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“Sundown, yellow moon, I replay the past
I know every scene by heart, they all went by so fast
If [he’s] passin' back this way, I'm not that hard to find
Tell [him] [he] can look me up if [he’s] got the time.”

--Bob Dylan “If you see her say hello

Addiction.
There were no words, they’d already been used up.  There were no tears, they’d already been cried.  There were no emotions at all really, just the desolate sense that it was the end of an era.  I looked at him, long and hard, just a moment before I turned and walked away, slamming the door shut behind me.  A futile attempt to permanently remove him from my soul perhaps.  He didn’t try to stop me, just stood there looking at me, eyes vacant, empty.  He didn’t see me anymore.  Maybe he never saw me to begin with.
*
*
*

Exordium.
Neal, his name was Neal.  He found me outside the English building one day, smoking a cigarette with that far-off look in my eyes, knees tucked to my chest, blonde hair flying across my face.


“Nice day.” That was his opening line.


I think I looked up at him, wasn’t much to impress me.  5’10”, stocky, blonde hair, nondescript clothing.  He wasn’t the epitome of the punk-rock dream, not even close.


“Be a great day to drive around and get stoned.”  He blew a mouthful of smoke into the chilly air and looked down at me, half-cocked smile, tapping his fingertips against his thigh.  Our eyes met, he shrugged, I smiled, off we went.

Neal was the sort of guy your mother always told you to hang on to.  He was polite, funny, intelligent and had a way of looking at things that made sense, no matter how off the wall it seemed.  You learned to ignore tell-tale signs that something wasn’t right—like his desire to have friends, to belong somewhere, to make lasting impressions on groups of people.  You overlooked it completely, and when it came time to retrieve those signs to find out what went wrong, they’d been long buried.

Neal didn’t believe in God.  He thought Darwin was an evolutionary genius, that religion had been created by a group of outcasts that sat around making up stories one night while they tripped acid.  If he told you the story, you’d think it was logical too.  He had a lot of theories.  He told me all of them while we drove around puffing drags off a metal bowl.  


“It’s these radio waves, see?” he said, leaning forward over the steering wheel, chin on his hands.  “They’ve got these radio waves that tell us what to think.”

“You mean, like, everything we think is on the radio somewhere in the world?” I leaned back into the seat, dizzy head falling against the headrest, closed my eyes.  I lit up a cigarette and let the smoke curl from the corners of my mouth.

“Sort of,” Neal said.  He sat in silence, cigarette hanging from his parted lips, eyes focused on somewhere far ahead.  

“It’s more like, we can’t hear all of them—maybe they don’t even exist.  But somewhere, there is this radio frequency.” His hands spread wide, exaggerated.  “It broadcasts stuff—thoughts, political opinions, everything we suddenly find that we believe, you know, the ones you believe and you don’t know why.”

It was always like this—him, me, weed, conversation, laughter, understanding.  

*
*
*

Antagonism.

The party was loud, screaming drunks falling at my feet, immorality spilling out of alcohol-ridden pores.  I sat on the counter, waiting, watching, hoping.  He came through the door, stood before me with his eyes pointed to the floor.  I reached out to touch him, but my hand never made contact.  He looked at me first.  An expressionless face, fogged stare.  I slid off the counter to stand before him.

“Hi.” I was unsure of what to say.


Neal nodded, his eyes still focused (as focused as was possible, that is) on mine.  I extended a shaking arm and he fell into me, my arms around him tight, his limp in a hug that he couldn’t seem to comprehend.  That was when I learned what hard drugs did to people—acid, ecstasy, methamphetamine, cocaine.  


Addiction is a strange circumstance.  It doesn’t stem from mere curiosity; instead it begins with an unexplained desire to belong to something.  It’s the need to fit in—that’s the real addiction.  The drugs just take over from there.  Neal stood there, ashamed, dissolved, shattered.  I stood there oblivious, unknowing, afraid to think too hard about the situation before me.  One might say that it was then, in that moment, that I lost the war, that I failed.


