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        To the real Eddie and Cowboy.

      

      

      

      
        
        While I thought we were just sharing a couple of beers during our sidewalk chats, you were prying open my mind and my heart, setting me on a journey that transformed all of who I thought I was. I never got a chance to thank you; hopefully, this book will at least honor your memory.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Very rarely, in this day and age,

        does anyone stop at their teeth.

        —Dan Drohan

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Yep… Yep… Yep…Hang in there. Looks good so far,” he said with a calm indifference bordering on arrogance.

      “Looks good?” I asked between deep breaths, trying to appear calm and relaxed.

      “I mean, everything appears to be just fine,” he said.

      “Seems like you’re getting a little rough there, Doc.”

      “Hey, to do this right, I’ve got to get an angle on the sides,” he explained condescendingly. “And for the record, this is hardly rough. Now there! We’re all done,” he concluded, extracting what was indeed an uncommonly large finger from my rectum and snapping off his glove with bravado.

      “So things look OK down there?”

      “Things felt normal. Looks like hell, though,” he kindly informed me. You’re how old again, Toby?”

      “Thirty-seven.”

      “Yeah, you got the asshole of a seventy-five-year-old,” he stated, handing me a paper towel to clean myself up and starting to jot down a few notes.

      “We’ll, that’s great news, Doc. What the hell does that mean?”

      “You’ve been dealt kind of a bad hand. No fault of your own. Genetics are the most likely cause of your advanced discoloration.”

      “Oh. Of course. Yeah…this is the first I’ve heard about this discoloration thing. How does something like this happen? Do I need to be worried about it?”

      “No. You can’t really help it. The skin is darker than usual due to genetics, like I mentioned, friction, and sometimes both. Usually it’s gradual, whereas yours seems aggressive for a man your age.”

      At this point, my ego was more violated than my sting ring. Not that I fancied myself as a butt-bead model or anything, but a guy likes to think he’s reasonably attractive and not hiding a hideous deformity that he can’t even keep an eye on.

      “I suppose I should avoid the nude beaches from here on out. Changing disorders, what are the next steps on the VD tests?”

      “I’ll call you with the results. If they are positive, I’ll call in a prescription to your pharmacy. Should be about 48 hours before the results are back,” he said, looking at his notes.

      “OK. Call my cell, would you? I don’t want to set off any alarm bells around the house. It’s probably a bit paranoid even coming in here, but I am a bit paranoid.”

      “Understood. Anyway, we’ll be in touch and try not to worry too much until we know if there is anything to worry about,” he said, as if it were only that easy, opening the door of the sterile white office. “We’ll be in touch,” and he walked out, closing the door behind him, leaving me to finish getting dressed and emotionally gather myself. I wondered if, technically, I had just been raped. He was being kind of rough, and I’m pretty sure he knew it.

      Within a couple of minutes, I had slinked out of the office, carefully avoiding eye contact with all the employees and patients in the lobby, positive they were solely there to catch a glimpse of a guy packed full of venereal disease with a beat-to-hell sting ring.

      I stepped out the door of the building, pausing a moment as my eyes adjusted to the sunlight, then navigated the stairs down to the sidewalk. The fog had been reduced to a thin veil, retreating towards the ocean as blue skies took command of what was fast becoming a beautiful San Francisco day.

      “Hey man, hoping you can help a brother out. I’m down on my luck and trying to get back to Sacramento, but I lost my wallet. All I need is ten dollars more to get a bus ticket, and I can get back home and get my life⁠—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I said, interrupting the unshaven rumpled kid, who looked either hungover or severely sleep-deprived, likely both. “You and about thirty other guys, all playing the same angle of the poor victim trying to get bus money. Can’t you think of anything novel or unique? Or better yet, give enough of a shit to…I don’t know…actually work? They have things called jobs, you know?”

      What the hell was the city coming to? Upper-middle-class white kids heading to San Francisco for the summer, trying to relive the glorious hippie stories from the sixties, or drug addicts looking for their next fix littered the streets like discarded food wrappers. They were multiplying exponentially, doing a fantastic job of ruining the city for everyone else. Pride and self-discipline were no longer in vogue, and human feces on sidewalks was as common as planter boxes on doorsteps.

      “Sorry, man, just trying to get by. Damn!” the kid (probably in his early twenties) responded as I continued to the corner to catch a bus to, of all things, a job.

      Approaching the bus stop, I shifted my thinking to the important stuff. Today was the big interview day. The interview was almost a formality, but I wasn’t taking any chances. This promotion was my ticket out of the reactionary chaos of high-tech middle management and into a fulfilling director role. I needed a change and an opportunity to demonstrate that I could also contribute at a strategic level. Plus, some additional stock options and a raise never sucked.

      Someone was hosing the filth off the sidewalk in front of the bank, spurring a couple more irritated homeless residents to relocate further down the block. I took my place in the bus stop line with the others, all lost in our phones, as we waited for the #7 Haight to arrive and take us downtown. I logged into my email to see what unplanned emergencies might require immediate attention. Being a Sales Operations Manager is a fool’s game if you’re after any day-to-day predictability. Unless you become a Director or VP, long days and working weekends are always part of the game. I was excited to get to a level where I could delegate this shit to those lower on the totem pole.

      Luckily, my inbox was blissfully uneventful, except for an email from Jim with the subject ‘Open with Discretion.’ Jim was our Director of Facilities and the closest thing to a “friend” I had at work. I was a “get shit done” type of guy, which meant holding people accountable and driving projects, which I suppose also made me kind of a dick. My Dad always said that nobody makes it up the chain by sitting around and waiting to be told what to do. Jim was cut from the same cloth, so we got along well and shared a similar disdain for mediocrity despite our jobs having nothing in common.

      On the last page of a giant flip board on the easel in the corner of Jim’s office, we kept a list of all the coworkers we wanted to jack in the face. This was cathartic for both of us; the list had become impressively long over the past three years. Jim’s office was our “safe space” where we could talk about anything and anyone and blow off steam. My cubicle was not. Jim was a Director, and Directors got offices.

      More importantly, Jim had a great sarcastic sense of humor. However, we had a fierce rivalry going. We entertained ourselves by trying to elicit shock and awe from one another by finding clips of progressively more extreme sexual encounters that one couldn’t help but stare at in paralyzed horror, as though at a dead body. Jim too was no stranger to perusing the finer cinematic arts. He was, in fact, a connoisseur.

      I turned the volume down on my phone and opened Jim’s email, which contained only a link called “Tub Girl.” I took a moment to prepare myself, then clicked the link.

      “Holy fucking shit!” I exclaimed. Where does he find this stuff?

      “Are you OK?” asked a middle-aged woman next to me, who was wearing entirely too much eyeliner. I was a bit surprised there were people out there who still cared about others. These days, a person could be getting knifed in broad daylight, and people wouldn’t consider pausing or, God forbid, helping.

      “Sorry. I’m fine. Thanks for asking,” I immediately flipped over my phone to protect my dignity in case she was tempted to steal a gander.

      The bus pulled up; we filed on, and miraculously, I found a vacant seat, allowing me to focus on finding an appropriate response to Jim’s latest challenge. Shifting my mindset to interview mode would need to wait. First things first, and humor always tops the list.

      Jim was more skilled at this game than I was, but after about fifteen minutes of scouring the darker corners of the web, I finally found the coup de grace and was anxious to plant my flag on top of pervert peak. I quickly fired off an email with no subject line—just a link to a clip called “The Flying Fister Family.”

      Although I hated riding the bus downtown to work, there were two distinct advantages. First, it was a hell of a lot cheaper than parking downtown, and second, looking around at the other passengers couldn’t help but make me feel pretty good about my own life.  Of course, everyone looks sad and melancholy while riding the bus to work unless you are about to interview for a big promotion. It occurred to me that maybe I just had more to be hopeful for that day than my riding companions. They would have another day just like yesterday and indistinguishable from tomorrow. The slightly rumpled-looking woman across from me, the one with egregious amounts of eyeliner from the bus stop, was most likely an accounts receivable processor. She had realized too late that the world’s a grind, and maybe she should have bitten the bullet and gone to college before she married the dock worker and had three kids. While some of us build avenues for hope, others look back and wonder where things went wrong.

      But because I was the forward-thinking type, I wrestled my laptop out of my “satchel” and reviewed my talking points regarding my most significant accomplishments over the last three years and my future vision for the department.

      Twenty minutes of jostled interview prep later, we arrived at First and Market Street. I disembarked and began walking to my office building one block over on First and Mission.

      I didn’t think about the fact that I couldn’t stand high-tech and that there was little to no meaning in supporting a sales team that basically sells IT plumbing to Fortune 500 companies. I didn’t think about the ten pounds I’d gained and what a non-engaged father I was. No, I thought about what a responsible, successful professional I was and a family man to boot.

      More than anything, I didn’t think about how much I hated my wife.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, Jeff,” I said, flashing my employee badge at the lobby security guard.

      “Morning, Toby. Have a good day, buddy.”

      “That’s the game plan. And thanks for securing the lobby before my arrival. Feels very safe in here,” I joked, making my way to the elevators.

      “Can’t have my main man attacked before he even gets to his desk,” Jeff replied with a chuckle.

