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        “We shall not cease from exploration

        And the end of all our exploring

        Will be to arrive where we started

      
        And know the place for the first time” 

        THOMAS STEARNS ELIOT

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Questa fiamma staria senza piu scosse. Ma perciocche giammai di questo fondo Non torno vivo alcun, s’i’odo il vero,

      
        Sanza tema d’infamia ti rispondo”

        GUIDO DA MONTEFELTRO, IN THE EIGHTH CIRCLE OF HELL

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “For every man is possessed by the idea that infinitely more important than any outward ends which his work is to answer, abides the permanent and supreme end of the amelioration of the workman himself”

        RALPH WALDO EMERSON

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
         

      
        “And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.”

        ACTS 2:3-4

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fox. Thursday. May 17, 2016. Chicago, Illinois. River North. 2:48pm.

      

      

      

      The building must be well air conditioned. The vast glass ceiling essentially rendered it a greenhouse. But the light wasn’t warm today, or perhaps the A/C seemed to not be working on full throttle. Or it could just be me. The white light had a way of blistering everything. I’m regretting wearing the white shirt. I sure hope the carcinogenic powder I spray under my arms does what it was billed to do. On top of it, I wore the wrong shoes. The gray carpet has no traction. It is almost as if plastic spaghetti strands were woven together and pressed to give the illusion of fabric. I struggle to cross my leg over my knee because the other leg gave way under the slippery surface. Like wax paper on a slide. So, I slouch. In more ways than one. There is paperwork on the desk that needed attending to. I probably won’t get to them, not because of a lack of time, but because of a lack of will.

      I pick up the phone at my perfectly square cubicle and dialed a doctor’s office about a medication that was prescribed for pain. The medicine is called Subtanyl. It is a type of synthetic narcotic that packs a wallop that other painkillers can’t provide. It is highly addictive and is sold on the street as fake heroin. The street dealers extract the liquid from the transdermal patches, then distill it down to a shootable solution. Some of these guys on the street should be on the Eli Lilly payroll, I swear. Criminal ingenuity was something I secretly admired.

      I see that this particular prescription was written at a questionable “Pain Management Clinic” and signed by a doctor with a suspect past. My antennae are up. A young woman picks up the phone after six rings. They must be busy.

      “Bensenville Pain Clinic…” she answers.

      “Hi. I’m a pharmacist calling from the Illinois Department of Regulation. We have a mutual patient in common…a uh, Amanda Garay? Date of Birth 7/19/80…,” I hear the resistant flicking of a keyboard over the phone.

      “Uh, I see here, yes,” she said matter of factly, as if she has fielded calls from the state on a routine basis. The concept of routine washed over the both of us and from this moment on we couldn’t wait to never to talk to each other ever again.

      “Dr. Lansing wrote for Subtanyl patches with the Rx dated March 4th for this patient?” I asked. “Do your records show that?” More key flicking.

      “Let me see here…Yes. May 15, not to be filled till May 16,” she retorted, with a faint sigh.

      “Right. The So, the pharmacy she goes to just sent me a claim-,”

      “Yeah, it’s the 17th,” she interrupted. Her voice signified her lengthy affinity for cigarettes.

      “You see, for the state to pay for Ms. Garay’s medicine we would need some sort of therapeutic relevance or medicinal necessity from the doctor as to why this specific drug needs to be administered.”

      “Um, ok.”

      “Otherwise, it shouldn’t be filled due to the nature of the medicine.” She was on the ropes.

      “Um, I’m not sure…is there a form we should submit?” she asked. It was a rehearsed response.

      “Is the doctor currently at the office? May I speak with him?”

      “Well, he isn’t here right now…”

      I never expected him to be. “Is the doctor aware of a previous and current prescription written by another doctor for a different narcotic?”

      “Well, I can make a note in her profile…” Again, she trailed off as if she was on a skateboard, rolling slowly away from the receiver.

      “Ok. I’m sorry, what was your name?”

      “Tiffany”

      “Thank you, Tiffany.” I made my notes in the system and mimicked Tiffany’s sigh. I understood her. I hung up the phone and daydreamed for a second. I thought about Tiffany as I looked up at the white light coming through the roof. Daydreams always get lost in the sunlight.

      I imagined her life: She had the voice of an unhappy childhood. The voice of apathy. Working for this doctor, she had to have made some mistakes in her life (chemical, sexual, educational…etc.) I picture her very pretty, attending a prestigious high school in the north suburbs with all white girls. She started drinking in grade school with her other friends of a similar background. She progressed to drugs in high school and narcotics after that. She dropped out of a good college, (one her parents were proud of her for getting into) and lost most of her friends. Her parents, distant alcoholics and benzo addicts themselves, were, for as long as she can remember, disappointed with her for not turning out like them, which is to say materialistic and emotionally closeted. But, mostly, for not dealing with loneliness the privileged way they did. For getting pregnant by a drug dealer named Miguel from a West Side neighborhood when she was in her early twenties. For having their grandson deprived of the picturesque Norman Rockwell-upbringing-mirage they could sell to their friends. Now in her early thirties she regrets everything…and nothing.  She got her certification at night school for medical billing. Now she works for a doctor under DEA investigation. She started out life with a better chance than most.  She had the right skin color and lived in the right geography.  But she lived to hard. She didn’t want the party to stop. She wasn't aware of what she had and thought that it would always be there. Her privilege was mistaken for a giving tree. She thought smoking a few pipes with some “new friends” in Jackson Park that one night was just an excursion (it didn’t hurt that she had what her “friends” wanted, anatomically speaking.) But that pipe kept calling her back. And then when the pipe became routine, the syringe was exciting, new…fast-acting.  After getting caught shoplifting and having a few rocks in her bag, jail and rehab were only a matter of time. Hitting rock bottom and losing all the friends she thought she ever had, she found Jesus and posts inspirational quotes on Facebook.  She had another child with a man of questionable character and lives in a small apartment in Bensenville, Illinois and shuffles two boys to school every morning and heads to the clinic. While not so pretty anymore (mostly due to her lack of maintenance and the effects of narcotics and carcinogens) she finds solace in the arms of barflies and biker dudes. She most likely will be out of a job soon after the DEA comes down on this serpent that employs her. Then she will have to look for employment to support her sons who had no choice in who their mother is or what situation they were born in, just like her. Statistically speaking, they will succumb to a similar life of limitation and ignorance, just like the rest of us.

