossing them on top of the finished parts. “They think paying us time and a half is some kind of spell that will make us do their bidding. When we refuse their extra money, they don’t know how to control us.”

“But most of us need the money. Thea volunteers every damn weekend. When does her husband and kids see her?”

They had to shout to communicate, the noise from the machines buffered by earplugs. 

“Did I tell you I failed the hearing test this year?” Nell asked.

“This place making you deaf?”

Nell chuckled. “The hearing loss is in my left ear. I had to take the test two more times.”

“Rob’s getting deaf as a post. I swear he reads our lips.”

“He’s worked here for almost fifteen years. He has hypertension and an ulcer, too.”

“See? That’s why I never wanted to move up. You become a bigger target. Remember when Eric fell at home? His doctor made him take a few days off. I guess they didn’t like him; he was replaced by Rob’s son Cody. He’s only nineteen and a team leader. At that age, I couldn’t get a job at McDonald’s. But customer service was never my thing.”

“I hate people, too,” Nell said.

Candy had removed her work glasses, cleaning off the greasy smears with the front of her shirt. “But people seem to like you. Everybody talks to you here.”

“I try to be nice.”

“You’re too nice. Assholes take advantage. That’s why Rob makes you train the dementors.”

“Dementors?”

“Yeah. You can train ‘em, no matter how crazy. Brain damaged. Foreign. Too old. Too young. Drunk. High. Illiterate. Attention deficit- “

“They’ll hire anybody, the place can’t keep people.”

“They’ve kept us,” Candy said.

“Yeah, and what’s wrong with us?”

“Not a damn thing. We’re good workers. Every job I’ve had I did a good job, or I would just quit.”

“I figure I should do my best while I’m here- “

“Is it still down?”

Nell and Candy turned at the sound of Rob’s voice, loud over the noise.

“Well, yes, it is,” Candy said.

Rob grinned, his round face was flushed, crumbs from lunch in his graying beard. “How long have you been waiting?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“Really? Jesus.” Rob pulled the door open at the side of the machine. He looked around for a moment, then pulled at the small radio clipped at his shoulder. “Maintenance? Debur15 is still down. No, I don’t think it’s an electrical problem.” He sighed, stepped out of the machine. “You two will have to wait awhile. Just clean for now.”

Rob went on his way, and Nell noticed his stiff walk and labored breathing. He was the same age as her but seemed older.

She grabbed a broom and started sweeping. Her shift would be over in a few hours. 

The drive home gave Nell time to think, and then overthink.

She wanted to blame winter for her depression, along with her job and the changes her body was putting her through. She couldn’t remember the last time she slept through the night without awakening to a sheen of sweat slick on her legs and back, soaking into her nightgown and sheets. The hot flashes made her dizzy and nauseous. She wondered if she would ever be comfortable in her body again.

She cruised up the driveway to her mother’s house. She opened the driver’s side door, the frigid night air attacking her nose and cheeks.

Her mother had forgotten to turn on the outside light. Nell was fumbling with her keys in the dark when she heard the dachshunds’ rapid-fire barking. She heard the lock turn and waited for the door to open.

Sally Goosen was a short woman who had dealt with extra weight for most of her adult life. She was seventy-six years old, her snow-white hair cut in a pageboy, her lips and chin small. She was told she was pretty in her youth, but she was long over it. 

She had to shout over the barking. “Sorry! I fell asleep in the chair!”

Nell entered and took off her coat and boots by the washer and dryer. “That’s all right, Mom.”

“How was work?”

“Same shit.”

“Gretchen called me. You can go to the hair show if you want. I didn’t know you would be interested.”

“That’s Gretchen for you. Wesley always said she was the control freak in their marriage.”

“She means well.” Nell followed Sally to the kitchen. The older woman sat at the table. “You haven’t gone out of town in years. Have some fun.”

Nell opened the refrigerator door, locating the left-over spaghetti. “When was the last time you had fun?”

“I have fun. Annie sang to me today.”

Annie, Sally’s oldest dachshund at ten years old, black and tan, enjoyed making a noise that was a cross between growling and howling, known as ‘yodeling.’ Her performances were random. Pearl, whose coat was a reddish brown, would accompany Annie at times with a high-pitched howl. The chorus of noise could be heard next door, but the neighbors couldn’t complain due to their small family of pit bulls living in their fenced-in yard.

