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For my father and brother, and my family,
friends, & experiences.
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He remembers sitting on a beach,
in a 1970s-yellow t-shirt and who-knows-what-color shorts, or swim
trunks…lazily, languidly using his plastic kid-shovel to scoop up
sand, and then concentrating on putting the spilling ploughs into a
small plastic kid-bucket.  It was almost in slow-motion.
 The sun and the sand were very warm, and he was doughy-faced,
and doughy-limbed, the only time he’d ever be that way in his life
as an otherwise-abnormally-thin male.  And he was in Florida.
 Not that he specifically remembers that he was in Florida,
but it had to have been there: your typical Kentuckian, whether
from one of the few urban cities or one of the countless rural
communities, vacations in Florida.  He should know, he’s
almost 100% half-Louisvillian; and, he lived in Louisville off and
on throughout more of the 1970s than he did any other city in the
United States.

The beach scene wasn’t even a
memory until he saw a different photograph of himself from the 70s
in a completely different setting: dressed in a brown, dandy,
toddler, police-detective-kinda coat, he looked dumbfounded and
amazed and drunken and idealistically at an autumn,
red-and-yellow-and-brown-and-especially-orange leafy tree.  He
looked like he had just done a double-take.  It was about the
same time in his life, so he guessed that it triggered this other
memory of him at the beach.  He was just as plump, his hair
was still black, still longer, and girly-curly androgynous.
 And, he was wearing jeans.  After college,
fashion-conscious or not, he’d stop wearing them.

And this fall memory was just as
pleasant as the other memory.  And he just wished that he
could actively recall more memories.  And, remember any
nighttime dreams.  And, he just wished that he could enjoy the
present more.

Because he was bombarded by the
present and the future, his life was all under
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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


1:53 a.m.

The clock radio is black,
with red digital font, and a red dot is not on at the top right of
the screen (or at the bottom-left of the time).

 


***

 


4:21 a.m.

The clock radio is black,
with red digital font, and a red dot is not on at the top right of
the screen (or at the bottom-left of the time).

 


***

 


(5:05 a.m.)

(In defiance, I
will not look at
the clock.)

God-I-hope-it’s-4:40 a.m.  I’m
sick-and-tired of being sick, and tired, of not coming close to
sleeping seven or eight hours a night.  And I haven’t woken up
to an alarm in months.

Each night, I’m in bed
looking at things online by 7:30 p.m., and sometimes even earlier:
each night, I’m just lazing there, intentionally, consuming local
and national news.  Each night, I only just check social
media, watch an internet-streaming television show or two, or watch
half of, or no more than, a two hour movie.  Researching
vacation packages online, because, this time, it’s
my turn to choose where
we go, and it’s gonna be Europe or South America…well, or Canada again.  All
the preparation in the world for the next business day’s work.
 Eyes shut at around 9:30 p.m.  Falling asleep usually
within twenty minutes, but then the hourly open-and-shut case of
insomnia after a long night’s nap.

Part of the problem was
this typical past weekend.  Saturday meant the same awaketime
as the workweek, around 5:45 a.m., of course despite no alarm set,
followed by running around doing chores, going shopping for
perceived-essentials…neurotic with the anxiety of the threat of
termination from such domestic employment.  It all had to be
done. Dinner reservations brought reprieve and a decent evening,
however, and then in bed again relatively early, before Sunday,
YES, FINALLY, Sunday, sleeping in, until 7:05 a.m.

But then, more
running-and-chores, like shopping-and-laundry.  Talking by
telephone with extended family.  Surface cleaning.  More
virtual touristing online laying on the bed, in between laundry
loads, giving a little rest, but long-gone are the days of staying
inside my own apartment, turning down the windowshades, dimming the
lights, and laying on the couch all Sunday in front of the
television after having fun partying all night,
recovering…all…day…

So, this morning, I’m
tired. So, so tired, and of course
there’s a Complainant coming in today for a
difficult interview, and two testers coming in…then, the afternoon
presentation about fair housing, then intake duty back at the
office, and then home for another microwaved meal, before
then going
back out to the
university for the monthly meeting.  Of course it’s today, not tomorrow
when, watch, I’ll have had a good night’s sleep.  I do
everything right, everything to prepare to be the best for the
following day’s seriousness at work.  No caffeine after the
second cup of coffee after breakfast before work.  No
strenuous activity the evening before.  No smoking a cigarette
in five years.  No alcohol in six years.  No weed or any
other drug in seven years, and that was intermittent anyway if you
don’t count college.

But no.  No good
sleep.  They say you sleep more than you think when you get a
bad night’s sleep, I’m begging that’s the case, because I’m
tired.  It’s doom.
 It’s really hanging over me.  I do everything right
(!), why does this happen to
me?!

