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Starting Over... Again

[image: ]


Dobie survived the assassination attempt, but most of his lottery winnings vanished – along with his girlfriend Glynnis and brother Shane – when his and everyone else’s investment in Shane’s British Virgin Islands Ponzi scheme collapsed.

He didn’t know it was a Ponzi scheme, and was hurt to think Glynnis might have been involved. He assumed Shane was not only involved, he was its architect. That boy never could walk a straight line. His disappearance was no surprise.

At least their sister Maeve got a 30-acre ranch near Lexington out of it before the money went up in smoke. For her – working in the thoroughbred industry her entire adult life – that ranch was a dream come true.

Dobie borrowed Shane’s idea of buying a few race horses, but with a twist: they were retired, and Maeve would take care of them for the rest of their days.

He did not adopt his brother’s idea of flying to Vegas and putting a million dollars on red 17. Nor did he feel the need to hire a hit man as Shane once so mysteriously mentioned. Whatever that last one was about, Dobie never knew.

~ ~ ~
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None of that mattered, though. Their father, Rudy, had died.

He’d been holding vigil next to Dobie’s hospital bed in BVI after the assassination attempt. 

When Dobie awoke, he reached out and touched his father’s hand. It was cold. He slowly, painfully sat up in bed. “Dad,” his voice cracked. “Wake up. Dad!”

He pressed the nurse call button repeatedly until a middle-age nurse walked in.

“You don’t need to press it more than once...” she began wearily.

“Check my dad,” he cut her off. “He’s not waking up!”

~ ~ ~
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Dobie consoled himself with the thought that there is no better way to go: peacefully in your sleep, by a loved one’s side. His father had lived a good long life. Still, it was incredibly sad. The end of an era.

Dobie, his cat Flaky, and Rudy returned to Louisville. Maeve had objected to their father joining Dobie’s ill-fated presidential campaign but now saw it as one last adventure.

She and her family were there for the funeral. Shane never showed.

Afterward, questions swirled inside Dobie: What will I accomplish before my time is up? What will be my legacy? He had run for president and collected a few stories to tell at cocktail parties but didn’t want that failed campaign to be his legacy.

These thoughts followed him onto a bar stool at Gimpy’s Bar & Grill. After a week in Louisville, reminiscing, retracing childhood steps, he stumbled upon Gimpy’s and promptly fell off the wagon.

Friendly bartenders and barflies kept him coming back. The clincher was the tiki bar. It reminded him of Phuket – happier times, albeit crazy and short-lived.

He sang karaoke when the mood struck, braving heckles from regulars. Then Cat took the stage – long, flaming red hair, and a voice to match – and she owned it.

Dobie wasn’t bad himself, but nothing like her. Admiration turned mutual, and romance bloomed.

Cat introduced him to Brandi, a friend and collaborator who taught creative writing above a downtown liquor store.

“I know, I know,” Brandi laughed, shaking his hand. “Brandi above a liquor store.”

Dobie considered fiction the fine art of never getting to the point, but signed up anyway.

When Brandi told her students to write their manifesto, Dobie was all in.

“It’s like you read my mind,” he said.

“No,” she replied, “I took my cue from your late-night rants.”

He soon felt more at home in that drafty classroom than anywhere else, and Another Way: Beyond the Status Quo was born. An anti-corporate, anti-establishment diatribe born of a lifetime of people-watching and corporate disillusionment.

He poured everything he’d ever heard, read, or thought about life, politics, or religion into it. Several hundred pages of what you’re not supposed to talk about in polite company.

He never had a real career. Just employment. One job after another. Never fitting in. Never believing in whoever he worked for except when working for himself.

The manifesto gave him something to believe in again.

He didn’t know if this was true for anyone else, but the need for mental clarity while writing it all down put an end to his excessive boozing. It was a Eureka! moment. Who knew? Alcoholics Anonymous probably knew, but he’d never been to a meeting.

He researched famous manifestos. The Communist Manifesto was unreadable. Marx and Engels could have used a creative writing course. Mein Kampf was better written, but both were fatally flawed – blaming others, promoting us-versus-them.

Dobie held fast to the belief that there is no “them,” only “us.”

Still, he kept his best ideas out of the draft he turned in for credit. Unlike his failed presidential run, he didn’t want anyone stealing them.

Things went well with Cat until she decided she had to be in Nashville to make it big. History was repeating itself. It was like the first time he left Louisville, dragged to Hollywood by an aspiring actress.

