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Today was the day that Jim would begin
to rebuild his life. As he sat in the Medical Review Officer’s
place awaiting the results of his drug test, he kept going over the
plan in his head. “Once I get the green light on this test I can
get my job back, pay off my bills, and this time I’m going to keep
my shirt tucked in. I’m only gonna party once or twice a month, and
even then on the weekends – that’s it.” Jim’s right knee began to
bounce up and down as he waited for the officer to find his
file.

The medical review officer assigned to
his case was named Dr. Brewer. He was a tall heavy-set old man with
what little gray hair he had left on the sides of his head. He wore
thick black-framed glasses, which weren’t helping much as he was
squinting at his computer screen and typing slowly as if he could
barely see what was in front of him.

“This old man needs to hurry up,”
thought Jim. Jim didn’t have any more patience for the ‘waiting
games’ that had taken over his life. Ever since he was arrested for
drug possession it was as if he had been in a state of suspended
animation. He couldn’t do anything except wait. First, Jim had to
wait for his case to be put on the court calendar, then, wait
through the numerous pre-motion hearings and adjournments. He had
to wait all through the court appointed six-month drug rehab
program and wait for the arbitration hearing from the MTA. Jim had
to wait to be tested and there was more waiting for the results.
While he waited, his bank account balance got lower and lower which
caused his frustration and anxiety to grow commensurately higher.
Jim was tired of waiting. He just wanted his life back.

As the doctor typed on his keyboard,
Jim just kept going over his plan in his head: get the green light,
get his job back, pay off his bills, keep his shirt tucked in. He’d
done a lot of stupid things before like buying too much stash at
once, and buying from obvious fronts. That’s how he got arrested in
the first place. Since then he’d learned a lot, especially when he
went to rehab and found his new best friend, Smoke.

“Here we are” said Brewer interrupting
Jim’s train of thought. He’d finally pulled up Jim’s
file.

“Finally,” said Jim to himself. He took
a deep breath. This was it.

“I’m just going to get right to the
point. The sample you gave us tested positive for cocaine
metabolites,” said Dr. Brewer as he swiveled the screen of the
computer around so that Jim could have a look. “I’ll print out a
copy for you to take with you if you need it.”

Jim’s cocoa complexion went ashen. His
well-made plan and the world he had been building for himself
crumbled. Dumbfounded, he put his hand to his mouth, stroking his
facial hair as he studied the screen. All the words, numbers, and
graphs seemed to swirl together all over the page and none of it
seemed to make any sense.

“This can’t be right. I hadn’t done any
coke for at least two weeks before I took this test” Jim
contemplated to himself “I was taking all that herbal stuff to
detoxify and everything. Even that drug store test Smoke gave me
came out negative,” he reflected silently. Jim had to express his
concerns to Dr. Brewer.

“I’m not understanding this” began Jim
trying to keep the agitation and frustration out of his rising
voice. “I’ve spent six months in rehab, and when I got out they
basically said I was clean. How can this test say that I’m testing
positive for cocaine?”

“Mr. Reid…” the doctor paused for a
moment as if he were searching for a tactful way to explain things
to Jim. “All I do is report the results of the test.” The man sat
with his hands folded his face neutral. There was another silent
pause between them before the doctor broke it with his own
question.

“Are you taking any medication for a
medical condition that could produce a false positive?”

“Not really.” Jim began to search his
brain for excuses and lies. Then it came to him. “But in the rehab
they was giving me that methadone stuff. Do you think that’s why
this test came out positive?”

“Methadone is in a different class of
opiates. It doesn’t usually show up on the tests that we administer
here. According to the report, there were traces of benzaylecgonine
found in your sample. Benzaylecgonine is a byproduct of cocaine,
not methadone.”

“D**n it!” thought Jim. He slumped back
in the metal chair, rubbing his hands over his face and let out a
deep sigh. He had it all planned out: Do rehab, pass the drug test,
get his job back and keep his shirt tucked in, but life had thrown
him another curve ball he hadn’t been prepared for. Every time he
thought he had everything under control, something would happen
that would pull the rug out from under him.

“If you really are that concerned about
the validity of the test, you could have your split-sample sent to
another lab for testing. All you would have to do is provide
written notification to our office within the next 72
hours”

“I’ll think about it”

There was no way he was going to put
himself through this again for the same result.

“And just so you know,” continued
Brewer, “the results are confidential. Other than your present
employer, no one else will be allowed to see the results; that is,
unless you give written consent.”