Maybe it
was the alcohol.
 The mostly-collegiate drugs, maybe…?  The moving every
few years, mostly involuntarily, growing up with a dead mother at
age nine and jumping around the country back and forth to the same
four cities.  Signing on as a near-middle-aged adult to the
stability of a family with kids, a dog, and a house, and suffering
ongoing allergies to all three…

And, of course: the job.
 Aside from the traumatic nature of the business, it’s at
least partly Brenda, no question.  I’ve given all the
professional and mission-based soul that nearly twenty years of
competitive, constant, motivated career work could give, including
my sanity, into making that dump-of-an-agency the past dozen years
into the best in the nation (!), and, after years as a fixer-upper
elsewhere doing the same work.  I’ve believed in what I was doing--what
I’m still doing.  The agency was under internal audit before I
got there, with a Director forcibly-resigned in disgrace…they
didn’t know what the hell they were doing until I got there, AND, figured it
all out for them, yet again
as a self-starter.  And
then-Assistant-Director Brenda was there.  I wish she was a
tyrant instead of a nice-enough personality, ‘cause at least then
I’d be permitted my venom without any guilt whatsoever.  But,
she is a polite
bully, she can’t manage a staff, and, she’s underhanded.
 She’s only interested in “getting her name out there,” as she
said once in directing me to attend time-wasting meetings in the
community (like the one set for this afternoon), and having other
people do her work for her (also said once with matter-of-fact pride).
 She’s a bureaucrat and a politician, and she has no business
directing this agency if there’s no meaningful public service
component.  The Director of a major municipal government
agency has a second job, for god’s sakes (!), teaching a community
college course.  She might be great as a community college
teacher for a class…only.

And, she worked to pass me
over for multiple promotions I was qualified for, earned, and
should’ve been immediately
appointed to, working to do so individually, and
with Human Resources, in favor of lesser-qualified candidates.
 Underhandedly.

And, she’s inexplicably, and
continuously, backed by the Mayor’s administration.

I guess she was on the
scene first, before me…

 


***

 


5:23 a.m.

The clock radio is black,
with red digital font, and a red dot is not on at the top right of
the screen (or at the bottom-left of the time).

Wait, is the alarm on for
a.m., and not p.m., on the cell phone?  Yes, of course it
is…(!)

Just get up
already…

In the dark, I reach over
the opposite way and grab my cellular flip-phone from my
side-table.  Lightning-quick, like a thirteen-year-old with a
smartphone, I thumb the buttons on the 2005 keypad with one hand
and scroll through the options to turn off the cell phone alarm set
for 5:25 (a.m.!).  I exhale sharply and with contempt, almost,
but not quite, trying to be quiet about it.  It’s warm in the
room.

Where’s Tivoli?
 Good: he’s not here staring at me waiting for me to get up so
he can torture me, with his punching right-leg paw-claws, and his
big head rubbing up and down the side of the bed to go outside, or
play, or whatever it always is with him…

I feel for my glasses with my right
hand and put them on and get out of bed, and Jenny deep-sleepingly
rolls over the opposite way.  In the dark, I walk over to my
section of the chest of drawers, open a bottom drawer slowly to try
to not make any noise, and I get out the pair of boxers I set on
top of the others in the drawer, ready to color-code with the dress
shirt and pants I ironed yesterday and will wear today.

(This may change if the
tie that’s up next in rotation matches the color of the underwear
that would’ve come up in the rotation but was bypassed, just as the shirt
& slacks had come up in their rotation and will have to be
brought together by a tie.  So, I may go back later and switch
boxers, depending.  This is very important…apparently…)

I walk over to the bedroom closet door
and grab the previously-used bath towel hanging on the doorknob.
 The towel is on Day Two of the three-day use rotation.
 I go out of the barely-ajar bedroom door, step two feet
across the hall, and I’m right into the adjacent bathroom.  I
put my boxers on top of the bathroom cabinet, then drape my bath
towel on top of the open shower curtain rod.  I close the
shower liner and curtain, again wondering if they should be closed
to begin with to avoid mildew growing on them, or, if they should
be kept open to avoid mildew growing on the wall tile.

I turn the shower knobs
under to the left, both with almost equal turnaround, and water
immediately soft-screams out of the showerhead above.  I push
the shower head diagonally-up towards the wall tile to avoid the
potential for water shooting out over the bathtub, repositioning it
since everyone else in the house always aims it too close to the
liner, and I take off my white undershirt and boxers worn since the
previous day.  They go on the floor, not the bathmat that’s
only been used a few times since the regular Saturday replacement.
 I take off my glasses and put them on the windowsill, then
walk back over to the shower to check the water temperature.
 It’s still cold.  I check the left knob, and it seems
like it’s turned over to the left enough…better move it just a
hair.  It’s taking longer to heat up today, especially
considering it’s summer--oh wait okay there we go (!).  I then
get in.

Instead of the dandruff
shampoo (the name-brand and/or knock-off-brand that I’ve used for
25 years now), today I’m gonna use the salon non-dandruff nice
stuff.  Well, as nice as a national grocery store chain might
carry.  On clearance.  But it is nice.  And then conditioner.
 At least the conditioner is dandruff-version.  If only
the body wash was unscented…Wait, is this
Day Three for the towel, or Day Two?

I get out of the shower after five
minutes, which should have taken ten, but I’m just so damn tired
(and defeated), and then I dry off, put on my new boxers, and then
cotton-swab the right ear around-and-in the canal before doing the
same for the left ear.

I’ve thrown the towel on
the floor instead of placing it on the shower rod, so it must be
Day Three.

I go back over to the bedroom and
immediately kick on the light with the wall switch before throwing
the towel and the finished boxers across the room into the hamper
near the far window.  With contempt.  I do not look at
Jenny sleeping in bed.