He shared Cat’s urge to move on, though, and accompanied her south down I-65... despite his history of things going sideways in Music City.

Before he hit the road, his sister asked if Flaky might want to stay behind. “I could use a good barn cat,” she said.

“I’ll have to discuss it with Flaky,” said Dobie, “but if he’s okay with it, so am I.”

Once settled in Nashville, Cat focused on her music. Dobie focused on his manifesto.

They drifted apart. She met someone with industry connections.

“I guess I chose the wrong cat,” he said to her backside as she walked out the door.
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SaynCorp
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Financially, Dobie didn’t need another job. He had sold the ranch he’d bought for himself around the same time he bought Maeve’s. But a former colleague begged him to fill an IT role at her new employer, SaynCorp.

Like Lehavre, it was in Brentwood, south of Nashville, but in auto manufacturing. Their location sat between GM’s Spring Hill plant and Nissan’s Smyrna plant.

As bad luck would have it, they were just blocks from Lehavre’s old headquarters. FOR LEASE signs were plastered all over that building. Passing it conjured memories of Darla, Jessica, Tim, Griffin – even Mongo and Brice. Darla, Griffin, and Tim were gone. He hoped the others were still behind bars.

He was having lunch with that former and current co-worker, Markeesha, at a table in a courtyard shared by several surrounding buildings. Their friend Bucky worked in one of those buildings and now joined them. An inch taller than Dobie, but with a much lighter, bird-like frame, Bucky’s brown hair was longer than Dobie’s short-cropped red hair. To stand the two side by side, most people would guess Dobie was the more straight-laced, corporate type, but the opposite was true.

The courtyard tables were round, with metal mesh tops. This one had one leg not quite long enough to keep it stable. As Bucky sat and set his lunch down, the table tilted toward him. Markeesha and Dobie had to quickly grab their drinks.

Bucky scoffed and held up an advance copy of Dobie’s book. “What the hell is this?”

“My manifesto,” Dobie said, as if everyone writes one. “See?” he smiled, reached out and touched the book, “Right here under the title, it says A Manifesto.”

“Well, it sucks!”

“To each his own.” Dobie was offended but not surprised.

“Put in some jokes!” Bucky said.

“Jokes are easy,” Dobie replied. “This book is too important. Who knows? It might even save the world.”

“Now that’s funny,” Bucky laughed. Markeesha raised an eyebrow. “But you need to get over yourself.”

Dobie leaned back and adopted a sage look.

“Only in his hometown and in his own house is a prophet without honor.”

“That sounds familiar,” Bucky mused.

“It’s from the Bible,” Markeesha said. “Book of Mark, if I’m not mistaken.”

Dobie nodded. “The modern version goes: You can’t be a prophet in your own backyard.”

“You think you’re some kind of prophet?” Bucky asked.

“No,” Dobie said. “I’m just saying out loud what’s always been in my head.”

He agreed he needed to get over himself – but he would keep speaking his mind.
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Colonel Charonne
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Retired Air Force Colonel Reginald P. Charonne was CEO of SaynCorp, where Dobie and Markeesha worked. The Colonel was almost never at the office, preferring the cooler climes of northern Michigan over the oppressive heat of the South.

He usually took meetings online, but this latest one with his executives warranted personal attendance. He and his administrative assistant, Crissie – an attractive young blonde – took the Colonel’s private jet to the nearest airport, then helicoptered in from there.

Crissie went straight to her desk in the executive suite. Charonne took the scenic route through the break room.

On the counter sat Dobie’s book. The word “manifesto” in red jumped out at him. He picked it up, sat at a table, and began to skim. Dobie’s name on the cover was familiar, though he couldn’t immediately place it.

Ignoring the stream of employees gawking at him – astonished he would join them in the break room – the Colonel flipped through pages. He flipped to the back cover, saw the photo, and remembered.

“This is that jackass who ran for president!” he barked.

Curious, he tapped into the company directory on his phone. The name popped up: Pokorny, D. — IT Department.

Charonne grinned, savoring the coincidence.

“I’ve been looking for this guy, and he just shows up as an employee in my own company? Such good fortune!” he muttered. More quietly to himself, he says, “I thought we had him killed.”

Dobie Pokorny would now be his top priority.