Jim knew how that worked. If and when
he decided to apply for another job, part of the application
process would include forms that would ask him for his consent to
see such records, and if he refused, he wouldn’t get the job. If he
gave consent he wouldn’t get the job either. Jim had to think hard
and fast. There had to be a way to keep this drug test from ruining
his chances to keep his MTA job.

“I just don’t get it. I mean I passed
all the drug screenings they gave at the rehab. Doesn’t that count
for something?” he asked disingenuously. Jim knew he had Smoke on
the inside providing special help with those tests.

“That may be, but as an agency of the
Department of Transportation, the MTA has to conduct it’s own
testing, the results of which supersede those of any other agency.
That’s federal law.”

“I guess I better look for another job
now, huh?”

“Look, Mr. Reid, I just work for the
medical review office that serves your employer. I don’t know a lot
about their disciplinary policies or procedures with regard to your
suspension. All I am obligated to do is provide them with your test
results and based on such, it is unfortunate that I will have no
choice but to recommend that you not be allowed to resume your
position as a motorman. What your employers do with that
information is up to their discretion. They could decide to
terminate you or they could place you on a modified assignment
while you get counseling and support from their Employee Assistance
Program.”

At his last meeting with the union rep,
after the arbitration, Jim was told in no uncertain terms that the
court ordered rehab would be his second and only chance, provided
he passed this current drug test. Unfortunately things stood as
they were. His job security with the MTA had completely vanished.
He was back to where he had been shortly after his arrest. Maybe he
was in an even worse position.

One by one, questions began to trickle
into his conscience: How would he continue to pay the maintenance
on the co-op? Where would he get another job? Who would hire him
now that he had a record? More questions came and Jim didn’t have
answers. The only thing he was certain of was he had to get out of
this office before his head exploded.

“Since there’s nothing left to discuss,
I guess I’ll be on my way” said Jim rising to leave. “Thank you for
your time.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help”,
said Brewer handing him an envelope with the printout
inside.

“Yeah, right” thought Jim. This dude
was probably glad to get another brother out of a good paying
job.

“Remember you have 72 hours to contact
me should you want another test. My card is in the
envelope”

“Thanks. Like I said, I’ll think about
it” said Jim. He took the envelope and stuffed it carelessly into
his pocket before heading out of the office.

****

By the time Jim reached the street it
was raining. Since he didn’t have an umbrella, Jim pulled his ball
cap out of the inside pocket of his barn jacket and put it on. Then
he turned up the lapels of his coat to help stave off the April
rains. Now if he could do something to shut off the incessant flow
of questions that were pouring into his mind: What happens if you
don’t get a job? Are you going to have to sell your shares in the
co-op? If so, where are you going to live then?

Jim picked up his pace as he headed
toward the subway, deftly maneuvering through the crowds on the
sidewalk. The thoughts and questions were becoming jumbled into a
loud buzz in his brain that was giving him a headache. There was a
newsstand near the entrance of the subway station. Upon noticing
it, Jim decided to get a newspaper to read during his ride. It
would help to keep his mind focused until he could get home and get
to his stash. Jim felt like he needed some weed to help him get his
head together. Then maybe he would talk to Smoke later. He might
know something or someone that could help him out.

As he was walking down to the platform,
he heard a voice call from amongst the din inside his
head.

“More drugs? Isn’t that what got you
here in the first place? Why can’t you stop? Is it because you’re a
drug addict?”

Jim almost stopped in his tracks. “Drug
addict?” There was no way that he was a ‘drug addict’. Drug addicts
were the toothless guys wearing oversized thrift store clothes,
begging for money outside the local McDonalds. Drug addicts were
the dirty, smelly people who sat in a stupefied nod on park and
subway benches in between fixes. Drug addicts were the shady
characters in the supermarkets who asked if you were going to pay
for your groceries with cash and if you said yes, then they’d offer
to pay with their benefit card in exchange for your cash. They were
homeless, they were lost, and they were beyond hope. Jim didn’t
think he resembled anything like that. No, he still had his co-op,
lots of his own clothing in the closet, some money in the bank and
a lot of potential for the future. There was no way he was an
addict.