      My company’s offices were on the seventh and eighth floors of a shared office building. I stepped off the elevator and took the long way to my cubicle. This way, I would pass Jim’s office and acknowledge the impressive photographic art he had forwarded earlier. His office door was closed, and he was meeting with someone at his desk when I peeked in the narrow floor-to-ceiling window to the left of the door. He was sitting at his desk, facing my direction, talking to a frail woman I didn’t recognize from the back. Eventually, he looked up and caught my eye, and I silently mouthed in an exaggerated fashion, “TUB GIRL? What the Fuck?” Jim gave a slight shrug, fought back an emerging smirk, and quickly returned his attention to his guest.

      Within moments, I arrived at my little gray-felt cubicle. It was furnished with a computer docking station, a monitor, one file cabinet, and a chair. It was exactly like everyone else’s, except for a few personal effects. Mine consisted of a bamboo back scratcher, a few workplace achievement awards, a framed picture of my wife, and another of our two kids. I wasn’t big on turning a cubicle into a personal statement. After all, I was a man of action and only had a half hour before my interviews kicked off.

      First, I would interview with the SVP of Global Sales, then the Senior Director of IT Applications, followed by the Director of Marketing Operations, and finally, the VP of Global Sales Operations, my new boss. Four forty-five-minute interviews, starting at the top of each hour with a fifteen-minute break between them.  Luckily, over the last eight years, I’d had the opportunity to work with each of these characters directly or indirectly. They were all intelligent people with a track record of success, each with their character flaws—most notably, the Senior Director of IT Applications had a penchant for anal, or so it was rumored.

      Initially, three outside candidates and three internal candidates had been considered for the role, but now it was down to me and another internal candidate named Ted. Ted was our Order Management team’s polished and effective young Manager but had only been with the company for eleven months. It would be easy to position the value of experience within the organization against him and flaunt my understanding of the history of our company’s processes and systems.

      “Hey, just stopped by to wish you good luck today.” I looked up to find Ted himself extending his manicured hand over the front of my cubicle. He looked ridiculous in his coat and tie. We have a casual work environment where even a polo shirt and jeans are considered almost heretically formal. Ted was a douche.

      “Thanks, Ted. You look dapper today. A bit over the top, but I suppose it shows you care,” I said, forcing a smile and shaking his hand.

      “Well, I think that no matter which of us gets the job, they’ll be in good hands,” he replied with a manufactured smile.

      “And if it doesn’t work out for you this time, I’m sure you’ll get the next one. Thanks for stopping by, Ted,” I responded, refocusing on my computer screen, signaling this tête-à-tête had concluded. Ted moved on, and I made my way to the restroom for what looked to be a close call.

      Luckily, I only got a little bit of poop juice on my boxers. Nothing that couldn’t be handled with a good toilet paper dabbing. I chalked this up as my first victory of the day. The rest of the morning followed suit. The VP of Global Sales Ops, Richard Flannigan, even spent the last ten minutes of the interview discussing the transition and ideas to backfill my current role. Our discussion culminated with, “Excellent job, Toby. I’m excited about this.”

      I was ascending to the next level, and work would be palatable again. Same company, same problems, same douchebags, but a new angle and something to prove: it would be the welcome change that I needed.

      I was back at my desk, mired in email hell, when I got a Slack message from Jim: “Sorry. I’ve been in back-to-backs since 8 a.m. I’m finally free and in my office. Stop by whenever.”

      I was having a problem transitioning from the high of crushing my interviews to the depths of the mayhem now flooding my inbox, so I headed straight over to Jim’s office, shut the door behind me, and sat in the chair in front of his desk.

      Jim had decided the theme of his office would be the Golden State Warriors basketball team. On the left front corner of his desk, there was a basketball signed by Harrison Barns, an assortment of player bobbleheads on the right front corner, and a corkboard on the wall near the door with about forty ticket stubs from the games he had attended.

      The pièce de résistance, directly behind his chair, was a framed signed Steph Curry jersey, illuminated by a picture light from above. Anyone talking with Jim at his desk had no choice but to take in the glory.

      “The word in the senior management underground is that you’re a unanimous lock for your Director role, big feeler,” Jim said as he leaned back in his chair, hands behind his head.

      “Dude, things went great this morning. I asked each person on the panel what concerns they might have with my ability to be successful in the role. Nobody raised anything more significant than, ‘Remember that you catch more flies with honey than vinegar.’ Richard even started talking about transition plans.”

      “Well done, sir. Now that you’re in upper management, you’re as fucked as I am. But…getting fucked isn’t all bad if it’s a novel fucking you haven’t experienced before. Sometimes success is found in the most unexpected places. For example, thanks to you, I just researched a critical topic related to impressive performance in the least likely of places.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Oh, you know what I’m talking about,” he said with a sly nod. “The ‘Flying Fisters’ are indeed a real family of trapeze artists with a brilliantly unique way of connecting in midair. This clip was much more than just awe-inspiring cinematography. It was biblical talent on many levels.”

      “Ha! How about that one? I was snickering on the bus when I stumbled across that baby!”

      “You are such an ass. I was running late for a meeting with Frank (our General Council) and saw your email with no subject, and I thought I better check it in case it somehow involved your interviews. I clicked the link and was bitch-slapped by your genius find. Then, in my meeting, I failed to keep the occasional giggle at bay, causing Frank to ask, ‘What the hell is so funny?”

      “Shit, Jim, I hope you didn’t tell him. Did you?”

      “Jesus, no! I told him some bullshit about my two-year-old daughter’s unsupervised attempt to repaint her bedroom with her own feces, starting with the floor and her stuffed animals. He seemed to buy it.”

      “Brilliant!”

      “I thought so,” he said. “And, by the way, the feces painting is a true story.”

      “Someone should give out parental merit badges or something for enduring that type of adversity. On another topic, I just learned from a recent college grad that it’s no longer OK to say the word ‘retarded’ at work. What do you think about that?”

      “Sounds retarded,” he answered. “Hey, any chance you can bust out around 4 p.m. today? We should have a celebratory drink to consummate your meteoric rise up the management rungs.”

      “I’d say there’s about a 100% chance. Meet downstairs in the lobby and head over to the 21st Amendment?” I asked.

      “Sounds good. Now get out of here. I need to put out a few fires, you Flying Fister wannabe.”

      “Fine, ass clown. Don’t let me forget to tell you about my trip to the doctor this morning. Not to be believed,” I said, walking out, reminded that I was most assuredly incubating a fatal venereal disease.
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        * * *

      

      It was now shortly past seven in the evening. Jim and I had been comparing and contrasting northern California IPAs for the last few hours, concluding that Simcoe and Mosaic hopped varieties were superior.

      I had filled Jim in on the rectal assault at the clinic earlier in the day.  Even though it was still too soon and at my expense, the humor was not to be debated.

      “Congratulations again on the promotion…or the soon-to-be-announced promotion,” Jim said as we stood outside the bar, punching our destinations into our Uber apps. “Looks like I need to head down to the corner of Second and Brannen for my pickup,” he said. “But I got eight minutes.”

      “Thanks for the beers,” I said. Seeing that my ride was going to pick me up right out front, I remained right there on the sidewalk.

      The sun had just set, and the daytime white-collar tech workers were being swapped out by the seedier elements of the South of Market population. The fog had not yet reclaimed the city; a slight offshore breeze exhaled the remnants of the daily commerce buzz into the cool evening air.

      A homeless woman, dressed in a black hoodie over a hunter green rag of a dress, scurried around me, chasing a dollar bill that the wind propelled off the curb. It became apparent she was utterly oblivious to the garbage truck barreling down on the intersection in an attempt to beat the yellow light. Instinctively, I lurched into the street, grabbed her outstretched arm, and yanked her back towards the sidewalk as the truck suddenly turned, barely brushing against her left shoulder. Of course, I tripped over the curb as I pulled her out of the street, landing on my butt and her in my lap. “Are you alright?” I asked. She buried her head in my chest and started shaking. I was a bit in shock myself. However, the putrid smell of her greasy, matted black hair immediately brought me back to my senses. “Are you hurt?”

      “No…no. I think I’m alright,” she stammered, scampering off my lap and pulling herself to her feet.

      “Fuck! That was close,” Jim said, eyes wide. “Here,” he said to the shaken woman, still dazed, who looked to be at least in her early forties. Jim pulled a five-dollar bill out of his wallet and handed it to the woman, who stared expressionless at him. “Go ahead, take it,” he said, still holding it out.

      She snapped to and snatched the bill out of his hands before he changed his mind. “Thank you. Thank you very much,” she said. I had just gotten to my feet, and she gave me a quick and awkward hug. “Thank you too,” she said and rushed off down the street, disappearing around the corner and down an alley.

      “These goddamned homeless people,” I muttered, brushing myself off. “You’re a better man than me, Jim. I never give them money. They just spend it on drugs.”

      “No. You save their lives instead,” he said with a chuckle.

      It appeared nobody even noticed the near vehicular homicide. Everyone was still moving with purpose on their way to their various destinations. Another crazy was now standing on a piece of luggage up against the outside wall of the bar and began preaching.

      “My ride is almost here,” Jim said as he walked across the street. “See you tomorrow, hero.”

      “Whether you like it or not,” I replied.

      I glanced down at my phone; for some reason, my driver was still seven minutes out. Great.