      I don’t condone your actions, Tiffany, but I understand them. This is how life works.

      Or at least that’s where my mind went.

      “Hey, Dude. I was thinking about cutting the cord. You know, getting rid of cable. I mean I’m paying an arm and a leg for cable, but I don't think I watch enough TV for it to be worth it. You know what I mean?” Jeremy, my colleague, was leaning over the cheap gray-fabric-lined partition which came under duress upon taking on his weight.

      “No,” I said. Secretly, I did though.

      “We getting beers after work or what? Cubs are rolling. I’m dying to watch the game. That chick with the great ass is working at Rossi’s,” he enticed.

      “They all have great asses, Jeremy”

      “Exactly. So, you going or what? Isn’t Hendricks pitching? They are on a roll man…”  He was sweetening the pot.

      “We’ll see how I feel after lunch. I’m still hungover from last night.” I learned to live with hangovers, probably like Tiffany. They are just part of my life. At least 200 days out of the year I wake up with lips that could be mistaken for high resolution shots of the surface of Mercury. My contact lenses have become part of my eyeballs, stuck on there like fruit snacks on hot pavement. The headache kicking in was like an old friend that your parents didn't like. Probably someone named Paulie. Sometimes I would get spontaneous headaches just from exposure to the ever-present sunlight at the office. I swear it’s poison. But, then again, it could be the combination of high blood pressure and dehydration. I guess it didn’t matter.

      “I had a few drinks too, but I can never keep up with you,” Jeremy said. He wasn't a drinker but tried hard, again, because that’s what he thought we could bond over. He really just wanted some friends.

      “I’m going to lunch. I gotta make a long phone call,” I said.

      “Alright. I’m gonna knock out these nebulizer claims. Hit me up.” He took off his black suit jacket. He was the kind of guy who wore black every day because he wouldn’t have to match a shirt and tie, let alone a full suit. His leather belt had perpendicular stretch marks that started a few holes to the right of where the buckle currently resided. Jeremy was really quite harmless and a nice guy, just a tad horny and lonely. The worst part about Jeremy was that he genuinely liked his job. He was seemingly happy which made me absolutely loath him. How could that be? I thought to myself, on more than one occasion. Sometimes I would stare at him while he worked or was on the phone in complete awe. He glided back in his chair with a twinge of glee that disgusted me.

      I got a text from my wife, Jess, commanding me to call her. It’s obviously something that she deemed a high enough priority that requires actual verbal communication. Texting is by far the preferred communication of the 21st century. This way you can “talk” without actually talking. In 1,000 years, people will all have bigger thumbs and smaller lips. Immediately I started to think of what she was going to yell at me about. Maybe the fucking dishes. Maybe she looked at my sports betting account I have with Jack’s guy. Maybe she will bitch about the amount of toilet paper I use, and that the toilet is now clogged. Maybe I left a roach in an ashtray and her father walked in our house when we weren't there and now thinks we are running a dope house and called his pastor and insists on advice for dealing with demons and Lucifer living among us.

      My mind was racing. As usual.

      I put on the headphones, shuffle the playlist and headed downstairs to grab a pick-me-up. The steel railing was painted red. It was cold to the touch. I did a double take at my hand and the railing. I foolishly expected it to be lukewarm, as red things are supposed to be.

      I wanted a coffee to chemically alleviate the mundaneness of this afternoon and the only place that had anything resembling coffee was a Turkish place off Hubbard. It was a little hut that spouted steam. And the coffee still had the grounds in the bottom of the cup and the froth on the top reminded me of head on a freshly poured Guinness, which inadvertently got me thinking of which post-work beverage I would enjoy. It was delicious. It also, and probably more importantly, helped project a veneer of interest when talking to a boss…or a spouse.

      But something was happening.

      In the distance I could hear sirens, a common sound in the city. The spring sun in combination with the Turkish coffee was heating my brow. I took off my gray suit jacket and slung it over a bus stop bench, though my work ID remained around my neck. I put the phone on ‘speaker’ as it rang.

      I saw that the bench had a thin layer of grime on it, but I thought Eh, it’s a grey suit. It’ll blend. I thought of my wife’s hypothetical negative reaction to this rationalization but was shaken out of it once more. I turned; the sirens were getting louder which meant they were getting closer. A Korean tourist couple walked by, and I knew they were Korean because of the tour guidebook in the woman’s hands. The man had a camera hanging around his neck, snapping pictures of the Chicago skyscrapers. Second ring.

      The woman was wearing a green sun visor like those old-time accountants that were swimming in register tape and chewing on a cigar. The sirens were getting louder and there seemed to be more of them. The Koreans were gone, perhaps spooked by the infamous, international reputation of the city. I raise my paper cup that has brown mouth stains around the rim to my lips and swallow the remainder of its contents. A few grounds snuck into my gullet. Third ring.

      I lowered the cup to the sound of ceramic brake pads being put to the test and looked up and saw it, a green Ford Ranger with a good amount of oxidation around the fenders, doors and wheels screeching to a halt. There was a business logo on the doors, of a name that I couldn’t make out partly due to its font, mostly due to my confusion that was slowly graduating into fear. The truck skids in front of my bench and a Latino gentleman is driving wearing wrap-around sunglasses and a hoodie concealing his identity. He snatched a green gym bag from the passenger seat and flung it like a Jay Cutler shovel pass out of the passenger window, hitting me square in the chest, dislodging my cup from my lackluster grip. The phone rang for the fourth time.

      The sirens are deafening at this point. The suit might have been gray, but the shirt was white, and the grounds of the coffee splattered on it in all of its damp, brown, and granular glory like wet sand hitting empty, white canvas. Now, anger snuck into my emotional equation. Fifth ring.