Opening curtain-covering
wall-shelving, I grab my deodorant, looking up and away and
probably cross-eyed with its use, and then I spray cologne in the
air towards my chest, walking slightly away and then turning-twirly
quickly to get my back after my front.  I put on my house
pants, which are former dress-casual slacks damaged by the office
work desk on one leg and unraveling at the cuffs on both legs, and
then I grab the manual razor and shaving cream before turning the
bedroom light off and going back across to the bathroom, ignoring
Jenny.

I shave my face and only
elicit two small blood cuts: putting my index finger to my tongue,
I then furiously back-and-forth-wipe the two red spots until they
disappear, waiting a few seconds to see if they re-form.  They
don’t, so it’s then back over to the bedroom.  I put away the
razor and shaving cream and grab my keys from a wall-ledge, and the
flip-phone from the side-table, and I stuff them in respective
pants pockets.

“Jennifer, it’s time to
get up,” I say with professional directness.

Slowly-stirring, Jenny
mumbles at me lovingly, “Okay, sweetheart…”

Pause.

“I’m going
downstairs,
Jenny,” I say like a parent.

“Okay, I’ll be down…(!)” she forces,
sleepily-frustrated.

And the routine continues.
 Always the routine.

Lumbering step-by-step down the
loudly-creaking Victorian-era hardwood staircase in the silent
house, left hand along the banister handrail, I make my way to the
first-floor kitchen and start the extra-strong drip-brew coffee
that only I drink in the household.  I pull-tab open a can of
Tivoli’s wet dog food, grab one of the odd-shape-out forks from the
kitchen utensil drawer, scrape out the can contents into the
kitchen-floor bowl, and put the empty can on the counter.  His
water dish has two tablespoons of water left, so I’ll refill that
after I walk over to get a scoop of supplemental dog kibble while
Jenny comes down and starts the cooking.  I dump Tivoli’s
kibble in a dry-splash onto the food bowl, then I use tap water to
swirl out a once-over cleaning of his water dish before filling it
and placing it next to the food.

It’s now on to the living
room to contemptuously bring in the one used cereal bowl &
spoon; one used fork & small plate; and, one used glass, all
from Jenny’s kids’ use, which I know are going to be there before I
even officially look.  I don’t turn on the living room
chandelier light, just going by the light from the kitchen.
 (Oh, look, they added wrappers to…something (!), maybe
role-playing game card packets, or…food (?), as well.)
 Tivoli’s there in the living room, on his bed near the unused
fireplace, head down flat, eyes wide-awake and watching. Nervous
that he’ll startle-up from his bed and want my attention, I proceed
with a little frustrated caution getting the living room
after-party devastation picked up for the kitchen, delicately
exiting the room with a delicate scowl on my face.

I set the breakfast table
in the dining room for all four of us, a few trips back and forth,
and then I sit on a stool in the kitchen, looking down towards the
floor at the other side of the refrigerator, away from Jenny, again
defeated, and halfway seeking Jenny’s attention.
 Awake-but-not-awake, and waiting, while Jenny keeps cooking
today’s eggs and pancakes with a side of raspberries in small
ramekins.

And Jenny knows what’s
coming.  And she’s not gonna say anything.  Yet.  We
both know what’s coming, so, Jenny looks like she’s just gonna get
it over with.

“Did you sleep,
honey?”

“No, of
course not--”

“--Okay, jeez…(!)”

“This is the busiest day
I’ll have had in months, and of course I didn’t sleep…”

“Why don’t you
just call in sick,
Alex…”

“I can’t, Jenny.  If this were
any-other-day, I would, but I can’t, I have too much going on
today, and tonight…”

“Maybe you need to get
counselinnnnng, or use the Employee Assistance Programmmmm, or go to the
doctor again,
or--”

“I don’t want to hear it,”
I say firmly.

“Listen to the way you’re
speaking to me, I don’t talk to you like this,” Jenny defends with
a little attack.  “Maybe you should just go ahead and get an
apartment, and be alone, and live your life back that way again,
with no kids, no dog, no people to frustrate you…”

I don’t respond, not
giving an inch with any emotion but rationally-aware of the shame
I should feel
from what she’s saying.

There’s a moment of
silence.

Aaaaand
here comes Tivoli.  A hundred pounds (well,
92 pounds, on-the-record, but probably heavier now) and scraping
his legs in a senior-dog walk across the house hardwood floors,
stopping to hind-leg-scratch his neck where the collar is fastened
*clink-clink-clink-clink-clink*, then
stretching both his hind legs while yawning, before then briefly
wagging his big tail looking at me and Jenny in the kitchen with
the smile of a toddler.  He then slowly, slower than all of
time, lumbers while breathing heavily to the side dining room,
oafishly does almost two full circles-of-a-walk around, and then
collapses down in a huge exhale huff, front legs forward, to watch
the action in the kitchen, at attention.  Waiting.

The kitchen assembly-line routine just
keeps on going.  Breakfast goes just a minute too long in the
preparation stage for me, and Jenny’s yelling upstairs for younger
child Corinne is too much for me, too.  Older child Michael
storms down, inadvertently, after one call, as he always does.
 He heads for the downstairs restroom after reaching the
bottom of the stairs near the front door, silently-singing the
opening theme song of a British science fiction TV show, words
indecipherable, but it seems like there might be a melody
there.

And Corinne’s not coming down, like
she always doesn’t.  The three of us downstairs come together
to go ahead and start eating at the dining room table in our usual,
reserved spots, full plate and empty seat where Corinne usually
sits when lightning strikes.

