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For the millions of people facing recovery
one day at a time:

You have my respect and admiration.


Author’s Note

This is another
book I didn’t plan to write. When I began work on
Marking Time, I
had no idea I’d meet yet another character whose story would need
to be told. When I was looking for a name for Clare’s love interest
in Marking Time, my friend Julie and I batted around a bunch of options.
Travis was one of them (we ended up using that in
True North). When
we settled on Aidan O’Malley, I decided to give him a big,
boisterous Irish family full of the joys, trials and tribulations
that go with it. When we met Aidan’s brother Brandon in
Marking Time, he
was in the process of hitting rock bottom in his struggle with
alcohol. His story needed to be told, and thus,
Starting Over was
born.

During the
writing of this book, I attended an Alcoholic’s Anonymous meeting
that ranks among the most powerful experiences of my life. I
read The Big Book
from cover to cover, and immersed myself in all
things AA and Al-Anon. And while Brandon’s alcoholism is a central
theme in this book, it’s not the prevailing theme. I like to think
this book is about love—the sustaining love of a family, the love
between a man and a woman and the love of a man for a little girl
who quite literally saves his life. I hope you enjoy reading this
book as much as I enjoyed writing it.

 



Chapter 1, Day 1

Brandon O’Malley lay on the narrow bed,
counting the cinderblocks that made up the sterile room. Ten up and
twenty across, painted a boring, flat shade of tan. In addition to
the bed, he had a beat-up dresser and a tiny bathroom adjoining the
room. A small window overlooked the parking lot of the Laurel Lake
Treatment Center, home sweet home for the next thirty days.

When his brother Colin brought him here two
hours earlier, Brandon commented that the place looked more like a
country club than a dry-out facility.

“It’s not a country club,” Colin had
snapped. “The place costs a fortune, so don’t forget why you’re
here.”

Leave it to oh-so-perfect Colin to cut him
down to size. He was sick to death of all three of his brothers and
the way they talked down to him just because he liked to get loaded
every now and then. Brandon touched the bridge of his nose, tender
since his older brother Aidan’s fist connected with it the night
before.

To hell with them, he thought as a
vicious burst of pain from his battered face stole the breath from
his lungs. They don’t understand me. None of them ever
has.

Brandon checked his watch. After the most
thorough physical of his life, he’d been brought to this boring
room and told someone would come to see him in half an hour. That
was forty-five minutes ago.

What I really want is a beer and a shot
of whiskey. Brandon broke out in a cold sweat when he realized
that wasn’t going to happen. Suddenly, the ten-by-twenty room felt
like a cell, and he wanted out of there. He sat up too quickly. The
room spun, and the meager contents of his stomach churned. Bolting
for the bathroom, he vomited and was splashing cold water on his
face when he heard a knock at the door.

Still holding a towel, he opened the door to
a balding man of average height and build.

“Yeah?” Brandon grunted.

“Hi, I’m Alan. May I come in?”

Brandon shrugged and stepped aside.

“Do you have everything you need?” Alan
asked with a smile on his round, friendly face. He wore a starched
light blue dress shirt and pressed khakis.

Brandon gave him a withering look.

“Towels, sheets, that stuff,” Alan
clarified.

“I guess.”

“Well, just let us know if you need
anything.”

“Do you work here?”

“I volunteer on Fridays.”

“My lucky day.”

“It sure is.” Alan sat on Brandon’s bed. “In
fact, one day you may look back and realize this was the luckiest
day of your life.”

“Yeah, right,” Brandon snorted,
pressing a hand to his throbbing face in a desperate attempt to
find some relief from the pain.

“What happened to your face?”

“My brother punched me.”

“Why?”

“He says I hassled his girlfriend.”

“Did you?”

Brandon shrugged.

“You don’t remember?” When Brandon didn’t
answer, Alan pressed on. “Why are you here?”

“My brother said it was either this or his
girlfriend would press charges against me. Nice, huh?”

“It was nice of him to give you a
choice.”

“I can see whose side you’re on.”

“Actually, I’m on your side, Brandon. I was
once right where you are today. I’m an alcoholic.”

“Whoa, man! I’m not an alcoholic. I just
like to have a few beers after work. I don’t know why everyone
thinks that’s such a big deal.”

“Have you had blackouts before last
night?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

Brandon looked away from him.

“How old are you, Brandon?”

“Thirty-eight.”

“Ever been married?”

“No.”

“You mentioned a brother. Do you have other
siblings?”

“Three brothers and a sister.”

“You’re lucky to have such a nice big
family.”

“Yeah, well, they’ve kind of let me down
today.”

“Do you really think so?”

Brandon shrugged.

“What do you do for work?”

“I’m an engineer. My family owns a
construction business.”

“That’s impressive. Has your drinking caused
you problems at work?”

“No,” Brandon said as his patience ran out.
“What’s with the twenty questions?”

“I’m just trying to get to know you. I’d
like to help you.”

“I don’t need your help.”

“Perhaps not, but I need yours.”

“What could I possibly do for you?”

“Part of my recovery involves helping others
who’re struggling with alcohol. Would you help me by listening to
my story?”

Brandon sat on the floor. “Do I have a
choice?”

“Always.”

“Fine.” Brandon’s stomach lurched again.
“Have at it.”

“I started drinking when I was thirteen,”
Alan said. “I fell into a group of rich kids who had easy access to
booze. We always had the good stuff—vodka, gin, rum. I couldn’t say
no to any of it, but I had a particular fondness for vodka. I drank
every day of high school, college, and law school. No one ever
called me on it, so I thought I was getting away with it. I got
married a month after I graduated from law school, and it didn’t
take my new wife long to realize I was drinking all the time. If I
wasn’t at work, I was drunk. She hadn’t signed on for that, so she
left me two months after the wedding. I found out much later that
she was pregnant when she left. I have a fifteen-year-old son I’ve
never met. You see, by the time I finally hit rock bottom and
admitted I was an alcoholic, I’d lost my job, I was broke, my
ex-wife was remarried, and another man was raising my son.”

Despite his best intentions to stay
detached, Brandon was moved by Alan’s story. “I’m sorry.”