We stood, face to face, chest to chest, like strangers trapped in an elevator, our minds struggling to recreate the tie that once bound us together.  Eventually, we just parted ways—he to find more drugs, me to find an outlet for confusion.  I drank ten beers in a row, threw up next to someone’s car and passed out on the corner of the couch, coat wrapped around my shoulders like a security blanket.

It felt like, suddenly, something was very, very wrong.  I wasn’t sure when we’d crossed the line between right and wrong; I only knew we’d crossed it.  I only knew we were headed in a direction I wasn’t sure I was ready to go.  Still, I followed, tagging along after what would become a less and less tangible dream.  
*
*
*

Breakdown.

I lay back across the bed, my head hanging off the side, blood rushing to my temples, vision starred with static.  I choked on the hit, a massive cloud of smoke pouring out of my nose and mouth.  I giggled, handed Neal the joint.  He sat motionless, leaned against the bed, his eyes closed, head in his hands.


“I can’t stop,” He looked at me with dead eyes, like a ghost unable to rest, and took the joint.  “I have no money, but people keep giving me drugs anyway.”


There’s a point where my understanding stopped and the extent of his addiction began.  We lived in two entirely different worlds.  Between the two was a wall.  It stilted conversation when conversation was needed most.  


“So just don’t hang out with them.”  My logic was the embodiment of naivety.  


The drugs to me were poison, volatile substances that changed moods, changed appearances, changed relationships.  No one ever even offered to me anymore.  I was so solid in my beliefs it made no sense to be in any way otherwise.  That was the extent of my understanding, the grasp of my feeble addiction knowledge.  Just don’t do them.  Just quit.

“You’re my angel.”  Neal leaned over and wrapped his arms around me, arms weak and cold, like touching the dead.  Turned to me with blue lips, shaky hands, gaunt eye sockets.  “Help me; you’re the only one that can.”  


There are those that take these situations and resolve them.  There are those that can see the problem and do something about it.  Then there was me.  I sat, smiled, smoked a cigarette and patted his shoulder, and tried to ignore the nagging fear creeping up my throat.  Naïve.


We left two hours later to go to some club.  It was crawling with poison.  He ran back and forth, from me to them, eyes wilder every time he returned.  Chewing gum with a vengeance, his body producing mass quantities of sweat, and an eerie smile that reflected gray teeth grinding against gray teeth.  I tried to ignore him.  He made me nervous when he ran around like that; he looked maniacal, robotic, like he was being controlled by a puppet master pulling strings above our heads.  It scared the hell out of me.
Two weeks later I got the call.  He wasn’t dead, but that would have been something.  He was gone, suddenly, one morning.  Packed up his belongings, hauled them back home.  Went to sober up, I supposed—rather, I prayed.  

Sometimes, prayers don’t even work.

*
*
*

Faith.
Neal walked in, six months later, skin stretched tight over a thin frame, plaid shirt, dark jeans, light in his eyes.  He hugged me tight, kissing my temple and laughing in my ear.  One tear slid down my cheek before I could stop it, wiped away by his thumb.  He looked up at me through long lashes—he was sorry he’d scared me.

“You doing alright?” he lit a cigarette and handed it to me, half-cocked smile from so long ago.


How do you tell someone your life is in shambles since he left?  Can you ever make someone understand that, without him, everything has fallen apart?  The words go through your mind, you know exactly what you want to say.  You can’t say any of it.  It is as if your mind has forgotten how to transfer information to your mouth.  You feel like a fool—you feel as if, if you could say what you needed to, all the problems would evaporate and life could go on.  But you say nothing of the sort, clinging to the hope that they’ve learned to read your mind.


All I could do was lean against him, tired, lost, relieved to have him there again.  


“I’ve missed you,” was all I could say.


“Things are different now.”  He ran his hand down the side of my hair, pulled me closer to him.  I shivered a little, tears springing into the corners of my eyes again.  


It was then that I felt it sneak into my heart, tiptoeing as if being noticed might cause it to liquefy and fade.  Love.  It was then I knew that nothing, nothing would ever be the same.  