It wasn’t long before the D train
arrived. After waiting for the other passengers to exit, Jim
boarded it, and quickly found the coveted seat at the end of the
bench near the door. Once he was comfortable, Jim took out his
paper. He didn’t bother reading many of the articles. He glanced at
pictures for a few pages until he got to the entertainment section
where he noticed an article about a famous rapper who had been
arrested for possession of marijuana. According to the story, the
rapper was released shortly afterward, and it was speculated that
he would only get probation if anything. Jim knew this particular
rapper had been caught in such escapades before. None of this
interfered with his ability to produce rhymes that often went
double-platinum. He was just another recreational user. Just like
Smoke and just like himself.

In rehab, Smoke had helped Jim to see
that there was a big difference between a ‘recreational user’ and
an ‘addict’: the difference being that the former was able to keep
his/her shirt tucked in while the latter was totally strung out.
The recreational user knew how to keep things together. They did
drugs, but drugs didn’t do them. It was just something one did
every once in a while to wind down. Only squares didn’t understand
it. Jim liked the way Smoke broke it down: “Some people knit, some
people do crossword puzzles, and some people do a little weed every
now and then. Not a big deal.” Addicts on the other hand, couldn’t
stop.

Jim could stop whenever he felt like
it. When he was in rehab, he only smoked every other weekend, and
snorted maybe like once in a couple of weeks. He could count on one
hand how many times he had snorted. Then when he got out of rehab,
he stayed clean two whole weeks before the big test. If he were a
real junkie there would have been no way that he could’ve
accomplished that. Thinking of this filled Jim with a smug
self-satisfaction.

“Yeah, what about that test? Didn’t you
fail?” he heard a voice echo inside him.

It was yet another hard question that
escaped from Jim’s subconscious to confront him. Jim read the same
three lines of an article trying to ignore it. He finally closed
his paper and looked up. It was his stop. He’d been so caught up in
his own head that he’d almost missed it. Jim bolted from his seat
through the doors and then up the subway stairs with the rest of
the crowd that was exiting the station.

“I don’t care what that test says. I am
a not a junkie.” He knew Brewer probably thought he was a junkie.
His old friends would think he was a junkie, but who cared about
them anyway. They didn’t matter. Not like he was hanging with them
anymore. Smoke thought he was all right. Jim was all
right.

“No, I am not a junkie” was Jim’s
mantra all the way home. He just kept repeating it to himself until
he got to his stash and got lifted.
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Smoke had just got home from a long day
at the Central Harlem Rehabilitation Facility when he heard someone
tapping at the window of his first floor apartment in a project at
the Polo Grounds. “Time for the night shift”, he moaned to himself.
He was glad it was Friday, so he wouldn’t have to get up early the
next morning. Smoke took his time taking off his rain jacket and
hung it in the closet. He took a brief moment to admire himself in
the mirror on the door. He liked to make sure his swag was tight
all the time. Despite the long day of work, his red, plaid, flannel
work shirt and low-rise baggy black jeans looked fresh, but his
hair needed work. “I’m going to have to get my texturizer touched
up and get a haircut,” he thought as he studied the soft low-cut
waves that surrounded his golden brown face. Then he went to the
fridge to grab a beer before he came back to his living room window
where someone continued to make frantic taps.

Smoke gingerly moved the curtain back
an inch or so and peered through the narrow opening between the
shade and the window, trying not to make his presence known. He
relaxed when he saw it was one of his regular customers. He quickly
doubled back to the closet and loosened one of the floorboards
where he hid part of his supply and took out a tiny packet of
heroin. Then he headed back over to the window and pulled up the
shade about an inch or so. The person on the other side inserted a
ten-dollar bill through the latticed gate on the window and once
Smoke collected it, he sent the tiny bag of off-white powder in
return. When the exchange was over, he pulled the shade down
again.

It was early. Usually there would be a
space of about half an hour or so before things got busy. Smoke was
hoping he could get himself settled in and order something to eat
in the meantime. He took out his smart phone and ordered some
Chinese food from a local take out place before finishing his beer
and turning on his 55-inch flat screen television to watch the
latest episode of his favorite reality show. He was just beginning
to relax on his black leather sectional when he remembered the cake
he had to cut into dime bags. He got up to go to another secret
location where yet another part of his supply was stashed, when
there was another tap on the window.

Looking out in the same cautious way as
he had done before, he recognized another customer, but before he
could go back to get the goods, he heard the man say
something.

“Yo, it’s me. I just want to talk to
you for a second.”

Smoke paused for a second to think
about whether or not he would go out. Ordinarily, he’d just ignore
whoever it was, but this guy was a fairly new customer. Smoke
always felt obliged to entertain new customers and try to establish
a relationship with them to keep them coming back. He didn’t want
to risk alienating him now. “I’ll just see what he wants”, Smoke
said to himself. He’d wait until he began to show signs of being
strung out before he’d begin to treat him like dirt.