“Me, too. I go to my son’s football games
just so I can watch him for a few hours. Lucky for him, he looks
like his mother, and I can tell just by watching him that he’s
popular with his friends. He thinks his stepfather is his real
father, and since I’d never do anything to mess up his life, I have
to be satisfied with a few glimpses every now and then.”

“That must be really hard.”

“It is, but I’ve managed to find a good life
for myself. I’m married again, and I have two little girls who are
the joy of my life. I’ve been sober for twelve years, five months,
and thirteen days.”

“You count the days?” Brandon asked,
incredulous.

“Every sober day is a victory to be
celebrated.”

“Yeah, well, I’m sorry about everything that
happened to you, but I don’t see how it applies to me.”

Alan stood to leave. “You will, Brandon.
Maybe not today or tomorrow, but one day soon you will.” He took a
card out of his wallet and put it on the bed. “If you ever want to
talk, feel free to call me any time. You’re going to discover an
enormous network of people who want to help. If you don’t want to
talk to me, talk to one of them. All you have to do to gain access
to all this help is take the most important first step you’ll ever
take in your life.”

“What’s that?”

“Admit you need it.” He turned back when he
reached the door. “Oh, and you’ll want to remember today’s
date.”

“Why?”

“Because your new life begins today. Good
luck to you, Brandon.”

After Alan left, Brandon got up from the
floor and reached for the card he’d left on the bed. Printed on the
card was only the name Alan and a phone number. Brandon studied the
card for a moment and then tossed it into the trash.

 


Brandon stood in the circle holding hands
with the people on either side of him. He fixated on a spider web
in the corner of the room while the others recited the Serenity
prayer: “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot
change, courage to change the things that I can, and the wisdom to
know the difference.”

When the twenty or so people took their
seats, the group leader, a young guy named Steve, looked around for
a volunteer to go first. Brandon kept his eyes down so Steve
wouldn’t connect with him.

The room reeked of burnt coffee, and the
walls were papered with slogans like “Live and Let Live,” “Easy
Does It,” and one Brandon had heard often in the last five days:
“One Day at a Time.”

“Danielle?” Steve said. “Would you like to
share with the group?”

Danielle blushed to her blonde roots and
cast her blue eyes downward. Brandon wondered if she’d been a
cheerleader thirty or forty pounds ago.

“Um, my name is Danielle, and I’m an
alcoholic and an addict.” She twisted her hands on her lap.

“Hi, Danielle.” The group replied so loudly
that they startled Brandon. After five days in bed suffering
through detoxification—or the DTs, as it was known here—this was
his first time in group, and he had no idea what to expect.

“I, um, I’ve been clean and sober for
twenty-two days now,” Danielle said to congratulations from the
others. “I know that’s not very long, but it’s a lifetime to me. I
never thought I could go a day without drinking or getting high, so
twenty-two days is a big deal. I’m just hoping I can keep it up
when I get out of here. It took me the first two weeks I was here
to admit my life had become unmanageable. I’m very much afraid of
what’s ahead for me when I get out of here. I’ve hurt so many
people.” One of the other women passed a pack of tissues to
Danielle. “I’m so ashamed of the things I’ve done…”

“You’ll have the opportunity to make
amends,” Steve reminded her, referring to the all-important eighth
and ninth steps in the twelve-step program.

“Yes,” Danielle said. “I’ve made my lists.
I’m quite certain, though, that my husband won’t want to hear my
apologies. I had… I’d turned to prostitution to feed my addiction,
and I know he’ll never forgive me for that. I can’t say I blame
him.”

Brandon held back a gasp. This pretty,
ex-cheerleader type was a hooker? Come on! No
way.

“I’m going to do everything I can to stick
to the program, to stay sober one day at a time, and to try to get
visitation with my kids. That’s my goal, and every day I ask God to
help me get there.”

While the others nodded in agreement,
Brandon resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Yeah, count on
God. That’ll get you far.

The group turned next to a middle-aged man
with a potbelly and a red face full of broken blood vessels. “I’m
Jeff, and I’m an alcoholic.”

“Hi, Jeff.”

“Today’s my last day at group. I’m getting
out of here tomorrow. It’s time to face the music, as they say.
I’ll be going to court next week to be sentenced on the
embezzlement charges. Fortunately, the bank where I worked asked
the court for leniency, but I could still be facing two years in
prison.”

Dismay rippled through the group.

“The upside is that at least I won’t be able
to drink while I’m in jail,” Jeff said with a grim smile. “I’m
ready to face whatever’s ahead. This time I’m committed to staying
sober, and I’ve given God the keys to my car. Whatever He has in
store for me, I’ll willingly take. Anything is better than where
I’ve been, even prison. I just want to thank you all for listening
to me all these weeks.” His voice caught with emotion. “You’ve
saved my life, and I won’t forget you.”

“Just keep going to meetings, Jeff,” Steve
said. “Even if you end up in prison. There’re groups
everywhere.”

Jeff nodded. “I will.”

Steve checked his watch before he called on
two other people to share their stories. There were similar threads
to each of them—they were powerless over alcohol and drugs, their
lives were out of control, and once they accepted the presence of a
higher power, they found a peace they’d never known before.

All this God talk was a major turnoff to
Brandon. Leave it to Colin the Pope to find the one program on
the Cape that was all about God.

“I want to thank everyone who shared today,”
Steve said. “We have a few new members with us. Let’s welcome
Phyllis, Frank, and Brandon.”

“Welcome,” the group said in unison.

“I’d like to invite any of you new folks to
speak, if you wish to,” Steve said, scanning the circle to include
each of them.

Brandon again looked away. There’s no way
I’m talking to these people. They’re all drunks and druggies. What
the hell do they know about me?

Phyllis broke under Steve’s gaze and began
to sob uncontrollably.

Brandon bit back a groan.

“I need a couple of volunteers to stay and
talk with Phyllis when she’s ready,” Steve said, standing to lead
the Lord’s Prayer. When they were done, they said together, “Keep
coming back.”