      “The King! The King! He has a story just for you.” The homeless woman had reemerged from the alley and appeared to be addressing me. I looked to where she was pointing and realized she was referring to the crazy guy standing on the suitcase behind me against the wall.

      He was dressed in black from head to toe: black jeans, black tennis shoes, a black t-shirt, and a black raincoat in complete disrepair that hung almost to his feet. He even had a black fedora with a scarlet red feather tucked in the side of its black band.

      “He walked without a care in the world, save himself,” the man roared, looking me straight in the eye. “He was on a mission to save himself from himself but didn’t even know it. That was all, but yet not an easy task. For he was haunted by darkness he couldn’t escape. A darkness that had enveloped him for so long it was all he knew. Darkness with an appetite that had to be constantly fed but couldn’t be satiated. It had consumed him, like cancer, without him even being aware of it.” He paused, took a drink from his water bottle, and smiled a sincere yet unnerving grin. “Want to know what happens next?” he asked.

      Realizing it was just the two of us on the sidewalk, three with the homeless lady down the block, clearly he was talking to me. Where had everyone else gone? I glanced at my phone. The driver was now eight minutes away. How does that happen? Figuring I was stuck for a while, I replied, “Why not?”

      He spun in a circle, somehow maintaining his balance, and continued, “He wandered through the crumbled ruins of his life that once was, determined to recreate what had been lost, even build a more glorious version; however, he soon learned that reality doesn’t always respond to our desires. Something had changed. What had come easily now didn’t come at all. Fascinating, huh?” he asked me.

      “Yes, fascinating,” I played along, already losing interest. However, traffic seemed to have died down, and the wind started up again, blowing a McDonald’s wrapper up against my ankle, where it stuck for a second, and then continued down the sidewalk after depositing a mustard stain on my pant leg to prove it had paid a visit. I looked back up at the lunatic, who had somehow gotten his hands on what appeared to be a black scepter or a very long cane with no handle. He slammed it on the sidewalk with a crack, which seemed to temporarily stop the wind, leaving us staring at each other in complete silence. “Indeed fascinating,” I said, a bit nervous now, as this character seemed utterly unpredictable. I glanced toward the alley’s opening, and the homeless woman, still there, started clapping wildly. I checked and validated my wallet—it was still in my pocket; she hadn’t lifted it when I saved her.

      “He tried in vain to find himself because a self-lost cannot always be found where one left it.” He then produced a cigarette from his jacket pocket and steadied his scepter against himself as he reached into his other jacket pocket, produced a lighter, and lit it. He took a long, deliberate puff, holding it in and slowly exhaling. “Hmm….smoke, dissolving into the air like a fading dream. Who was this man now? He clamored to the past for solace, but ghosts seldom bring peace. The future, more tentative than he had ever realized, offered only hollow hope but no answers. He soldiered on, looking for clues as to how he might proceed, but the world had forgotten him and refused to play along anymore. And thus began his lonely journey home.”

      He hopped off the cloth-covered suitcase that had strangely supported him, took another drag on his cigarette, and quietly sat down as he rolled the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger, contemplating it.

      “Is that the end?” I asked. I couldn’t believe I was having this conversation, but it seemed a valid question.

      “Oh no, my friend. That’s where the story begins,” he said with a comforting smile. “A frightful but fascinating story it is.”

      “What the hell? He starts a journey home, but his home is gone. So where does he go in his search?”

      “That’s always the question, isn’t it?” He asked, leaping to his feet and spinning around again. “Where is the only place we can ever go that always remains unchanged?”

      “You’re the storyteller. You tell me.” I was starting to get frustrated with him and myself for even engaging in the first place.

      “Much like him, you are lazy and looking to someone else to provide all the answers, I see,” he said with a condescending shake of his head.

      “It’s your damn story!” I exclaimed. “Maybe you should stop being lazy and answer the question?”

      “Despite your rudeness, tonight is your lucky night, fellow traveler. You saved a woman’s life, and maybe, just maybe, the answer may save your own. What was the question again?” he asked as smoke slowly emerged from his eerie grin.

      “You said, ‘Where is the only place we can ever go that always remains unchanged?’ That’s the question.”

      “Of course it is,” he nodded.

      Just then, my phone vibrated, notifying me my Uber was arriving. I started to walk towards the corner, trying to locate the black Nissan Leaf that had come for me, when someone grabbed my arm and pulled me around. I found myself face to face with the bizarre storyteller, his eyes wide with crazy. I could smell the clove cigarette on his breath. “The only place we can go that always remains unchanged is, of course, right now!” he said. “May luck be on your side.”

      As I turned around to get the hell out of there, he gave me a quick slap on the ass and exclaimed, “Enjoy the ride,” and he skipped off down the street— that was again filling with people— pumping his scepter above his head, his guttural cackle resonating in my ears. A robust tingling sensation started where he had smacked me and migrated down my ass crack, settling in my sphincter. Or maybe it was still just sensitive from my doctor’s visit that morning.

      “Those panhandlers are relentless these days,” the driver said as we pulled away from the curb.

      “This city has become a damn zoo,” I responded, focusing my attention on my phone to avoid any more unwelcome conversations with strangers. I hoped the kids would still be awake when I got home.
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      The following morning, I was in our closet, picking out an outfit for work that would exude a management vibe. It was the day my new role would be announced. Although anyone could wear whatever they wanted, the upper echelon maintained a slightly more professional look. I settled on a nice pair of jeans, loafers, and a button-down shirt designed to be worn untucked. The brand was remarkably called Untuck-it or something of that sort. Equally important, it was an excellent cloaking device for my emerging gut. This new development, combined with the recent discovery of the accelerated aging of my rectal region, was making me feel old and slightly insecure.

      I could now hear my wife ambling around the bedroom, which meant she was awake early, and I would soon have to engage in exchanging pleasantries with the unpleasant.

      If the perfect marriage could be described as a divinely orchestrated sonata, ours was a fraudulent riff on a broken banjo.

      “Good morning, Toby,” Gina said as she passed the walk-in closet and entered the bathroom.

      “Good morning. Looks like I fell asleep before you got home last night. What time did you end up getting in?” I asked.

      “Around eleven-thirty. Another late work dinner with colleagues in town from the East Coast. We didn’t even sit down to eat until almost nine,” she answered from the bathroom. Gina’s work required more dinners and travel, which was fine, as we could afford the extra nanny time. However, I now suspected it may be more than work dinners keeping her out.

      Gina was moody. You never knew which version of her you were dealing with until she opened her mouth. You’d also never guess she was a mother of two in her mid-30s. She was attractive, intelligent, and at one time, I think I recall, charming.

      “Aren’t you going to ask how the big interview went yesterday?” I asked, trying to decide if it mattered what kind of belt you wore with an untucked shirt. “Actually, it was four interviews.” I concluded that the comfortable blue canvas belt would be a better way to go, although it didn’t match the brown loafers. It flexed to accommodate my love handles better than the brown leather one, which cut into my muffin top like a knife, regardless of what hole I used.

      “Oh yes, how did your big interview go?” she asked in a tone devoid of sincerity.

      “I’m glad you asked. It went….what’re the right words? Fucking awesome! The new boss discussed my transition into the role before the interview even ended. Jim heard from others in management that I did impress.” I was now fixating on sock options but continued, “About time we get some payoff for the ridiculous hours I’ve been working for the last however many years.  We’re talking an extra fifty thousand a year, and the quarterly bonus goes up from fifteen to twenty percent of my base. That’s almost another ten thousand a year plus twenty-five thousand more stock options.”

      “Well, that’s good news! Do you think you’ll have to work more? The kids hardly know you as it is. I don’t want to be a single parent, you know?” she asked. How silly of me! I forgot that advancing my career and putting more money in the bank for the family would be such an inconvenience for her.

      “Probably be less work after the transition, but I’ll be traveling a bit more—hopefully not too much.”

      “Well, that’s nice. When will they announce it?” she asked almost indecipherably. She’d begun brushing her teeth, and I could hear the water running, which she knew drove me crazy. For God’s sake, we’re in a drought, and she’s letting water run down the drain because it’s easier than twisting a faucet handle.

      “Pretty sure today is the day,” I answered. “Hey, got some disturbing news from the doc yesterday during my prostate check.”

      “Tell me you don’t have prostate cancer. Jesus, you’re only thirty-seven years old, Toby.”

      “Fortunately, no, but he kindly informed me that I have the discolored beat-up asshole of a seventy-five-year-old man! That was a bit of a shocker.”

      “Oh yeah…that,” she threw out nonchalantly.

      “Yes, that! So you’ve noticed this and kept this dirty, dark secret from me?” It seemed like I was the only one, literally and figuratively, in the dark on this travesty.

      “Well, I always assumed you had to have known about it. And you can be pretty sensitive about such things. Is this really news to you?”

      “My God, Gina! I had no idea. I’m not always poking around down there. How would I know?”

      “Figured someone must have said something to you before now.”

      “Before now? How long have you known about this?” I asked.

      “Well, I remember talking to my sister about it when we had just started dating. So that must have been seven years ago or so. What does it matter?”

      “Well, it matters a lot! What do you mean you were talking to your sister about it? Was she like, “Hey Gina, he seems like a nice guy, but how does his asshole look? How does a conversation like that even come up?”