      “What the…,” I said, looking for confrontation. The Latino man lowered his opaque eye coverings to reveal even more opaque pupils. I stopped in my tracks. Sixth ring, then an answer…

      “Hey,” my wife answers with a tone that was not appropriate for the situation. She was chirpy. I didn’t respond. I stared at the hooded man in the truck and he stared right back at me.

      He looked slightly down at my midsection and beheld my ID badge covered in brown sludge and read it verbatim in a heavy Hispanic accent.

      “Fox Minelli. Pharmacist. Illinois Department of Regulation. Bueno. Someone will come looking for that bag.” He gave a sinister lip curl like an evil, brown-skinned Elvis and raised the sunglasses back off his nose and onto his glistening face.

      “Fox? What’s going on over there? Can you hear me? Who is speaking Spanish?” Truth is, I had no idea who he was. Almost simultaneously as the glasses went back around his eyes, the worn-out tires spun on the pavement, fumigating the street. He sped out of there like he was in a police chase because, well, it turns out he was. The sirens revealed their sources when one, two, three police squad cars peel around the corner as if they were in a street race themselves. Another car, this time unmarked. And yet another. They gave chase to the truck around the block in a festival of burning rubber. The sirens grew ever fainter as the soundwaves of inertia grew dull.

      “Hello? Jesus. What the hell is going on over there?” she asked. I was covered in coffee grounds and disoriented. I looked down at the gym bag, dread swelled in me like a high tide.

      “I, uh…” Speechless.

      “You ok? What was with the sirens?” Jess asked.

      “Yeah, uh, I…don’t know…” I didn't know what was going on. I wasn’t lying to her.

      “Accident on the street?” She presumed something logical and reasonable. She was wrong.

      “Uh…” I unzipped the lone compartment of the gym bag. All I could smell was coffee.

      “So…guess what?”

      “Um…”  I looked in the bag. Shredded newspaper covered the top of the bag, but there was something heavier on the bottom. I sifted through and my eyes became kaleidoscopes. A few wavelengths of sunlight caught the tiny objects at the bottom of the bag, and in response, they gave off a sparkle of color that splashed across my face. The bag was half full of what I can only assume were diamonds. A lot of them.

      “It’s happened! I’m pregnant!” she exclaimed. I dropped the phone on the sidewalk
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        Flaco. Thursday, May 17, 2016. Humboldt Park. Chicago, IL. 4:31am.

      

      

      

      He wakes up in the basement of a three-flat on Troy St. It is an illegal basement apartment inhabited by a friend. He is grateful but he knows he stocks shelves at ‘Cermak Produce’ during daylight hours and runs with some Kings at night. That was their common bond. Flaco, for appearances sake (as it would turn out), was still straddling the legitimate with the illegal. Running with a crowd that put little investment into the legitimate world they were submerged in and surrounded by made Flaco start to see the seemingly futile nature of his existence.

      Last night he attended a quinceinera thrown by a certain, well-feared neighborhood honcho. He had asked his friend for an introduction to Hector. He was no dummy. He could see with his own eyes the affluence of the street and this American culture and what it prioritized. He could see these people were far more respected than anyone who traveled on the ‘El’ in the morning to go to work. YouTube personalities, pop musicians and reality stars all emulate the ‘neighborhood honcho.’ The glamour isn’t in the downtown high-rises. It’s in the street. Perhaps that is why Flaco was drawn to this party. He was drawn to something other than historical melancholy of the Chicano people. For as long as he could remember, the old trovos his parents would sing to him, before he came to Chicago to live with his Tía Maria, would haunt him like ghost stories around a campfire. Before they sent him away, they would always tell him about “la magia del Durango” and things he didn’t care about. Living in Michoacan, he would always be susceptible to the lure of the local drug cartels and their influence, his parents thought. “Dios Mios!” Little did they know, Chicago wouldn’t be much different. Neither would Flaco.

      He woke up on pillow cushions on the floor. The illegal basement apartment was partitioned with hanging bed sheets. Flaco’s friend was housing some illegals. Flaco didn’t ask who they were, as he has seen this before and knew it was common. Latino immigrants utilizing vast social networks (the non-democracy-killing-internet kind) of friends and family alike and would aid illegals who believed the stories. Generally, these were extremely hard-working people looking for a better life. They are fools, Flaco thought. Flaco shook the sleepy sand from his eyes and remembered what he dreamt about laying upon those cushions. He dreamt about things he didn’t know about. He would dream of lands that he never saw. Horizons would be unfamiliar though recognizable, uncanny, sparking something within him that was yearning. His grandmother, as far as he could remember, made him recognize the relationship, the flow of the land, the give-and-take of nature and the will it commands. On the outskirts of Zinapecuaro, Flaco would sometimes watch the sunset with his abuela as she told him the real stories of The Broken Spears. She told tales of the mountains, he remembered, by the fire at night with his primos. He dreamt of the stars that revealed themselves through the wood fire smoke, as if they were taking a curtain call. It was nice, but silly, he thought in his dreams. It was not something he cared about. It was not something with which he was concerned. The Sierra Madres certainly weren’t ‘materna’ to him. He was a city rat now, and his natural environment was the front of liquor stores, neglected two-flats and yellow-lit alleys. Flaco was getting seduced by the streets, and he welcomed it.

      He got up and had to step over the wash buckets the illegals used. He knew they would have to arise soon as well, as they started early as day laborers. This was the job of choice for most of these illegals as little paperwork was needed. They gather with other laborers at the McDonalds on Pulaski and Lawrence and talk shop, expanding that ever vast social network that forever binds two Western Hemisphere countries by culture no matter how many walls or barriers get built. For some reason, perhaps because of his dreams, Flaco took more notice of the wash buckets this time, feeling pity and disgust. Or was it that pesky yearning again?

      He emerged from the basement well and stepped out into the dark morning. He went out the back and into the yellow light of the alley, his natural habitat. He pulled his hoodie over his head, partially because the pre-dawn morning had not yet shed its nightly nip, partially out of habit. Flaco walked over to Belmont and caught the ‘L’, headed toward O’Hare. He was also a slave, he thought. A slave with indoor plumbing. He dozed off once more.