“I’ll be out front”, he barked through
the window.

Smoke fetched his gun from its hiding
place and put it inside his pants and covered it with his jacket.
It was always better to be safe than sorry. Then he walked out of
his apartment and headed to the front of the building.

Smoke had met this guy in the rehab
where he picked up a good deal of his business. However, this dude
was not like most of the other customers. The only time he ever saw
his regulars was when they wanted their high. This guy was always
trying to talk him up, hang out, ask for favors and what not- as if
they were old friends. Smoke guessed it was because of how he had
looked out for him in rehab. Smoke really wasn’t trying to be
friendly; he was just looking out for his business. He fixed drug
tests and brought in drugs for all his potential clients. After
feeling the guy out, he found they had some things in common like
how they had both been to college and had been disillusioned by
their experiences trying to find employment. Overall, he seemed
‘aiight’, but Smoke knew it was a bad idea to consider any of his
clients as ‘friends’. Relating to them was one thing, but being
friends with them was another. He’d learned the hard way, many of
them had ulterior motives that usually spelled trouble. As he
neared the entrance of the complex and crossed over into the yard,
Smoke wondered just what this dude’s motive was.

When Smoke came outside, he saw the
dude sitting along the wall of a flowerbed just near a row of
benches. He looked high. At least if he was high, it meant he
wasn’t going to try to knock him over for some junk. Still, Smoke
put himself on heightened alert.

“Whassup, Ni**a?” greeted Smoke giving
him a half-handshake.

“Hey, man,” replied Jim sounding a
little foggy. “I know you’re busy so I’ma make this quick.” He
looked around and noticed there were a few people loitering about.
It made him a little self-conscious.

“Can we stand up the block a
little?”

“I’m expecting a take out delivery.
Don’t worry, man” said Smoke sensing his client’s uneasiness,
“Ain’t nobody round here gon’ be in your business. They got enough
of they own problems to worry about.”

Jim looked around again and this time
it made Smoke a little uneasy. Jim moved closer to Smoke, and
hunched down so that he was even with Smoke’s shorter frame.
Immediately, Smoke recognized the smell of weed that had permeated
Jim’s clothes. Yep, he was high all right. Smoke watched Jim
carefully.

“I got the test results back”, he
finally blurted out.

Smoke had to think for a minute before
he could understand what Jim was talking about. “So this was what
he was getting at,” thought Smoke. Still, Smoke was trying to
figure out why the dude was coming to him with this.

“Oh, yeah. I remember that now. How’d
that work out?” he asked out of courtesy. Smoke already had an idea
of what happened.

“Everything fell through. Now I gotta
try to get another gig.”

“Oh, ****! I thought that home test
came out negative. What happened?”

“I don’t know. I wouldn’t be surprised
if they put some ol’ nonsense in my sample just to mess me
up.”

“Word. You know how they do a brother.
So what you gonna do now?”

“I was hoping you might be able to help
a brother out. Help me get some work.”

Smoke didn’t like where this
conversation was going. He was definitely not going to put this
brother on the street. Especially given how green he was and not to
mention the fact that he was a user. If it was just weed, Smoke
could understand. Even he did weed sometimes, but this dude was
into coke. That stuff could mess you up because when you got
hooked, it wouldn’t be long before you found out just how expensive
that particular habit could be. Next thing you know you were
switching to meth or heroin which were cheaper drugs, but much more
addictive. Soon after that, you’d be strung out. As such, Smoke
didn’t think it would be a good idea to trust someone on that stuff
with his supply.

“Like where?”

“C’mon, man. Maybe you can see if they
need some help at the rehab place. It doesn’t have to be anything
fancy. I’m willing to clean bathrooms if I have to.”

“Oh, aiight” breathed Smoke in relief.
“I’ll ask around for you and let you know.”

“Thanks, man” said Jim brightening a
bit. “I really appreciate it. Actually, I want to let you know that
I appreciate you for everything you been doing for me. You really
had my back when I needed it and…”

“No problem, man” said Smoke cutting
him off. He thought he noticed someone who looked like a
deliveryman walking up to the block. “If you’ll excuse me, I think
this is my order”

Smoke left Jim to settle his bill with
the deliveryman and collect his order. He was just in time and it
gave Smoke the perfect excuse to get away from this dude before he
started asking for any more favors.