Brandon couldn’t get out of there fast
enough. He walked through the double doors that led to a patio off
the cafeteria. Breathing in the cold winter air, he tried to get
his hands to quit shaking by jamming them into the pockets of his
worn jeans. They said the shaking was part of the detox
process.

“Hey,” the other new guy, Frank, said as he
stood next to Brandon and lit a cigarette.

Frank offered him one, and Brandon shook his
head.

“Some crazy shit in there, huh?” Frank
said.

Brandon watched Frank’s hand tremble when he
brought the cigarette up for a drag. “Yeah,” Brandon said. “I
couldn’t believe it when that chick Danielle said she was a
hooker.”

“Believe it. I’ve seen people do
everything—and I mean everything—for the next fix. This is
my third time through this place. I’m hoping the third time’s the
charm.”

Great, Brandon thought. All this
and it doesn’t even work. “What happened before?”

“I failed to commit fully to the program and
to my sobriety. This time I’m going to do it, though. My wife said
she’d leave me and take my kids if I don’t. I can’t let that
happen.”

“Well, good luck. I hope it works.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Still in denial? Most people usually are
the first week or two.”

Brandon shrugged. “I was never as bad off as
those people in there. I get loaded every now and then, but I
wasn’t like them.”

“You’re sure of that?”

Brandon watched a group of patients walk
along a trail on the back end of the property.

“Let me give you a little piece of advice I
wish someone had given me when I was first here,” Frank said. “Give
in to it, man. Let these people help you. It’ll save you a lot of
time and your loved ones a lot of suffering. Both times I fell off
the wagon harder than the time before. I left some serious carnage
in my wake.”

“I appreciate the advice, but I’m doing my
thirty days and getting the hell out of here. And I won’t be back.
You can be sure of that.”

Frank shook his head. “Keep thinking you
don’t belong here, and you’ll be back. Mark my words.” He ground
out the cigarette and tossed it into the butt bucket. “See ya
around.”

“Yeah. See ya.”

 



Chapter 2, Day 6

Colin O’Malley drove his green company
pickup truck through the picturesque town of Chatham,
Massachusetts, on his way to his parents’ home on Shore Road. Once
a poor fishing village, Chatham had become one of Cape Cod’s most
affluent communities.

As on all the trucks belonging to O’Malley
& Sons Construction, the company name on the door of Colin’s
truck was encircled by five gold shamrocks—one for each of the
O’Malley siblings.

While driving, Colin replied to several
pages from crews in the field on his two-way phone. With his father
recovering at home from a mild heart attack and his older brother
Brandon in rehab, Colin and his younger brother Declan were running
the family’s construction business with the help of their sister
Erin’s husband, Tommy.

Colin pulled into his parents’ driveway, and
as always, he cringed at the fanciful pink-and-yellow paint job his
mother had commissioned several years earlier. What she intended to
be a gingerbread house looked more like a three-story cake, as
Colin’s father often said when his wife wasn’t listening.

The phone beeped again as he reached the
front door, and Colin took care of two more crises before he went
inside.

“Mum?” He removed his Red Sox ball cap and
ran a hand through his too-long strawberry blond hair. Like Declan
and Erin, he resembled his mother, but the three of them had their
father’s light blue eyes. With their wavy, dark brown hair, Aidan
and Brandon favored their father in his younger years but with
their mother’s dark green eyes.

Wearing an apron over a wool sweater and
jeans, Colleen O’Malley came from the kitchen to greet her third
son. “Hello, love,” she said, planting a kiss on his cheek. Her
thick Irish brogue seemed heavier than usual that day. “Have you
had lunch? I made your Da some chicken soup, and there’s
plenty.”

“Sounds good, Mum,” Colin said, even though
he couldn’t really afford the time. But she’d been so sad over
everything with Brandon, including the awful fight he’d had with
Aidan, and so worried about her husband that Colin wanted to spend
some time with her. “Let me just go up and see Da first. He said he
needed to see me right away. I don’t want him fretting about work
when he’s supposed to be taking it easy.”

“Neither do I, but I don’t want you running
yourself ragged either, Col.” Her green eyes softened with concern.
“I know you must be overwhelmed at work without Da and
Brandon.”

“We’re coping,” he said as he headed for the
stairs. He didn’t think she needed to hear that it had been a long
time since anyone relied on Brandon at work. “Don’t worry, Mum.”
Colin had vague memories of the house before the second and third
floors were added on. His father had worked nights, weekends, and
holidays for more than two years to expand the former ranch house
to fit his growing family.

Colin knocked on the door to his parents’
bedroom.

“Come in,” Dennis called in a voice that was
already stronger than it had been the day before. He was propped up
in bed, resting against a small mountain of pillows. The room was
full of the flowers he had received from friends and business
associates.

“Hey, Da. How you feeling today?”

“Cooped up and coddled,” Dennis grumbled as
he ran a hand through his snow-white hair. “Your Mum’s making me
nuts.”

Colin chuckled. “I don’t doubt it.” He
reached into the pocket of his green O’Malley & Sons coat,
pulled out a Snicker’s bar, and slid it under his father’s pillow.
“Don’t tell.”

“Have I mentioned you’re my favorite kid?”
Dennis asked with a big smile.

Colin snorted. “Yeah, right. I’m your
favorite kid at this moment.”

“Why would you say that? Have I made you
feel that way?”

“What way?” Colin asked, surprised to find
sincere concern on his father’s usually jovial face.

“That you weren’t my favorite. I love you
all the same. I hope you know that.”

“Of course, I do. Even though I’m the one
who never went to college. I’m not a doctor like Aidan was or an
athlete like Brandon. I can’t sing like Aidan and Dec can, and, of
course, Erin gave you five grandchildren. Nope, I’m just good old
Colin.”

“You’re the one I see myself in more than
any of the others.”

Taken aback, Colin said, “You do?”

Dennis nodded. “From the time you were old
enough to walk, all you ever wanted was to come to work with me.
You loved everything about the trucks, the yard, the men, the
gravel, all of it.”

“But you were mad I didn’t go to college,”
Colin reminded him.

“I wanted more for you—for all my kids—than
I’d had. I wanted you to go to school before you came into the
business so you’d have something to fall back on if you ever needed
it.”