After a few minutes of our
silence, Jenny gets up from the dining room table
(“Oh jeeeeez…!”
she snaps) and marches upstairs, yelling Corinne’s full name two
more times.

“Corinne: last
call!”

Silence.

I hear Jenny try Corinne’s
bedroom doorknob, and the big resistance-clunk means that it’s
locked, of course, which is against Jenny’s house rules, and
Corinne knows that.  Jenny knocks loudly and yells again, and
“…okay…” is
acutely, but sleepishly, projected from behind the bedroom door.
 Jenny comes back downstairs.

We three continue eating in silence
this morning, me re-reading the Sunday local newspaper national
professional sports statistics, Jenny looking through a
Victorian-era museum jewelry collection library book, Michael
surfing the online content inside his head in tandem with his focus
on his meal.  Michael scarfs his food down efficiently and
then excuses himself in silence by taking his plate with his fork
to the kitchen (leaving his empty juice glass), humming his way
back up the stairs.  After he’s gone, I then see my chance to
sort some of the impending drama out.

“So Jenny, can you text
Michael today and make sure he walks Tivoli by the time I get home
for dinner, I gotta eat real
quick and then head back out.  I don’t wanna
have t’come home and Tivoli is all--”

“Yes, we already talked about
that…don’t worry, I’ll remind him,” Jenny says defensively before a
pause.  “And, just tell
him to walk him if he hasn’t done it,
Alex.”

I roll my eyes, exhaling a
little, yet again.  Breakfast is then pretty much
done.

The kitchen is cleaned up,
with Jenny doing the washing off and me doing the item-shuttling
back and forth from the dining room to the counters and the
dishwasher.  One more cup of coffee poured for me while Jenny
gives Tivoli his daily egg in his dish, causing him to explode up
loudly from the dining room hardwood floor and lumber over to
engulf it before then just licking his wet dog food.  Jenny
starts the dishwasher, we wait for Tivoli to stop his morning
snack, and then she puts his leash onto his collar while I get my
keys ready.  Jenny wrangles Tivoli while putting her light
jacket on.  Michael, carrying a bath towel, tries, but fails,
to collide with us on his way to the bottom of the
adjacent-to-the-front-door stairs in making his way to the
downstairs bathroom shower as I open the front door into
room-temperature sticky humidity outside.  Me, Jenny, and
Tivoli makes three to exit the house.

Tivoli pulls Jenny down
the brownstone-ish front steps of the house in stuttered
double-time, before trotting to the closest dirt patch segment in
the sidewalk along the house.  I bring up the rear by looking
out and around the street, seeing that there’s no troublesome
activity at the dead-end cul-de-sac gate closing off the end of our
urban street.  I then lock the front door, pulling the door
quickly twice to check its closure with two resistant thuds.
 It’s now mostly-light outside, and I again look around the
area for suspects as I single-step down our house concrete stairs.
 A Transit Authority bus air-blasts before rumbling and
roaring on like a lion from a stop on the other side of the gated
curb.  Way down the block towards West Ormsby Avenue, a guy is
walking along our side of the street on the sidewalk towards us,
and he looks like a regular, but I’m not taking any chances and I’m
in no mood this morning.

“Let’s cross the
street, Tivoli,” I say
firmly like a parent to the dog, as a not-so-subtle cue to
Jenny.

“Come on, Tivoli,” Jenny
lovingly says to her third child.  He starts to trot over
across the street but then quickly yanks and pulls Jenny back to
the curb: he’s found some of the partially-breaded fried chicken
bones that intermittently litter the surrounding neighborhood
streets in the vicinity of a dollar-chicken-piece fast food
start-up.  Jenny yanks him away with a “Tivoli-no!” and we
cross the road and get to the other side, in between the lines of
parallel-parked vehicles.

We walk slowly down the
block, Tivoli walking a shimmy much peppier than his
otherwise-senior retirement days would have anyone not in our
family to believe.  It’s a patchwork partnership on the walk
on who leads who, with all three of us giving equal direction for
us throughout the dog-walk trek.  We watch as the 7:00 a.m.
city-government-tattooed compact car turns onto our residential
street and drives our way towards the no-parking-anytime section of
the block back down by our house, where only two vehicles are
parked in violation of the posted signs this morning.
 Crickets, mockingbirds, blue jays, pigeons, and cardinals
aren’t sleeping in the summer humidity saturating the tree-lined,
small-yard 1800s mini-mansions along the block.

We then reach the grassy
No-U-Turn-sign section of the intersecting corner forming one
corner of Tivoli’s neighborhood cage: our street and West Ormsby
Avenue.  Tivoli squats down to do his business, thankfully
respecting our forced routine on him this morning and not saving it
for when we both are on our way out the door for work.  Jenny
uses a small leash bag to clean up while Tivoli trots away three
steps before then standing stoic and proud to the neighborhood,
only kicking his hind legs through the grass one time each.  I
meanwhile keep watch on all sides of the streets.  Tivoli then
eagerly tries to lead us away down West Ormsby the opposite way
beyond the corner boundary, but “Nooooo…!” from me and Jenny, or,
really, Jenny’s leash, brings him our way to cross the street the
other way so we can walk back along our street back towards the
house.

Still walking slowly in silence from
conversation, I finally give in.