      The voice over the intercom awoke him. “This is Rosemont. Doors Open on the right…at Rosemont.” He was opened his eyes to a scattered amount of people in the train car, mostly other airport workers. No one else would ride the ‘L’ at this hour, at this stop. There was a bum or drunk or a homeless guy, or all three, in the back of the car, fast asleep and smelling of urine, but this was normal. Cruising the ‘L’ was common for the shelter-less and addicted, especially at this hour of the morning. Flaco saw another couple of guys get on the train draped in neon-colored vests and O’Hare ID badges dangling from their necks. One of them had a hard hat underneath his arm that he put on his lap as they took the couplet of seats behind Flaco. Flaco wanted to just pull his hoodie over his head tighter and sleep for one more goddam stop. He found this impossible, especially when the guys behind him started chattering like Hispanic songbirds. They started talking in Spanish. Flaco was further annoyed. Probably thinks I’m a gringo, Flaco thought. He had no visible skin color that the two men could see. Flaco saw them before they sat. Two middle-aged men, both with thinning jet-black hair, were chattering about their “esposas.” It was annoying to Flaco. Most everything was. Waking up at 4am to work for what is called the “American dream,” sleeping in dank basements of friends who were worse off than him, his aunt who desperately still believed in Jesus and, unbelievably, the fairytale of the golden paved roads of the Great North American Country his parents died trying to get to, were all making things untenable in his head. How can anybody question his desire for a simpler life, off the grid? The powers-that-be don’t care about drug dealers or gangs or schools or families or poverty or segregation or systemic predispositions or food deserts or lead in the tap water or guns because it preserves some semblance of a preferable social structure, Flaco thought. Well, fine. “I will oblige.” Flaco remembered talking with Hector last night and thought further about trying to endear himself. Hector was well-read, stylish and carried himself around like a politician, commanding the respect of rosary-praying abuelas and tatted up Kings alike. He was a community activist and gangster all in one. Flaco knew he would have to start on Hector’s “ground level,” just like any company, except this job would come with neighborhood respect and money and spoils that Uncle Sam and his sticky fingers couldn’t touch. Flaco had no concerns about the morality of running dope. None.

      He daydreamed about Gabriela Nuñez over on Palmer St. She was at the party last night. Flaco remembered how she spoke of Hector, with a gleam in her eye. He wanted her to look at him that way. He remembered their brief conversation in Spanish: “Hi I’m Flaco. You live over on Palmer, right? I think my Tía Maria is friends with your mom,” Flaco was abridged in his introduction but was unusually nervous, even with a few Modelos in him.

      “Yes, you’re Flaco, verdad?”

      “I am,” he was pleased the ice was broken for him. They talked and talked, and she referenced Hector more than once. “Hector helped her sister with groceries…,” “Hector got my mom her electricity turned back on…,” “Hector is so nice and kind…,” Hector this and Hector that. It was clear to Flaco what he needed to do to win Gabriela’s affection, hell, of any girls’ affection. Gabriela was the kind of girl that belonged at a Kings’ BBQ, the kind of girl in DaBaby videos, the kind of girl Flaco was conditioned to want. The kind of girl that Logan Square used to churn out in droves, before the newer version of abuela’s Broken Spears took hold and the white people moved in. Taquerias and cantinas gave way to yoga studios and “fusion cafés.” Because this is the natural, anthropological progression, Flaco thought, recalling Hector’s words amid his soliloquy of justification. Hector made sense to Flaco.

      The fog in Flaco’s head was beginning to melt in the sunshine of his clarity which coincided with the new morning. He knew what he wanted and didn’t want. And what he wanted; he could not have.

      Not yet.

      The guys sitting behind Flaco on the train were not privy to his imagination (or Hector’s musing) and droned on at the expense of his fond recalling. He could tell they were baggage handlers by their ID badges and worked on the tarmacs. They talked about their wives, their shitty lives and Flaco briefly sympathized with them thinking at least he wasn’t alone in this life. The hard-hat guy said his wife is having knee problems and needs physical therapy after her surgery. He was worried about her recovery. The other guy seemed more reserved and nervous, listening more than talking. Flaco’s sympathy dissipated as he wished they would cease flapping their gums so he could fit in another twenty minutes of sleep on his personal section of ventilated ledge before he had to start packaging bagged soup for rich Europe-traveling assholes. Flaco sat motionless in his seat, angry, as they shot the shit. They started speaking clandestinely and in whispering fashion. The quieter one had something to say.

      Latinos like to use Spanish as code when “out in the wild.” Assuming white people can’t understand them, they take certain liberties with their speech that they usually wouldn’t while speaking to a white person in English. Latinos are keenly aware of their place in society and the “way” to talk to a white person. Flaco has done this on occasion as well. However, Flaco has recognized, as cultures become more and more amalgamated with each new generation, the number of white people that speak Spanish has grown exponentially since he was a kid going to parades in Pilsen. It was now dangerous to talk shit about white people in Spanish, because there was an increasing likelihood that he or she would know what they are saying. Flaco thought of this as the two baggage handlers spoke in surreptitious Spanish. Flaco now realized that he was wrapped up in his hoodie and none of his indicting brown skin could be seen. These idiots assumed he was white.

      And they told Flaco a story, in the Spanish language.
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        Dan. Thursday. May 17, 2016. O’Hare Airport Chicago, Illinois. 3:12pm.

      

      

      

      Lately I’ve been feeling a hole inside of me, like one of those crevices in Mount Everest that have no bottom and go straight to the center of the Earth. I’ve never felt such a sensation in my life. It is nauseating and aggravating. Damn. I’ve always seen the numbers in front of me and knew how to work them, move them around, combine them into something that made sense. Numbers don’t have feelings or mortgages or children. You couldn’t go out for drinks after work with the numbers. Numbers never talked back or had ideas to bounce around. Numbers were easy, because they aren’t involved, or conscious for that matter. Numbers can’t calculate, only be calculated. There wasn’t pushback, or collaboration, or interests with numbers and that’s the way I like it. I wish my department was called Number Resources, but, alas, it is not. It is called Human Resources.