“Yo,” said Smoke pointing to his order
“I gotta be out”

“No problem. Thanks again, man. Really.
One day I’m gonna pay you back. For real.”

“If I had a dime for every time I heard
that one from a customer,” Smoke joked to himself as he turned to
leave.

“Oh, and next time I see you at the
club, drinks are on me!” Jim hollered after him.

“Yeah, right” thought Smoke. He didn’t
even bother to turn around.

So all he was looking for was a job
hook up. Smoke didn’t mind helping him on that level. After all, if
he were able to help this guy find something then he would actually
be helping himself. Smoke knew that most of the money the guy made
would eventually wind up in his own pocket anyway. Even if he
weren’t able to help this dude get a job, he still wouldn’t sweat
it. Smoke had been in business long enough to know that most
customers always seemed to find ways to get money for their habits.
He just had to make sure this simp understood that payment was
always to be made and not to look for favors when it came to his
products. The last thing he needed was another worthless punk like
Way-lo always beggin’ for stuff and then trying to avoid payment.
Way-lo had run up a tab of $200.00 two weeks ago, and had been
giving him the ‘I’m workin’ on it’ run around for a good five days
before he went into hiding. This wasn’t the first time Way-lo had
pullled this nonsense, and Smoke had resolved that this time would
be the last.

“Yeah. I’m gonna have to let that n***a
from the rehab know what the deal is”, reflected Smoke as he walked
back to the building with his food.
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Jim was standing on the beach of a
beautiful island. The white sand was soft under his feet. As he
looked around he noticed the shady palm trees that dotted the
landscape. The crystal blue ocean water crashed softly against the
edge of the shore, sometimes catching the bottom of Jim’s linen
trousers. A breeze tempered the heat from the sun and caressed Jim
in its warmth. As beautiful and as serene his surroundings were,
Jim was filled with a gnawing apprehension. He was lost. He wanted
to find his home.

In the distance, he caught sight of a
beautiful mansion. “This must be home”, he thought. He quickly
began to make his way toward the house. As he got closer, he became
captivated by its magnificence. “I just have to get there. If I get
there everything will be all right.” Jim started to run. No matter
how far he ran, the house seemed as if it was getting farther and
farther away. Still he kept running. Meanwhile, Jim didn’t notice
the sandy path to the house was becoming deeper and less
stable.

Before long, he felt as if the ground
were tugging at his feet. When he looked down, he realized that he
was beginning to sink. Jim looked around in a desperate search for
something to grab onto, but there wasn’t anything close enough.
Tree limbs stood afar off waving and mocking in the distance. It
wasn’t long before Jim was waist deep in the sand. He clawed at the
sand hoping he could swim through it, but it was no use. Soon the
heavy sand covered his arms and his chest taking him under. There
was no way he could free himself and there was no one to help. He
was going to die.

Jim screamed in terror, but there was
no sound. Then as his neck went under and the sand began to pour
into his nose and mouth, choking him, he heard his mother’s
voice.

“If He has to reach way down, He can
still pick you up. Just reach up.”

Jim couldn’t move his arms at
all.

“Just reach up”

He tried but it was no use. Soon it was
completely dark and he couldn’t breathe….

Jim awoke from his sleep gasping for
air. He sat up on the side of the bed shaking in terror, soaked
with sweat. He couldn’t get his mother’s voice or her words out of
his head.

“If He has to reach way down, He can
still pick you up.”

That’s what his mother used to say to
the young pregnant teenage girls who would show up on the doorstep
after their mothers had put them out. She used to say it to the
people at the homeless shelter where she served Christmas and
Thanksgiving dinners. She reminded Jim whenever he was having
problems and she said it to anyone who was down on his or her luck.
Momma always believed no matter how far away you strayed you could
never go too far from the Savior’s reach. He was the answer to
every problem life had to offer.

Then Jim remembered Momma’s lowest
point. He wasn’t trying to remember it, but the memory just flashed
before his mind’s eye. Momma was in the hospital. Most of her hair
was gone except for a few tufts scattered in odd places on her
scalp. She was hooked up to an oxygen tank because she was having
trouble breathing on her own. Pain was etched in the creases on her
face.

“I’m…alright. I’m…in His…hands,” she
whispered to Jim as the life support machines beeped in the
background.

She didn’t even have the strength to
speak a full sentence. It was the worst Jim had seen her. Jim had
waited for her to be picked up, a touch, even. However, the miracle
Jim was expecting never came.

