
your life idyllic
stories by Craig Bernier



For Mom, without whom I’d have sunk.

And Dad, who taught me when to take a pop-break and how to drive a stick.

Also my teachers, who always exerted more effort than I did.

Finally, for my people . . . if you have to ask if you’re one of them, you probably ain’t.
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1

bender

My older brother drinks from his second six-pack as I drive him 
to another detox. It’s his fifth go-round in the past five years, 
though this is my first time being directly involved. We’re 

headed to Bi-County Hospital on Detroit’s east side. Nathan has been 
drinking beer after beer—Stroh’s from the can—with the earnestness of 
someone stockpiling supplies on the eve of a blizzard. We get stopped by 
the light on Eight Mile and Kelly. 

Last night me, Nate, and Nate’s on-again/off-again AA sponsor Jimmy 
worked out a plan. Jimmy advised us that Bi-County is where Nate should 
go. “The real deal,” is what he called it: medically supervised detoxifica-
tion, a lengthy inpatient rehab, followed by further rehabilitation at half-
way and three-quarter houses with a case worker who monitors transition 
back into the world. The only snag is that Bi-County’s program is limited 
to all but complete failures and the hopeless. Nate is both, but convincing 
someone of this in the short time of an emergency room interview takes a 
bit of planning. Even if he gets in, the statistics aren’t great. Jimmy warned 
that lots of folks relapse, that Bi-County may be Nate’s penultimate stop 
before death, wet brain, or long-term incarceration. For the time being, 
however, Nate has maintained his most recent commitment to quit drink-
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ing alongside some moments of rationality. We have to move fast since 
these periods come unannounced and never last long.

Since Bi-County’s program runs at or near capacity, Jimmy had sug-
gestions on how Nate can get a bed space. First, Nate should show up 
thoroughly intoxicated and looking the part. More drinking to get into 
rehab seems counterintuitive, but I’ve stopped arguing with Jimmy since 
he’s the area expert. He’s the only person Nate considers trustworthy or 
understanding, and I need Jimmy to get through this initial phase. Hence 
Nate’s drinking in my car. 

Earlier today, before we left for Bi-County, I asked Nate to be discreet, 
not to spill, and to avoid drinking when other cars were around. He has 
ignored these requests. His swallowing is metronomic as a car pulls up to 
our left. Eight Mile is, at this juncture, three lanes in each direction. As 
is often the case here, the driver minds his own business since problems 
come in bunches with too much eye-balling.

Nate is not slovenly about his drinking, if he spills, it’s just a dribble 
now and then. He often lets out a faint grunt after swallows, as if the pro-
cess causes him pain. Yet he keeps on. I get the feeling that if I exited the 
car, walked from it and was gone, that Nate would stay until the beer was 
finished or until my car was rear-ended.

As much as I’d like to get out, I don’t. I need Nate in this facility, need 
him properly detoxified. He has to be stable when he gets out and then 
we’ll start my regime. That’s why I’m here. That’s ultimately why I moved 
back to Detroit. My plan is to restore my brother to his former compe-
tent self. We’ll side-step all the bullshit and use the method I know best: 
Marine Corps style. We might even find Nathan’s ideal this way, though 
admittedly I’m not sure what that will be. He’ll have a chance to discover 
it along the way. For me, Nathan at his best is far off, forty years ago, when 
he is fifteen and me eleven. Nate takes a breath and repeats his lines, “I 
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can’t stop drinking. I’ll kill myself if I don’t get help.” He takes another 
swallow of beer. 

That was Jimmy’s second suggestion. It is much easier to worm into 
Bi-County’s program from inside the hospital than it is through the emer-
gency room receiving. Jimmy’s contingency, should Nate be turned away at 
the E.R., is for Nate to convince the admitting staff that he is in imminent 
personal danger. Here, threats of suicide work since Michigan requires 
hospitals to admit such persons to their (or the nearest) psych ward for a 
seventy-two hour observation period. The person has to either self-com-
mit or have a family member commit them. I am ready to do that should 
Nate balk at our plan. Nate doesn’t use the word dying when he describes 
his relationship to drink, neither dying for it, or dying from it; however, 
it’s apparent to the rest of us that he is dying whether he admits it or not. 
This is why I took a job with Chrysler instead of the one with General 
Dynamics. This is why I dragged my wife and daughters back to the east 
side. Fixing Nate is now the primary mission. The strain of his explosive 
slips has exhausted my mother, but he cannot exhaust me. I can fix him 
because I’ll outlast him; I’ll outthink him; I’ll outplan him. I am a Marine, 
only recently retired. He’s just a drunk. 