      I’m sitting at my desk, silently. The only sound is the rustling of commerce on the floor. My desk has a matted, framed picture of my fiancé (overtly competing with the monitor for the biggest thing on the desk. I’ve never actually measured. Who cares? Diana would.) It also has a Chicago Fire paper weight, Blackhawks decal on the monitor and a Bears garden gnome in the corner, who I have named Ed (as in O’Bradovich.) He sits in the corner and stares at me, judging. Ed wasn’t good with numbers, although I felt like Ed sometimes. Football is an interesting sport. It isn’t personal, like numbers. We can barely see their faces under their helmets. They are just pieces to a whole. Ed knows that. There’s a job to do, and “people” couldn’t get in the way. I’ll never understand how Jack could watch baseball day in and day out. It’s so boring.

      Sometimes I think Ed hates me and is ashamed of me, though. Sometimes I think he wishes he was in an actual garden somewhere basking in the breeze and sunshine, retired and amongst his “people” (that is, other garden gnomes). Instead, he is here, baking under incandescent light and dropped ceilings of an office at the airport defending my human resources files from the tragedies of an open window or an oscillating fan. He really must despise me. He is most definitely going to disapprove of what will transpire here in the next 20 minutes.

      These layoffs are killing me. Guido (not his real name, but some pet name given to him by his parents and relatives that stuck with him; he is now a grown man responding to a cutesy pet name from mommy) from accounting somehow got the ear of the Old Man and now I am supposed to look into more ‘automation’ to save dough in the long run. The wave of the future. I really disliked that guy Guido, but I think it’s because we are similar people and repel each other, like the same side of the magnet. Now, because of his fake-tanned, Catholic ass, I have to bring in Maria, who, in actuality, is the one of the best employees I have. Had. Ugh.

      Maria has been here for years. She has two grown children and husband that is pretty cool. I’ve, on more than one occasion, talked a hefty amount of shit with him about the Bears. I remembered he wore the white ’92 playoff Jordan’s to an office Christmas party. He was just a cool guy. Maria and her family live modestly like most people on the planet. Modest is a relative term though, especially in this country where we have to gather scalps to get ahead. Maria is a rock. Her path here, as a modest family woman in modern day America, like all of our stories, start not with her.

      Maria’s mother was born in Puebla, Mexico, and when she was growing up, she daydreamed and looked north to the fantasy that was America, the land of milk and honey. By the grace and humility of her friends and family, she made it to Brownsville, Texas. There, she snuck on the back of a pick-up truck with a few other agricultural migrant workers, all from Mexico. Maria’s mother made a living as a bar maid in Texarkanas for a few years living out of a motel with some friends she made from Jalisco. Maria’s mother quickly learned that there was an underbelly to the great ole US of A, just as there was in Mexico. She wasn’t living the life she dreamed of in Puebla as a little girl. Some of her friends fell prey to some unsavory dudes and eventually she started to see mirrors and razor blades littering the motel. Then pipes, then needles and spoons. Maria’s mother remained steadfast, though, saving all of her tips with the hopes of buying a house of her own one day. She wouldn’t give up on that little girl.

      There was an Irish gentleman who had been coming to the bar for years. Seamus Finley was his name, and he was lonely as well. He was considerably older than Maria’s mother, but he was genuine and sweet and harmless. Maria’s grandfather came from Ireland with his father when he was 12 years old sometime in the 1930’s. He and his father settled in Baltimore working odd construction jobs and eventually sending for Seamus’ mother and sisters. Baltimore suited the Finley’s well. The Locust Point neighborhood made them feel at home among the large Irish contingency. Seamus’ father would go to work for the Ohio Railroad Co. learning as he went. He would go on to own his own construction company and send Seamus to college where he would become an engineer, like the soul of his Father. He would be employed by a bridge building construction company. Basically, your run-of-the-mill, cookie cutter American Dream. Seamus would marry another Irish Catholic woman he met while working in Duluth, Minnesota. I think Claire was her name. Seamus and Claire would settle in Memphis, Tennessee where Seamus would help engineer the personal crown jewel of his career, the Hernando De Soto bridge. His work would keep him there for a few years during of which he and Claire would raise two boys.

      On April 4, 1968, he was doing preliminary work with local architects and surveyors. A few minutes’ walk from where MLK was gunned down. He went home that night and witnessed the effect this significant death had on his neighbors, employees, friends, and family. He explained to his sons what happened. He had to remember what his father, a strict Roman Catholic, told him about the downtrodden, persecuted, and subjugated of a society and what Jesus would’ve done. Seamus would have empathy in a part of the country where lines seemed to be drawn on a basis of color and heritage. Remembering his own father’s anger at the treatment of the Irish as a boy, he would teach his children that each person had their own story. He taught them that each person had a right to be the best they could. He would tell them of the fear in his stomach when he looked out over the North Atlantic’s choppy waters and overcast sky as a child. He also told them his nausea would dissipate when he looked up at his father standing right beside him and gazing out at the same waters and the same sky and the look on his face was anything but queasy. This shaped him.

      Seamus’ children’s American Dream were short lived though. Seamus would lose one of his sons in a tragic boating accident sometime after the completion of the De Soto bridge while the other perished senselessly in Vietnam. While Claire and Seamus still were comparatively young, the emotional toll of losing two sons were to much for them to overcome. Claire would sit and drink and watch daytime television from her Lazy-Boy, completely expressionless. Seamus would drink as well but he would do it at the local tavern usually betting on the college basketball games, always wearing a dusty old Orioles hat. Claire was diagnosed with breast cancer and within three years she was a goner as well.  Seamus wondered how he drew the short stick and what is father would think of him if he could see him now. So, he drank.