Jim shook his head trying to make the
memory go away. That was then, when he lived in the world of make
believe and disappointed hopes. For Jim, there was no Savior, at
least not in the world that he lived in. If there were, his mother
would be alive right now. Jim felt he had to learn how to handle
things on his own. Eventually, he’d be all right.

Jim would be all right so long as he
was able to keep his mind from straying back to the past like it
had just done. The memories were random: some good, some bad.
Episodes from his mother’s funeral, nights out with his old crew,
the warmth and affection from his foster family - the Sharpes, and
moments from church would flash suddenly. The faces and scenes
would swirl around him like phantoms, sometimes bringing tears to
his eyes. They were reminders of a life he couldn’t get back even
if he wanted it. Most of the time he told himself that he didn’t,
but he wasn’t always sure, especially given what was going on in
his life now.

Jim had been looking for work for the
past two months and hadn’t even come close to finding a job. The
recession was still in full effect and job opportunities were
limited. Smoke had come through and had gotten him an interview at
the rehab center, but he didn’t get the job. Jim managed to get a
few other interviews, though. At times he would get high on weed
the night before and end up oversleeping and missing the interview.
At other times, he wound up having to defend himself when questions
came up about his arrest. Then there were times when an interview
seemed to go well, but no one ever contacted him again. None of the
positions paid anywhere near as well as his transit position: the
best one paid $8.75 an hour. Given his situation Jim couldn’t
afford to be choosy.

There was enough in the bank for only
one more month’s expenses before Jim was totally broke. He had
depleted most of his savings and maxed out his credit cards paying
for the legal bills and court fees that stemmed from his arrest and
subsequent court case. He managed to stay on top of his household
bills by ‘paying a little something’ on each one - twenty dollars
on the light bill just to keep the lights on, ten dollars on the
cell phone bill, twenty-five for the cable buy, fifty for the
student loan people. Jim always paid his monthly maintenance on the
co-op in full, though. There was no way he was going to allow
himself to get put out of his apartment. The fridge stayed empty,
but that wasn’t a problem since most days, he didn’t have much of
an appetite anyway.

Jim needed a means to make some money -
fast. In the past, he could simply hit up one of his friends, but
now he only had Smoke, who he didn’t want to impose upon any more
than he’d already done. Jim was starting to sense that Smoke was
becoming annoyed with his neediness. He had to start pulling his
weight before Smoke cut him loose. Sometimes it seemed as if Smoke
was already starting to avoid him.

Jim tried to look at his circumstances
in a positive light. In another three months, if he stayed out of
trouble, his record would be expunged and it would be as if the
arrest didn’t happen. Unfortunately, Jim couldn’t afford to wait
another three months to look for a job. He needed something now. He
had already begun to sell some of his stuff. First to go was his
jewelry: the class rings from high school and college. The chains
and watches he splurged on in moments of vanity. He was tempted to
take his parents’ wedding rings, but these were still sacred to
him. Next to go were all the collectibles he had accumulated, then
the home appliances and gadgets like his TV and his blu-ray player.
The money from these had only netted him a few hundred dollars in
total. Then the questions started coming again: What else are you
going to sell? Your shares in the co-op? Your clothes? And how long
will this type of thing last? What happens when you have nothing
left to sell? Then what?

Life was like a huge ocean and Jim was
trying to get through on a raft with one oar. He felt helpless
against the waves and currents that were coming against him. The
reality of life was too much for him to handle without something to
make it all seem manageable. His soul was in dire need of something
to help him get through all the problems he was facing.

He didn’t need weed right now. Weed
only anesthetized him and made him lazy. Jim needed something that
would energize him, get his mind going, and help him get a new
perspective on things. He wanted something that would make him feel
good. This time he decided to hit his coke stash. It wasn’t the
weekend, but he could make an exception just this once. This was an
emergency.

Jim went to his hiding spot in the
bathroom and pulled out his stash from a carved out section in the
wall, behind the toilet paper dispenser. He took out the little
plastic vial that held the drug and the special little straw that
Smoke had given him. Then he went back into his bedroom, sat down
at his desk, and pulled a razor blade and the remains of a compact
mirror from one of the cubby drawers. Jim commenced to prepare his
fix. There was just enough for four lines. This would have to get
him through until he saw Smoke again. Jim took a hit. Instantly his
spirits were lifted, the rush going straight to his head. Now he
could think clearly.

