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For Bill,

I still miss you every day.

 

 


May

I woke to the sight of Eli sitting in a ragged-looking chair. God, I missed him. But, wait. That didn’t make sense. He was supposed to be in Seattle. Why was he here? Where was here?

The beeping and smell of antiseptic seeped into my consciousness, and it all started to become clear. I didn’t look around to confirm my suspicion, though. I was trapped by my brother’s haggard appearance. The brown hair that matched mine stood every which way, a line of unkept scruff covered his jaw, his skin was pale, but what stood out most were his eyes. His eyes were bloodshot, puffy, and weighed down by dark circles. The large, strong man he had grown into looked shattered, and it was my fault.

Neither of us spoke for a long time. My older brother, the man who had given up so much to take care of me, was hurting because of me. He was destroyed because I was such a mess.

I wanted to ask so many questions. What had gone wrong? I had not meant to end up in a hospital bed. Who had found me? My friend and neighbor, Julie, had a key. Had I called her or someone else after the alcohol had started to take effect? I didn’t remember calling anyone. I remembered the fear. I remembered the pills. I remembered the burn of the tequila in my throat. Then, nothing.

“What happened, Charlotte?”

I had no answer for him. I never had an answer for him. It was never my intention to hurt him, but the answers I could give were not going to help either of us. I was ruined, he had to know it deep down by now. How I had been broken did not matter.

A subtle shake of my head made me feel desperately sick. Eli shot out of his chair at the agony on my face.

“It’s okay, Charlotte,” he murmured to me. “It’ll be okay.”

I didn’t respond to that, either. It would not be okay. I would never be okay. I accepted that long ago. There was no point in telling him that, though. He was hurting enough, and I knew that those words were not really meant for me. Eli was suffering, and he needed that reassurance for himself.

Who was I to deny him the hope that I so wished I could take comfort in as well?

But, deep down, I knew the truth.

There was no fixing me.

June

In the aftermath of my “episode” – as the hospital-approved shrink I was forced to see in the aftermath called it – there was no avoiding the fact that Eli was going to continue to be a nervous wreck unless we lived closer to each other. The distance from his new life in Seattle to where I had stayed behind in Chicago was too much for his over-protective instincts to handle. His incessant phone calls made that clear enough. I half expected to hear a knock at the door one day and find him and Alex in the hall with all of their stuff, ready to move in and become my own personal psych watch.

Alex, who refused outright to respond to Alexandra, had been my best friend since the end of my junior year of high school. She and Eli had started dating just about a year later. I could not have been happier that the two of them were together. Both of them had wanted to move away, but they had put it off for a while to stay close to me. They had a life in Seattle now, a life that allowed them both to get away from their pasts. I hated the idea of being the thing that dragged them back, so the idea of joining them on the west coast had started to take hold. Frankly, I missed them both, and I knew it would be better for everyone if I could get Eli to calm down about me being alone. Besides, with my graduate work done, I had nothing tying me to Chicago besides a lifetime of difficult memories.

When I told my overbearing big brother of my imminent plans to move west, the joy and relief he felt was palpable, even over the phone. His excitement was enough to shake off my misgivings about the whole plan. That was until two hours later, when he called back to tell me that he had arranged a place for me to live. His best friend, Logan, who I had heard a great deal about over the last few years, apparently had an extra room. I had no intention of having a roommate. I hadn’t lived with someone else since I had moved out of the dorms. On the other hand, I knew Eli would sleep easier when I wasn’t living alone, and the last thing I wanted to do was sign a lease without seeing the place first. I could deal with having a roommate and give him the peace of mind for a while, at least until I found a decent apartment of my own.

Admittedly, I knew that moving in with Logan was more than a temporary situation in Eli’s eyes, but arguing with him about would get me nowhere. He did not want me living alone anymore, which I guess was my own fault, and he thought of this as the perfect arrangement to avoid that. I was even willing to placate him in this respect – for a while – because quite frankly, the constant concerned check-ins were irritating. Eli loves me, but being treated like a child at 24 is frustrating, regardless of how much love is involved.
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