      Seamus bought a house on a dusty road a bit further down I-30 to live his days out on the Texas/Arkansas border. He would find his local saloon and make that his home for the duration of the rest of his daylight hours, however many there were. He didn’t care much anymore. Until he met Maria’s mother. He saw something in her that reminded him of something ideal and pure, like she was the personification of that look his father had gazing over the choppy waters of the North Atlantic. Maria’s shift would be over around the same time Seamus’ bookie would leave. Seamus invited her over for dinner (something with potatoes, as that was the only thing that Seamus was capable of putting together that remained edible) one night and to his surprise she said yes. Maybe she said yes out of desperation to get away from the pimps and drug dealers at the motel or maybe she said yes because they were two lonely souls that could relate to the true “ideals” of their adopted country, the untrue myths and legends of a country that advertised itself to the world as better than, well, every other country that arbitrarily “drew” imaginary lines in the crust of the earth and called them “borders.” Maria would like to think that it was the latter. As time passed, they grew closer and understood where each other came from, both geographically and emotionally. They married at the Texarkana courthouse in 1982 when Maria’s mother was already 2 months pregnant (oops) and he was in his late 70’s. Maria’s mother was barely 30. And after years of gorging on his wife’s tamales and tacos ahogadas en pozole, Seamus would pass away peacefully in his sleep when Maria was just four years old. She would have two sisters as well. It would seem Seamus enjoyed his final days married to Maria’s mother with fleshy declarations of love. Maria’s mother would mourn his passing, but he told her that she still had a whole life to live with the girls. He thanked her for a second life within his only one. Maria’s mother told her girls of this when they were old enough.

      She never re-married. Maria, remembering the words of her father (and inadvertently her grandfather,) would try and do her best. Maria’s mother made out ok. Coming from the back of a pick-up truck and finding her way to a life worth living is a success in any book. Seamus had enough money piled up that Maria and her sisters went to college and forged a life worth living for themselves, among the myths and legends of the country. Maria would graduate from DePaul. She would meet her husband at a party at Montrose Beach one summer. She saw his J’s and said “Hey, those are cool.” They would marry two years later. Maria is now a contact delegate for Sky High Hospitality Co., the premier international airplane food vendor that operates out of O’Hare Airport. She is fantastic at what she does. And I am going to fire her.

      “Dan, what am I doing here?” she asked suspiciously, as she shuffled into my office.

      “You know.”

      “No. no no no…” The writing was on the wall.  There is no doubt in my mind that I am the evil Human Resources guy, and the rumblings and whispers of the company downsizing spread like a bad case of gonorrhea throughout the employees. I have to severe this connection to Maria, someone that let me in on her story, became a friend, someone, as opposed to a number, who had consciousness and a face and feelings. This is why you keep people at a distance. Exactly why.

      I had a chance to transfer to Rome, our European hub, a few years back, but I declined because it would put a wrinkle in my ascension plans within the company. It would be nice not to know anybody. It would be nice not to speak their language. It would be nice not to care. But I can’t be out of sight, out of mind, with the Old Man, Mr. Marshall, owner and CEO of the company and my future father-in-law. This is partially why I need marry Diana. She is my springboard. She is my ticket to not knowing.

      “There is no easy way to say this,” I pandered.

      “Just get it over with. I knew you were a wolf in sheep’s clothing. It’s ok. It’s my fault.” This is the part of the process where the irrational anger kicks in. I won’t say that the anger is invalid or outrageous. But it is certainly irrational. Irrationalities are side effects of caring. There was just no time for that shit. Maria, at this juncture in our relationship, was no longer a friend. I chose this.

      “Look, Maria, I know what is going through your head right now and all I can say is-,”

      “When I wrote up that report about re-training, transfers and demotions and how it can save on employee costs and overhead it apparently fell on deaf ears,” she said.

      “Well, not exactly. I did read it and I found very useful, especially the part about the redeployment because you know I don't like doing this either.” I wasn’t lying.

      “Yeah, well, good luck on the morale now,” she scolded. She wasn’t wrong.

      “All the pilot programs at the Rome hub for the automated services are apparently going great. Guido pushed for us to be the next hub to implement some of this shit. My hands are tied Maria.” We both sat motionless and silent for a minute or two. I finally leaned forward and crossed my hands and exhaled emphatically. She continued to sit crossed legged with her head in her hands.

      “I mean, you saw the books. You knew something would have to be done,” I said trying to justify my actions.

      “Yeah, but me? I mean, I know Charlie and Irvin have been here longer than me but c’mon!” She probably was confident that she was safe, and in her defense, there was no deficiency in her performance or neglect on her part, but her salary was to hefty for an employee relations/union coordinator in a department that didn’t really require three people. She was literally to good. That was her sin. Guido’s push for automation and his apparent charms worked on Mr. Marshall. Charlie and Irvin’s workload will most certainly increase, and although they have been here longer and earn more, they are SEIU guys, and it would cost more to fire them then to keep them. And Guido was pushing Mr. Marshall to do this shit all over the globe. The New York office made big cuts at JFK after the bottom-line inflation he saw from the numbers in Italy. Some Logan guys got canned. DFW too. I guess one of the reasons I hate Guido so much is jealousy, if I was completely honest. He was doing my job for me. I was assured, though, by Laura, Mr. Marshall’s assistant, that this is purely a cost-cutting and non-performance-based decision from the highest of authorities, Mr. Marshall himself. For these reasons, this makes it that much more painful for me to do this to what I used to consider a friend. I should’ve gone to Rome.

      “They are union guys Maria. You know how that goes.” I tried to be as matter of fact as possible.  “I’m obligated to give you this brochure on job placement and recruitment, as well as counseling for you and the family. It has an 800 number.”

      “That’s the hotline for Substance Abuse and Emotional Distress. You know that’s just a liability thing. Fuck off Dan.”

      “I mean, just in case…,” I said half-heartedly. I knew she would rather set herself on fire than call that number. She took it from me and threw it in my wastebasket. “And about your nephew…” I tailed off fully expecting to be scolded for my betrayal.

      “What about him?” She darted her eyes back at me. She was fierce when it came to her family.

      “I guess he didn’t show up this morning. Again. My hands are tied on this, Maria.”  I looked at her apologetically like a puppy who took a shit on the carpet. She asked me a favor six months ago to help her young nephew, Flaco, get off the streets and learn some responsibility. Problem is, he doesn’t want to be responsible and likes the streets. Shit, I don’t blame him. Maria calmed at this news, took a step back.