“I’m sorry I feel so
awful, Jenny.”

“Alright…”

“If I can just get through
today, I don’t have any more
meetings in the evenings for the month, and I can
rest in the evenings, and I can call in sick if I have to, if I
don’t sleep again, whatever…”

“Okay, Alex…”

I pause.

“I can’t wait ‘till we’re
on a plane together again…”

I lean over to give Jenny a kiss, and
she puckers up with instant, receptive automation but her eyes look
away from mine.  After what might be a make-up, we move
on.

Walking towards the house,
Tivoli looks up and sees only that the giant clock radio is black, with red digital font, and a red dot is
not on at the top right of the screen (or at the bottom-left of the
time).  Then, in defiance, he
does not look at
the clock.

Jenny forcibly butts the
side rump of her body against Tivoli’s stone butt in order to push
him towards his impending doom of back-in-the-house.  But,
he’s giving even more resistance than normal.  Since I refuse
to wait around in my frustration, slight make-up with Jenny or not,
I go ahead up the stone house steps, unlock the front door, enter
and then close the door behind me.  I head straight past the
hissing shower coming from behind the closed downstairs bathroom
door, into the kitchen to get my cooling cup of coffee, and I hear
Jenny emerge behind me from the front door creek with a maternal
and peppy “Come on…!” followed by a scratchy *clink-clink-clink-clink-clink.*

I drink another gulp from the coffee
cup and then Jenny and I hike the steep hardwood stairs back up to
the second floor, Tivoli lapping up his water dish in his unchained
freedom and likely to scout the kitchen, try the locked garbage
can, and then admit defeat by pawing at the remaining kibble in his
bowl.  Both of us heading for our bedroom, Michael’s bedroom
door is wide open with the light on and National Public Radio
talking about something to do with the Texas
legislature.

Jenny gets into bed again and lays as
if to go back to sleep.  I pitch my flip-phone and keys onto
the mirrored bedroom wall ledge, I get on the bed with my netbook
that I bought off of Corinne about a year ago after her birthday
laptop upgrade, and I look at e-mail and bank accounts; news of
police-involved shootings and protests in other cities on a major
news website; and then, inadvertently, the posts and comments for
the incidents on social media, and, quickly, one national “expert”
commentary opinion.

Hmmm…

I debate and judge quickly the news
events in my head.  Another friend or two is likely going to
be a dropped-casualty of mine on social media in the current
culture wars.

Since I’m again not paying
attention to Jenny before we go to work, the result is rekindled
tension, because we both know that she wants me to cuddle up with
her for a few minutes.  I consider it, realize that I
should do it…but I
don’t.  I’m too tired and wired for the workday and the
workweek ahead.

Jenny then exhales in frustration and
gets up, goes around and out the bedroom door, proceeding on down
the short hallway to Corinne’s bedroom door.

Knock-two-three-four-five.
 “Corinne…get--” knock-two-three-four-five “--up!”

“Okay…”

“Open the door, Cori…Cor…!
 Open the door!”

“Okay--I-said okay…!”
 I hear Corinne’s door unlock, but not open up.  I then
hear Jenny open the door and I know that Corinne’s back in bed,
magically teleporting back from unlocking her door as if she’d
never gotten out of it.

“You have
got to get up when I ask
you to,” Jenny instructs.  “We’re all done with breakfast and yours is
down there getting cold, Corinne.  Get up!  Get…up.
 Get up (!)”

Silence.

“Corinne: Get!
Up!”

“Look at the way you’re
yelling at me (!), you’re yelling at me like I’m a
dog,” Corinne pleads,
only a second before her just-like-her-mother defense-mode kicks in
within her to retaliate.  “That’s the way you
treat me,
Jenny!”

Uh, nooooo, even stubborn,
cantankerous Tivoli would’ve gotten up after no more than three
calls for him.

Take.  Away.
 Her.  Electronics.  For god’s sake,
Jenny…

Calmer, and not too
surprisingly, Jenny tries a different approach than the
Corinne, We’ve Talked About This
logic that I know won’t work.

“Do you have band practice
after school this afternoon?”

Pause.

“No,” I hear in a muffled
rustle, “but I have Quick Recall practice.”

“Okay, that’s right.
 And Michelle’s mom is still taking you home,
right?”

“Yeah…well,” with more
rustle, “I think so,” Corinne exhales.  “I don’t know.
 I’ll text her.”

“Okay, let me know as soon
as you can, I have meetings this morning and if I need to pick you
up, I just need to coordinate everything, I don’t want you taking
Transit Authority to get home today.  Go ahead, and go
downstairs, and eat breakfast, Cori.  Cori-Cor.
 Corinnieeeee…”

I then just roll my eyes
with a log off of the netbook with a few clicks and a
snap-of-a-fold shut.  I get up from the bed, internally
shaking my head as I go back to the bathroom to brush my teeth, use
mouthwash, walk back over to the bedroom to take my asthma/allergy
medication, use an eyeglasses cleaning cloth, and then start to get
dressed.  I hear Michael come back upstairs, his song briefly
dialed up loudly for one or two extended-word high-notes hissing
during all his humming, and then he’s back in his bedroom, door
closed, National Public Radio apparently now talking about Asian
shrimp farming’s impact on the world economy.  After I leave
the restroom to use the laundry room the next room over as a
partial dressing room, Jenny sneaks into the shower.