“You’ve worked seven days a week for forty
years to make sure I’d never need it.”

“I’m proud of the business, but nothing
makes me prouder than having my sons and son-in-law working with
me.”

“You’re awfully sentimental today, Da.
What’s gotten into you?”

“The fear of God in the form of a heart
attack,” Dennis confessed. “Listen, Col…”

Colin sat on the edge of the bed and took
his father’s work-roughened hand in his. “What is it?”

“I’m not coming back,” Dennis said.

“What do you mean?”

“Mum wants me to retire, and I’m going to do
it. She’s been waiting for me to slow down for a long time, and
there’re things she wants to do. I owe her some of my time before
I’m too old and sick to be any good to her.”

Astounded, Colin had no idea what to say. “I
figured you’d put up a fight when she was ranting in the hospital
about you retiring.”

“I’m tired. I think I’m ready.”

“I can’t imagine you not being at work with
us.”

“Oh, you don’t need me. You all have been
running the show for years now. I was just there to keep you guys
from bickering.”

“You do a lot more than that, and you know
it.”

“I want you to take over for me, Col.”

Shocked, Colin stared at him.

“Someone has to be in charge, and I’ve
decided it should be you.”

“But what about Brandon? He’ll blow a gasket
over this when he gets back.”

“He won’t be in any shape to take on this
kind of responsibility for some time, and even if he was, he’s not
the one I want. I want you, son.”

Colin released a ragged deep breath. He
hadn’t seen this coming. “I don’t know, Da.”

“It was Aidan’s idea, actually.”

“You asked him first, didn’t you?” Colin
made no attempt to hide his disappointment.

“I only asked him first for one reason—all
you boys respect him so much. I knew no one would fight him as the
authority figure. You’ll have a tougher time with that than he
would’ve had as the oldest.”

“Why did he say no?”

“He’s getting his life together in Vermont.
His restoration business is going well, and he’s finally got a new
woman in his life. Coming back here wouldn’t be good for him after
everything he’s been through. It was wrong of me to even ask
him—for all those reasons and because the most obvious choice was
the one who’s been here all along.”

“Good old Colin.”

“Just because you flew under the radar
doesn’t mean I didn’t notice you, son. You’ve never given me an
ounce of grief. And when a man has five high-spirited children,
you’d better believe he notices the one who never gives him any
trouble.”

Colin smiled. “I should’ve raised some more
hell.”

“Your brothers and sister did plenty of
hell-raising, believe me. So will you do it, Col? Will you take
over my business and make it your own with the help of your
brothers and Tommy?”

“You really think I can do it?”

“I have no doubt and neither did your
brother. ‘Take another look at Colin,’ Aidan said. ‘He’s the best
of all of us. Sarah always said so.’”

Colin’s eyes burned at the unexpected
reminder of the beloved sister-in-law he’d lost to cancer ten years
earlier. Aidan’s wife had died two days after giving birth to the
stillborn son they named Colin, after him. “That was nice of him to
say.”

“He’s right and Sarah was, too. You’re
everything that’s good about the O’Malleys, and you’ve earned the
respect of the men. It might take a while to bring your brothers
around, but you can do it.”

“I’m honored that you have such faith in me.
If it’ll give you some peace of mind, I’ll give it a shot.”

The relief showed on his father’s face.
“Thank you, Col. We’ll do this right. I’ll talk to Dec and Tommy
myself, and then we’ll have a meeting with all the guys so they
know there’s been a changing of the guard. I think it’ll be
important for them to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”

“What about Brandon?” Colin asked.

“When he gets home, we need to ease him back
in slowly. In fact, I have an idea I wanted to run by you.”

“What’s that?”

“You know that apartment building I bought
on Old Queen Anne Road?”

“Sure. You’re just going to flip it,
right?”

“I was planning to, but I’m thinking if we
put some work into the place, it might make for some nice extra
income for Mum and me in our retirement.”

“You don’t need money, do you, Da?” Colin
asked with concern.

“No, no, but the apartment building might be
a good project for Brandon, to get him back into things without the
responsibility of leading a crew. After what happened that day with
the loader, it’ll be a while before the men trust him, anyway.”

“You’re probably right.”

Brandon had narrowly missed dropping a load
of gravel on two of the men a week before the blowup with Aidan
sent him to rehab. Colin knew the workers suspected Brandon was
drunk at the time.

“I’ll talk to him if he gives you any
trouble,” Dennis said.

“No, I’ll deal with him at work. If I’m
going to do this, I have to do it myself. I can’t be bringing you
in every five minutes to bail me out.”

Dennis smiled.

“What?”

“I knew you could do it, but now I’m
sure.”

“How do you think he’s doing?”

Dennis shook his head. “Hard telling. I’m
sure he’s fighting with everyone.”

“No doubt. That’s what he does best. I sure
hope it works, though. I don’t know what we’ll do if it
doesn’t.”

“Mum and I are going for the first visiting
day next week. We’ll see then how he’s doing.”

“We did the right thing, didn’t we?”

“We did, son. We absolutely did, and we
should’ve done it a long time ago. I can’t believe what he did to
Clare,” Dennis said, referring to Aidan’s girlfriend.

“Did you write your letter?”

Dennis nodded. “How about you?”

“Yeah. Not the easiest thing I’ve ever done,
but the truth hurts. I wonder if he’ll ever speak to any of us
again after he reads them.”

“Hopefully, he’ll hear what we have to say
and take the treatment seriously.”

“I hope so. Well, Mum said there’s soup
downstairs, and I’m starving. Call me if you need anything?”

“I will. You, too.”

Colin grinned. “Oh, you’ll be hearing from
me, don’t worry.”

“I’m counting on it. I love you, son. I’m
proud of you, and I know you’re going to do a terrific job.”

Overwhelmed, Colin leaned in to kiss his
father’s cheek. “Take care, Da.”

 


“Wow, that was good, Mum,” Colin said as he
finished his soup and reached across the table for her hand. “Are
you doing all right?”

Colleen shrugged. “I guess. I haven’t been
sleeping too well. I just wish we knew how Brandon is coping. I
picture him all alone in that place…” She looked away from him as
she struggled for composure.