      “It’s okay. I had a bad feeling about him. I think he’s headed down the wrong path. I had hoped this job would give him some perspective and respect for hard work. Thank you for giving him a chance.”  She looked resigned to Flaco’s fate at this point…and hers. It’s a shame. Flaco seemed like a bright kid, skinny as a rail. She looked down at her hands and shook Flaco from her thoughts. “But Dan, I’m different. This is very a sneaky and snake oily thing you did to me. Very Guido-like”

      “Hey!” She was taking the gloves off.

      “What am I going to do now, uh?” She crossed her arms in a manner that expected an answer.

      I had to go into salesman mode. “Look at it this way. You get some time off, you get to spend time with your kids, obviously you're good with money. Take a vacation with the severance. Go on a cruise with your husband. Get drunk on some margaritas. Take the kids to fucking Disney World. Shit, get out of this office, get some sun. Do some actual living. Quite frankly, I’m jealous.” Sounds awful.

      “You should take your own advice Daniel.” She reads me like a children’s book.

      “Yeah. I should. Someday I will. My situation is a little different than yours though,” rolling my hands in validation. ‘Daniel’ always means I’m in trouble.

      “Why? because you're the soon-to-be son-in-law of the CEO? You're working for some kind of legacy, aren’t you? You're right. Our situations are different. You care a whole lot about what people you've never met think of you. I think you feel having money and success are the same thing. I also think that Diana is cretinous, and you should probably think twice about pulling that trigger. You drink to damn much, and we all can tell you use Just for Men on your temples. Anything else?”

      “Maria, c’mon. Don’t get personal.” I was trying to make this as procedural as possible. But she was making that very difficult. She saw through me like a chain link fence.

      “I’m serious Dan. I’m fired. I get it. I’ll live. But you? Your house of cards is very fragile. That girl is spoiled and isn't grounded, and I think you have decided that suits you. Sad, Dan. For some reason I think you know what I’m talking about, but you’d rather not. I think you think ignorance is bliss.” It’s as if she was peering into my mind, like a fucking Jedi. What was she trying to tell me? I felt uncomfortable in my skin.

      “Well, even if you were right, which you are not…,” I vehemently defended myself if not spitefully, “…It is to late now. Cake was ordered, band was hired, and I gave the deposit to the venue. You and Lee are going to love the band. They play all the new stuff-,” again I was interrupted.

      “Forget about the band Dan. Listen to me.” She leaned on my desk and locked both her arms. “I think you're a good man. Deep down. Like, Mariana Trench deep. But you’re lost and cruising for a bruising. Happiness doesn't have a price tag. It is manufactured. Don’t be a scared pussy.” Maria was the boss, not me. There was a moment of silence when I looked in her eyes and could practically see her pupils shrinking with focus. It scared me so I talked.

      “Alright. Well, thanks for the advice. Are you sure you don't want to hang on to that brochure?” She looked at me like I was an asshole. Which I was. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” She unlocked her arms, turned, and walked towards the office door.

      “The Idaho Farmers group is citing operational costs for a price increase. Also, there is threat of a workers strike at the chicken farms down south. Might have to find a vendor for eggs in the near future.” She was working until the very last second.

      “Thanks. I’ll tell Guido.”

      “Dan.” She turned back to me. She looked like she was going to scold me further but all she said was, “Good luck,” as if I was the one who was being fired.

      “Will do.” I brushed her off.

      “Yeah,” she felt brushed off.

      She left the office door open. I sat there for a moment thinking about what she said with the background noise of office sounds, ringing phones and chattering heads. I looked at Ed. His face changed from the last time I saw him. He had a low opinion of me, I felt. Ed was on Maria’s side apparently. I was getting that nauseating feeling again. I was shaken out of contemplation by my phone buzzing. It was Diana. This should be fun.

      “Is there a reason the phone has to ring six times before you answer?” she sniped.

      “It’s called ‘work’ D. So, to answer your question, yes, there is a reason,” after the conversation I just had, I really wasn't in the mood. Was I ever?

      “Whatever. Listen, I just got a message from the bakers. They said they are unclear on the choice of filling for the cake. I told them buttercream, but ‘fruit’ was checked. But now I don’t remember. They have sample slices for you to bring home.”

      “Diana, I literally have a mound of paperwork here and I have a meeting with union guys in 20 minutes -,”

      “I’m not asking!” She yelled.

      “What’s the address?” I conceded.

      “It’s in the email. Take care of it. I’m going to meet with the florist.” I’ve noticed she uses very short sentences with me lately. It is certainly a change-up from the long-winded, train-of-thought whims that seemed to emit from her mouth like steam from a Lower Wacker manhole cover on a bone-chilling January night. But now, it’s as if she doesn’t want to bother, like I’m not worth it.

      “I thought that was done already,” I said. Apparently, I was having trouble navigating the complex schedule that is planning a wedding. I was having trouble, period.

      “They got the colors wrong. Just TCB for fuck’s sake. K? Bye.” The love was palpable.

      I hung up. ‘TCB’? Ugh. That’s what Guido says in meetings. What a douche hammer. I looked over at the stack of files. “Shut up Ed.” This time he had a sad look on his face. “What do you want me to do?” He just looked more and more disappointed. The phone rang again. It was Fox. Fuck that, I let it go to voicemail, and then listened to it. The office noise was there, but I couldn't hear it. I heard nothing but the echo of Fox’s voice. What in the hell just happened? Now, the office phone rang, it was Sheri from downstairs. I looked over at Ed. He was smiling.
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        Agnes. Thursday. May 17, 2016. Logan Square. Chicago, Illinois. 3:16pm.

      

      

      
      After 2008, shit changed.

      Professionally I took a sucker punch because the banking industry took a hit like they haven’t since 1929. Most of the damage done to the industry was self-inflicted and led to ripples in the proverbial pond hitting the shores of those who were not expecting waves and lived on house boats. Managing a bank in a rapidly gentrifying Chicago neighborhood would entail a whole lot more responsibility and a lot less pay from now on. Commission? Good luck. Instilling an Income Verification for mortgages seems like a no-brainer now, but about a decade ago if you wrote down that you made $3 million working as a bagger at the Jewels you were automatically approved. Robo-signings were routine, and our jobs were very easy, lucrative and, well, predatory. But I was just doing the job that I got a degree in. Then, the fucking suits in Manhattan had to mop up their messes and we were the bucket water.