The rotational dress shirt
is on, the rotational tie is on, the rotational dress pants are on,
and I forego a suit vest since it may clash with today’s random
color scheme.  And because it’s allegedly going to be
sweltering today.  I look in the mirror four hundred
twenty-six thousand times to make sure that the outfit I ironed is
coordinated, looking in mirrors in the bedroom and the bathroom
across the hall both, to see the contrast in two different lighting
scales.  The tie doesn’t quite work, so it goes back on top of
the tie pile in exchange for the next one in line. Thankfully and
atypically, it just takes the second tie to match the shirt while
adequately bringing together the dress pants.  (I
think.  I’m
probably dressed nerd-chic but more nerd.)  There’s at least
comfort and security that the rotational handkerchief today is
white, so it goes with anything.

Just the act of trying to coordinate
an outfit has wiped me out in exhaustedness.  I collapse
seated back onto the bed, back onto the netbook to just stare, and
to hope for some miraculous rejuvenation.  While Jenny still
showers, I hear stirring and eventual emergence of a younger
teenage child from her bedroom.  Corinne stumbles down the
hardwood floor stairs to enjoy her cold pancakes and orange juice,
leaving half of her eggs and all of her dishes in the dining room
for us to clear for her, of course.

I lay there cynical of
having strength to get through the twelve-hour day, zoned out.
 I continue to hear Michael continuing his routine like
clockwork, as he goes downstairs to pack a lunch, drink a small
glass of water, and then head out the front door, without a goodbye
to anyone, to walk his three-quarters-of-a-mile to his urban high
school.  Tivoli then fights his old legs up the stairs
panting, and he pokes his head into our bedroom from the
slightly-ajar door, standing there.  I don’t make eye contact.
 Tivoli then snorts and pushes through the door to wobble his
bad hind legs inside the room, sneezing twice in frustration for
reasons only he understands, before he walks in barely a circle
slowly, slowly, slowly, slowly, four times, collapsing down with
front legs forward down on the bedroom carpet instead of the
hardwood…panting, and looking towards the wall.

Ultimately, after Jenny
gets out of the shower and dressed, I get up and grab the
flip-phone, I grab my keys, I grab my wallet, I sling my black work
bag over my shoulder after sprinkling it with a day-and-a-half’s
worth of cough drops…I go downstairs, I grab a plastic container
and fill it with a plastic microwave burrito, I grab an apple, and
I’m out the door after a formal, routine see-ya to Corinne and a
bye-I-love-you hollering to Jenny up the stairs.  And, a
weapons-check of my pockets: phone, keys, wallet, handkerchief.
 Front door locked, me
locked-and-loaded-and-disoriented.

I stand on the front porch and again
look around the streets, and no one appears to be threatening.
 In fact, no one appears to be around at all, which is odd for
such an urban, fair-weathered Monday.  Even the #25 Transit
Authority bus waiting at the stop a couple dozen yards away at the
cul-de-sac gated street seems to be questioning the lack of pedway
traffic.  I still look around as I make my way to my car
parallel-parked across the street.

I jump in and start my
compact car while simultaneously locking the door and putting on
the seat belt in one almost-graceful motion.  With the
factory-installed compact disc player turned off, I immediately
turn the cd player on and click the buttons to try to forward from
the middle of a song that was
playing, into the next one on the album:
thankfully, it’s a great track on the rotational queue, great since
I won’t have to start rationalizing skipping tracks on the disc in
my internal obsession of finishing things that’ve been started.
 And I turn the music up to a tinnitus-level volume, but not
exactly full blast.  The wall of chaotic sound can be
embryonic comfort for the commute on days like today, and it may be
the only way I can get through this day, ringing ears or
not.

And I drive the increasingly-urban
streets a short ten minutes and 1.2 miles to the eleven-story
office building downtown on West Chestnut Street, consumed in the
tornado-vortex of loud music and competitive road-rage inside,
despite no traffic to really speak of, and before calming down a
brief moment at my destination: I wave once to the accepting nod of
the attached parking garage attendant, Walter, who’s been there for
about six months now, every weekday morning.  He must be able
to hear the swirling, echoing music going on inside the car, and I
try to turn it down sometimes, but today the volume stays up.
 It may be my only life support since the coffee and familial
support are not at hand during the workday.  I need carry-over
music radiation for my being.

I drive up into the
cave-of-a-structure attached to the office building, steeply
ascending the antique-paved ramp in my eleven-year-old vessel,
immediately veering to the second level to the right.  A few
cars are already peppered about spaces, but they don’t appear
occupied, so I finish listening to the song in my unassigned, usual
garage parking space that’s again open, just intoxicated enough with the
angst, the drive, and the professional-enhancement challenge that
the previous two-song minutes gave me on the way into
work.

Sometimes, the music is
more raw energy of chaos, sometimes it’s tinny-electronic,
sometimes it’s dangerously-close to being lyric-based; this
morning, however, it sounds of a giant supernatural dog wailing in
a deafening, dark thunderstorm, a moaning-roar howl rather than a
primal rage against the world that’s
kicking-and-screaming-and-pounding-and shrieking.  I beggingly
need energy, and I hope the adrenaline has increased within from
the music for the day, instead of sapping it from me, as I fear it
well might have.  I’m in cautious-warrior mode today, and I
hope this doesn’t help channel an animal out of me any more than
necessary to continue being the best ever at my job description, even if
I am on death’s
door.  Maybe I should go back to listening to sports radio to
provide my brain with direct, corporate-style communication skills,
eliminating the abstractness of music, for the preparatory commute
into downtown.