      “It wasn’t the first thing out of my mouth, for Christ’s sake, Toby. I’m sure I was telling her how I met this great guy, and she probably asked if I had any reservations or something like that.”

      “Reservations! So it was reservation-worthy? So were you like, “Yeah, Nancy, we’ve got a code brown here?”

      “Well, obviously, it wasn’t a deal breaker, but it did take some getting used to.”

      “Holy hell, Gina. So, everyone’s been talking about this behind my back for years. The ogre-esque handicap that haunts the neighborhood kids in their dreams. A horrendous urban myth that happens actually to be true!”

      “Toby, I seriously doubt the neighborhood kids are spreading the word of your condition around town like a prairie fire unless, unbeknownst to me, you’ve been in the front yard sunbathing in the nude. You need to chill out. We all have things about our bodies we don’t like that we can’t change.”

      “My condition? I suppose this does count as a ‘condition.’”

      At this exact moment, I found myself at eye level with a closet shelf, holding a stack of folded jeans. This, in and of itself, isn’t relevant, but it’s essential in context. However, the shockingly giant crazy-eyed spider standing on top of my jean stack, just three inches from my head, was a crisis of biblical proportions. He was obviously gearing up to pounce on my face and would take a shot at getting into my mouth or at least try to get away with a good little bite out of my eye. Right before he sprang, my catlike reflexes kicked in, launching me backward through the air while my hands commenced erratic sweeping motions in front of my face so I could bat it away mid-air. I landed in the hall outside the closet with no idea of where my assailant had come to rest. I needed to escape, as the chase was on, and those things could move lightning fast. Executing a flip to my stomach and an explosive crawl, I retreated into the bathroom on my hands and knees, slamming the door behind me.

      “Towel!” I yelled to Gina, who stood motionless with her toothbrush paused in the corner of her mouth, eyes wide.

      “Jesus,” I added, snatching a towel from the rack myself and stuffing it under the door. I immediately executed a whole body brush-off with my hands in case the sneaky bastard had hitched a ride. “I think we’re safe for now, but we have a situation.”

      “I’d say we do,” Gina confirmed, toothpaste running down her chin. “Wouldn’t happen to be another spider sighting, would it?”

      “Those fuckers are always somewhere watching us, aren’t they? I can’t imagine how many we don’t see for each one we do. We need to get an exterminator out here.”

      “I’ve seen only a handful of spiders in the six years we’ve lived here. Seems like a pretty normal amount to me.”

      “This one is different. Some tarantula/garden hybrid. The aggressive jumping kind.” I was now getting frustrated fighting on two fronts. Apparently, I was the only sane person in the chaotically insane world. “Worse, the fucker has us trapped. Do you happen to have your cell phone?”

      “NO! Who are you going to call? The police? ‘Yes, officer, send everyone you got! We have a situation.’ Toby, you need to get it together, and I don’t want those kids to wake up.”

      I had totally forgotten about the kids, lying there, defenselessly sleeping, as the pissed-off killer, determined not to be defeated, executed the logical next move—killing the ones the target loves most. “Holy shit, the kids!”

      Finally, understanding the magnitude of the situation, Gina was as pissed as I was and, God bless her, was taking action. She blew by me, ripping the towel out from under the door with her right hand and simultaneously opening the door with her left. Speed was critical here, and she was leveraging the element of surprise in her attack. “Where the hell is it?” she yelled.

      “Last seen in closet jumping! Could be anywhere. Careful.” When Gina was mad, nobody was safe. I realized she might have a shot at taking the thing down.

      I peeked out the door, and she had already secured a land bridge from the bathroom to the closet entry, clearly forcing the arachnid into retreat, unless, of course, the unthinkable had already happened and it was now beelining down the hall to the kids’ room.

      “I can’t find it!”

      “He’s after the kids!” I yelled.

      “He’s not after the kids. He can’t move that fast!” She had clearly underestimated her enemy. “Where in the closet was it?”

      “When it attacked me, I ran for safety. Couldn’t risk slowing down to look back!” My frustration was starting to peak.

      “Where was it before the attack?” She asked in a tone I didn’t appreciate. I was now outside the closet, watching her scour the floor.

      “It jumped at me from the top of my stack of jeans on the shelf. It could be anywhere now. We’re so screwed!”

      “It’s still there.”

      “Where? It’s back in the closet? Kill it!”

      “No, you idiot! It’s still there on top of your jeans,” she said.

      “I can’t imagine how it got back up there that fast. Maybe it has babies up there somewhere that it fell back to protect. It’s obviously grooming them to attack pack style.”

      “Or maybe it never attacked at all?” she suggested, grabbing a t-shirt and swishing up the spider inside it. “Nice. What a brave man you are. Jesus, I can’t believe this.”

      “Is that my Kid Rock shirt you just used?” Her callousness knew no bounds.

      Like most matters, we had different opinions about reality.  She then deposited the spider outside and my favorite concert t-shirt into the laundry bin and waltzed past me, shaking her head in what could only be construed as disdain. She had no idea how lucky she was that the spider was too tired to leap a second time. Anyone can kill a winded spider, I suppose.

      Deep down in the dark basement of my mind, a part of me wondered if it would have been awful if the spider had gotten her.
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        * * *

      

      We finished getting dressed in silence. I headed down to the kitchen and started preparing a pot of coffee. Moments later, Gina announced her arrival with a “statement question.” She had perfected the art of judgment and wielded the skill like a Jedi warrior does a lightsaber.

      “Are you making just enough for yourself?” she asked.

      “Of course not,” I said, putting in another scoop of grounds, knowing full well the thought never occurred to me to make more. Most likely, being primarily a tea drinker, she didn’t even want coffee, but she recognized an excellent opportunity for conflict when she saw it.

      “What time are you planning on being home tonight?” she asked.

      “Not sure yet. Big promo will be announced today, and not sure if anyone will initiate any celebratory after-work plans. Why?”

      “Well, you know Tuesdays are my book club night, right?”

      “If you say so,” I responded.

      “Well, I hope that after three years, it may have breached your awareness by now.”

      “Can’t Jessica stay late? She always seems to be pretty flexible.”

      “Only if we check with her in advance. She has a life too, you know? I realize you may not recognize it, but your life intertwines with others’ every now and then.” Here we go. Gina failed to recognize that her routinely unanticipated work dinners, last-minute business travel, and spontaneous girls’ weekends caused Jessica to adapt on the fly constantly.

      “Well then, it seems like, when she arrives, you may want to talk to her about tonight being a later one,” I said as I grabbed my Yeti coffee mug from the cabinet, made my way to the fridge, and started rooting around for the half-and-half. “Hey, are we out of half-and-half?”

      “Possibly. You’re the only one that uses it. If you used it up, I assume you’d have put it on the list for Jessica to pick up.”

      “Gina, I have a lot going on right now. I work my ass off and am trying to get us in a position where we can move out of this two-bedroom condo into a proper house and maybe eventually afford a good private school for the kids. I’m sorry if I’m not focused hour to hour on what food and drink we are about to run out of.”

      “Toby, it appears that you have been too busy to notice that I also work full time, work long hours, and am also responsible for managing the entire house, the nanny situation, all the kids’ activities, their doctors’ appointments, as well as our social calendar. Of course, since these things, much like emptying the dishwasher and doing the laundry, seem to ‘magically’ happen, I can see why they might not catch your attention. But God forbid, we’re out of half-and-half, and you’re offended that your needs aren’t being accommodated. Jesus Christ.” She had a point, but her bitchy tone made it impossible for me to acknowledge its validity.

      “Yeah. I just sit around on my ass reading sports articles and watching the grass grow. Of course, it gets magically mowed, as do the bills get magically paid, and the cars get magically washed.” I don’t know where I was going with that, but it was vitally important that she understood it worked both ways.

      “Toby, let’s be clear. We work because we have college educations and don’t want to be financially dependent on the eventual inheritance from my folks. But we both know that neither of them is in good health, and we will inherit a few million dollars in the not-too-distant future. Maybe my job isn’t glamorous, but it helps pay the bills and cover childcare. I’m content with our small condominium and older cars and feel a public-school education has a lot of advantages. Don’t forget that we both went to public schools.”

      “Well, it doesn’t ever seem like you’re that content to me.”

      “How would you know? I can’t remember the last time you even asked how my day was, what I was reading, or what sounded fun to do this weekend. If it’s about you, we can talk all night. Your career, your running workouts, your golf game. You have all these big aspirations to be a VP one day, have a nice single-family home in San Francisco, a BMW, run another marathon, blah blah blah. The rest of us are just a support system for you to stand on while you try to ‘become somebody.’ It’s always about you trying to prove yourself to yourself or somehow validate yourself against some ideal you have. However, no matter what you achieve, you’re never happy for long and only focused on the next goal. Do you know what sucks, though? They aren’t team goals. They are Toby goals; you assume everyone else is on board for whatever sacrifice is required. But you know what I’ve realized?”

      “It seems you’ve realized a lot of things. But I’ll play along. What have you realized, Gina?”

      “Well, thank you for asking, Toby,” she said in a tone far beyond patronizing. “I have realized—and it’s taken me painfully too long to see this—that you do not know how to be happy. And unfortunately, when you aren’t happy, you make it damn difficult for anyone else to be happy around you.”