“I’m telling Wesley to check on you while I’m gone,” Nell said.

“I don’t want you pushing Wesley. He helps me when he can.”

“We haven’t heard from him in weeks. What the Hell does he do? No wife, no kids...”

“He works hard, just like you.”

Nell placed the container of cold spaghetti on the counter. “Gretchen asked me how he was doing. I said fine, but she still thinks he’s an asshole.”

“He never cheated. Or hit her. She left him, anyway.”

“Wesley was only sober at work. She was lonely, so she left.”

“Well, the past is past. What do people do at beauty expos? Gretchen didn’t really explain...”

“It’s like a convention and a showcase for people in the beauty industry. The one in Montreal was held every year until Covid. People are coming back, and Gretchen says it’s going to be big-more competition, more prizes for the hair show.”

“Do people come from all over?”

“All over Canada, for sure. And the States. The hotel is supposed to be nice.”

“What else can you do there?”

“Gretchen will be at the convention center. I can try to get away...”

“That’s what I’m worried about. You’ll just sit in the hotel room.”

“I won’t, Mom. I’ll get around people.”

“I’m glad you’re going.”

“You make me sound like an old hermit.”

“Middle-aged hermit.”

“Thanks, Mom. At least you don’t call me a spinster to my face.”

“Who uses ‘spinster’ anymore?”

Nell dropped a wad of cold spaghetti onto a plate. “No one, I guess.”

“I think Gretchen has good timing. This weekend is the anniversary- “

“I know. I wasn’t sure if you wanted to be alone.”

“I’ll be all right. It’s been over thirty years. But this time of the year always reminds me...”

“The cold and gray days don’t make it any easier.”

“I think about Pete, how old he would be now. What would he be doing? But who can say?”

A strand of hair fell over Nell’s eye as she watched her spaghetti warm in the microwave. Thinking about her dead brother reminded her of the shock and numbness, her introduction to grief at fifteen years old. 

“What will you do while I’m gone?” Nell asked.

“Clean house. You can take me to the store to stock up before you go. Maybe Gretchen could do something with your hair.”

“Like what?”

“Hair color, Nell. You have grays.”

“I’m forty-seven. I don’t like hair color. It burns, like perms.”

“She used to give you haircuts.”

“I’ve been growing it out for the past year. She sees this growth, and she’ll want to put me right in the chair. I don’t trust her judgement.”

“Wesley used to get mad when she taught at the beauty school, and she would go out with her gay friends. Oh! Your doctor’s office called.”

“I need to reschedule that ultrasound. I’ll do it after I get back. It’s just a follow-up. I didn’t just have cysts, I had polyps.”

“He removed the polyps.”

“Yeah, I was fine. But things can grow back.”

“At least you didn’t need a hysterectomy.

“Lucky me.” Nell took a bite of spaghetti, found it lukewarm. She shoved the plate back in the microwave. “I’ll call Gretchen later.”

“Gladys really stunk up her litter box,” Sally said.

“I’ll get to it. Is she hiding in the shower?”

“Probably. Annie and Pearl get on her nerves during the day.”

“But not at night. Then she picks on them.”

“While I’m trying to sleep. These two were barking because Gladys was knocking her toys around the floor, then jumping on my bed.”

“Shut your door.”

“Then she scratches. You’ve seen what my door looks like now.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“You can’t do a damn thing. We’re stuck with ‘em. If my house gets destroyed, you’ll have to fix it up. You won’t be able to sell it after I’m gone.”

“That’s a way off, Mom.”

“Don’t be too sure.”

“Is there something you should tell me?”

“Life is unpredictable. There’s never a perfect time for anything.”

Nell gazed at her teeth in the bathroom mirror. The color was now an off-white with some enamel having disappeared a few years ago. She wondered if pre-menopause was making her teeth fall apart.

Welcome to almost fifty, she thought. If I had the courage, I would fight it somehow-dental work, hair dye, expensive face creams. Less coffee, more exercise. There’s a part of me that wants to fight, but I also don’t care.

Nell had changed into her pajamas, her hair brushed. She entered her small bedroom, Gladys already at the end of the twin bed. The tuxedo cat would watch Nell go to sleep, then stalk Annie and Pearl for the rest of the night, depriving the dogs and Sally of any sleep. Nell would shut her door after the cat’s departure, needing her rest for work.
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The snowstorm that almost buried the city of Montreal was not unique for January. The snow drift had formed into an icy, hard pack with visibility almost non-existent. The more fearless Canadians ventured out, not willing to miss a day’s work. Meanwhile, the night shift was trying to get home.