I walk down the ramp of
the garage and go to pay Walter in his booth.  I gave up on a
monthly parking discount a year or so ago after starting my
grievances against the Mayor’s administration: if I get fired
today, then I’m not out the rest of the money for the month.
 One day at a time, just-for-today.  One hour at a time,
a few minutes at
a time, because, right now, it’s 7:48 a.m.

“Well, good morning, Mr. Alex, how are ya
today…?”

“I’m fine, how are you,
Walter?”

“Oh, I’m fair-to-middlin’!
 haha…Did you have a good weekend this time, did ya--did ya
get ya sleep you was lookin’ for?”

I hand him cash, a combination of
bills and coins.

“Yeah, it was alright, I
didn’t get enough sleep and I have a huge day today…”

“Oh yeah?  Well…Sure
hope it goes okay for ya, then.  Uh-huh …yeah …”

“Sorry I have to give you
some quarters with the dollar bills this morning…”

“Aw, well, you know,
that’s okay,
that’ll spend, too…haha!”

I slightly laugh and wait for him to
lead the conversation today, as I almost always do.  But even
more so this morning since I’m standing there at attention visibly
tired.

“It’s gonna be a hot one
today, they
say…”

“Yeah, no
doubt.”

“Talkin’ ‘bout, the whole
week’s gonna be hot, ain’t it…”

“Yeah,
probably…”

“Yeah…well…Did you see
there, on the news, they was talkin’ ‘bout another police officer,
gettin’ shot, all that…?”

“Yeah…”

“This time in,
uh…uh…‘round…‘round Philadelphia?”

“Yeah…”

“Is’ a shame, ain’t
it?”

“Yeah…”

“Yeah…well…I mean, these young
people, I mean, they have no--they just don’t
wanna…you know, get along, you know, live in peace, with people,
like they used to…I tell ya, it’s gettin’ so it’s to be dangerous,
where people just wanna get together and fight all the time.
 I know I used to be a little wilder in my younger days, but I know that God
wants us to live in peace, you
know…live--live without bringing up all this
stuff.”

“Yeah…”

“Violence, and all that.
 You know, my son, he--he lives up there in Chicago, and
they’re havin’ a terrible
time up there right now.  He works with
attorneys up there, and I call him, and I tell him, you know, ‘Be
careful,’ you know, with all that’s goin’ on.  You know, this,
this Ferguson, and Philadelphia…uh, Chicago.  And people,
tryin’ to make it all out to be a race thing, with all this riots,
and destroying things, and really it just all needs to go away, and
just…just, try to get along, you know?”

“Yeah…”

“Get along with people,
you know…I’m ‘bout to
hit seven-three years old, and I’m just lookin’ to maybe…retire,
and all that, and maybe move back out to the country, back to where
I used-to live, when I was younger, growin’ up.  I
mean, I’ve been
discriminated against, treated unfairly sometimes, but most of
these--those big-time racists, those kinda people, they died
years ago, you
know…they’re all dead.  Most of ‘em, at least…”

“Yeah…”

“Well…well,
okay then…well…you’re lookin’ sharp today, I know you’re busy today, haha,
so, I’ll let ya go, let ya be, then.  You have lots ‘a
meetings today, or…?”

“Yeah, I got a lotta
meetings inside and outside the office today,” I say with a single slight-laugh.
 “It’s gonna be brutal, non-stop today.  But I’ll get
through it, I guess…”

“Yeah, well, yeah, that’s
all we can do,
you know, is…is keep prayin’, and keep goin’ on, I suppose.
 You know, they don’t know how lucky they are, have you work hard, keepin’ on
comin’ in, and doin’ the job, making things go, workin’ it all out.
 Just like my bosses, they keep talkin’ ‘bout rollin’
back my hours,
givin’ ‘em to the lady who come in, in the afternoons here.  I
wanna feel good for her gettin’ all those hours, all her hours, but
she comes in late half the time, half the time sayin’ it’s the bus
letting her off at the wrong stop, makin’ her--pickin’ her up late,
all that kinda stuff.  And she smokes all them cigarettes and
leaves ‘em all over the ground, like right out here, every day, and
I come in, in the mornings, and I have to sweep ‘em up instead ‘a
her doin’ it.  I worked…30 years, at the truck plant here, my
supervisors there, they never woulda put up with that kinda stuff.
 We all had to show up on time, we had to…had ta…you
know, work, you
know, get the job done…”

“Yeah…”

“So, I just don’t understand it.
 She lets her boyfriend, man-friend, he hangs out here, and
sometimes he gets here before she does.”

“Yeah…”

I struggle to hide a yawn with my pink
eyes half-closed and my eyelids warm.

There’s a pause.

Walter can probably tell that I’m
struggling with the empathy of conversation.

“Well, all
right…well, I hope--hope
ya have a good day now, there, Mr. Alex…”

“Thanks, Walter--”

“--Don’t work too hard--”

“--Yeah, you too, Walter.”

“--Try to--try to take
it easy now…!”

“Yeah, you too, man…!”
 I manage to pep-out, haggardly.