      “Well, I’m sorry I don’t settle for mediocrity and a pathetically normal life. I’m going to get coffee on the way to work. Coffee with half-and-half in it, and you won’t have to talk to my unhappy discolored ass anymore this morning. That ought to make YOU happy.”

      And with that dramatic declaration, I snatched up my briefcase and marched out the door. As it was closing, I couldn’t be sure, and maybe it was just the wind outside, but I am pretty sure I heard, “I’m happy that I’m not scared to death of spiders!”
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      I entered the office with a fresh cup of creamed coffee and just the right amount of swagger. Sure enough, in my email was a meeting invite from my new boss, Richard Flannigan, titled “Next Steps.” Clearly, Richard was anxious to get things kicked off, and the meeting was scheduled at 9 a.m., in just a half hour.

      This provided me a nice little window to go online and research advanced symptoms of chlamydia. It seemed the initial burning during urination may have subsided, which I was sure clearly meant this disease had elevated its attack, targeting more critical life support systems.  Swollen or tender testicles didn’t seem to be an issue yet, nor did pain and discharge or bleeding around the anus, thank God. My anus was already on its last legs. What was taking the lab results so damn long? I also learned I could have a urinary tract infection and prostate cancer. It’s incredible how time flies while researching one’s ailments. Luckily, I only had a half hour to peer into the details of my untimely death before grabbing my notebook and making my way to the conference room to receive my promotion, all the while paying particular attention to whether my testicles were the least bit tender.

      “Have a seat,” Richard said, motioning towards the other side of the small round table. “I asked Julie to join us as well.” Julie was head of Human Resources. Of course she’d be there, as there would be an offer letter to sign, maybe something for stock options, what my title would be, etc.

      “Good morning, fun seekers,” I said, sitting down directly across from Julie with Richard on my left. “So we’re here to discuss next steps, huh?”

      “Indeed we are. Might as well get right to it,” said Richard.

      “Toby, we have a situation that’s…um…wellunfortunate,” Julie stated matter-of-factly.

      This wasn’t good. I knew before another word was uttered what it was. We weren’t forecasting the best quarter from a Sales revenue perspective. I’m sure the CFO must have proactively shut down all open hiring requisitions to get ahead of the problem by reducing expenses and protecting margins until the Sales engine ramped back up. I’d seen it a dozen times at least, which would mean a delay in my promotion. I also noticed my left testicle might be sensitive.

      “Yeah, Toby…uhm…we saw the email you sent Jim yesterday,” Richard informed me. After a moment of awkward expressionless silence, he continued, “As you’re aware, we have a zero-tolerance policy towards pornography in the workplace.”

      “This is outrageous! I have no idea what you’re talking about. I must have left my computer without the screensaver activated, and someone either sent it from my computer or maybe I was hacked.” I felt that emphatic denial—much like when your Mom asks if you ate the entire rest of the carton of ice cream—offered the most potential.

      “We were hoping that could be the case, but when examining your email history, which is company property, there seems to be a pattern with many back-and-forth emails of this nature. I’m sorry, Toby. We all lose in situations like this,” Richard kindly informed me. “The company has decided to terminate your employment, effective immediately.”

      I wanted to share what I was thinking, but no such thing was happening. I was in complete mind-numbing shock, not unconvinced that this all might be a dream.

      Julie then took over. “Because this is considered gross misconduct, unfortunately, we won’t be able to extend you COBRA benefits. I have your final paycheck here. You own all vested stock options; however, the company fully retains all unvested options.” She proceeded with other scripted declarations, which I was no longer paying attention to.

      Richard escorted me to my cubicle, where I stuffed my two framed pictures, bamboo back scratcher, and Yeti coffee thermos into my satchel and grabbed my jacket. I left my stupid achievement awards as they now seemed hollow. The walk of shame to the elevator was punctuated by cheers coming from the far corner of the floor.

      “Here’s to Ted, our new fearless leader!” someone shouted.

      “Way to go, Ted!” someone else chimed in as their group raised what appeared to be shots of some alcohol and downed them in unison. At that point, I would have preferred a colony of fire ants in my loins than witness Ted celebrating what should have been my promotion.

      A guy never really daydreams about standing out in front of his office building, holding his personal effects, and wishing his company would have at least given him a demotion. It seemed I had just gotten swept into life’s undertow, unsure of how far out to sea I would end up.

      “You too, huh?” a voice asked from directly behind me.

      I wheeled around to see Jim walking out the door carrying a box of his shit with a scowl anchored across his brow. The box under his arm had a basketball poking out the top, and he had his framed Steph Curry jersey in his other hand. We looked at each other standing there, trying to make sense of what had just happened, like two Survivor contestants that had just been voted off the island.

      “How the hell did they get into our emails? I don’t recall any memos saying anything about their right to troll through our private stuff?” I asked Jim.

      “Well, I found out I didn’t activate my screensaver before I rushed off to my meeting with Frank. I didn’t anticipate that Katie from Marketing would be dropping off her team’s new seating chart for my team to execute. It appears that Katie isn’t a Flying Fister fan,” Jim informed me.

      “She was always colder than a whore’s heart,” I pointed out.

      “Well, I’m fucked, dude,” Jim said. “I can’t tell my wife the truth. Maybe I can, but there’s no rationalizing this. I mean, the thing is, there was never any intention to make anyone, other than maybe you, uncomfortable. What a shit show.”

      I deduced that the company’s sensitivity to these infractions was most likely increased after last month’s incident involving Kurt, the Director of Marketing Communications. He was caught in a last-minute attempt to find a receptacle, tossing his load into a plant in his office. It seemed like a high-risk move to me, but Kurt was in a pickle, which I completely understood. Kurt remained employed, so his moral infraction was more of a corporate misdemeanor than the felony we had inadvertently committed.

      “How about you blame me one hundred percent for sending the email and whatever else? Then I’ll blame you when I tell Gina. They’ve never met and likely never will. We’ll each play the victim card, and the beauty of being a victim is that it’s never the victim’s fault. I heard a TED Talk on that once. It’s an amazing psychological defense mechanism.”

      “I imagine we’ll need to be pissed at each other for getting each other fired. Probably worth a hiatus from calls or texts. It’s more believable if I tell her I won’t even talk to your pathetic ass,” he said with a remorseful chuckle.

      “Yeah, I don’t want to see your irresponsible, reckless ass again either,” I said, shaking my head, still in disbelief. “Alright, man, I got to straighten my head and figure out a plan before confronting Gina.”

      “Let me know if you need a reference in your job search. Just tell me what you want me to say, and I’ll lie my ass off for you,” he offered, setting his picture frame on the ground against his leg.

      “Likewise,” I said, shaking his free hand, and we departed on our new respective life journeys just like that.

      And that was the lynchpin that unleashed the fuckering of my life. One day you’re on a trajectory straight to the top, and then, out of nowhere, life’s flyswatter slams your ass back down to the pavement with one well-placed stroke.

      As the bus I was riding approached my stop, I remained in my seat, unable to push the button signaling I wanted to get off. So I continued west. There was only one other person on the bus. A young, angry-looking boy, around fourteen or maybe sixteen, dressed in a black Megadeth t-shirt and black jeans. He was working hard to maintain an exaggerated scowl, staring out the window directly across from him. He probably got kicked out of school for smoking a J on the playground or something and would, much like me, have some explaining to do when he got home. We had a lot in common. He wasn’t pushing any buttons either. Eventually, we were approaching the ocean, and I decided to get off at Thirty Eighth Avenue and make my way over to Spreckles Lake in Golden Gate Park. It seemed like a good place to ponder life. Plenty of benches around a beautiful manmade lake with seagulls, pigeons, and remote-controlled boats, all teaming up to create a bizarrely tranquil space safely nested in the densely populated city.

      I hung out there the rest of the afternoon.

      The logical next step was to find another job. I definitely didn’t seek out a career in Sales Operations. However, the reality was that it was the only thing anyone was willing to pay me to do. When you are making decent money, have expensive rent, two kids, and a keep-up-with-the-Joneses wife, you don’t have the luxury of taking a step back to ground zero to test out a different career. You’re in the trap. And when you’re in the trap, you first convince yourself you want to be there, and then, technically, you’re not trapped. But now I wasn’t in the trap. I wasn’t anywhere. Deep down, it was clear that I needed to get back into the trap and find a way to like it. While coming to grips with this, my phone rang.

      “Hi, this is Toby,” I said.

      “Hi, Toby, Dr. Beck. Got your lab results back. Everything looks normal.”

      “Wait, you’re saying I’m not stuffed full of chlamydia?”

      “Nope. Nor do you have gonorrhea or human papillomavirus. Blood and urine tests were clean as well. Also, no urinary tract infection.”

      Well, maybe Gina wasn’t fucking around on me after all. Still, the late nights out,  phone calls taken outside, and growing disdain lent itself to suspicion.

      “Well then, why the burning when I pee? Do I have dick cancer?” I asked.

      “Has it started to subside?” he asked in response.

      “What, the burning? Yeah, it’s almost stopped. What does that mean?”

      “Can I ask you a personal question?” Which struck me as amusing since things couldn’t get much more personal.

      “Of course.”

      “Do you masturbate in the shower?” This definitely qualified as more personal and a little creepy.

      “Yeah. So?”

      “With soap?”

      “So?”

      “Pretty common, actually,” he informed me.

