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It’s a bright and cook morning as the sun comes up just over the treeline of our backyard as Angie and I enjoy our hot cups of coffee. There’s just not much that compares to the experience of hearing the birds singing and feeling the crisp breeze blowing across us on a Saturday morning. The week has been a long one and we are happy to finally have some time off with each other.

“So, was work good this week?” my wife asks me after having a sip of her coffee. She looks over at me with her bright blue eyes and smiles.

“It was as good as it could be,” I tell her honestly. “Unfortunately, we all have a little more work to do for the next couple of weeks.”

“Really? What happened?” Angie turns to look at me fully. She uses a hand to brush her shoulder length blonde hair over her ear. 

“Two of our department supervisors came to work last Tuesday while drunk.”

“Seriously? Two supervisors?”

“Isn’t that the shits?” I chuckle. “Two people who should know better than anyone else there that you can’t do that sort of thing. One of them was Mark Chestnut.”

“Mark? The same Mark that we’ve had over here with his wife?”

“The very same one,” I reply. “That idiot decided to go out with Renee Melton and they got drunk. Needless to say, Mark’s wife has some questions for the guy.” After putting my cup of coffee down on the small table between us, I add, “He’s been making some bad decisions lately. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if he ends up in divorce court.”

Angie shakes her head, the expression on her face becoming dour. “What’s wrong with some people, Joe? Why would they risk what they have with others to do things like that?”

Shrugging my shoulders, I tell her, “That’s just the way some people are wired, I guess. Honestly, Mark has always struck me as a good guy. He always showed up to work on time and he has often talked about his wife as if she’s his entire life. Things are going to be really fucked up for him now, though. There are a lot of places that won’t hire someone who was fired for coming to work drunk.” 

Mark Chestnut and I have known each other for more than eight years, so I’ve seen him enjoy a little beer here and there. However, I have not known the guy to literally stumble into work or anywhere else so drunk that he could barely stand. Thankfully he had taken one of the city buses to get here, otherwise he might have had an accident and gotten himself or others killed. Renee Melton, six years his junior and just promoted last month to the position of supervisor, came in just after him and she appeared even worse for wear. As the public works administrator I had no choice but to fire both of them. They had committed one of the most serious violations in the city employee handbook by showing up so intoxicated.

“You’re blaming yourself, aren’t you?” she asks, breaking me out of my thoughts.

I sigh. “I don’t know. I mean, I understand that I’m not the reason they lost their jobs. It was there in black and white and my hands were tied. There is zero tolerance for coming to work under the influence of anything. As the public works department, we are often in charge of machinery that can cause a lot of death and destruction if the operators are in such a state. They fucked up and I had to let them go.”

When I accepted the role of the Houston Department of Public Works administrator, I did so with the understanding that I would keep things in top shape. The previous administrator had let things slide quite a lot and there were two lawsuits last year because of things that happened between public works and citizens. We have been fortunate not to have caused any serious injuries or deaths, but the City of Houston came very close to losing their insurance coverage due to the number of lawsuits that were coming in. Lance Carmen was not the right fit as administrator, so he was fired and I was given the position. To say that I was surprised is an understatement. There are plenty of others in the department with more experience who would have made a good administrator. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone come to my workplace drunk or high,” Angie tells me. 

I chuckle. “If they had, it would be a bad day for the patients. They might end up with broken or crooked teeth.”

Angie laughs. “Well, we do have to be pretty harsh with some teeth. I’ll bet you’re right.”

My wife is a dental hygienist and has worked for Dr. Brauchmann for the last several years. A kind older man, he has been a wonderful employer to her and the other people who work for him. I sometimes wish I had gotten into dentistry so that I could work with a guy like him, but it just wasn’t in the cards for me. My current position pays well enough and the insurance is the best around, so I can’t complain. I just wish I didn’t have to fire people I have come to consider my friends.

“He probably will never want to see me again,” I say of Mark. “That look on his face when I told him he was fired was so full of pain. It hurt him even though he could barely stand.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t call the police to arrest him for being drunk.”

“It occurred to me. Mayor McElroy even called and asked me why I didn’t call the police.” I sigh. “You know, he didn’t drive there and he hadn’t hurt anyone. He was brought to me after he couldn’t find his office door.”

Angie frowns. “I know it sucks to have to deal with people you know as friends, but that’s the nature of your job, baby. You have to be ready to do that when you make friends with people in the public works department.”

“I made friends with Mark long before I thought I would ever be in that position,” I complain. “It sucks that I was forced to do that.”

“And it will happen again.” Angie reaches over and takes my hand. “Joe, you know that I’m here to support you, right? You can talk to me whenever you need to. Don’t bear your burdens without me.”

My wife knows that I have a difficult time letting go of things sometimes, especially when I feel like I’ve made a mistake somewhere along the way. I should have seen that Mark was spending more time with Renee and then stepped in to stop it. As it was, I didn’t realize that they were carrying on during their lunch breaks as well as on some evenings. His poor wife probably had no clue, either. At least, not until she came to pick him up from work after he was fired.

“Maybe I should resign from the job. I hate being the boss sometimes, you know.”

“Don’t quit,” Angie
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