Whiskey and Starlight


Cool late winter evening and the sun’s day is at an end filling the sky with radiant colours. Brilliant pinks cover the horizon, fading into dark purples, indigo, then the gray blue of the evening as the moon rises higher and pushes the sun away from the shadowy outlines of the quiet houses in the small neighborhood where Jack sits.  It has been a long day for Jack, and now he sits calmly on the cold cement steps at the front of their house. He looks around at the neighborhood that he and his wife have lived in for the last year; they have moved often in their five years of marriage. Jack pauses as he scans the nearby houses, looking at a house four doors up whose front window glows a particularly warm orange colour. His eyes open full to observation but then space off, back into his thoughts, as though he is wondering if the family that lives in that house has had the same problems that he and his wife have been having. 


The sun has almost completely set now, its brave colours no longer warming the sky, or Jack as he sits, shivering. He looks around one last time: the white pine, the juniper bush, the big solid birch tree in the yard, and the streetlights casting their circles of light onto the road, each on its own never mixing its luminescence with that of its nearest brother. Jack stands, walks down the steps, his feet in shadows, turns to the side door, and enters the house.


The house is still and empty, like a water pail—eager to be filled. They have no children, only a golden Lab that is sleeping on the rug in front of the kitchen sink. Jack’s puts his shoes, coat, and gloves at the bottom of the stairs, and then climbs them one by one until putting his right foot down firmly, next to his left foot, on the yellow linoleum floor of his kitchen. Instinctively, Jack strolls across the room to his glass, and his sleek dark bottle of Glenfiddich whiskey, which has been his favourite in recent weeks. The dog looks up dejectedly. Jack always goes to the glass before noticing the beautiful old Lab looking up for attention. 


Jack also hasn’t noticed the boxes, or the note on the counter, the yellow paper standing out against the white counter top, and the name ‘Jack’ written in black ink in his wife’s steady hand. He moves to the letter, almost uninterested, knowing already what it must say, but first he moves to the freezer for two large ice cubes to place in his whiskey. Jack is off tonight. He always puts the ice in the glass first and watches it crack slightly as the liquor flows over. The letter:

Jack. Work called (—he has been laid off—). I’m sorry it has to


be like this. I’m tired of the struggle, the drinking, the bleakness of our


lives. I want to be happy. I want a family (—Jack doesn’t—). I’ve gone 


to my sisters. I will come by tonight or tomorrow for the rest of the 


boxes. I’m sorry. Call if you need to.  Love Gwen  

Jack puts down the letter, next to his bottle, and sits down. The dog comes over, lazily, its long black nails clicking on the floor as he walks, watching Jack sip his drink. Scratch, scratch, pat, pat on the head and the dog, Lyle, puts his soft yellow head on Jack’s thigh compassionately. 

Kitchens are a dark and lonely place when no one else is home, and for Jack sitting with his hand distractedly, but comfortingly—for both of them—placed on Lyle’s head. He sits this way for a long time, his glass emptying, refilling, emptying, and with each sip his wits receding like a ship away from the ocean shore. An occasional glance across the kitchen to the stove’s digital clock beaming out a green wave of numbers, or maybe he is glancing at the entrance stairs to the left of the clock, where his wife would enter if she were coming. 

At nine o’clock he stands, displacing the faithful Lyle, and the bottle which, half full only two hours ago, now lies on its side, empty. Some jostling across the room brings Jack to a dilemma; the phone or the notepad. Jack is far past the point of choosing the phone. Lyle watches him as he pulls the yellow notepad out of the drawer below the phone, where his wife left it. He jostles back to the table with pen and notepaper in hand. He sits down, pauses, reaches for his glass, then stops, remembering that he drank all his whiskey. The letter will wait; he is an alcoholic and his bottle is empty. He stands, then through the doorless archway behind him, to the living room, and liquor cabinet, Lyle following, then trotting ahead more sure footed. Jack’s focus is the waist high cabinet with a patterned stained glass front, blood red triangles jutting randomly between the wooden bars which hold them in place. Jack’s last step before reaching, Lyle trots carelessly in front of Jack’s legs, which buckle awkwardly. His whole body tumbles forward like a chopped giant redwood, and his hands pierce through the glass and wood of the cabinet. No noise, from Lyle, or from Jack, who is sprawled out on the green carpet which is turning a dark blue as the blood creeps outwards in a circle from Jack’s dripping hands. He grits his teeth, squeezes his eyes together and stands, which is a struggle using no hands and while intoxicated, and moves quickly to the kitchen, for the time forgetting about the liquor. The light above the kitchen sink is brighter than the small lamp in the shadowy living room, and Jack inspects the damage to his hands, pulling out what shards of glass he can manage to get his clumsy fingers on, occasionally jabbing a piece further in. A relaxed, almost pleased look runs across his face as he looks at his scarred hands, and the blood staining the walls of the sink. He runs his hands under the tap, the water turning a pale red before shimmering away down the drain, and then wraps his left hand in paper towel using right hand, which is not as badly cut as it first may have appeared. 

Jack steps back towards the table, but then continues onwards back to the liquor cabinet, where he picks an unbroken bottle out of the wreckage, an old tequila bottle half empty and with a sticky label. Then back to the table, and his chair, and glass, and the yellow notepad with the pen sitting beside it. He pours a drink, large shots now to numb the pain. Finally, he begins to write the letter, pen carefully in his right hand, avoiding a scrape on the palm. Some scratching in black ink, accentuated by occasional splats of blood, and he tears the page off the pad, folds it, writes ‘Gwen’ on the front, and places it on the counter where he found her letter. Pause. Gotta piss.

Putting on boots, downstairs, he heads to the side door, and glances at Lyle who is sleeping in the center of the kitchen, having been displaced, by the blood, from his favourite rug in front of the sink. Jack goes out the door. It is a lot colder than when Jack sat on the steps watching the sun, and now the moon has risen, a silver splinter, enhancing the ethereal mood left by the fading sun. Jack is wearing no coat, gloves, or hat, as he heads behind his house, to the small park there. The park still has wisps of unmelted snow on it, a reminder of how cold it still gets at night in the early spring. Jack begins down the path, away from the house, and towards the large river that flows two hundred meters away, but he pauses first and turns, glancing up to the sky. It is a perfectly clear night, the stars are shimmering, and Jack looks up at Orion the hunter and his faithful dog Sirius. He stands like this for several minutes, his left hand bleeding still, paper towel completely soaked. Then Jack turns his back to the mighty, stern constellation, and sets out down the narrow trail towards the river.