Ben Zhang had clocked out at work and found his brother-in-law Billy Wen already clearing a mound of snow off his Jeep in the early morning darkness. Billy, bundled in a thick black coat and wearing a red ski mask, pushed at each layer of snow with a long snowbrush. Ben zipped up his coat and covered his head with the hood, snowflakes already collected on his hair. 

Ben could barely see Billy or the headlights of his co-workers’ vehicles. The smell of the exhaust entered his freezing nose through the blowing snow. The bitter cold was making his eyelashes stick when he blinked. He fished for his gloves in his coat pocket, his fingers stiff. He opened the back door on the passenger side, found another snowbrush, and joined Billy, who had already cleared the sides.

Ben had left Hong Kong for Montreal eleven years ago, but he was never ready or accepting of winter. He wondered how Billy, at fifty-seven, had the energy to work a full shift then go home and shovel snow, along with getting the girls off to school so Yang could open her salon by eight.

The snow stuck to the sheet of ice that was slowly melting from the windshield. Ben’s coat was not as thick as Billy’s, the cold spreading to his neck and chest. He kept his head down, his unkempt black hair hanging in his eyes. His back and legs ached from operating machines and welding at Great North Manufacturing, the building he had fled for the day. He and Billy worked third shift, from ten-thirty to six-thirty, followed by a thirty-minute drive home to Brossard, in the South Shore of Montreal, where Billy and Yang lived in a small home with their two daughters and Ben in a neighborhood of Chinese, English, and French-speakers.

Ben could feel the encroaching stiffness in his left ankle, the dull ache traveling to his knee, then up to his hip. The old injury would make him limp when he was tired.

Billy’s breath was steaming from his nose and mouth. He pulled off his ski mask, his round handsome face red from the cold. His hair was cut close, shot with gray. His dark eyes were tired. “At least the traffic will be light. Who in their right minds would drive in this shit?”

Billy’s accent had softened over the years. He was from mainland China. He spoke fluent English and some French. However, Mandarin and Cantonese were his most useful dialects at work because the crew he led were mostly Chinese, including Ben.

After the snow was brushed and pushed away, Billy and Ben entered the Jeep. The heater was blasting on defrost, the windshield still frozen.

“It’s getting worse every year,” Billy said. “If Yang has any sense, she’ll stay home.” 

Billy, at the wheel, pulled the Jeep out of the parking space. The wheels stuck for a moment, but the ice let go. However, the windshield was not clearing fast enough. Billy pulled back in, grabbing an ice scraper. He exited. Ben grabbed an old handkerchief from his pocket and blew his nose. He followed Billy, another scraper in hand.

The effort took ten minutes, the defrost finally making the ice sheet break off. Their co-workers weren’t having more luck, they could hear their supervisor Jim, a man almost sixty, laughing and cussing in his gravelly voice across the parking lot.

“Jesus Christ! Evil goddamned cold!”

“I need a jump!”

More laughter at the expense of someone with a frozen battery. Ben and Billy did not wait to see if their co-worker had been helped. In minutes, they were sharing the road with other bewildered drivers, crawling along, keeping distance between vehicles, looking ahead at the hypnotic drifting of the snowfall in the encroaching gray dawn.

Bundled in his coat and hood, the blasting heat was making Ben sleepy, his eyes half closed. He was drifting off when the sound of squealing tires and a sharp jerk forward made him snap awake. “What?”

“Asshole pulled out in front of me! No turn signal! Idiot!”

The anxious crawl home was highlighted by the sight of more than one vehicle stranded in a ditch, along with the flashing lights of tow trucks and ambulances. Ben was half asleep by the time Billy exited the highway, driving another several miles home. Their neighbors were shoveling snow. Yang was in the driveway with the girls, who were throwing the snow in their shovels at each other. Tressie, seventeen, and Cher, fourteen, were bundled, their coats and heavy boots covered with snow. Yang’s long, slender frame was covered by a leather coat, a knit cap over her fashionable, choppy haircut. She was made up, her red lips cold.

Cher squealed when a well-aimed snowball hit her on the shoulder. She turned and saw her father grinning at her. He and Ben took the shovels from Yang and Tressie.

“We beat you to it,” Yang said. “It’s all clear, except for the mess the girls made.”