Colin moved to sit closer to her. “We had to
do something.” He put his arm around her. “We’re lucky Aidan didn’t
kill him.”

“I know.” Colleen wiped her face on her
apron and leaned into her son’s embrace. “I just can’t figure out
how this happened. I go over it and over it in my mind. I know he
always drank, but how did it get this bad? How did it get to the
point where he’d do what he did to a woman in this house and then
not even remember it?”

“It’s been this bad for a long time. We just
covered for him and tried to keep him out of trouble.”

“What else were we supposed to do?”

“Maybe we shouldn’t have tried so hard.
Maybe then he would’ve reached this point sooner, without
practically attacking Clare.”

“But he could’ve done something even
worse.”

“I’ve been doing some reading about it.
Alcoholism is considered a disease—like diabetes or cancer. They
say it’s not just a disease of the body but a relationship disease,
too. What we’ve been doing by cleaning up his messes has enabled
him to continue drinking without worrying about the consequences.
We can’t do that anymore.”

Colleen sighed. “No, we can’t.”

“I’ve been thinking about going to an
Al-Anon meeting. They help people like us who have someone in their
family struggling with alcohol. Why don’t you come with me?”

“Oh, Col, I can’t imagine talking about our
family’s troubles in public.”

“You don’t have to say anything, and if you
do, it’s completely anonymous. No one would ever talk about what
happens there. It might help us to help him, and to feel better
ourselves, too.”

“I don’t know…”

Colin kissed her cheek and stood up. “Think
about it. You don’t have to decide anything now. Do you mind if I
go to a meeting? I feel like I need to do something.”

“Of course I don’t mind. I appreciate all
you’ve done to help your brother. I know you’ve probably had it
with him, yet you still help him.”

“He’s my brother,” Colin said with a
shrug.

“You’re a good boy.”

Colin laughed. “I’m thirty-six years old,
Mum.”

“And you’re still my boy,” she said with a
spark of feistiness that was much more like her than the
sadness.

“I’ve got to get back to work. Thanks for
lunch.”

“Thank you for what you’re doing for
your Da.”

“You know about that, huh?”

She held his coat for him. “There’s not much
that goes on around here that I don’t know about. You’ll be just
fine, Col.” She zipped his coat for him like she had when he was
five. “Follow your heart, be fair, and do the right thing. The rest
will fall into place.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I’m always right.”

He smiled. Truer words were never spoken.
“Call me if you need anything.”

“I will.”

“Think about coming to Al-Anon with me.”

“I’ll do that, too.”

 



Chapter 3, Day 8

Brandon sat across from his counselor, Dr.
Sondra Walker-Smith, and waited for her to say something. This was
his third session with her in as many days, and the other times
she’d led him through a basic discussion of his life, his family,
and his work. This time, though, she seemed to be waiting for him,
and he squirmed in his seat under the heat of her scrutiny. Her
office was the nicest room he’d seen yet at the austere
facility.

“Brandon?” she said, her inquisitive pale
blue eyes trained on him.

Dr. “Call me Sondra” Walker-Smith was a
babe. The big diamond she wore on her left hand said she was
someone else’s babe, but that didn’t stop Brandon from feasting his
eyes on the best-looking woman he’d seen in longer than he could
remember.

“What?” he asked sullenly. Even for her, he
couldn’t pretend he was happy to be there.

“Nothing to say today?”

He shrugged.

“How’s group going?” she asked with a
sigh.

“Bunch of cry-babies. I’ve never seen so
many tears in my life. It’s pathetic.”

“Most people think crying is cathartic.
Don’t you cry?”

“No.”

“Never?”

“Not that I can recall.”

“Surely there had to have been
something in your life that’s moved you tears.”

Just one thing, but you’re not
getting that out of me. No way. “No.”

“Hmm.” Sondra stroked her chin and sized him
up, her gaze full of wisdom, as if she had all the answers and
wasn’t about to share them with him. “You’ve told me about your
family, but you haven’t spoken of any other relationships. Have you
ever been in love?”

Brandon hadn’t seen that one coming and kept
his face neutral to hide the burst of pain that exploded inside of
him. He never had learned how to brace himself for it. More than
any time in the last week, he wished for a
drink—something—anything—to dull the pain.

“Brandon?”

“No. I’ve never been in love.” His
expression dared her to challenge him.

“You know, if you lie to me, you lie to
yourself.”

“I’m not lying.”

“You’re thirty-eight years old, a reasonably
good-looking guy, and you’re going to tell me you’ve never had
feelings for a woman? Or a man?”

He laughed. “I’m not gay, so you can cross
that off your list of issues to explore with me.”

She smiled. “There’s no list.”

“So I’m only reasonably good-looking? That’s
somewhat disappointing.”

“He has a sense of humor. Another facet is
revealed.”

“I’m very complicated,” he said with mock
seriousness, enjoying the banter despite his desire to stay
detached. He’d forgotten how much fun it could be to go a few
rounds with a hot-looking woman.

“Part of our treatment program involves our
patients’ families,” Sondra said, changing gears on him. “People
come to us at different points in their addictions. Some are so
weary and so tired of being ruled by their demons that they immerse
themselves in the program and commit fully to their recovery.
Others, for whatever reason, resist. They’re not ready to admit
they’re powerless over drugs or alcohol, they don’t see their lives
as unmanageable, they don’t think they need help. They see
themselves as victims of a conspiracy by disgruntled family
members.”

“Gee, which group do I fall into?” Brandon
asked with a smirk.

“I think you know.”

“So are those of us in Group B
untreatable?”

“Far from it. They just take a little more
convincing.” She got up to retrieve a pile of paper from her
desk.

“What’s that?”

“Letters.”

“From?”

She sat back down across from him. “Your
family.”

Something that felt an awful lot like fear
twisted in Brandon’s gut. He wanted to get up and leave but was
frozen to his chair. “I don’t want to read them.”

“Then I’ll read them to you. Where shall I
start? I have letters from your brothers, your sister, your
parents, and your ex-girlfriend Valerie.”

Brandon exhaled a long deep breath and
finally managed to push himself out of the chair. He had reached
the door before she spoke.