The last time I was in Detroit was for a holiday visit. It was Christmas, a 
few years back, the first one since my girls had been toddlers. My mother 
explained the dire state of affairs that Christmas morning. I remember 
nipping eggnog from a coffee cup in her linoleum kitchen. We scanned the 
backyard as snow fell over her lawn frogs. She was certain of Nate’s coming 
doom and that the news—organ failures, house fires, a car crash, a knife 
fight—would come via telephone. She had started shutting her ringer off 
more and more, turning the volume down on the answering machine at 
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night. She was convinced that Nate’s window of opportunity was closing. 
His visits to treatment centers were less and less effective. Every “cure” 
seemed to have diminishing results. Things would stabilize when he went 
to AA, but he did little to maintain consistency there. Mother was praying 
more and church-going again. She suggested that Nathan needed God and 
that alone would be enough. From my vantage point it seemed that Nate 
and God moved in different circles.

He is nearly done with his beer when the light turns green. At the same 
time my cellular begins to ring. It has to be my wife as this errand is now 
almost four hours old. It started around one in the afternoon, though 
most of it has been spent at Nate’s apartment getting him to reaffirm 
this Bi-County decision. I make a quick dodge into the parking lot of a 
strip mall. We haven’t been on the road long, so I have little to report. 
My wife wants the lowdown but all I can tell her is that we’re past Kelly 
Road. Nate takes a deep breath after finishing the can and exhales a long, 
“Ahhhhhhh.” My wife wishes me luck. Nate lowers the empty into a plastic 
grocery bag. Before we left his apartment, he informed me I could use the 
ten-cent returnables to cover the cost of transport. Comical since a buck-
twenty wouldn’t cover starting this sleek, company thing, let alone all the 
back and forth this fiasco has generated. To Nate the barter seemed fair, 
equitable, even-steven.

I catch sight of myself in the rear view, a smirk of sorts on my face. 
Acerbic is the word my wife uses when she sees this tight, unbecoming 
bunch of brow and nose. Nate is unaware of the dark comedy he’s inspired. 
I’m trying to be serene about all this. I want to elevate him into my world, 
to drag him into the living. I’ve prepared for all of this. I’ve watched the 
rehab shows. I went to AA and Al-Anon meetings. I’ve read the literature. 
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I know I need to depersonalize it and maintain a degree of compassion to 
manifest any kind of good outcome. Nate isn’t doing this at any of us. The 
rearview mirror reflects a different mindset: disdain, of a towering sort. 
It’s been building for years now. Moving my entire life, family, and career 
back to this wasteland hasn’t much helped it to lessen. I lose the grimace 
because nothing good can come of it.

“Tasty?” I nod toward the beer.
He puts his lower lip over his upper then says, “Beer’s beer.” 

For a long time, Nate’s behavior seemed like routine hell-raising. That 
was until our dad died. Then each incident came with greater and greater 
consequences. Mom stopped dismissing them as “antics” when the jail 
time began to pile up. Nate missed holidays, commitments, and— the last 
straw—her birthday. Weeks passed before she mentioned it to him but his 
explanation, that he didn’t “do birthdays” anymore, left my mom ques-
tioning herself more than him. It took the ruination of our dead father’s 
handyman business—a profitable service built over thirty years of door-
to-dooring both the good and bad neighborhoods—to mash out any hope 
my mother was stoking for Nate. She told me about the business going 
under in a letter and ended it with the postscript “His goose is cooked.” 
That’s when I knew I’d have to get involved.

Mom has been on the frontline of Nate’s shit for over two decades. I 
joined the Corps through a commissioning program after college and Dad 
died soon after. She has shouldered the bulk of the car crashes, bankrupt-
cies, bounced checks, and jail time pretty much alone. Nate’s wife was of 
little help. Mom even played guardian to their kids during Nate’s last trip to 
the slammer. Jackie, Nate’s wife, was on her own twenty-eight day pill rehab 
at the time, and Mom’s guardianship helped avoid an even bigger mess. 