Neal slid back into his seat and crossed his arms.  “I’m thinking about buying a place here,” he said, his eyes raised toward the ceiling, thoughtful.  “Would you stay here with me?  I mean, I wouldn’t be here a lot, driving all over the state and everything, but I’d be home now and then.  We could share a cup of coffee in the mornings before I leave.  We could buy a dog.”


“Excellent.  I’d do it in a heartbeat.”  My heart soared, I felt like I could have flown.

The nightmare had ended, so it seemed.  The phone calls from across the country came night after night.  Dreams built in those moments when our minds connected, when it seemed as if everything had fallen into place, when I truly felt our bond had been reconstructed.  Closer and closer and closer—I was certain the worst was over.

Falling for someone is a difficult thing to admit when you’ve been hurt so many times before.  You’re instantly afraid, terrified.  You deny it for months, pushing the emotions into the back of your mind, shoving them into the depths of your heart.  You tell people the thought is ridiculous, that there are no feelings beyond friendship.  One day, the war between your emotions and your common sense has ended, your emotions hanging victory flags to mark their territory.  You embrace them, you hold on with everything you’ve got.  You hold on so tight you lose sight of reality—the sick reality that the truth is occasionally smitten with lies.

*
*
*

Idolatry.

There was nothing but him in my mind.  Night and day, I sat in my room, tucked into a blanket with dreams of Neal.  Everywhere I went, I saw memories of him.  Park benches, restaurants, video game arcades, no single place was spared.  I could conjure up a memory anywhere.  Spending time with him was an obsession—a blind, thoughtless, dangerous.

“Are these pants too wrinkled?”  Neal stood in my apartment one night; hips tilted a little, stretching out the sides of his pants, his face anxious.  His blue eyes met mine—connection.  Analysis of the situation in my mind: he loved me as much as I loved him.


“No, you’re fine,” I laughed and threw my arms around him.  I hadn’t seen him in four months.


Neal slid his hand through his shaggy hair.  “I need a haircut, too.”


A stroke of courage hit me and I reached up, ran my hand through his hair, nerves tickling my stomach, the tiny hairs on my arm standing on end.  “It looks good.”  


It wasn’t a lie.  The man could do no wrong.


He looked at me, eyes searching mine for something I couldn’t determine.  He bit his lip a little, his face darkening.  “Why are you looking at me like that?” he said.

I noticed he took a tentative step backward.  A phrase flashed in my brain—no time like the present.


“Neal…I…”  I looked at the floor.  There were a couple of holes in the carpet.  I remembered a while back, getting drunk and passing out with a cigarette in my hand, face down on the floor.  No time like the present.


“Neal, I’m in love with you.”


His eyes flared, his mouth drew into one thin line for a second.  I felt my body stiffen with fear.  My stomach turned to ice, moths that had been fluttering suddenly frozen in midair.  I waited for him to reach out and pull me close…waited, waited, waited.  He didn’t move.


“No.”  Neal turned and began to pace, shaky hands running through shaggy hair.  He wiped his nose, sniffed hard.  His jaw was twitching now.  “You can’t be in love with me.”


“But I am.”


“No, you’re not.  You can’t be.”  He stopped, looked at me, his eyes searching mine again.  Suddenly it was as if his thoughts integrated with mine, and then I knew.  Everything I’d felt, dreamed, imagined…all in vain.


Bag over his shoulder, he turned one last time, his hand solid on the doorknob.  “I’m not coming back until you get over me.  You’ve got to, got to get over me.”


His eyes met mine, I watched them dance back and forth in serrated jerks—the lies were revealed.  He wiped his nose and snorted once more before disappearing through the door.  Sometimes it seems understanding comes all at once, sharp and jagged like pieces of glass piercing your skull.   


Sometimes, prayers don’t even work.

*
*
*

Affliction.

The river ran, cold, clear, fast.  I knelt by its side, surrounded by low trees and tranquil silence.  My mind was anything but tranquil, but I forced myself to continue.  It took four tries to get the lighter to ignite, and another five to engulf the picture in flames.  I watched it burn, felt the memories burning my insides, tearing apart my soul.  This was the only way to heal, to forget, to move on.  I hadn’t seen Neal in a year.  