      “Well, I’m glad a bunch of us guys toss off in the shower with soap. Where are we going with this, Doc?”

      “If you get soap or shampoo inside the opening of the urethra, it irritates the sensitive inner lining and, while it’s inflamed, it burns when you pee.”

      “Really?” I asked. How would I not know something like this by now?

      “Really. I’m surprised you wouldn’t know something like this by now. The good news is now you do, and you don’t have to worry about having a venereal disease anymore.

      “Well, this is a breath of fresh air. It’s been a hell of a day, Doc. Thanks for the good news,” I said, feeling optimistic that maybe there was still a God out there somewhere, potentially on my side.

      “One more piece of advice, Toby.”

      “Yeah, what’s that?”

      “Use conditioner instead of soap. Doesn’t seem to have the same adverse side effects.”

      “Right. Appreciate the tip. Thanks, doc,” I said, hanging up. I was excited about this conditioner revelation until I remembered I had just been fired for pornography. Now I just felt dirty talking to a medical professional about a masturbatory accident and tips and tricks for more pleasurable shower spanking. Maybe this was the life of a porn addict, and until now, I never realized I was that guy. Hell, I had never been aware of my geriatric anus until a couple of days ago. I wondered what other nasty little details were hiding in plain sight, waiting for just the right time to maul my self-esteem.
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        * * *

      

      For the following week, I pretended to go to work while I crafted a suitable lie to spare my wife from digesting the bitter pill that her husband was a fan of hardcore porn and was ruining both their lives. For the record, that effort counted as staying in touch with my compassionate side.

      I split my time between working on my spiel about how Jim had irresponsibly torpedoed our jobs and frantically reaching out to everyone in my network who might be aware of potential job openings.

      Another interesting tidbit of information— Jim had broken our new “no contact protocol” to share with me that Gina’s college freshman dorm mate Hadley, as luck would have it, worked in the HR department at the company that had shit-canned me. I was not aware of this, having never met her, although, as luck would have it, she knew exactly who I was. I also learned that women’s loyalty to each other doesn’t fade even through twelve years of not keeping in touch when an evil man rears his ugly and increasingly flabbier head.
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        * * *

      

      Day 9 PF (Post Firing)

      I returned home from “work” to find Gina in the kitchen sitting at the kitchen island with red eyes and a large glass of matching red wine without a smile. As any husband knows, this can mean many things, and one doesn’t benefit by hastily jumping to conclusions. These symptoms could have resulted from a fight with her sister, which wasn’t unusual. Maybe the kids pushed her off the end of her rope. Possibly, but unlikely, she was super high.

      “Uh oh, rough day, hon?” I said with compassion.

      “You could say that. Is there something you want to tell me?” she asked. Checkmate.

      Nope.

      Get me a beer.

      You don’t look as hot with puffy eyes.

      I don’t think I like your tone.

      All these options would have made for a better story later but wouldn’t have ultimately affected the outcome.

      In a Hail Mary attempt to mitigate the situation with a cocktail of admirable transparency and a splash of lie, I blurted out, “Fired for porn. Fucking Jim’s fault.”

      My heart rate had impressively escalated from normal to cardiac arrest in under three seconds.

      I didn’t know exactly what she knew, but according to plan, I decided it would be best to position it as Jim had sent me some inappropriate email, and I was the misunderstood victim in the saga.

      “The fucking Flying Fisters, Toby?” Gina asked. I guess she knew more than I had hoped.

      “Actually, it’s The Flying Fister Family, but a common mistake,” I answered, weaving sarcasm into the noose that would soon hang me—another bad decision.

      I wanted to think this is something couples work through every day with a good therapist and maybe come out of it closer in the end, but it wasn’t just The Flying Fister Family email that got under her craw. The other seventy-six video files and two hundred eighty images found on my hard drive made the “Jim’s Fault” into an indisputable lie and me into a much worse person than when I walked in.

      “Toby, not only can I not trust you, I don’t even know who you are anymore, and I’m not sure you do either. Your actions have consequences for everyone else in your life. You need to figure out what you’re all about and make some changes in your life, or at least consider being more than just a shitty person. Life is who you are, Toby, not what you achieve.”

      That’s a lot to unpack, but it’s just new-age bullshit, most likely from the latest selection from her book club. Who does she think she is now? Some fucking shrink. She isn’t Mrs. Happiness herself; she is always complaining about the neighbors who blow their leaves, what seems like every day, or going on about her friends who never initiate and wait for her to organize everything or the lists of all the household projects that seem to fall into her lap. I had built a career, started a family, stayed in good shape (until recently), and had a plan for the future.

      Gina’s emotional charge on the situation ensured that this conversation would yield no productive outcome. Like oil in water, the truth eventually worked its way to the surface, and Gina had a point. Maybe I wasn’t very good at being happy. At that moment, I was so unhappy, not to mention irritated, that she showed not the slightest empathy that I elected to neutralize the situation by removing myself from it.

      I walked out, got in my car, and rode into the sunset. While it helped me to clear my head, it did nothing of the sort for Gina.
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        * * *

      

      The next few weeks of failed attempts on my part to beg, plead, promise, and grovel did nothing to prepare me for the pain, shame, and self-hatred I felt when reading the words “irreconcilable differences” in the divorce papers I was served in Room 206 of the not so Super 8 Motel on Lombard and Divisidero. Although it wasn’t explicitly listed, I was pretty sure my beat-up, discolored anus must have played a role in her decision-making process.

      I learned the domino effect is real; I was fucked, hated myself, and cried a lot for the next couple of months. Often it felt like I was living an out-of-body experience, watching this poor fuck wallow and ruminate in a new world that was so absurdly different from his previous life that it must just be a movie or a shitty dream. I was transitioning from denial to dread, or whatever grieving stage typically follows denial. Acceptance was too far off to seem like a realistic possibility.

      So that was the end of my life as I knew it and a beginning—the beginning of the end of much more than I could have imagined.
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      Six Months Later

      I opened my eyes and tried to register what day it was. I began working up the courage to face the crippling current of woe I knew I’d swim against for five to seven hours while my hangover raped my day.

      This pattern had steadily increased in frequency over the last five or six months. In addition to alcohol, I was also developing an impressive tolerance to shame.

      A quick body scan revealed that I was at least dressed and in my own apartment. From experience, I knew it could be worse.

      I began a fishing expedition for the events that had transpired throughout the previous evening, complete with counting each drink consumed before the amnesia set in. Seven, while not my lucky number, appears to be the foundation upon which today’s headache was built. My life was off the rails.

      We’ve all been there to different degrees, not always with the good fortune of staggering evidence of a substance abuse problem. Sometimes, the first blow hits us when we are blindsided by a big promotion being hijacked by an unexpected career execution. Other times, it’s when your wife announces, “You’ve destroyed my trust in you and my false reality of who you are. That’s a deal breaker, but more importantly, the kids need a better role model, and frankly, I deserve better.” For other folks, it could happen when getting out of the shower and accidentally noticing an extremely white, fat, and haggard-looking man in your bathroom staring at you from the mirror with a surprised look on his face.

      A few of us are blessedly fortunate to experience all of these epiphanies simultaneously. The life I had proudly built up from nothing and consciously scripted through meticulous planning, self-sacrifice, and positive affirmations had somehow miraculously returned me to the starting line of “nothing.” The only thing worse than starting with nothing was achieving what you thought was everything and watching it blow up in an apocalyptic detonation, revealing only the ashen ruins of who you thought you were and what your life once was, complete with all the rubble, dust and smoke to choke on. I was stuck in a holding pattern, waiting for a comeback that appeared to have taken an extended leave of absence.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and paused while the dizziness settled, the taste in my mouth confirming I hadn’t wasted time brushing my teeth before retiring the night before.

      That is how the morning of June 1st, 2018, settled into existence. Cocktail hour was at five o’clock and couldn’t come soon enough, as a shot of Patron with a Corona backer always released me from my rumination shackles. Plus, waiting until five—regardless of the torture involved— did create the illusion of self-discipline, control, and almost earning that first drink. Additionally, it was proof I was not a day drinker.

      What it didn’t make me was skinny, lean, or fit. I had exceeded the capacity for all my sneaky techniques for sucking in my gut to have any noticeable effect. I was fat. I had been at least ten pounds overweight before the “big life change,” but now I was at least thirty or forty.

      I won’t be the first person, and certainly not the last, to claim the McDonald’s McRib Sandwich helped ruin my waistline. If you haven’t tried one, don’t. It’s like playing with dynamite—fascinating, exciting, and most definitely dangerous if you get too close. I got too close every day for the last six months. The thing about the McRib isn’t just the perfect shape imitation of a small rack of ribs, dripping with a BBQ sauce that’s in a league of its own, nor is it the brilliance of the pickle and onion to sauce ratio or the breaded delivery vehicle, most likely baked fresh daily. The thing about the McRib is that it pairs perfectly with most beers, providing incredible variety and flexibility. My choice is Coors because it’s a banquet beer. Coors Light, however, won’t work because the ferocity of the tang of the delectable McRib sauce immediately overpowers it. I am very disciplined about only going with classic Coors on such occasions. Seems harmless enough, right?

