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Janet Miller peered over the edge of her half-glasses to glance at the man before her. She didn’t bother to mask her contempt as Jack shifted uncomfortably in his chair. There was something distinctly unnerving about the woman in front of him, like she was able to see through his soul. 

That’s just the paranoia kicking in. I’m sure she looks at everyone that way, he tried to tell himself but the thought was not convincing. 

“There’s quite a gap in your CV, John,” she told him sternly. Jack was suddenly thirteen-years-old again and withering under Mrs. Andrews’ reproving glare. 

“What do you mean you didn’t do your homework again?” he could hear his English teacher snarling. 

“Well?” Janet demanded impatiently when he didn’t answer right away. “What’s with this five-year gap in your resumé?” 

Jack pressed his lips together, his mind racing through the Twelve Steps in his mind. He studied his hands as he searched for the answer that would find him a job without putting his morality on the line. 

There’s nothing there about lying specifically, he thought, forcing a smile on his face as he raised his eyes to look at her again. The gesture hurt him to do. He had shaved for the interview at the employment agency but the razor had been dull. He could feel his skin pulling in all directions at the gesture and he half-wished he had left the unkempt stubble on his face. The way Janet peered at him like some bug under a microscope, it probably would not have made much of a difference. 

Coming here was pointless, he thought with some ruefulness but he willed himself to see the session through. He had promised Stan after all. 

“I did some soul-searching,” he said, trying to sound convincing. 

That’s more or less true. Most of that soul-searching was at the bottom of multiple bottles of tequila but that’s besides the point. She doesn’t need to know the whole story. 

Jack wasn’t even sure he knew the whole story—or that he wanted to. 

“Oh...” Janet peered closer at him, her face softening slightly. “Like a sabbatical?” 

“Something like that,” Jack agreed, nodding. The recruiter’s face broke into a warm smile and her entire disposition changed suddenly. It was almost as unnerving as her previous scrutiny. 

“How lovely!” Janet chortled unexpectedly.

“Is it?” Jack asked tentatively, half-wondering if she was mocking him. 

“It is! I feel like the Gen Xers just don’t do enough self-care, you know? You hear about the Millennials going off to ‘find’ themselves but us Gen Xers always put our noses to the grindstone and plugged away. We never got a “gap year”, right? We work too hard and don’t play nearly hard enough.” 

Jack swallowed a smirk and nodded. 

Gap year. I barely finished high school before I started hitting the bottle. If this woman knew the truth about me, she would have shown me the door the second I walked in here. 

“Look, I’m not going to lie to you, John. We have freshly minted college grads in here by the dozens. They have more education than you but probably not as much in the way of experience.”

Jack tensed, wondering how much they checked references at Acme Employment but he maintained the stoic expression on his face. He couldn’t safely say that one of his last employers had anything nice to say about him. If they did, he simply couldn’t remember. 

“You’re not going to get a 9-5, entry-level position with what’s on this CV,” Janet went on bluntly but her voice was much kinder than it had been when the huge, barely put-together man had wandered into her office, twenty minutes earlier. “But I’m sure I can find something for you in trades. In fact...”

She trailed off and grinned slyly, leaning in closer like she was going to share a secret. 

“I think I might know precisely where you belong already.” 

Jack nodded slowly. 

“I don’t think I’d fit in very well at any office,” he conceded, rising as he sensed that their interview as finished. His huge frame towered over the woman but she didn’t seem intimidated by his form in the least. 

“I’ll see what I can find for you, John. Keep your phone on and I’ll be in touch sooner than you think.”

“It’s Jack.”

“I’m sorry?” 

Jack exhaled, not wanting to commence on the diatribe that threatened to spill from his lips. The recruiter had no reason for knowing the kind of pain his past roused, particularly when it came to the family he had never really known. 

“I’m fourth in the long line of Johns,” he explained. “So I’m Jack.”

That’s what the note said anyway, he thought bitterly, wondering why his parents did not write more when they had abandoned him. 

Janet smiled. 

“Jack it is,” she agreed, extending her hand. Her manicure was peeling, displaying the yellow of her nicotine-stained nails. It made Jack realize how much he wanted to smoke. 

“I’ll wait for your call,” he said, seeing himself to the door. 

With squared shoulders, he walked out of the non-descript offices, not bothering with eye contact as he moved. He had come to do what he had promised his sponsor he would and now he could retreat to the men’s shelter and wait for a phone call that would never come. 