When he was done, Jim looked over at
the clock. It was now almost 1:00pm. He had an interview for a
stock clerk position at the Toy’s R Us in Times Square for 3:30pm
and he didn’t want to be late. He gathered his toiletries and a
towel and made his way to the shower.

“The Toys R Us gig should be an easy
deal” Jim mused as he turned on the water. “It’s not rocket
science. The pay is crap, but at least it’ll help me keep the
creditors off my back.

Jim got into the shower and let the
water and the coke wash away his worries and fears.

“Life isn’t so bad. I’ve still got a
place to stay, and a few dollars in the bank. If worse comes to
worst, Smoke’s a good friend that I can count on. He’s already done
a lot for me. More than anyone I’ve ever known. Current
unemployment is just a temporary set back. I got a job before, I
can get one again.”

Now Jim was in control again. He felt
good. He had hope. He’d take it for as long as it
lasted.
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Way-lo was standing in the vestibule of
the shelter on 2nd Avenue waiting for Mickey. It wasn’t the shelter
where he lived, but a drop spot on the other side of Harlem that
was out of Smoke’s jurisdiction. Way-lo had heard about Mickey from
his friend Passion, who was one of the few associates who would
still party with him on occasion. He was taking a big risk for this
score, but he had to. Smoke would kill him if he knew what he was
doing, but then the monster inside him would kill him if he didn’t.
Way-lo feared the monster a whole lot more than Smoke. Already his
head was throbbing and his stomach was starting to cramp up, making
it hard to stand upright. Everyonce in a while someone would enter
through the door letting the chilly April winds in, causing Way-lo
to shiver even more than he already was. He was wearing a gray,
goose-down coat with a faux fur trimmed hood and a broken zipper
that he had gotten from a coat drive at a local charity office. He
pulled the coat close to him over a dingy army jacket and black
sweat pants that had large holes in them. Each time he jumped,
hoping it was Mickey bringing him his fix and was disappointed when
it was not.

Way-lo would have taken his money to
Smoke, but he didn’t like the way Smoke settled tabs. He’d take
most of your money for what you owed and only give you a little bit
for your high, which while it was good stuff, wasn’t enough to get
you through the hour let alone the day. To make matters worse,
Smoke wouldn’t take trades, no matter what. Two weeks ago Way-lo
had brought Smoke a brand new version of a popular smartphone he
had stolen when he grabbed some woman’s purse at a bus stop. The
woman had been so busy trying to fold a stroller and manage her
kid, that she didn’t even see Way-lo coming. Way-lo was amazed at
his luck in getting hold of such a find. He was sure that it would
make Smoke forget about that “no-trades” policy. However, when he
brought the phone to Smoke, the latter just threw it at
him.

Fortunatley for Way-lo the phone hadn’t
been damaged and he was able to sell it to the proprietor of a
bodega for $75.00. Once he had the money in his hands, the
propspect of handing over $75.00 for a dime bag of heroin was more
than unsettling. There was no way that would even begin to settle
the monster inside him. So he put aside $10.00 for Smoke and
decided to try to get a real high in the meantime. Way-lo hadn’t
intened to abandon Smoke. He would work on getting Smoke’s money
back a little at the time and when he had enough money in his
payback fund (which was currently $0 – he had to use even the
$10.00 he’d saved for an emergency fix at one point, and couldn’t
seem to get any money saved ever since) he’d go back to Smoke.
Way-lo felt he had no other choice. The monster inside of him had
to be satiated no matter what the costs. In the meantime he had to
stay out of sight until he got enough money together. Who knows?
Maybe Smoke might even forget about him.

So Way-lo waited. He felt more
miserable with each passing moment.

“When’s this guy going to get
here?”

Way-lo leaned against the radiator and
rested his head against the wall next to it and closed his eyes.
“The better question was, ‘How did I get here?’” he thought. As he
stewed in the misery of his present moment, Way-lo wondered what
had happened to his life. It seemed like not long ago, he had
everything going for him. Way-lo had just turned 18 and had finally
been set free from the hardscrabble life of foster homes. He was
trying to get his GED and was enrolled in night school while
holding down a job at a local university cafeteria as a kitchen
assistant. He had his own crib, a girlfriend and things were going
well for him. To say that he was popular on campus would be an
understatement. Everybody knew Way-lo, mostly because he had a side
job as a D.J. at the Rocafella Club on the weekends. Many of the
kids from the campus (mostly freshmen) would come down to the club
to hear Way-lo’ mix it up. They even paid him to D.J. at some of
the school functions on campus. That was how he met his first
serious girlfriend, Jayla. Yet, despite being held in such high
regard in the social circles he moved in, many times he felt out of
place.