A sound behind me hurled me back into reality.  I looked up to see a woman and a child, peering over the edge of the bank where I knelt, shoes sunken into the mud, holding a flaming photograph.


I tossed the smoldering remains into the water, watched as half a face drifted into infinity.  I went home and cried myself to sleep.

Affliction is when the real idolization begins.  You forget everything else but the look in someone’s eyes when they smile at you, the way their touch sends sparks into your spine, the way their laughter calms your soul.  In the depths of idolatry, there is no conflict.  There are no drugs.  There is no hate.  There is nothing but memories tightening around your neck like a hangman’s noose, waiting for the right moment to eradicate the oxygen from your very being.  You can’t sleep, save for those inexplicable moments when the dreams fade just enough you forget they exist.  Otherwise you lie awake, half awake, in a daze engulfed by nothing but pure madness.  You begin to think you’re losing your mind.  Hallucinations in the corners of your bloodshot eyes have you turning to find empty space, where you once expected to find him standing there.


So that was how it went—pain replaced by obsession.  I watched as my entire being devoted itself to memories.  The box I’d packed away so long ago, filled with pictures, journals, tangible evidence of a love lost, was opened.  The duct tape that once so securely held it closed didn’t prove to be a problem when faced with the grappling hands of one rendered insane.  


“You’ve got to stop this, you’re hurting yourself.  You look like you haven’t slept in days.”  Rachel tapped off the ashes from the tip of her cigarette in one brusque motion, clicking her tongue against the side of her cheek.


Turning to the mirror, I winced at my reflection.  Enormous black circles surrounded my eyes, my hair hung in lifeless clumps.  I’d lost about 30 pounds.  I lifted a trembling hand to my mouth, placed the cigarette between my lips.  Newport Mediums—Neal smoked them.  Rachel watched me—eyebrows knit together, lips pursed into a distraught frown.


“It’s not worth it, just forget about him.”


I looked at her.  I wanted to reach out and take her by the shoulders, shake her, make her see I was trying.  Instead, I sat down and flicked my fingernail against the edge of my coffee cup, the clinking noise echoing off the bare walls.


“If I could only make him see—”

“See what?  What is there to see?  Just stop thinking about him.”


“If I could make him see, then he’d understand.  He’d understand that it doesn’t matter what he does, I’ll always love him.”


Rachel sighed, shook her head and slammed her palms against the table.  “Fine, whatever, I’ve heard enough.”  It took her about thirty seconds to walk out the door.


Another friend lost to the cause.  I continued to flick my coffee cup, tapping the metal bar in my tongue against my bottom teeth in rhythm, watching the smoke circle toward the ceiling.  Rachel was the third friend to go since Neal had left.
*
*
*
Recurrence.

I stood among friends, crowded together in a haze of fluorescent lights, music shaking the walls, the floor, my body.  The frenzied conversation had reached a lull.  I reached up to put a cigarette to my lips, my gaze lifting to the dance floor.  All at once, the haze cleared and I saw a profile, hips tilted slightly, hat pulled down low over his face.  My heart stopped, breathing was no longer an option.  The profile turned to face me, the half-cocked smile pointed in my direction.

I ran.  There are no other words to describe it—I ran to him.  Neal reached his arms out and caught me, lifted me off the floor, spun me around until I was dizzy.  When he let me go, I could breathe again.


“What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you.  I wanted to know how you were doing.  Haven’t seen you in a while.”


Familiar words echoed in my mind.


I’m not coming back until you get over me.

I looked at him, our eyes met.  He came back too early.


We sat side by side on the curb, breathing hot air onto our fingertips to ward off the cold.  He looked pale, I noticed, in the street lights.  Thin, too.

“What have you been doing lately?”  I sucked the frigid air into my lungs in one swift breath.  I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know what he had been doing.


“Working, you know, same ‘ole.”  