This wasn’t his first rodeo. Jack had been to employment agencies before and the results had never been promising. 

I’ve never come while I’ve been sober, he reminded himself, pausing to dig a crumpled pack of Marlboros from his pocket. He grimaced, putting the flattened butt to his lips. Now I’ve got to stop spending ten bucks a day on smokes and I might actually see myself out of poverty. 

The idea was almost laughable. Jack had been on and off the streets for most of his adult life, ever since he had been kicked out of the foster care system. He had no idea how he had managed to stay alive as long as he had, bouncing from one New Mexico town to the next. The truth was, he barely remembered any of it. The past was a drunken blur but at forty-six, he was finally seeing the world with a semblance of clarity. 

As he sucked back the smoke, a vibrating in his pocket caught his attention and Jack reached for the burner phone that Stan had bought him. He had no doubt that it was his sponsor. 

“Hey Stan,” he said, answering the call. 

“How did it go?” the man on the other end of the phone asked. It was uncanny the knack Stan had for calling at the right time. Sometimes Jack wondered if the man wasn’t watching him from afar. 

“I’m not sure. The woman said she’ll call if she has anything for me,” Jack answered. 

“You’ll find something soon,” his sponsor said reassuringly. “Where you headed now?”

“I was just going to go back to the shelter...”

“Why don’t you meet me for a coffee? I’m by the zoo.”

Jack hesitated, not really in the mood for company but Stan was not going to accept no for an answer. 

“It’s for the best, trust me,” the man insisted. “Otherwise, you’ll get back to the shelter and start staring at the walls, willing the phone to ring. When it doesn’t, you’ll start getting antsy and what happens when we get antsy?”

“I’ll want to drink,” Jack sighed, knowing that Stan was right. “Okay, I’m coming. Opals?” 

“Yes siree. Best dark roast in this side of the Rio Grande.”

Jack couldn’t help but smile as he changed directions, heading toward the ABQ BioPark. 

I’m lucky I have someone like Stan watching my back, he thought, wandering through the streets of Albuquerque without really noticing what or who he passed. Jack had heard horror stories about sponsors or worse—about alcoholics who didn’t ever settle for a sponsor and relapsed themselves to early death. 

Stan Morris was a good guy and Jack trusted him. 

The slender, Black man sat in a booth, his long legs stretched under the table. 

“I took the liberty of ordering you an espresso—not that I think you need anymore stimulants.”

Jack laughed and slid into the booth, reaching for the coffee. 

“Thanks,” he said, grabbing the sugar. “Why aren’t you working today?” 

Stan shrugged nonchalantly and took a sip of his own drink. 

“I took a mental health day. They’re all the rage now,” he joked. Jack sat back, his green eyes narrowing slightly. 

“Since when do you take a day off for anything?” he asked the postal worker, frowning at the odd answer. Stan raised his shoulders again but Jack realized that his friend had skipped work because of him that day. 

“You were worried I was going to drink!” he said accusingly, folding his arms over his barrel chest. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

Stan scowled, his inky eyed darkening somehow. 

“I wasn’t worried about that,” he retorted, sounding annoyed. “But you didn’t want me to come with you to the agency and I wanted to be there for you.”

Jack softened instantly, a sheepish expression overtaking his face. 

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “I-I appreciate it but you didn’t have to do that.”

Stan snorted. 

“I keep telling you that I’ve been where you’ve been, Jack. I was a reject of the system too, my parents crackheads, the both.”

“My parents weren’t...” Jack started to say but he instantly clamped his mouth closed, knowing that Stan was merely trying to show some solidarity. 

“You don’t know what your parents were,” Stan reminded him. “You were abandoned at a hospital when you were two.”

“Thanks for the reminder,” Jack sighed, taking another drink of his espresso. 

“My point is, I’ve been down your roads and I know what triggers are out there for you.”

“I’m gonna be honest, Stan. I hadn’t thought about drinking all day until you brought it up,” Jack told him. Stan whooped. 

“Well that’s not good either. You need to be aware of the temptation in order to overcome it.”

“Holy hell, Stan, enough with the gospel,” Jack grumbled. “It was just a meeting with an employment agency. Nothing is—”

He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence as his flip phone began to ring on the table. Warily, Jack eyed it and glance at Stan. 

No one has this number except Stan and the shelter...and now the employment agency. 

“Answer it!” Stan growled, pushing the device closer to Jack as though distance was what was keeping him from snatching it up. Swallowing, Jack reached for it and eyed the Albuquerque area code, knowing that it was not the shelter. 