“Brandon.”

He turned around and was stunned to find
steel in her usually compassionate eyes.

“Sit down.”

He held her gaze until he realized she
wasn’t going to let him escape. She wasn’t his mother, his father,
his sister, or any of his brothers. She didn’t love him and
wouldn’t make excuses for him. This woman had nothing to lose by
playing hardball with him. When he couldn’t bear the disappointment
on her pretty face any longer, he returned to his seat.

“We’ll start with your brother Declan.
What’s the age difference between you?”

Brandon cleared his throat and took another
deep breath in an attempt to slow his racing heart. “He’s three
years younger than me.”

“Are you close?”

Brandon shrugged. “I guess.”

“Maybe you used to be?”

He looked down to study one of the old Nikes
at the end of his long, denim-clad leg.

“Dear Brand,” she began. “I hope you’re
doing all right in there. Colin said it’s a nice place, and I hope
they can help you. When you get back, I want us to go fishing like
we used to. Remember how we’d go out all afternoon and then fry
what we caught on the beach? Those were some of my favorite times
with you. Why did we stop going fishing?

“When we were kids, everyone thought of me
and Colin as a pair and you and Aidan as a pair. I guess that was
because you and Aid came first and looked alike, and I looked like
Col. But to tell you the truth, Brand, I always liked being with
you the best. I used to love going to your swim meets when you
would totally kick ass, and I’d get to say: that’s my brother! You
tried to teach me how to swim like you did, but I wasn’t born with
whatever it was you had. None of us were.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about this
drinking thing of yours, trying to figure out when it got so out of
control. I can’t really decide when it happened. All I know is when
I watched you almost drop that load of gravel on Simms and Lewis
(and couldn’t get there in time to stop it), I knew we couldn’t
ignore it any longer. Then Da had the heart attack, and the whole
thing with Clare happened. Well, I guess Aidan and Colin saw to it
that you got the help you need. Please get better, Brand. I miss my
fishing buddy. I love you. Dec.”

Brandon sat riveted to his seat and
struggled against the tears he claimed to never shed.

“This one’s from Valerie.” Sondra moved on
without skipping a beat. “Dear Brandon, When Colin called to tell
me you were in treatment I was so relieved I cried all day. Even
though I’m happily married now with a little girl and another baby
on the way, I still think of you almost every day. I loved you so
very much, and leaving you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.
But after five years of hoping you’d one day love me even half as
much as I loved you, I couldn’t put your needs ahead of my own any
longer.

“You always kept me at arm’s length, and no
matter what I did, I could never penetrate that wall you keep
around your heart. The four years we lived together were some of
the happiest and most difficult years of my life. When I think of
you, I remember the nights we’d make dinner and then snuggle
together on the sofa to watch a movie. I don’t think I’ve ever been
as content as I was at those times. But then you’d disappear for
two or three days, and I’d be terrified that something had happened
to you. I reached a point where I couldn’t live like that anymore,
but that doesn’t mean I stopped loving you. I hope you know
that.

“Somewhere deep inside of you, there’s a
source of pain that keeps you from giving yourself fully to another
person. I think you drink to dull the pain so you can pretend to
live a real life. You know as well as I do that it doesn’t work. Do
yourself and everyone who loves you a big favor, Brandon. Take down
that wall around your heart, and get the help you need. Find the
Brandon we all know is in there and let him out. I will love you
and miss you for the rest of my life. And I’ll pray you get well
and find it in you to give away the love I know you have inside of
you. I’ll always be sorry you couldn’t give it to me. Take good
care of yourself. Love, Valerie.”

Tears ran unchecked down Brandon’s cheeks,
but he didn’t notice as he stared out the window.

Sondra continued with an almost relentless
determination. “This one’s from Aidan. Dear Brandon,” she read.
“This isn’t a good time for me to be writing to you, but Colin said
it’s part of the program, so here goes. I’m so furious with you
that I seriously wonder if I’ll ever be able to forgive you for
what you did to Clare.

“I haven’t told any of you the whole story
of what she’d been through before I met her. I’ve already told you
and Colin that she was raped. What I didn’t mention is the guy who
did it said if she told anyone he’d kill one of her kids. She has
three beautiful daughters, and keeping them safe was her only
concern, so she told no one. Not even her husband. She was hit by a
car a few months later. Her daughters said she let the car hit her
on purpose, but no one could understand why she would do that. She
was in a coma for three years after the accident. A few months
after she recovered, she realized she’d let the car hit her because
she couldn’t live anymore with what’d happened.

“It hasn’t even been a year since she
recovered to find her husband of twenty years had fallen in love
with someone else and was expecting twins with her. Clare came to
Vermont looking for some peace after the hell she’d been through.
That’s when I was lucky enough to meet her. She hasn’t even been
able to work up the courage to tell me all this yet. Her daughters
told me. I’m hoping one day she’ll be able to tell me herself, but
even if she never does, I don’t care.

“I love her. For the first time since I lost
Sarah and the baby, I’ve found someone who fills the empty spaces
inside of me. For ten long years, I walked around like a zombie,
and the day I met Clare, I felt better. It happened that fast. I
wanted you to know, really know, the woman you backed into a corner
and terrorized in Mum’s kitchen.

“You’ve done damage, Brandon, real, serious
damage—to her and to your relationship with me. Not that you
probably care about the latter. We haven’t exactly been close since
we were kids, have we? I don’t remember when it happened, but you
suddenly stopped wanting to hang out with me the way we used to.
Why was that? What happened to the closeness we’d always shared?
I’ve never understood it, but now I’m not even sure I care. I do
hope you get better, though, because I can’t stand the way your
illness (and it is an illness—I believe that) affects Mum
and Da. Think about them and accept the help I’m sure you’re
resisting. Do it for them. Aidan.”

Sondra folded Aidan’s letter and put it at
the bottom of the pile. “How do you feel?”

Aidan’s letter had dried up Brandon’s tears.
“Great.”

“It’s a lot to swallow all at once.”

“You’re on a roll. Why stop now?”