Convincing Crissie that she was “high up” in the line of succession to someday run SaynCorp had been his previous priority. He brought in an attorney and had her sign fake documents. It was a ruse to appease her after she kept asking for more pay. Cruel, perhaps, but that was how Charonne entertained himself.

He could be charming when necessary, but was so driven and vindictive that most people found him difficult to deal with. He convinced himself that toying with Crissie – or anyone – was all in good fun. Life is not fair. To the victor go the spoils.

SaynCorp was chugging along nicely under its own momentum. Crissie had stopped complaining. The Colonel would now focus on Dobie, do like Barney Fife and nip this in the bud.

Crissie was at her desk in the anteroom when Charonne caught up with her.

“Give me an hour,” he said, thumbing through several days’ mail. “Then call Norwich into my office. Tell him it’s urgent.”

It was almost never urgent, but standard procedure was to pretend otherwise.

In a guest chair beside his desk, Charonne sat and skimmed the rest of Dobie’s manifesto. A speed reader, he absorbed a good chunk of it quickly. He had to admit it contained a few good ideas, though nothing practical in his world.

His hour was up. He stood and checked himself in the full-length mirror behind his desk.

He thought of himself as a modern-day Clark Gable. There was a slight resemblance, and he never passed a mirror without falling in love.

Still holding Dobie’s book, he awaited HR Director Kenneth Norwich. At the sound of the door opening, still looking in the mirror but now focused on the trashcan behind him, Charonne tossed the book over his shoulder toward the trash.

It was in the air as Norwich entered. “Three-pointer behind the back!” Charonne squealed as the book landed squarely in the can.

Norwich froze. To his left stood a glassy-eyed black bear bearing its fangs. He jumped before realizing the beast was long dead, stuffed, and preserved for Charonne’s amusement.

The Colonel laughed so hard he almost fell over. “Oh my God, that was the best laugh I’ve had in weeks!”

Norwich steadied himself. “You, um, needed me, sir?”

“This is a right-to-work state,” Charonne said, suddenly serious.

“Yes, sir.” Norwich felt like a schoolboy unprepared for a pop quiz.

“We can fire people without cause.”

“Ah, well...” Norwich began, but Charonne raised a palm to silence him. “Yes, sir,” his junior executive nodded, relieved he was not the one being fired. “But who are we talking about?”

“Dobie Pokorny. Did you know I’ve been looking for this guy? And he just shows up here on my payroll!”

Norwich nodded nervously, unsure whether to agree or retreat.

“He wrote a manifesto and left a copy in the break room,” the Colonel explained. “That’s against company policy – or will be soon. He’s got to go. I don’t want this Communist Manifesto 2.0 giving people ideas.”

“Of course, sir.”

“If I had a fireplace, that book would be burning right now. I need a fireplace, Kenny! Have one installed after I leave.”

“Yes, sir.” Norwich hated being called Kenny, but let it go. “Wood-burning? Gas? Electric? Digital?”

“Digital?! How can I burn books with a digital fireplace?”

“Digital books?” Kenneth dared to joke.

“Ha, good one!” Charonne shook his head, suddenly wistful. “I’d love a real wood-burning hearth. But that’s probably against city codes. Just get me something that passes codes and burns books. And I don’t want this screed of Pokorny’s in my office, not even in the trash. Dig it out and take it with you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Charonne smirked as Norwich took a knee at the trashcan. A half-eaten container of peaches had leaked syrup onto the manifesto’s cover. Norwich used the edge of the bin to scrape it off as he pulled the book out. He minced, almost tip-toeing, carrying the soiled book like a dead rat toward the exit. He kept his distance from the stuffed bear on the way out.
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Fired
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Dobie was called into Norwich’s office, a sad hovel compared to Charonne’s palatial executive suite. Still, it was much better than Dobie’s cubicle. They exchanged pleasantries and took their respective seats.

“We have quite a list of things to talk about,” Norwich began, glancing at papers in front of him. “For starters, there was that email you sent to Colonel Charonne – the Colonel himself! – suggesting his salary should be just $1 per year until the company showed a profit after his ‘bone-headed’ decision to buy out our biggest competitor. I’m surprised he didn’t fire you on the spot!”

“He knows I’m right,” Dobie said confidently. “Giving up his salary is the least he could do.”

Dobie had no idea this was an exit interview. He assumed Norwich was picking his brain – finally – after all the great ideas he’d emailed to him in the short time that he’d worked there.