We both smile and slightly-laugh,
slightly-awkwardly, in completing our morning routine.  It
might be the healthiest two-way respect I’ll have with someone all
day.

I now march into the
office building, one hand holding the black work bag strap already
wrinkling my ironed dress shirt at the shoulder, and I lead with my
caffeinated head on auto-pilot.  The middle of the three
elevator doors is open with no light on, but the elevator car to
the right is open for business, just waiting.  I walk in, I
hit the “5” button with a closed index finger, and I look out onto
the lobby and the street in a pose, hoping no one tries to make a
mad dash to get on with me.  The elevator door slowly, slowly
closes, and despite no one around, I act like I don’t see anyone
coming on board.  Taking the elevator to the fifth floor means
looking again at the 2013 inspection
certificate…<ding!>…the elevator doors open.

As the rickety curtains open, I stand
there looking ahead with a tired, defeated, sarcastic scowl on my
face: I’m right in front of the secure, office entrance front door
of the Louisville Metro Civil Relations Commission.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


He remembers his mother
around her early mid-thirties, driving him and his younger brother
to their separate kindergarten and preschool in the morning.
 He thinks it was Lexington, Kentucky, 1978 or so, and the
song on the radio sounded like a pied piper calling for all the
little children to follow: first, the charmer laid the groundwork
with a repetitive piano; next, marching drums to follow the vocal
call; and, finally, some flute notes, three steps up and then one
step down, to mesmerize the carpool.

He gets the sense that
contemporary music taste was important to her.  It was she who
introduced him to the latest hits, buying him 33⅓, 45, and 72 RPM vinyl records of
pop-rock and movie, television, and book tie-ins.  He played
most of the records over and over, and he couldn’t get enough of
the sounds: retro-1950s teen Americana romance film soundtracks,
disco film soundtracks, cartoon-animal disco music parodies, and
kids’ music book companions to animated halfling fantasy-novel
television-movie adaptations.  He’s guessing that he’s his
mother’s son in that way, though he actively stopped listening to
most new music for a period of at least a dozen years following his
mid-twenties…

The number one song
according to some of the United States music charts the week of his
birth had both a radio cut and an epic, eleven-plus-minute deep
cut: lyrics and music evoking a slice of urban social ill of
inner-city family-structure destruction.  Many of the
real-life versions of the story would enter his office daily to
file complaints after termination from employment; bans from places
of public accommodation; disputes with neighbors elevating to
dangerous levels of hate; and, evictions from rental housing.
 Not that he is, or at least should be, casting any stone:
he’s certainly been no stranger to chasing women and
drinking.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





CHAPTER two

 


 


The front receptionist area lobby lights are
on, so Janice and/or Roberta must already be in there.

Scanning my Louisville Metro
Government identification card, <bleep-bleep>, I open the door
<dong!> and
Janice is walking behind the counter to the lobby front desk
reception area, coffee mug in hand, ready to tend bar for staff and
the public.

“Morning, Alex!”

“Morning, Janice…!” I muster with
half-legitimate enthusiasm through my one-quarter-closed
eyes.

“How’s ya weekend…?” she asks
pleasantly, placing a sheet of paper on the counter bar near the
wall cross-section.

“It was alright,” I already start
descending.

“D’you do anything special,
or--”

“No, not really, just rested and
chores again.”

I take the chained inkpen on the
counter bar between us and start to try to write, but swirling it
in a patch near my name won’t make the ink come out.  I then
grab a loose ink pen next to it there and start writing with
success my break times for the day, my lunch hour, and my
out-of-office appointments on the staff timesheet Janice just
placed down.  

“Well, whatcha got goin’ on this
morning?”

Janice can tell I’m tired and
wound up, and she grabs an ink pen and a notepad.

“Today is gonna be
brutal…uh,” I sigh,
“Okay: Ms. Tamara Johnson, a Complainant on a sexual harassment
case, should be coming by about 8:30 in a few minutes, and then
Scott, and Liz, are scheduled to be here later this morning, but
you know how they are--”

Already smiling and nodding,
Janice affirms.  “Yep…”

“--and then I’ll go to lunch at
the regular time, then I have to give the presentation at the
Regional Housing Center at 1:30--”

“Oh, okay, that’s
right…”

“--so, I’ll take the city vehicle,
and then I’m on intake starting at 3:30, hopefully I’m not late but
I should be here by then.  They have a board meeting scheduled
for after the presentation at the meeting, so they won’t wanna hear
me drone on for too long…”

“Okay…”

“If we get a walk-in during intake
and it’s housing or a hate crime, and I’m not here, just go ahead
and give it to Agnes for review…”

“Okay, you betcha--“

“And tonight is the Disability
Action Network meeting at the university, so it’s gonna be a rough
one.”

“Oh okay, you got that goin’ on
again?  All righty…”  Sipping coffee from a United States
Department of Housing & Urban Development mug, Janice finishes
writing her notes.  “So, Roberta’s not in
yet…she--”

<bleep bleep>

<dong!>

Not Roberta, it’s Ron, a Minority
Contract Analyst.  Janice and I say good morning as Ron
politely-smiles a silent hello, but he doesn’t stop heading to the
first office lair down the hallway, to the east of the receptionist
desk, that he probably claimed with the Civil Relations Commission
during the agency move to the current location about sixteen years
ago.  Almost, but
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