Someone walked up just then, slid something into Neal’s hand.  I caught a flash of pink, some sort of pill.  Ecstasy.  He nodded, smiled, turned to face me.  When our eyes met, his face changed.  He looked suddenly ashamed.


“You didn’t quit, did you?”  I flicked the cigarette halfway across the street, biting my lip so hard I tasted blood.


Neal sighed.  “No, I mean—I don’t do anything very often.  Just now and then, special occasions, you know.”


You tell yourself over and over, that if faced with all of it again, you’ll turn away.  You build up strength, so if necessary you’ve got enough to walk away.  You don’t want to take the pain again; you don’t want to watch it all happen again.  But then, when it’s there in front of your face, you forget yourself.  In the moment when you should have the most strength, you have none.  Nothing matters, not the drugs, not the lies, nothing but that moment and the connection you feel.  It engulfs everything else.  

The sun was rising when Neal got into his truck.  


“I’ll call you soon,” he said.  


“Okay.  Bye.”  He started the engine.  “Neal—take care of yourself, please…wouldn’t want to lose you.”


He nodded, patted my head again, put the truck in reverse.


The phone calls started up once more, not as frequent, but the connection was being rebuilt.  I found it wasn’t hard to ignore the drug use, ignore the weight loss, the dazed expression, the lifeless personality.  Memories can ensure that anyone stays the same person, whether that holds true in reality or not.  It’s funny how nothing seems to matter when you’ve convinced yourself that you are, without a doubt, in love.  The sad part is, you can’t see it—the truth.  All you see is him.  You’ve been rendered blind.
*
*
*
Culmination.

There is a saying—what goes up, must come down.  When life is high, it must go low again.  When emotions are soaring, they must eventually crash down.


He hadn’t spoken more than four words all night.  To me, that is—everyone else got the social treatment, the smiles, the laughter, the excitement.  I got nothing, not even a glance.  He was talking about some woman coming over.


“Yeah!  Invite her over!”  He took another line of crystal—fast, smooth, and walked over to grab the phone.  I sat in a chair by myself, a sick feeling of dread rising in the pit of my stomach.  Upon a stroke of genius, or rather a stroke of fear, I’d driven there last night—a four-hour drive.  I hadn’t slept all night, trying to talk to him.  I needed to know everything was still intact.  Here I was, surrounded by his friends: people whose teeth were no longer visible, people who shook permanently from too much crystal, a pack of zombies who just so happened to have the ability to speak (even if much of the language was composed of stuttered starts and stops).


This was one of those moments when you tell yourself, you’ve had enough.  You grab your bag and head out the door.  You’re just so tired of caring that caring momentarily stops.  That’s what I did.  I walked across the room, picked up my bag, said my goodbyes and walked out the door.  I’m not even sure if he saw me leave.


Halfway to the next exit, tears streaming down my cheeks, I saw it all clear as day.  He didn’t love me, never had, never would.  There was no chance for redemption.  I had disappeared.  I turned the car around and went back, just to have the last word.  Just to see, one last time, if all my feelings were in vain.


He stood across from me, crystallized body shaking violently now and then, teeth clicking audibly against one another.  It was hard to remain calm.  The air was thick with an uneasy sense of isolation, he on one side of the room, me on the other.  Our worlds no longer collided.


“I’m not over you.  I tried, but I can’t forget you.  I’m going to go and not come back, maybe not for a while, maybe not forever.  I just thought you should know that I’ll miss you.”


Neal never said a word.  He watched the sunlight play against the walls in random patterns, his eyes reflecting nothing but empty space.  I walked out of the room, drove home and slept for two days without waking.


It was the first time all the lies showed themselves to me.  I knew the situation was hopeless, I knew he was gone, I knew it was over.  I saw our lives, two paths spread out going in opposite directions.  I knew which way I was supposed to go.  Still, I followed him a ways, chasing a dream I already knew was dead. 