      In April of that month, I discovered (quite by accident, but all by grace) my boyfriend’s emails to “Lucy.” We were a thing for roughly (and I do mean roughly) two years and I wasn’t going to fool myself anymore. JP was a bouncer/security guy who worked the River North circuit of clubs and bars. He was hot and fun, and we met probably how he met Lucy. I was hammered at a bar, and we started talking yada, yada, yada it’s two years later (which really isn't all that long). I thought he may have been doing this the whole time we dated. He was a night rat. And rats hide in the dark.

      I should've known better. It really is amazing the things that you want and that feel good in life are the exact things that will shorten it, make you cry, and break your bank and your heart. Gosh, we humans are paradoxical, aren’t we? Looking back, I realize this was one of those times where I laughed in the face of logic and reason and did what felt good (so to speak). He was a detriment to my emotional well-being. But, oh, those baby blue eyes…and that other thing he had. I knew it and so did everybody and after the email-I-couldn’t-ignore (which was somewhat of a dirty thank you note for taking her to the new Rick Bayless place, somewhere I have been trying to get to for a few months at that point, and for the thorough banging from behind she received apparently as a reward for the delicious Pork Chile verde.) I subsequently scolded myself for my whimsicality by instituting a personal moratorium on the dating scene. That was eight years ago.

      My father also died three months later of some form of cancer that sounds like it was made up by the doctors to cover their dumbfounded asses.

      “Well, it’s a gastrointestinal thing and some inflammation in the colon and we are taking steps and doing tests to see if anything else develops. I assure you we are on top of it,” they would say. Way to go guys. Bang up job. Railing at the doctors is another one of those irrationalities that feel good in the moment. Turns out there was nothing they could really do. He had his prostate removed a year prior on recommendation by doctors upon finding a cell mass. He took no chances and snipped that fucker out. But it came back in the signet cells around the intestinal walls and in most cases are only recognized after it is far to late. Once it spread to the lymph nodes, that was it. I didn’t know what signet cells were eight years ago. And then, just like that, my dad was a stat and a memory. The sensation of having someone there for you for your whole life one second, then the very next second, they aren’t, is, um, complicated, to say the least. I had so many questions and things left to say to him, and the rug was pulled out from under me. Learning that grief is a part of life’s journey, just as happiness and fear are, was hard. There is nowhere to hide from it. You cannot wall it off or compartmentalized it. It becomes a part of you, like a teacher that follows you around your whole life reminding you of your place in this universe. Which is to say, very minimal. This kind of lesson that this kind of teacher gives isn’t in any book or computer. I’ve been told you can get to a point where you feel lucky to have experienced grief. It means you loved. It means someone loved you, at least at some point in your life. When he passed, I wasn't there. I was in Denver for some dumb conference that I’ve already forgotten about. My brother calls me on the cell phone and I’m sitting in a suite at Coors Field.

      “Dad’s organs are failing. It’s a matter of hours. What do you want to say to him? I’ll tell him for you.”  Uh, ok, well, fuck.

      I lost it. I’m not a particularly strong and emotional girl, and now I realize the personality I’ve cultivated is more of a defense mechanism (stand-offish, skeptical, loud, and assertive). And it turns guys off. I’m aware and kind of ok with it. I’ve had tumultuous relationships with guys who were not good for me. I must constantly be aware of my consumption of alcohol (because I can overdo it…It doesn’t mix well with my psyche). I know now, I must honor the past, be fair to my present and aspire for the future but that’s the thing; so, does everybody, it’s just that I know it. Easier said than done.

      I stopped talking to family and friends, not all together, but enough that they knew I wanted to be alone. I got a cat, Isis, which was an homage to the moon, but turned out to be a bad name because of some terrorist motherfuckers halfway across the world (which is a good example of people not honoring or aspiring or being fair to anything, I guess). For the next few years, I would resemble a robot zombie. I would get up. I would go to work. I would come home and immediately don pajamas, pop a xani, poor a glass of Aldi wine and warm up a Healthy Choice meal. Afterwards, Isis would cuddle up next to me and watch whatever I put on Netflix, usually a true-crime documentary, or a Columbo movie, because that’s what I would watch with my dad. I would sit there and laugh and cry, wrapped in a blanket, basted in TV light and cat fur. Then I would repeat it again the next day.

      Now, I’m sitting in the lunchroom of the bank branch staring at the microwave countdown the seconds until my shrimp-scampi are heated all the way through. “I need a change,” I thought.  My epiphany was interrupted by Sergio, who was a personal banker and my buffer to the other robot zombies out there.

      “Yo, Aggie. Mr. Levitanski is here,” he said.

      “And?”

      “Well, he wants to talk with you.”

      “He specifically requested me?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Jesus.” My last name is Kaminski. Every Polish person that walks into this branch wants me to help them and think they will get special treatment from me because our ancestors came from the same geographical place on the planet Earth. It is really annoying.

      Mr. Levitanski is a good guy though.  He was short and stocky and had a pencil thin Guy Fawkes-type mustache. He wore slightly elevated shoes and confessed to me that he didn’t like “appearing shorter than his wife.”  He’s had a rough life, originally from the south of Poland, born in the early 60’s during the height of the Soviet Empire. Ted Levitanski (or Tadeusz in Polish) was the second son of Stan Levitanski and grew up on a farm just outside of Tarnov, Poland. His mother raised four kids in a log cabin, essentially living off the land and the charity of the Soviets. Ted would recall going to and from school on a sled, adapting to the harsh southern Polish winters. Sometimes his dog would pull his sleigh and as a child he felt like “Swiety Mikolaj” (Santa Claus) as he rode to school while holding the reigns. Their father was a timber worker for the State and the family’s rations were handed out weekly by the officials. Going to the “store” was like going to a soup kitchen. You had to wait in line and instead of “shopping,” you were “given” something in the dictating sense of the word.

      He told me
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