“That merger,” Dobie continued, “nearly ruined the company! Anyway, executives shouldn’t get salaries, only a percentage of profits, if any. But, as often happens with clueless egomaniacs like our Dear Leader, Charonne missed the point.”

“And,” Norwich was not finished, “there was that time you walked up and shut a VP’s office door during one of her open-door meetings.”

“We have conference rooms for that!” Dobie exclaimed, now feeling like he was on trial. “Her office has a door. If she had any consideration for those around her – common decency – she would close it so we don’t have to hear her and her suck-ups cackling from half way across the office while we’re stuck in our ‘open office’ cubicles with no walls, no privacy, and no noise abatement! These open workspaces as they call them are presented as promoting co-worker communication and collaboration, but they’re actually designed so our wardens can keep an eye on us prisoners at all times. And don’t tell me to wear headphones! If I wanted a job requiring headphones, I’d be one of those guys out on the tarmac with the batons guiding jets into the gate!

“That sounds like a boring job, come to think of it,” he went off on a tangent, creating an imaginary conversation: “’What do you do for a living?’ ‘Oh, I guide jets into their gates.’ ‘Awesome!’ ‘No, not really.’”

Norwich stifled a smile as he made notes. Dobie studied the man’s office until settling upon a collection of degrees and diplomas on the wall behind the desk.

“Human Capital?!” Dobie blurted out. “Like we’re just a bunch of entries on a spreadsheet? Whatever happened to Human Resources or Personnel? With all your degrees, you couldn’t come up with a better term for the people who work here? Just call us Drones! No, Cannon Fodder!”

Dobie knew that speaking freely with directors, CEOs and vice presidents was not wise, but he couldn’t take it anymore. He also knew that, in order to tolerate typical bureaucracy, one must tune it out and go along to get along. Writing Another Way, however, had brought all of his complaints about “the system” to the forefront. He was violating that most basic of corporate survival edicts: Don’t think too much about your idiot bosses. It’ll drive you crazy.

“And,” Norwich continued, “there was that time you expressed a, shall we say, brutally honest opinion to that same VP. You can’t do that, Dobie.”

“First Amendment not recognized here. Got it.”

“It’s called insubordination, Dobie. The First Amendment only keeps the government, not your employer, from shutting you up.”

“Constructive criticism not allowed.”

“Constructive criticism?!” Norwich was incredulous. “In front of everyone, you called her an insufferable bitch! How is that constructive?”

“Well, now she knows,” Dobie could barely contain his smile. “Don’t you think it’s helpful to know what people think of you, Kenny? Maybe now she’ll adjust her attitude. But, what I said was that she was insufferably strident. ‘Bitch’ was implied. I’ve got one of those Word of the Day calendars, Insult Edition.”

“It’s Kenneth, not Kenny.”

“Sorry. Kenneth. Normal, healthy people need to express their feelings once in a while. Otherwise,” he added, gesturing at Norwich, “you turn into a brain-dead corporate toady.”

“And, we’re done here!” Norwich stood up, insulted, and pointed to the door. “Have a nice life, Dobie... somewhere else. You’re fired.”

“Fired?! What the...” He was not surprised but felt the need to protest, on principle.

With nothing left to lose, he broke into song, loudly singing a revised version of ABBA’s I Have a Dream. “Oh, I have a dream... of a world without corporations...”

“What is this, a musical?” It was always a bit scary firing people, but Norwich was afraid Dobie was having a mental breakdown right there in front of him.

“More like a Greek tragedy,” Dobie sighed, looked down, and saw his manifesto covered in syrup in Norwich’s trash can. “Hey, what’s my book doing in your trash?!” he grabbed it before the security guard rushed in and escorted him out the door.

Norwich smirked and gave a sarcastic wave goodbye.
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Barking at the Moon
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That night, Dobie went out and got drunk. He was not officially a recovering alcoholic but had been trying to get his drinking under control. The problem was that he loved to sing. Just ask Norwich. And this bar had karaoke.

Singing was good for the soul, but doing it in front of a crowd was different than in front of just one person. For him, at least. Some people might see it the other way around, but for him it required a few stiff drinks.

He was at the bar, building up the courage, when Crissie from work joined him. He always found her attractive – nice figure, dirty-blonde hair, engaging green eyes. He’d seen her around the office and knew she was an assistant to one of SaynCorp’s executives. Maybe even the CEO, Charonne. He wasn’t sure.