*
*
*

Finality.
It’s hard to explain what happens when one knows an attempt has been a failure.  You can’t just give up—you’ve gone on far too long.  The thing is, now you’d like to give up.  You’d give anything to just not care anymore, for none of it to mean anything, to stop being heartbroken.  But you can’t.  Your heart hangs on because it doesn’t know any other way.  You come to realize there isn’t even anything to hang on to.  Still—

Still, you don’t let go.  You tell everyone about him, about your memories, about how messed up everything is now.  You tell yourself if you’d never told him how you felt, then he’d still be there, with you, and nothing would be different.  You tell yourself that, someday, things will return to that original state again.  You see the failure, you see the hopelessness, you just can’t see yourself.  It’s only a matter of time.

Neal opened the door, eyes still thick with sleep, hair standing on end.  He looked a little confused.


“Hi.”


“Hey…come on in, let me put a shirt on.”


“How you been?”


“Fine, you?”


“Fine.”


We sat in uncomfortable silence, fidgeting a little, searching for the words to say.  It happened like that ten times before anything ever occurred to me.  Emotionless conversations, forced hugs, eye contact a thing of the past.  We talked about the old days because, in the past, there are still a few ties.  

This goes on for a while—months, maybe even a year or so, it just depends.  You grow tired; it seems like a chore to even think of him anymore.  It’s almost as if your body has run out of the necessary energy to maintain a love that, once not so long ago, had flourished.  You find yourself wishing he’d just go away.  You still see him, just to see if everything is still the same.  Day after day, it’s always the same—talking to death, talking to nothingness, talking to someone you’ve never met before.  There are no traces of his personality; everything has been replaced by nothing.  And then…and then, the end.


I woke up one day, put away the pictures, packed away the memories.  I still missed him, but the Neal that I missed was dead.  All this time, I’d merely been fooling myself.  He hadn’t needed me—he’d needed five bucks every now and then, a shoulder to lean on when he’d done too much, somebody to hug when his emotions overflowed.  It could have been anybody—I could have been anybody.

I saw him one last time.  I stopped by to face my fears.  Stopped by to look into his eyes and see the truth—the friend I’d known so long ago was obsolete: dead to me, dead to himself, dead to everything.  His being physically alive, heart pumping blood, lungs breathing air, was the only thing that set him apart.  Nothing else left.  


Five years ended in five minutes, us standing face to face, looking at anything but one another.  The air was heavy with a dense mixture of emotion.  We’d reached the end at last—short, sweet, meaningless.  There were no words, they’d already been said.  There were no tears, they’d already been cried.  There were no emotions at all really, just the desolate sense that it was the end of an era.
*
*
*

Drugs do strange things to people.  
They can take someone you think you know better than anyone and turn him into an unrecognizable monster.  It doesn’t matter what anybody says—nobody just does it once.  
Watching addiction happen, from bad to worse to good to bad to worse again, is like watching someone die before your very eyes.  
You watch the eyes milk over, the teeth fall out, the skin grow gray and thin.  
You watch as they refuse to eat, as they refuse to sleep, as the life falls fast from their barely living bodies.  
You watch as they beg you for money, beg you for forgiveness, beg you for help that you don’t have to give.  
You watch as they stop smiling, stop laughing, blank stares at walls, floors, skies.  
You watch as they go from seeing the world and you within it, to seeing nothing—least of all your presence there.  
You watch as they break your heart, time after time, as you cling on to a single hope.  
You watch as they traipse on in their path of destruction—their life, your life, families, anyone.  
No one is exempt in the path of an addict.  You learn what it feels like to hate and to love at the same time.  The situation is desperate, you long for escape.  The end comes long before anything else begins; you just never seem to notice.  All you know is something isn’t right—it builds and builds until you want to just get up and walk away.  When it’s all over, you find the strength to keep your distance, or perhaps it’s just the pride that keeps you from going back.  On the surface you’ve forgotten, you’re still working on the inside.  You’re determined that one day, the memories will mean nothing.  One day, you wake up and they don’t.  Your heart has closed.

And yet, you still hang on to one small, rudimentary detail—a half-cocked smile, tilted hips, that makes you remember a time long ago.  
When everything, everything was much different.

