Long December

*Based on the song by Counting Crows
Written by Evan Holbrook


I knew it was a dream as soon as it started. It felt too happy to be real for me. I was with my dad catching oysters. This had become an almost weekly activity for us when I was nine. That was probably the happiest I ever was, spending whole summer days with him on the water. We never actually found anything worth calling a real pearl, but I think that made me happy, too; it gave me an excuse to keep going back with him.


So, it was a summer day, beautiful in that unreal-dream-kind-of-way, and I had just surfaced with an oyster. And wouldn’t you know it: this particular oyster held the most gorgeous pearl I could imagine, which is what I suppose I was doing. When I saw it, my thoughts drifted to my old marble collection and I was hit with another wave of nostalgia. Naturally, I couldn’t think of pearls without also thinking of Maria’s eyes. And there she was, right there with me on the boat with my nine-year-old self and my dad. For some reason it didn’t bother me how out of place she was standing there, twenty-three and wearing that white sweater she had on the last time I saw her in reality. I would imagine it would have been in the nineties in the summer out there on the ocean, after all.


But it was perfect: It was summer, my dad was still alive, and she was still beside me. The whole thing had “dream” written all over it. And then, as was custom with all good things in my life, it ended. I woke up in my run-down apartment and looked around dismally. It was overcast and raining outside, so it was hard to truly appreciate how late I really was without the sun. However, my alarm clock lay on the table beside my bed silent and apparently dead all the same. Piece of crap.

And that was the beginning of my day. It was dreary as usual, but it would prove to be more eventful than any other that I had lived through in this eternity called December that I was forced to bear after my stay in rehab. It felt strange that it was the thirty-first. It was like I had lived my whole pathetic life in that month and now it was time for my existence to end along with those thirty-one separate hells. It frightened me to think how appealing that idea really was.


Before my life nosedived into the grey void it had become, I used to think that playing guitar was the greatest gift that my dad had ever given me. After all the drugs and Maria leaving me, I reached the conclusion that those days on the boat were really the best gift he gave me. Misery has a way of changing your outlook on life. I had beaten one addiction, but couldn’t stop playing my music. It was a drug all its own, though with a slightly lower death rate than heroin. So I still played late night gigs at the bar down the road from the factory where I worked. I ended up spending a lot of my time at that bar after I had punched out at the factory. If I wasn’t playing guitar there, I was most likely trying to drown my obnoxiously buoyant sorrows with cheaply brewed alcohol while listening to terrible country music.

As it so happened, I was working that day despite the holiday occasion. Calculators don’t make themselves, after all. After I finished work I stopped by at the bar to see if I could land a gig playing music for down-on-their-luck guys like myself that night. Frank agreed to let me play, to which I was very grateful. The gigs helped to bring in some extra cash so I could put some canned goods on the table. Ironically, they weren’t all that good.


I went back to my place until eight, which was more than long enough to notice the picture on my mini-fridge of Maria. Her smile seemed alien in my life now, in that musty room, on that crappy fridge. It belonged in a time before I forced her away from me with my problem. That was when I still had my shot at making something out of my life with my band. When I still had my friends Roger, the drummer, and Clyde, the bassist. Roger was dead now (ODed last year,) Clyde had wandered off somewhere (there was no doubt heroin waiting there,) and Maria was just gone. I don’t blame her; I wouldn’t want to be with a drugie guitar player either. I remembered the last time I had tried to contact her. I had sent her a letter on November 27th, a life-time ago. I had just gotten out of rehab and wasn’t feeling very imaginative. “If you could drive out to California, I think you should.” That was it. Like that would happen.

I hadn’t seen the ocean in fifteen years. I was always afraid it would bring back memories of my dad. The coast was only a few miles out of town, but it didn’t take much to keep me from going. It was winter in Upper California anyway. Not ideal beach weather, you know. I hated winter like I loved the summer. It reminded me of the smell of hospitals since I was sick a lot of the time in winter as a child. I tell you this because it was stuff like that I would write songs about. Sad stuff was what the alcoholics at the bar liked to hear, so that was what I played.


The lights flickered badly that night while I performed. Frank really needed to get those fixed. The lights cast shadows around the room in strange ways. I was singing about how life was like a lot of oysters but no pearls when I really started to look around the dimly lit room. I found it bizarre how, while looking across a crowded room, the light seemed to attach itself to a girl. Her eyes were like the pearls that were absent from my song. Her hair was dark like a moonless summer night. I asked myself if I was dreaming. It was too vivid to be a dream, I concluded. It defiantly wasn’t happy, either. When Maria wasn’t smiling, I didn’t see how anything could be happy.


We drove up to a restaurant called Hillside Manner sometime after two A.M. and talked a little while about the year. Maria seemed estranged to be there with me, and she looked to feel the same way herself. My year was uneventful: rehab and all that. She had moved to Arizona to become a journalist. Her life was back on track without me, I thought. She wondered why I had exiled my self to this cold area. She knew that I hated the winter. I said that I felt like I deserved it. She frowned at that. That gave me a little hope. I looked in her big pearly eyes, “Do you think that I could be forgiven?”

“And what?” she asked, “Spend another relationship with you dreaming of nights in Hollywood?” Her quiet voice stung. She paused and sighed apologetically, “Maybe. Why do you want my forgiveness?”


I looked at her weakly and with something I realized later to be a smile answered, “I wish you would.”


I was back at my apartment alone an hour or so later. The pictures on my fridge were annoying the hell out of me. Maria was there with her out of place smile. Her picture was next to my dad on his boat. He seemed to be smiling at the picture of me with my first guitar. Roger with his sunglasses, cool even in death. I think I fell asleep. I was on a boat with Maria, in her white sweater. She had her hand held out, offering me a perfect, crème-white pearl. I was afraid to take it. I might smudge it, drop it in the water, ruin the texture with my dirty hands. She only sighed, again, and threw the pearl off the boat. And she was gone.

My alarm clock returned to the world of the living and declared its triumph over death with an agitating blast of screeching and electronic wailing. I found myself reaching for the phone automatically. I dialed the number of her hotel and waited for what seemed to be a December while the phone rang. She answered. I asked her when she was leaving town. Tomorrow evening. Did she have plans? No. It had been so long since I had seen the ocean. Would she mind accompanying me on a trip to the beach? She asked why I wanted to see the ocean suddenly.


I smiled at that.


“I just guess I should.”


It had been a long December and there was reason to believe, maybe this year would be better than the last.

*based on the song by Counting Crows