Billy kissed her. “Go inside, it’s freezing.”

“The girls have school and I’m going to the salon.”

“You don’t- “

“I have to be there to open.”

“Who is going to show up?” Ben asked.

“You’d be surprised.”

“Some woman needs a permanent that bad? A weave? A dye job?”

“At least one man will come through the door today. Not all women. Are you going to a meeting tonight?”

“AA never cancels.”

“Don’t you ever get sick of- “

“Yes. But I still go.”

Yang nodded, the girls following her inside. Billy shoveled around his wife’s car, already cleared off and warmed up. Ben moved down to the end of the driveway, pushing away the packed snow. The neighbor woman across the street, Mrs. Deschamps, was Chinese, her husband Charlie French-Canadian. She waved at Ben; he waved back. She had tried to fix him up with one of her cousins, but he politely declined. He had been focused on his sobriety, keeping his life drama-free for years, taking comfort in his solitude while his life turned around.

The stiffness in his left leg made him stop. He put the shovel by the back door and entered the house behind Billy. The welcome warmth and the smell of coffee was a relief as Ben pulled his boots off at the door, leaving these on a rubber mat to dry. On the way, he stepped in a small puddle of melted snow, soaking into his sock. Ben shook his head, limping to the kitchen.

“There’s eggs in the pan,” Yang said. “Toast in the toaster. I gotta go.”

Tressie and Cher were dressed for school under their coats. Yang grabbed her purse and keys. The girls said goodbye to their father and uncle, following their mother out of the house.

Billy was scooping scrambled eggs onto a plate. “Did you see Tressie’s hair? Her mother died it blonde.”

“Almost white.”

“And she put purple streaks in Cher’s hair and gave her a mullet.”

Ben poured his coffee and waited for his toast. He sat at the table, sighing as the pain in his hip subsided. “Teenagers have their own tastes.”

“The girls will probably go with Yang to the hair show this weekend,” Billy said. “I’m volunteering overtime. You?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll stay here and enjoy the quiet.”

“You don’t have to study anymore.”

“I needed a break. I have to take more Anatomy and Physiology.”

“You’ve come this far, be a shame to quit.”

“I was told physical therapy was a hard program, but it only started feeling hard over the last year. My mind sputters. Is it age, you think?”

Billy buttered Ben’s toast, handing the plate to him. “A fifty-year-old brain is different. Memory gets a little spotty. Worse for women, though. Menopause.”

“Turning fifty really feels like mid-life. When I turned forty, I could still ignore it, but by the time I was forty-eight, I knew it was coming.”

Billy continued to wolf down his eggs. He was too energetic to think about the inevitable, and Ben sometimes envied him his cheerful nature.

“I heard about what happened at work,” Billy said. “Sorry, man.”

“That’s okay. Shouldn’t date people you work with...”

“You only asked her out.”

“I regret it.”

“Can you tell me what she said?”

“Not now, you’ll choke.”

“She’s too young for you, anyway. She doesn’t seem smart, either. Kind of a bimbo...”

“Bimbo doesn’t cover it.” Ben wiped the crumbs from his lips with a paper napkin. “I need a shower. Might try sleeping for a while.”

Ben’s insomnia was a source of humor. Tressie asked him, “Uncle, when did you last sleep eight hours?” 

“Before you were born.”

“Aren’t you tired?”

“No. I’m fine with two hours sleep a day.”

Ben had learned to get by on less sleep. He was the last to go to bed and the first to wake up in the afternoon. He could drink a pot of coffee by himself. He would make coffee at AA meetings, considering the act part of his ‘service.’ Ben was no coffee connoisseur; he didn’t have a favorite brand or would wait at Starbuck’s or Tim Horton’s in a long line for a special brew. He liked it strong, sometimes with sugar. 

He undressed in the bathroom. He wasn’t fat, but he wasn’t too skinny. Not a hairy man or too tall. He was aging, but he felt no nostalgia for his younger face; once handsome, brown eyes rounder, his gaze deep. His cheekbones were more pronounced. His nose was wide, his lips still full. The years of alcoholism and neglect had not left much damage a dentist and healthy living couldn’t fix. Some lines, shadows under his eyes. A look of sadness, of something lost for good.

He could be kind. Patient. His laughter was the echo of a soul that had not given up.

