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What did it mean? That I wanted pain
to be where I lived. That I made my home
alongside addiction. At work sometimes,
when women shared their drug use
autobiographies, I thought, My God,
my past is worse. The years I’d spent
blacking out—waking up in strangers’ beds,
cotton mouthed and still drunk,
then stumbling toward home in the sharp
light of morning. And once, coming to
in a hotel basement’s bathroom stall
when the custodian nudged my foot with a mop
and asked, Honey, are you okay? I didn’t know
how to frame my drinking, unresolved
as it was. I finished each week with the women
in the woods and drove the mountains’
curved roads home, too tired to do anything
but stand beneath the hot shower stream,
my body’s dirt spiraling around the drain,
then down a bottle of chardonnay
for dreamless sleep. And those nights
before I went on shift? When I wouldn’t
have the option to drink for a week
but didn’t want to risk a hangover,
I started buying bottled root beer. The cold,
heavy glass a soothing weight in my hand.
Bottle to lips, the muscle memory relaxed me
as I prepared for eight days on the trail. I rolled
up my sleeping bag and packed my rain gear
along with the prayer it’d be unneeded.
What did it mean that sober in the woods
when a storm picked up speed, sometimes
I could laugh at the wet clothes clinging cold
to my skin, but back home I still reached
for a drink to erase discomfort.
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One day on shift, we tried a new meeting
where we read the St. Francis prayer aloud.
For it is in giving that we receive,
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned.
Then the meditation. A long, private silence.
There was so much I wanted to hold,
and all I had was a half-full coffee mug
in a Sunday school room where everyone said:
Hi, I’m _____. I’m an alcoholic.
As a rehab’s employee, I had an out:
Hi, I’m Mary. I’m just here to support.

Afterward, we weren’t ready to drive
the hour back to base camp, so we played
on the church’s jungle gym. We were women
pulling ourselves up and through
that child-sized geometry. We were trying
to solve some sort of proof. The logic
was the creaking of old trees in the wind
and the sound of everyone still listening
after a woman finished telling
her story. Sometimes the crackling pops
of the fire were all I could offer.
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