      As it turns out, this well-thought-out menu choice and pairing does have its sneaky drawbacks. The first major one is that it’s cheap, fast, and yummy. The second major drawback is that you are always only blocks away from one in the United States. The third is that it’s almost impossible not to drink beer with it. The fourth major drawback is that the McRib is not always on the menu, nor do you know when it may return. As all psychologists asked to weigh in on this will tell you, this is a perfect storm for creating a scarcity mentality that forces one to eat as many as possible, as often as possible, until this window from heaven slams shut on your sauce-stained fingers for God only knows how long, possibly forever.

      In this case, the window exceeded everyone’s expectations and stayed open for over five months, precisely how long it takes a guy to pack on thirty pounds if they strictly follow this diet. Four out of five doctors who chew gum agree that for men, rapid weight gain like this will be the result 96% of the time, especially if a pre-existing porn addiction is involved. That was undoubtedly not footnoted on the McDonald’s menu, which is why I no longer patronize that establishment.

      It’s strange, but online dating sites don’t mention that attractive single women will generally try to avoid getting banged by a fatty. Hot women who crave sloppy fat guys, as we all learned in elementary school, are like unicorns and are super hard to find. For now, I had little choice but to remain monogamous in my relationship with lotion and Kleenex.

      I shifted my focus out the window to see what the loud rain, which made a wooden spoon hitting a copper pot sound like gentle white noise, looked like. Not surprisingly, it looked like lots of rain. Watching extreme weather of any type is still fascinating, even after 37 years of life.

      My attention was captured by some activity in the backyard two doors down. In San Francisco, two doors down means fifty feet, as the houses are packed tight like a stuffed bookshelf. I had been aware of some building project going on over the last month but had been too busy being lazy to make the twenty-second trek to investigate things. The only part of this gloomy picture that wasn’t rendered in black and white was a tiny bit of yellow moving around the misty gray yard. Upon closer examination, it turned out to be an old rain jacket like we all wore in elementary school. Of course, this particular one was being modeled by a grown man with a shovel in his hand, relocating a massive pile of dirt to the right five feet from the starting pile, one scoop at a time. Christ! What does someone have to do to earn that kind of karma? I could only assume he must have ax-murdered a nun or two in a past life, or maybe it was some construction worker’s initiation.

      Then a voice inside my head suggested maybe he got shit-canned from his previous job, packed on the pounds eating McRib sandwiches and swigging cheap beer, and likely had his wife walk out on him, leaving his fat, lonely, broke ass with little choice but to take employment where he could find it. In his case, it was the rainy backyard two doors down. That solidified my dislike of this mean little voice in my head. Until then, I had never had much empathy for people in these jobs. However, it appeared I was on the fast track to becoming one of them.

      I needed to recapture my life, or at least most of it. Most importantly, I needed to be happy again with a respectable job and good cash flow, have purpose again, and find a woman willing to take a chance on a complete train wreck. That last one, however, would be challenging without the job and income. Not a lot of women want to rescue a charity case.

      It was time to get disciplined. That day, I decided I wouldn’t have a drop of booze until after 6 p.m., and I needed something healthy for breakfast. As luck would have it, I had woken up dressed, so I grabbed my rain jacket off the orange, slightly cracked bean bag chair marking the beginning of my living room and angled towards what at one time may have been a proper couch, a mere six feet away, marking the end of my living room.

      I opened the front door of the apartment building and began to navigate the crumbling cement stairs that led down to the sidewalk. The heavy rain had faded to a drizzle, adding a nice texture to the puddles on the sidewalk.

      “Top of the morning to ya!” The local homeless guy— who had chosen to reside next to our building— raised a 24-oz Tecate can towards me from his reclined position under a tarp extended from his shopping cart, which had created a small “front porch.” He then took an impressive swig to punctuate his greeting. There’s nothing like having a homeless guy be the first thing you see when you walk out your door and the last thing you see before you walk in to ensure you know you are just one step away from his world. So far, this guy had always been pleasant and hadn’t once asked for money, shouted crazy shit, or left any noticeable defecation or needles in the area. However, the next one might not be as amiable. Just in case, I had filed a complaint a week before to the property management company as a proactive measure.

      “Top of the morning,” I replied in an obligatory manner as I passed by, reveling in how fortunate I was to live within walking distance of Chick-fil-A.

      Ten minutes later, head pounding and eyes burning, I struggled back to my apartment, wielding a bag of Chick-n-Minis, a bacon, egg, and cheese muffin, hash browns, and a fruit cup. I was feeling good about also ordering the fruit cup.

      I had planned on ramping up the job search, but now it felt like just getting through the morning without puking would be a more realistic goal. It had become evident that not doing something can be as much of a habit as doing something. In my case, not searching for a job had become a habit I wasn’t yet equipped to break. I had started aggressively networking only to realize I didn’t have quite the network that I thought. Sure, I had been in high-tech for eight-plus years, but in all honesty, it was more like a couple of years of experience repeated over and over again. Being that all eight years were with the same company, I interacted with pretty much the same people every day. I also discovered that most of those same people either still worked there, where I wasn’t going to get a job ever again, or had moved on and didn’t even like me enough to return a call, email, or LinkedIn message. One can interpret that in many ways, but luckily, Jed, who was willing to pick up the phone and take my call, translated the true meaning for me. “Dude, I’m not going to beat around the bush. You were a fucking asshole,” is how he positioned it.

      I occasionally responded to a posting here or there, hoping my resume would cut through the competition and that whoever was screening applications didn’t know me. This resulted in about twenty or thirty applications being submitted and two interviews in six months, neither of which progressed to the second round.

      Ultimately, I had to accept that I may be unable to pick up where I left off professionally. The thought of taking a lower-level Sales Ops job and the grinding, soul-sucking, thankless hours involved only reminded me I’d be back in a prison I wasn’t convinced I could ever escape. Sadly, I had no other skills to fall back on. Outside of tech, I’d be pretty much on par with any recent college grad with no experience.

      Then my Dad’s words would cruelly dance through my head: “You only get one shot to play this game called life, son, and the culmination of what you go out and take from it defines your legacy.” My legacy was starting to look like a collection of empty Chick-fil-A and Taco Bell bags. If life rewarded effort, this must be what happened when you couldn’t muster any up.

      I spent the rest of the day contemplating the enormity of my gut and trying to make sense of who I was becoming. And like sand through the hourglass, these were the days of my life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In stark contrast, I woke up feeling uncommonly great the following day. While tangled in the web of my thoughts the night before, I had forgotten about drinking. For that matter, I forgot about eating dinner as well.

      I had lain on the couch for what seemed like hours, fabricating stories to explain raincoat man’s lot in life and the path that led to shoveling mud piles in the pouring rain. Had he, too, lost what he believed to be a happy life? Maybe he couldn’t read, write, talk, or think, reducing his career choices. Possibly an ex-con out on work relief? Were we leading parallel lives, or was his burden such that his misery was his alone and I had more upside? It’s amazing how, when your life story falls to shit, your mind desperately clamors for a new story to make sense of everything. My mind hadn’t been able to pull this off just yet, and although I was rooting for it, I somehow knew I could make good money betting against it.

      I showered and dressed and realized I had no idea what to do next. I couldn’t remember the last time I was awake this early without burning eyes and the constant need to take exaggerated deep breaths. I also noted that getting the toothpaste onto the toothbrush is easier when both are not shaking around in your hands.

      Yesterday’s rain had finally stopped sometime during the night. The early morning sunlight brushed a tangerine stain across the city, beckoning me outside.

      I donned my coat and strode out my front door and directly into Brian, the resident manager of our little apartment building. His presence there took me by surprise, as my spontaneous emergence must have him. This resulted in the only logical response on my part: accusation.

      “How long have you been lurking outside my door, Brian?”

      Brian was a suspiciously nice guy whose over-exuberant passion was that of someone who had just come out of a Tony Robbins weekend retreat. It was all but certain he would sign up for Tony’s fire-walking workshop next to prove his invincibility.

      I’d estimate him to be in his late 20s or early 30s, medium height, with well-coiffed hair and no signs of gray or evidence of a receding hairline. Brian was a guy eager to conquer his weaknesses and the world, which grated on me because he was my mirror opposite, reflecting a ghost of who I once was and the distance between that version of myself and the current husk of that version that I had tragically morphed into.

      He was in his usual uniform: khaki trousers, a tucked-in and neatly pressed button-down shirt, and loafers. His wrist supported one of those oversized watches that pilots always wear, announcing that “time is of the essence,” best communicated with ostentatious jewelry. This irritated me far more than it should have. One of my still intact superpowers was masterfully judging people I didn’t know.

      I just hoped I’d be fortunate enough to witness him suffer some sort of crushing defeat.

      “Actually, just arrived, Toby, my friend,” he proclaimed. It’s funny what qualifies as being a friend these days. In Brian’s case, two conversations within three months about whether the mail had come yet and when the electricity may come back on checked off all the boxes on his list. “Everything OK in there? I heard some banging around.”

      “I guess OK is relative,” I replied, wondering if I had been banging around or if snoopy Brian was a bit of a liar.

      “Oh, good. I’m just checking, buddy,” he replied. He gave me one of those fist bump extensions. I obliged and met his fist with mine, making haste to the front door.
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        * * *

      

      The crisp morning air embraced me as I descended the front stairs to the sidewalk, the morning dew infusing the air with fragrant subtleties. I could smell the pine trees as I strolled down the block, something sweet like lilac, and possibly even the morning sunlight itself. It was a glorious day. Within five minutes, my destination was upon me.