The hot water felt good. He dried his hair. There was some growth on his cheeks and chin. He needed a haircut, the bangs growing over his brows, the little gray patches at his temples obscured.

Ben wasn’t angry about aging, but he regretted the time lost, the years of his youth he couldn’t remember. Alcoholism had been a thief, taking his youth, and his identity. However, he didn’t want to go back to being the arrogant teenager who thought nothing bad could happen to him. The man he was now had enough sense to appreciate the present sober, no matter how painful or lonely.

Ben dressed in his comfortable bedtime clothes, although he knew he wouldn’t fall asleep for hours. He didn’t want to read or check his phone. He looked out of the window, at the winter scene of the neighborhood. He had a view of the next-door neighbors’ backyard.

Back Door Man? In this weather? Ben shook his head. Mr. Gibbons taught at the high school Tressie and Cher attended. Mrs. Gibbons would welcome a male visitor a few hours after Mr. Gibbons left for work. Back Door Man would cruise up in his minivan, park across the street from the Gibbons home, then walk to the backyard, up the shoveled steps, and let himself in. Back Door Man was consistent; he showed up around the same time and departed an hour later. He didn’t look any different than when he entered. Ben never did get a good look at Back Door Man to describe him; he wore a thick coat and hood to cover his head. Ben would see him, but could never recall his appearance, including height and weight.

Ben checked the time. Back Door Man would be making his exit in fifty-five minutes. Ben decided to listen to music on his phone, choosing a classic country station, the volume low. The first song he heard made him chuckle:

“No one knows what goes on behind closed doors...”
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Ben later borrowed Yang’s car to go to his evening AA meeting at a nearby Catholic church. Snow had been piled high to the edges of the church parking lot. He saw more vehicles; most likely, other alcoholics who had been afraid to miss a meeting.

He was an atheist, but the warmth of the old church was welcome. He kicked the snow off his boots in the foyer, then headed for the basement.

Ben immediately detected someone else had made coffee, beating him to his service. Now he would have to politely sip the weak brew through the meeting.

The transgressor was Rosie, one of the oldest people who came to the meetings. At almost seventy, she had stayed sober for decades, but her story had been hair-raising, tragic, at times. She was a proud grandmother but had lost her children to her ex-husbands or the foster system, too drunk to be a responsible mother. A daughter had died from drug addiction.

Ben returned her hug. She smelled like baby powder, her white hair piled on her head, her skin wrinkled. She wore an old purple sweater and jeans. Her striking blue eyes were tired.

Ben looked around for his sponsor Philip.

“Glad you made it,” Rosie said. “I didn’t know you were coming, so I made coffee. There’s only six of us so far.”

“Philip said he would be here.”

“Probably on his way.”

Ben draped his coat across a chair. 

“We can wait a few more minutes,” Rosie said. “I guess I’m leading tonight.”

Ben could have offered to lead a meeting, having been with AA for almost eleven years. His shyness coupled with his own inability to relate to the twelve steps as a whole left him struggling at times, despite the fact he hadn’t had a drink in over a decade.

The meeting started without Philip and ended early. The four other people who attended were regulars, also asking about Phil. When they left, Rosie and Ben stayed behind. 

“I left a message, and I texted him,” Ben said.

Rosie was putting her coat on. “He’s hiding. I heard he broke up with Leah.”

“I can check on him. I’ll bet he’s at Chippie’s. But if he’s already drunk, all I can do is pour him into the car.”

“I’ll go with you. My fear was always passing out in the cold. I lost a friend that way, years ago.”

Ben followed Rosie, who was driving her old truck, to Chippie’s. 

The sun had set hours ago, the dark sky cloudy, the stars few. Ben knew an alcoholic would go out in a blizzard for a drink. He had been guilty of such a lapse of common sense; awakening outdoors, in the woods and alleyways. Days lost. Until he woke up in the psych ward. He still didn’t know how he ended up in Paris after leaving Germany. He was lucky to be alive. He had to lose his sanity to get his life back.

Chippie’s Bar and Grill was once a Chippendale’s. When the male strippers went away, the building was put up for sale. A local couple bought the place and transformed it into two bars, one for families downstairs serving decent food and an area for adults upstairs. 

Ben followed Rosie inside. The place still featured some of the 1980s black and gold marbled décor. Ben accompanied Rosie up the creaking metal stairs. A heavy door opened to a bartender standing behind the bar. Seating was spread throughout, imitation-leather in dark blue. Philip was by himself in a far corner, still wearing his winter coat, the hood pulled over his head. A bottle of vodka and an empty glass were placed in front of him. 