She was always friendly, but he never asked her out. Sleeping with her would be like sleeping with the enemy.

After his third or fourth drink, with the official reason for his firing – unauthorized proselytizing and dissemination – ringing in his ears, Dobie stepped out back for some air. Crissie joined him.

The moon was full and the drinks had loosened him up pretty good by that point. Naturally, he barked at the moon. “You telling me I can’t speak my mind?!” he said to the old gray orb. “I’ll make a living speaking my mind!”

Crissie laughed and cheered him on, “Yeah!”

Dobie smiled at her, and that’s when he noticed a hazy blue humanoid figure on the edge of his peripheral vision. It disappeared whenever he tried to focus on it but was clearly visible in the corner of the eye. Almost exactly like but better defined than what he saw at Venelia’s Dynamo Center in LA.

He assumed he was hallucinating.

They went back into the bar and Dobie found the 1980s pop hit Simply Irresistible on the karaoke machine. He pressed play and sang directly to Crissie. She’s so fine, there’s no telling where the money went!

The line about money hit close to home after he’d lost his fortune. He didn’t let it stop him but did wish he had Robert Palmer’s backup dancers behind him.

He then sang the Sara Bareilles song, Brave. Its line – Say what you wanna say, let the words fall out honestly – became his new mantra. He never knew it was written for a gay man coming out of the closet but replace “gay” with “frustrated” and it was perfect for Dobie.

In the wee hours the following morning, he awoke to find Crissie lying beside him. A few hours later, she was gone.

~ ~ ~
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Word-of-mouth was the closest thing to marketing that Dobie would allow. He, Markeesha and Bucky had earlier placed copies of his manifesto in strategic locations around their workplaces. There was no advertising campaign. Sales had to be organic, like Johnny Appleseed.

He didn’t need the sales income just yet but did put his website address on the back for those wanting the electronic version. He couldn’t use anything electronic, himself. Charonne aside, Dobie knew it was inevitable he would be fired.

Anything electronic that he touched tended to die in his hands. It had been sneaking up on him in recent years and got so bad that he started to wear anti-static gloves around the office. It’s hard to work in IT when you can’t touch a computer. Luckily, he was in a management position and didn’t have to do any real work.

Everything he did was verbal or handwritten. He started his manifesto on a computer but had to finish it on a typewriter, then hand it off to a professional service to convert into electronic form.

Even his car had to be replaced. Modern vehicles are full of electronics, so Bucky — a weekend mechanic — refurbished his father’s old 1977 Ford LTD Landau for Dobie to use. When Dobie gave it a name, Sabina, after one of Carl Jung’s alleged mistresses, Bucky complained, “Guys don’t name their cars. Only girls do that.”

Most boys have famous athletes or musicians as heroes growing up – and Dobie had a few of those – but for him it was mainly Jung, Kierkegaard, Gandhi, his father Rudy, and Rudy’s old George Carlin and Bill Hicks albums.
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The Tour Begins
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Dobie and Sabina put Nashville in their rear-view mirror and began the tour in support of Another Way: Beyond the Status Quo. First stop: Louisville, mainly to check up on Maeve and Flaky.

They were doing well. Dobie once described Flaky as an indoor cat but indoor/outdoor would have been more accurate. The barn protected him from the elements, but its open door gave him freedom. Maeve did have to be on the lookout for him dragging dead mice and rabbits into the house as gifts.

From there, Dobie’s tour took him westward through Missouri, Oklahoma and Texas (avoiding Dallas). Crowds grew larger and more receptive each week.

Nobody seemed to recognize him from his presidential run, which he found odd. The mainstream media did its best to ignore him during that campaign, but he thought a few people might remember.

Then again, given the assassination attempts, anonymity was a probably good thing.

Dobie shared his plans to save the world, stayed sober, and said what needed to be said. Books sold online, in stores, and in person. Word was spreading.

He was a reluctant hero. Nobody’s savior, and refused to pretend otherwise. When people suggested he take himself more seriously, he said, “Most would-be saviors take themselves too seriously. Take your principles and intuition seriously. Not yourself.”

Another Way laid out who and/or what was running things on this planet: international banker scams, staged terror attacks, CIA drug-running, mind-control. All the familiar conspiracies, but Dobie had solutions. From toilet seat design to new forms of government and everything in between – assuming there was an in between – Dobie had answers.

“Best of all,” he liked to say, “none of my solutions require anyone’s assassination!”
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