Deep inside he felt there was something
deeply wrong with him that separated him from everyone else. Way-lo
was afraid of it coming to the surface: of people being able to
detect, if not outright see the ugliness he was hiding away inside
him. It put a stain on everything he had been able to achieve in
spite of his past and dogged him no matter what the circumstance.
The more people complimented him or his work, the more anxious he
became. It morphed into panic attacks that threatened to interfere
with his work and his social life. It was becoming harder and
harder for him to maintain his cool dude swag when he was
constantly chased by feelings of fear, anxiety, and depression
manifesting themselves as asthma attacks, insomnia, heart
palpitations and the like.

Way-lo had been relying on a
combination of malt-liquor and weed to help him with his problems.
Way-lo didn’t think anything of it. Everyone did weed. He even knew
professors on the campus that smoked weed. Weed mellowed him out
for a while, but then it started to make him paranoid. Way-lo
needed something stronger. That’s when his girlfriend Jayla
introduced him to oxycondone pills. She showed him how to crush
them up and they would snort them together. Way-lo remembered his
first hit. It made him feel warm all over like he was in a big
blanket. All of his anxiety was gone. For the first time in his
life, since he was a little kid, he felt good. It was a feeling
that nothing could intrude upon. The house could be burning down
and people could be getting killed in his presence and it still
wouldn’t disturb him. It was the best thing he had ever
experienced. It was a little bit of peace in the midst of his
chaotic life.

When it was new, he only snorted on
Sunday afternoons when he was with his girlfriend or when he was
kicking back to chill. The oxycondone slowed him down too much to
do during the week. Back then he’d have half an 80 to wind down
from the pressures of a hectic week. There were lots of people that
were doing what he and Jayla were doing and were living productive
lives. Jayla was a student at the university who was an engineering
major and a straight ‘A’ student to boot. Way-lo was struggling in
night school, but he was holding down his job and his D.J work.
They weren’t straight-laced people, but who was straight-laced in
this day and age. Everyone had some kind of an edge and pills were
his thing. It was a new kind of normal in Way-lo’s eyes.

Things were good for some time, until
the crackdowns by pharmacies, drug companies, and police made the
OC pills scarce. One day, Jayla’s connection just couldn’t score
any pills, but he told them about something he did have that was
just as good and was cheaper, to boot: smack a.k.a. heroin. It came
in a little bag and was off-white in color. At first, Way-lo was a
little wary. He was used to the OC pills and doubted that this
substitute would work as well. Secondly, he had heard bad things
about heroin. It was hard to quit and it was known as a drug for
prostitutes and hard-core addicts. When he tried it, he ended up
throwing up all over his living room, but once that bit of
unpleasantness passed, he felt overcome by a soothing calm. It was
nirvana, even better than the OC pills. Soon heroin became his drug
of choice.

Way-lo would also learn it was a drug
of choice for a lot of other people as well. When he went to the
club there was always a room where there were drugs to cop if you
needed it. At most of the parties he attended, drugs were always
available: cocaine, heroin, meth, uppers, or anything else one
could want. A lot of well-respected people, including deans and
professors in the university circles were using. When he was
younger, there were teachers and counselors that gave solemn
warnings about drugs. Their warnings didn’t seem to jibe with what
he was experiencing at that moment in time. Back then there were no
derelicts in the circles he moved in. There were no homeless
people, no robbers, just people who liked to use. Heroin gave him a
sense of normalcy and belonging he had really never known before.
There was no reason to think that things would ever change from the
way they used to be. There was no reason to think he would end up a
homeless, penniless, derelict. Way-lo saw his future as bright and
as rosy as anyone else’s. But somehow he ended up exactly how he
thought he never would.

There was no denying his situation
anymore. There was no way he could say that he was “alright”. Here
he was with nothing but $60.00 of ill-gotten gain to his name,
ready to blow it all, while risking his life for a measly two-hour
fix. Way-lo didn’t like the way he was living, but he had no idea
how to change things. He felt like he was trapped inside a spinning
hamster wheel and he couldn’t get off.

Someone was coming down the back stairs
toward the entrance. Way-lo moved closer to the radiator and away
from the hallway door to allow the person to pass out.

“You waiting for
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