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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      These are poems, but they are not made up.

      

      They come from a life I spent a long time trying not to look at too closely: liquor-store parking lots, mornings full of promises, evenings full of excuses, friends who stayed, friends who did not, and a few people who said the right thing at exactly the right time.

      

      I wrote them the way I remember the years—not always in perfect order, not dressed up, and not looking for a lesson in every bad thing that happened. I wanted to tell the truth as plainly as I could. Sometimes that truth is sad. Sometimes it is funny in the dark way people get funny when they have survived something. Sometimes it is grateful.

      

      This is not a book about having all the answers. It is a book about one man who stopped drinking, accepted help, and kept going long enough to see that a life can become bigger than the thing that once nearly took it.

      

      If you are reading this while trying to get sober, while loving someone who is struggling, or while grieving someone you lost, I hope you find one thing here that feels familiar enough to remind you: you are not alone.

      

      J.Trent

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE GORILLA IN MY LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      Alcohol was a gorilla in my life.

      Not a habit.

      Not a hobby.

      A gorilla.

      It climbed into the driver’s seat,

      wrapped both hands around the wheel,

      and turned my car toward the liquor store

      like it had done it a thousand times before.

      I told myself I was in charge.

      That was funny.

      The gorilla heard me

      and kept on driving.

      I quit drinking in the morning.

      By four o’clock I was a new man with no thought of my earlier resolve.

      I had promises in the morning.

      But excuses by sunset.

      I had a full tank of lies

      The gorilla liked to drink.

      I liked what it did for a minute.

      Then it took more than it gave,

      and it never gave back anything good.

      By the end, I wasn’t fighting it.

      I was riding it.

      Holding on, hoping nobody could tell

      how little of me was still left.

      Then one day I got tired

      of being dragged around by something

      that didn’t care if I lived or died.

      I met up with some sober people and they helped me evict the gorilla from my life.

      I still hear it sometimes.

      That old beast.

      Still moving in the dark.

      Still rattling the cage.

      But I know its name now.

      And I know mine.

      I am not the gorilla.

      I am the one who got free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            AUTOPILOT TO THE LIQUOR STORE

          

        

      

    

    
      My car knew the way better than I did.

      Left out of the parking lot,

      past the light I never remember stopping at,

      into the liquor store parking lot like it had done it every night for years.

      Because it had.

      I never decided to go.

      Deciding would have meant thinking,

      and thinking was the one thing

      I couldn't afford to do sober.

      The car just went.

      Like an old trail horse

      heading back to the barn,

      except the barn sold beer

      and I was the one getting saddled.

      Some nights I told myself

      I was just driving around.

      Just needed some air.

      Just needed to think.

      Funny how thinking always ended

      in the same parking lot,

      under the same buzzing sign,

      with the same bell over the same door.

      Near the end, I didn't even pretend anymore.

      I stopped on the way to work some mornings,

      not to feel good,

      just to feel able.

      Just enough to hold the wrench steady.

      Just enough to make it to lunch to get a bit of the hair of the dog.

      Nobody taught my hands to turn that wheel.

      Nobody taught my foot to ease off the gas

      right at that entrance.

      I taught myself, one drive at a time,

      until I didn't have to teach myself anymore.

      The car did the thinking.

      I just came along for the ride,

      already forgiven,

      already ashamed,

      already turning in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            QUIT EVERY MONDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Every Monday morning I was a new man.

      Clear eyes, firm jaw, a promise

      I actually believed while I was saying it.

      I'd shake hands with myself in the mirror.

      This time for real.

      I made it through breakfast.

      I made it through lunch.

      By dinner I was a saint,

      telling anyone who'd listen

      I'd quit, just like that,

      easy as flipping a switch.

      Tuesday morning, still holding.

      I felt lighter. Proud, even.

      I started thinking about

      all the money I'd save,

      all the mornings I wouldn't feel

      like death warmed over.

      Tuesday afternoon, the cracks started.

      Just a little itch behind the eyes.

      Just a little voice reminding me

      I'd been so good.

      Didn't I deserve one?

      Just one, to celebrate quitting.

      Tuesday night, the switch flipped back.

      Funny how it only ever worked one direction.

      I'd tell myself this didn't count,

      this was different,

      this was just tonight.

      Wednesday I woke up

      right back where I started,

      except now I had proof

      that quitting was possible.

      I'd done it. For a day and a half.

      Practically a miracle.

      I did this so many Mondays

      I lost count of the years,

      each one a fresh start

      with the same tired ending,

      each one a small death

      I woke up from

      just to die again.

      If someone had told me

      that quitting on Monday

      and drinking on Tuesday

      wasn't quitting at all,

      I'd have argued with them.

      I had the receipts to prove I'd tried.

      I just didn't have

      a single sober Wednesday

      to show for any of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            BY FOUR P.M.

          

        

      

    

    
      By four p.m. the morning was a stranger.

      That version of me who woke up sick,

      who swore this was the day,

      who meant it with his whole aching chest⁠—

      he was faint memory by 2,

      and gone for good by four.

      Something happens at four o'clock.

      The light changes.

      The day starts winding down

      and something in me wound down with it,

      loosened its grip,

      started negotiating in a language

      only the evening understood.

      By four p.m. I'd forgotten

      how my hands shook at six a.m.

      Forgotten the feeling in my gut,

      like something had crawled in and died there.

      Forgotten the promises,

      the mirror, the firm jaw,

      the man who meant it.

      By four p.m. I was already feeling it,

      that first warm loosening,

      before I'd even had a drop,

      just from knowing one was coming.

      The relief arrived early.

      It always did.

      That was the trick of it.

      Six p.m. was when the day surrendered

      and I surrendered right along with it,

      grateful, almost giddy,

      like I'd made it through something

      instead of just waiting it out

      so I could do the thing

      I'd promised myself I wouldn't.

      Morning me and evening me

      never once met in the mirror.

      If they had,

      morning me would have had questions.

      Evening me never had answers.

      Just a glass,

      and six o'clock,

      and the same old relief

      dressed up as a reward.

      I lived two lives every day for years.

      One that meant well.

      One that never learned.

      And every single day,

      by six p.m.,

      the second one won.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            100 MPH COFFEE

          

        

      

    

    
      Paul made coffee the way he made everything⁠—

      too strong, too fast, too much.

      He called it 100 mph coffee.

      I didn't ask what was in it the first time.

      I just drank it and felt my energy explode.

      Crank, he told me later, laughing.

      Same thing as meth.

      In the hood, common as sugar back then.

      We drank it every morning before work,

      two young men who thought they were invincible.

      We’d drink all night

      and still show up in the morning

      like nothing happened.

      That was the whole secret.

      Speed up so the drink doesn't catch you.

      Drink more because the speed

      won't let you stop,

      won't let you sleep.

      Paul taught me the tire business.

      Paul taught me to drink.

      Paul taught me this too,

      though I didn't know it was a lesson

      until decades later,

      looking back at how fast

      we were both running

      toward the same cliff.

      I owe him for getting me there faster.

      Funny way to thank a friend,

      but it's true,

      it took me only a few years to hit bottom before 30.

      It might have taken me decades

      without his  100 mph coffee

      doing half the work.

      Paul kept running.

      I got off somewhere along the way.

      He didn't.

      The last time I saw him

      wasn't over coffee.

      It was a photo of what was left

      after fifty-five years and his body saying “I quit.”
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