“H-hello?” he mumbled, wishing he didn’t sound like a frightened altar boy. 

“Joh-uh, Jack?” Janet Miller’s voice filtered through the cheap receiver. 

“Yes?”

“It’s Janet from Acme Employment?” 

“Yes?” 

Stan stared at him, bobbing his head reassuringly but the movement was proving distracting and Jack turned away. 

“I’m calling because I think I have a job for you,” she said. Jack blinked, unable to believe his good luck. 

“Already?” he choked. “I-I-where? What is it?”

“It’s not exactly through the agency so I won’t take a commission but a friend informed me that they need a security guard at the New Mexico Museum of Native History. One of theirs is out for hip surgery or the like and won’t be back for several weeks. Is this something you might be interested in?”

“Security guard?” Jack echoed, his mind whirling. It was nothing he’d ever considered doing before but if a man who needed a hip replacement could do it, how hard could it be?

“It’s an easy gig,” Janet said as if reading his thoughts. “It’s nights but there’s television and you can bring your phone or computer with you—as long as you do your rounds.”

Jack met Stan’s eyes and his sponsor nodded approvingly. 

“Are you still there, Jack?”

“Yes,” he replied quickly. “All right. I can do that.”

“Excellent. I already took it upon myself to do a police clearance on you so you’re fine to start working right away.”

Jack’s heart began to pound. 

“You’ll go to the back entrance of the museum tomorrow night at five-thirty. You’ll meet with Harold Gerrard. He’s in charge of security and he’ll show you around. Any questions?”

“Uh...no...no I think that’s clear.”

“You can call me at this number if there are any problems,” Janet went on, her voice lowering slightly. “Anytime.”

Jack almost shuddered at the implication in her voice but he forced himself to thank her before hanging up. He turned his attention to Stan. 

“Looks like I’ve got a job,” he said slowly, like he was worried saying it aloud would curse it somehow. “At a museum.”

Stan clapped his hands and grinned a brilliant, white smile that lit up the entire café. 

“I knew that the good Lord would come through for you!” Stan cried. “Hallelujah, sunny days are ahead. You just mark my words!”

Jack returned his smile but in his chest, his heart was racing. 

Shit is about to get real, he thought and he didn’t know how to feel about that. 

~ ~ ~

Harold Gerrard was much younger than Jack had expected with such a stuffy sounding name. He greeted Jack at the back door, just as Janet had promised and ushering the man through the back halls of the museum. 

“The job is really simple,” Harold told him. “Basically, make sure the building doesn’t burn down or get broken into. Anything else is a bonus.”

Jack’s eyebrows raised and he studied the younger man with surprise. 

“There’s got to be more to it than that,” he said slowly, not wanting to jinx it. “I mean, cleaning or maintenance or something?” 

Harold snorted.

“You don’t know much about this museum, do you?” he chuckled. “It’s funded completely by billionaires who need tax write-offs. We have cleaners, maintenance men, groundkeepers, restorers, interior decorators—you have one job. Just make sure this place is here in the morning. Other than that, the night is yours.”

Harold ushered him into a small but comfortable security office. He pointed to the monitors. 

“You can see everything from here except the basement,” he explained. 

“There’s a basement?” Jack replied. Harold shrugged. 

“I’ve been there maybe once since I started. Usually it’s where the more delicate pieces are put before the restorers get to them. I wouldn’t go down there. God forbid you touch something and it breaks. Your great-great-great grandchildren will be paying it off.”

Jack took the advice to heart. 

“Keep an eye on the cameras between Netflix shows. Oh, the wi-fi password is on the fridge.”

Harold nodded toward the far side of the room where a small table, loveseat, and refrigerator sat. 

“You can bring your own food but there’s always something to snack on if you get hungry. The day staff leaves beer once in a while too but don’t go overboard.”

Jack’s neck stiffened and he shook his head. 

“I don’t drink,” he mumbled, looking away. 

“Perfect. Then you have nothing to worry about.”

Harold cast one final look around the security office and shrugged. 

“I think that’s everything. My number is programmed into the landline’s speed dial if you have any problems but in the seven years I’ve worked her, Jack, I haven’t encountered one.”

With a wink and another smile, Harold hurried toward the door. 

“Harold!” Jack called, surprising even himself with the sudden use of his voice. Harold paused and glanced over the shoulder of his blue blazer. 

“Hm?”

“How long is the guy out that I’m covering for?” 

“Oh Will
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