“Let’s talk about some of what they said. I
think we could spend a whole session on Aidan’s letter, but first I
want to know if Valerie is right. Do you have a secret source of
pain inside of you?”

He’d carried the pain around for so long he
didn’t even recognize it as pain anymore. It was just a part of
him. “I don’t know what she’s talking about.”

“You didn’t love her?”

“Apparently not.”

“How did you feel when she left?”

Should I admit she was gone for two weeks
before I even noticed? “Things between us had gone downhill in
the months before she left. I wasn’t surprised when she finally
moved out.”

“You didn’t care at all that your girlfriend
of five years had left you?”

Brandon decided to be honest for once. “No.
I didn’t care. I liked her—a lot. But I never loved her.”

“Did you tell her you did?”

“No. I’ve never said that to anyone, because
I’ve never felt it. I don’t believe in saying something I don’t
feel.”

“She must’ve loved you an awful lot to stay
with you for five years without ever hearing the words in
return.”

He shrugged with indifference.

“Were you ever sorry you couldn’t love
her?”

“All the time. She’s a terrific girl, and
she deserved better than what she got from me. I’m glad she found a
nice guy to marry and have kids with. She always wanted kids.”

“Do you?”

“What?”

“Want kids?”

“Not really. I’m not much of a kid person. I
have three nieces and two nephews, but they don’t like me very
much.”

Sondra shifted through the pile of letters.
“Want to know why? I have your sister Erin’s letter right
here.”

Brandon was hit with another sharp stab of
fear.

“Hi Brandon,” Sondra read from Erin’s
letter. “How are you holding up? I hate that we can’t have any
contact with you for the first ten days. We all hope you’re hanging
in there—and getting better. Oh, Brand, how did this happen? It
makes me so sad to see what a mess you’ve made of your
once-promising life. You had it all—athletic ability the rest of us
could only marvel at, great grades, and every girl in school
falling at your feet. Where has that boy gone?

“You’re so angry all the time that my kids
are afraid of you. I know that’s a terrible thing to tell you, but
you need to know it. You make them nervous, so I keep them away
from you. On the other hand, Colin and Dec babysit for me all the
time. Did you know that?

“I’ve been blessed with a wonderful husband
(who truly likes you, by the way) and five amazing kids you barely
know. My hope for you is that you find a way to live without
alcohol so I can bring you into my children’s lives. I want it for
you as much as I want it for them. I want my big brother back. I
love you with all my heart. Erin.”

Brandon leaned forward, rested his elbows on
his knees, and shook with sobs.

“I’ll let you take your parents’ letters for
when you’re ready to read them, but there’s one more I want you to
hear now.”

He wiped his face. “I’ve heard enough. If
you want me to admit I’m an alcoholic, then I’ll do it. I won’t
argue anymore. That’s what you want to hear, right?”

“It’s not about what I want, Brandon. It’s
about you finding the truth within yourself. It’s about step one,
admitting you’re powerless over alcohol and your life has become
unmanageable, and step four: the fearless and searching personal
inventory. You need to hear this last letter. It’s from Colin.”

Brandon kept his elbows on his knees and his
head bent.

“Dear Brandon, I’ll cut to the chase and
keep this short and sweet. Da’s been paying your mortgage for the
last year because you never got around to it, and the bank was
going to take your house. Mum has cleaned your house for years and
does your laundry. If you’re wondering where all your secret
stashes of booze disappear to, she can tell you.

“I’ve paid your bar tab more times than I
can count and bailed you out of jail twice—once for a fight you had
at Louie’s and another time for public drunkenness. Da made the
charges go away both times, so you didn’t even know about them.
Declan has taken it upon himself to cover your ass at work—so often
that you would’ve been fired a long time ago if you didn’t work for
your father. So you see, I blame us as much as I blame you. We’ve
created an environment where it’s possible for you to be a drunk—a
falling-down, irresponsible, dangerous drunk.

“But we’re done now. You’re going to have to
keep your life straight on your own from now on. While you’re in
there, you might want to get sober so you can handle the
responsibilities of an adult life. I love you as much as I love
anyone in this world, and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.
But our efforts to clean up your messes have helped you to create
an even bigger one. You can lean on me, you can call on me, and you
can count on me. Always. As long as you stay sober. Colin.”

Brandon was reeling. How could all of this
have happened without him knowing about it? How much money did he
owe his father? Thousands. How much did he owe Colin for posting
his bail? Twice? He’d been arrested twice? Jesus
Christ, Brandon thought as he frantically tried to process
Colin’s letter. He had no memory of it—any of it. How many days,
weeks, months of his life had been lost to alcohol-fueled
blackouts? Nothing in the other letters had hit him quite as hard
as Colin’s cold assessment of how his drinking had affected the
rest of his family. He looked up to find Sondra waiting for
him.

“Are you all right?”

He shook his head. “No,” he said softly.
“No, I’m not all right.”

“We can fix it, Brandon. We can help you,
but first you have to help yourself. You have to take the first
step.”

Understanding settled over him like a warm
blanket, giving him the courage he needed. “My name is Brandon,” he
said haltingly. “And I’m an alcoholic.”

Sondra reached out to take his hand. “Hi,
Brandon.”


Chapter 4, Day 10

Brandon lay in his narrow bed, listening to
the birds chirping outside his window. After ten nearly sleepless
nights, he knew the chirping began about an hour before sunrise.
Turning on his side, he watched his small piece of sky turn pink.
On the bedside table, the letters from his parents waited for him
to work up the nerve to read them after the emotional firestorm
created by the others. His parents were coming to visit today, and
he figured he should read their letters before they arrived.

He flipped on the bedside light and sat up.
In the four days since his family’s words led him to acknowledge
his alcoholism, Brandon had wept more than in the previous
thirty-eight years combined. He hadn’t yet shared anything with the
group, but their stories had taken on new meaning. One touching,
heartbreaking tale followed another as they confessed their utter
failure to control their addictions. They’d made him into one of
the pathetic bawlers he’d once scorned. He felt raw and unprotected
from what he expected to find in his parents’ letters.