Philip was a tall man, First Nations from the Mohawk reservation. His long black hair and weathered face belied a kind and patient soul who had sponsored more than one drunk through the years while preserving his own sobriety. 

But he made a mistake with Leah.

He had told Ben to never date women from the meetings. Be a friend or a sponsor, but nothing more. Philip, however, quit following his own advice when Leah showed up for her first meeting. She was part First Nations as well, a Cree, and twelve years his junior. She had been an alcoholic since her teens, but she remained attractive, her black hair, green eyes, and easy-going personality roped Phil right in. Philip had been alone for years, focused on his sobriety after decades of struggle.

Leah had left her husband because he wasn’t ready to quit drinking, their children being raised by Leah’s parents. When he sobered up, he wanted Leah to take him back. Philip would spend the next year waiting for Leah to decide.

She chose her husband, putting her family back together, her children with a stable home. She did not return to the meetings, putting Philip behind her.

Ben realized, as he came closer, that the Grey Goose had not been opened, the cap sealed.

“Hey, Phil.” Rosie sat down next to him, pulling her coat off. “What brings you to Chippie’s?”

“How did you know I was here?” he asked.

“Chippie’s is the closest bar to the meeting,” she said, “and you live a few blocks from here.”

“Leah called me last night. She said she missed me.”

“You hadn’t heard- “

“-from her in months. I told her we were over; she chose her family. I told her to leave me alone. She apologized, she cried. I hung up on her. I didn’t start drinking although I wanted to. It’s funny-I stayed sober after my parents and my little sister died. No cravings. But one ex-girlfriend can send me to Chippie’s in below zero temps. I don’t even like vodka.”

Rosie sighed. “I always liked Southern Comfort. What about you, Ben?”

“I liked everything.”

“We need to get out of here,” Philip said. He pushed the bottle of Grey Goose over to Ben. “I paid for it. Get rid of it.”

“My pleasure.” Ben grabbed the bottle, ready to make the trip to the men’s room to christen the toilet. Philip and Rosie were putting their coats on when they saw Leah enter with a dark-haired white man.

Philip nodded at Leah, who took a step towards him. Leah’s companion put a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s okay, Seth,” she said.

Ben ignored them, but Seth noticed the vodka.

“Hey? What are you doing with that?” he asked.

Leah shook her head. “No.”

Ben tried to step away, but Seth blocked him. “I’ll take it.”

“You don’t need it anymore than I do,” Ben said.

“It’s paid for, right?”

“Yes. But its going in the toilet.”

Seth laughed and Ben took in the yellow whites of the man’s eyes, the rotting teeth, and veins in his nose. “Give it to me.”

Ben shook his head and stepped around him.

“Give it to me, you little prick.”

Seth put his right hand on Ben’s shoulder and tried to yank the bottle out of Ben’s grip. Instead, Ben dropped the bottle and punched Seth in the throat. Seth stumbled back and Ben picked up the bottle, storming off to the men’s room.

Phil rode home with Ben. They reached Phil’s apartment complex but stayed in the car, sipping coffee from McDonald’s.

“That showed me something,” Phil said.

“What? I can punch another man in the throat?”

Phil grinned, shook his head. “Sometimes God puts the truth right in front of you. Leah left her husband and is drinking again with a guy she barely knows, just like she did with me. What about her kids?”

“They’ll go back to their grandparents. Her husband could be drinking again.

“I could get her to come back to the meetings...”

“I think it’s just common sense to let her go,” Ben said. “If you want to believe God showed you the truth, fine. Love, just like hate, can make you blind. You didn’t see her character flaws because you saw what you wanted to see.”

“I loved her despite her flaws.”

Ben rolled his eyes, took another sip of coffee. “I don’t think you knew how flawed she was.”

“We’re all flawed, Ben. Especially in love.”

“I don’t want the stress. I’m too old, set in my ways.”

“I felt old for a long time. Until I met Leah. Then there was promise again. Springtime.”

“Maybe you just wanted springtime.”

“Love feels good, Ben, even if it is only a promise. For some, a promise can go a long way.”

Ben and Billy had time to clock in before Jim’s rough voice called them over.

Jim Halloran was a big man with broad features


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Perfect, Time

LAURA A. ELLISON






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