Sure enough, his eyes burned at the sight of
his mother’s familiar handwriting. “Hello, my love. I’m sure you’ve
gotten an earful from everyone else, and you’re no doubt expecting
one from me, too. I’m going to disappoint you there. All I’m going
to say is I love you, I hurt for you, and I miss the Brandon I used
to know. I want him back. No matter what you do or don’t do,
though, I’ll love you until I draw my last breath on this earth.
Mum.”

Brandon brushed a hand across a cheek wet
with tears. His fierce, uncompromising mother had given him exactly
what he needed, despite the terrible thing he’d done to Aidan’s
girlfriend. Knowing he’d caused his mother such heartache hurt him
more than almost anything ever had.

After he absorbed her simple message, he
forced himself to read his father’s letter.

“Son, I want you to know I blame myself. I
set a terrible example for you, your brothers, and your sister. You
saw me drinking every day of your lives growing up. A few beers
after a long day of work, it was just what I did. I showed you how
to be this person you’ve grown up to be, and I’m sorry. I feel like
I have failed you.

“You’re a good man, Brandon, a strong man,
and until these last couple of years, I always knew I could count
on you. When you finished college, you came home with your degree,
just like you promised me you would. You knew I was counting on you
to bring your education into the business, and you didn’t let me
down. That I could’ve let you down haunts me.

“The proudest thing in my life is having you
and your brothers working by my side in the business I built from
nothing. We’ve made a hell of a go of it, haven’t we, son? The
business means nothing to me, though, when stacked up against your
mum and you kids. You’re the world to me, all of you, and the only
thing I’ve ever really cared about was keeping my family safe and
happy. They say there are times that try a man’s soul. Watching
your brother lose his wife and son was one of those times. Watching
you struggle with this beast I introduced you to is definitely
another.

“You’re my son, and I love you. There’s
nothing I wouldn’t do to help you. We’re going to beat this thing,
Brand. We’re going to get through this like we’ve gotten through
everything else. Together. Love, Da.”

Brandon rolled his face into his pillow and
wept. His poor, sweet father blamed himself. The tsunami of pain
paralyzed him, and there was nothing, absolutely nothing, available
to dull it.

 


Brandon showered and shaved in preparation
for his parents’ visit. In the mirror, he saw a face he barely
recognized. Bags under his eyes and a sallow skin tone made him
look ten years older than his thirty-eight years. The facility
physician reported that Brandon’s liver was functioning at only 80
percent, and his blood pressure was elevated to the point of
concern. The doctor had assured him that both conditions would
right themselves if he stayed sober. The athlete in Brandon was
disgusted by what he’d let happen to his once finely tuned body. He
could tell from his baggy jeans that he’d already lost about ten
pounds since he entered treatment, and he’d sent word to his mother
to bring running clothes from his house so he could start working
out again.

The intercom buzzed, and he pulled on his
shirt as he went to answer it. “Yes?”

“Brandon, your parents are here.”

“Thanks, I’ll be right down.” He buttoned
his shirt and checked his appearance in the mirror one last time.
“Well, here goes,” he said to his reflection. Someday he hoped he
would recognize that face again.

Brandon went down the two flights of stairs
to the small lounge off the lobby. Another of the inmates—as they
jokingly referred to themselves—visited with his family in the far
corner of the room.

Colleen and Dennis stood when they saw him
coming, and his mother held out her arms to him.

Brandon battled a huge lump in his throat as
his mother clung to him. When he finally pulled back from her, she
reached up to caress his face.

“How are you, love? You’ve lost some
weight.”

“I’m okay.” Brandon reached for his father.
“You look good, Da. Are you feeling all right?”

“Much better,” Dennis said as he hugged his
son. “The doctor says I’ll live forever.”

“That’s a relief.” Brandon gestured for them
to have a seat on the small sofa and took a chair across from them.
“Thanks for bringing my running stuff, Mum. How is everyone?”

“Good.” The crossing and uncrossing of her
fingers told Brandon she was nervous. “They’re anxious to hear how
you’re doing.”

“I feel bad you’re all so worried about me.
Not that I haven’t given you good reason to be.”

Colleen reached for his hand. “You’ve been
sick, and you’re getting better. That’s all that matters.”

“I’m trying to get better. They’ve helped me
see that, well…”

“What, love?” Colleen asked.

“I’m an alcoholic, Mum. I can’t drink the
way other people do, because I can’t stop myself once I get going.
I’m so ashamed of everything I’ve done,” he whispered. “I’m so
sorry.”

Colleen’s blinked back tears as she reached
for him again. “It’s all in the past now. Let’s concentrate on
getting you better and out of here, okay?”

Brandon pulled back with great reluctance.
He would love nothing more than to let his mother try to make it
all go away. “It’s not that simple, Mum. I’ve done things that have
hurt people. Bad things. I can’t just pretend none of it happened.
A big part of my recovery will be making amends to them, even to
you.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, son,” Dennis
said gruffly. “Everyone’s pulling for you.”

“The people here talk about the rest of our
lives being a journey. I’m just at the very beginning.”

“Then that’s where we are, too,” Dennis
said. “We’re right there with you, Brand, every step of the
way.”

“Thanks, Da.” Brandon appreciated their
support but knew he couldn’t rely on it the way he had in the past.
He had to do this on his own.

“Are they treating you all right in here?”
Colleen asked, looking around suspiciously. “Is the food okay?”

“It’s fine. No complaints. Listen, um, have
you talked to Aidan?”

“He called the other night to say they were
back in Vermont,” Colleen said. “I guess they went to Clare’s house
in Rhode Island for a couple of days after they left Chatham.”

“Did he say anything? About her? About what
happened?”

“No, love,” Colleen said. “He didn’t mention
it.”

Brandon shook his head. “I just can’t
believe what I did to her. He’ll never forgive me.”

“He will,” Colleen said. “Give it some
time.”

“Do you think it’s the real deal with them?”
Brandon asked.

“I do,” Colleen said with a smile. “I really
do. It’s high time your brother had some happiness, don’t you
think?”

Brandon hated the flash of anger that
question sent through him, but he hid it from his parents the way
he had for most of his life. “Of course.” He checked his watch. “I
hate to say it, but I have to go to my group session at three.”
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