      With a sudden shift in olfactory pleasure, I was now in 7-Eleven, making my way to the frozen food cooler. The best part of the 7-Eleven burrito (I go with sausage, egg, and cheese) is the perfection of the 7-Eleven microwave’s heating ability. The piping hot outside and the still frozen center hitting your palate simultaneously with an explosion of flavor, seldom found outside of Mexico, makes a guy feel truly alive. Today, I was feeling action-oriented, so I elected not to eat in and took my neatly wrapped pocket of yum on the road, savoring the tangy spice lingering on my back palate between every bite.

      The day was moving in the right direction, and I still had the scrumptious burrito butt to look forward to as I jaywalked across the street toward home. It was right about this point when I heard the beeping sound of heavy construction equipment reversing. If a giant excavator has ever backed over anyone, they were either totally deaf, a complete idiot, or likely both.

      This seemed as good a time as any to check out the construction project. After a quick stroll up the driveway and scanning the scene, I realized I had no idea what was happening. Then, one of the workers approached me.

      “You must be the inspector?” the construction guy said. He was a few inches shorter than me, maybe 5’ 7”, Hispanic, mid-forties, with weathered skin. His jeans and sweatshirt were remarkably clean, but the day was still young.

      “Yes, sir. Thought I’d make sure things are up to snuff. You can call me Toby. So what’s going on here?”

      Looking slightly perplexed, he asked, “Are you from the city?”

      “I’m originally from the East Bay, but I’ve lived here in San Francisco for over twenty years now. Does that count as being from The City, or is there a minimum tenure requirement that disqualifies me?”

      “No, I mean from City Planning?” The construction dude clarified as he peered a little closer, trying to make sense of me with a curious frown.

      “Nope. That sounds like a job, which I don’t currently have, so I guess not. Sorry to disappoint.”

      He was less than jovial, so I wrapped up my little act. “Just curious what this project is all about?”

      “Oh. Yeah…just leveling the yard, digging a new basement, and putting in a new foundation.” He extended an arm towards multiple disorganized piles of cinder blocks, dirt, and gravel, bordered by trailers, white pick-up trucks with roof racks, and a couple of randomly deposited jackhammers. I took a quick liking to the red one.

      This type of project would be easy enough if you were a real man. I knew this because, by any definition, I was not and was moving farther in the opposite direction every day. I would be ripe for a sex change in about another month at the current rate.

      “Hey, by any chance, were you the guy moving that big pile of dirt over there with a shovel in the rain yesterday?” I figured as long as I was here, I might as well get to the bottom of the fascination that had consumed me.

      “Full of questions today, huh, Curious George?”

      “Well, I suppose I am. If you want to be stuck up, you don’t have to answer,” I responded with equivocal rudeness.

      “Backhoe had a fuel line leak, and we had to get ready for the excavator today. I’m the newest hire, so I got to take the lead on that one.”

      “What a beautiful initiation ceremony. Where were you working before you started this gig?” I was bracing myself to hear my own story and confirm my fears of realistic future employment options. This guy didn’t seem like the idiot I was hoping for.  I was, however, still anticipating his story might leave me feeling better about the shit sandwich life generously deposited on my fate plate.

      “Not around here. I lived in San Carlos, Mexico, making bricks. But, because of the drought, we didn’t have enough water to make the clay, and most of us lost our jobs. Luckily, my cousin, who works for this company, told me they needed help that didn’t require much experience except being willing to work hard. Why am I even telling you all this? I’ve got to get back to work, man.”

      I hoped, for his sake, he had at least been able to keep his porn collection. Then I realized he said ‘Luckily.’ It seems like luck must be a relative concept these days. At this point, I was grilling a complete stranger about his employment history without an explanation. Kind of dickish of me. However, each answer he gave only raised more questions in my mind.

      “I realize I didn’t introduce myself,” I said, extending my hand. “My name is Toby, and I live two doors down. Have only been in the neighborhood for about six months and don’t know many people yet. I’m sure you need to get back to work, but let me know if I can buy you a beer sometime and learn more about your time in Mexico.” It then dawned on me that what flew out of my mouth could likely be construed as a gay pick-up attempt in arguably the gayest city in the world. “And I’m not gay, by the way.” Why not err on the side of clarity?

      “My name is Hulises, and I’m not gay either,” he said with a chuckle, shaking his head. “No offense, but you’re a strange guy, Toby. Not in a bad way, but a guy who walks up to a stranger and starts asking all sorts of personal questions followed by a slightly homophobic exchange and an offer to buy you a beer seems odd, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Well, when you put it that way, I do sound like a bit of a whack job—sorry, man. I was just trying to be clever, but I guess it came out all wrong. I’m just looking to make some friends.”

      “Well, you ain’t going to make a lot that way, pal. You seem harmless enough, and I can always use a free beer, but I’m not afraid to punch a freak in the face if you get my drift. I get done at five. Wife’s out tonight, so I’ve got an hour to burn after work. Meet around the corner at The Tipsy Plow?”

      I wasn’t expecting a Mexican guy to want to grab a drink at an Irish pub.

      “Sounds like a plan, and I’m buying,” I said. He was right. I was a freak. And he was a bit of an idiot for accepting my offer, given the conversation. “See you there,” I added and made my way down to the sidewalk as Hulises ambled back over to the job site.

      The opportunity to have an actual conversation with the construction guy stranger was worth seizing. In this instance, I was determined to withhold further judgment as an attempt at self-improvement, if nothing else.

      I’ve always been curious to learn other people’s stories. San Francisco is an incredible walking town. Some of the world’s most beautiful views and architecture, along with just enough human feces on the sidewalks to keep you focused and moving. My favorite time to walk in my current neighborhood, the Inner Richmond, is right after dusk when everyone’s lights are still on, allowing you to peer into their inner lives for a few moments from the sidewalk under the cloak of darkness. Because about twelve to fifteen houses are pressed together on each side of a single block, you don’t have to walk far to get your fill.

      I would often see the unique art on a family’s walls, 60-inch plasma TVs going, exotic plants, trendy paint colors, and people moving through rooms that looked like they were featured on the cover of Architectural Digest, with the bonus of a shiny red Tesla in the driveway. Then, right next door, another living room meticulously adorned with heavy metal concert posters and prayer flags, illuminated with black light and maybe a waft of bong smoke dissipating towards the ceiling from the red bong clearly visible on the window table. It’s funny how, regardless of social status, people love to display their favorite red toy for strangers to admire.

      That’s when my mind fills in the missing pieces of the story. We have the hedge fund manager— enjoying a glass of his $200 scotch, loosening his tie after having increased his net worth by another $3 million this week— living right next to the five wannabe hippie roommates in their early twenties who moved to San Francisco last summer from some midwestern town to find themselves in a city that no longer remotely resembles the heartbeat of the 60’s counterculture. Of course, they sleep on mattresses on the floor with clothes strewn all over. Unwashed dishes, surely filling the sink, and their bathroom would be filthy as all hell. Surely, people must detect my lowly situation when walking by my apartment at night, which is one set of prayer flags away from an opium den. However, I did need to consider what to display in my window. But I digress.

      Discussing Hulises’s work history rekindled my awareness that I needed to start “really” finding a job of my own. My entire net worth of about two thousand dollars would be gone in another month. Fuck. Maybe something in porn would be fitting, me being an experienced collector with professional references. My only path straight to the acting part of the industry would be if they were casting for ‘Tubby Toby - Unchained.’ Gina and the kids could be proud of my artistic talent and newly found fame and maybe even entertain bringing me back into the mix. But seriously, I needed to find a damn job. The downside of waking up without a hangover is the now more alert brain’s grown-up voice reminding me of all the responsible things I wasn’t considering doing, which was now being received like a steel-toed boot to the sack.

      Luckily, drinks are at five—still time for my sack to heal.

      Someone’s black and white cat was strolling up the sidewalk and taking inventory of me as it moved to the side to create more of a buffer in case a getaway was required. I knelt and extended my hand with a “Here kitty kitty,” accompanied by a little clicking sound. We always had cats growing up, sometimes as many as five. Back then, spaying and neutering cats wasn’t as common, so there were always kittens running around too. Their unique little personalities and ability to sit and enjoy their surroundings made me feel more content just watching them.

      The cat slowly made its way over and cautiously took a whiff of my fingers. After determining I passed the sniff test, it rubbed its cheek against my fingers and raised its tail.

      “Hey, little guy. Are you out hunting?” It started rolling around on the sidewalk, giving me the message it now felt totally safe. After a few more minutes of petting and scritching, I attempted to pick him up. Cats either like to be held, tolerate it, or hate it. Therefore it’s critical to look for cues during the beginning of the pickup to minimize panic. This little guy had no issues and was used to being held. God, it felt good to cradle this little critter and rub my face against his soft fur. It’s incredible how cats have almost no smell. Sure, they are fastidious self-groomers, but you’d think there would be a general cat smell. This little guy was now running the risk of being over-petted. Drool was starting to appear on his tiny lips, and he was frantically rubbing his face against my hand and occasionally giving my index finger a lick. It felt plain good to have anything want my affection and return it. Two individual creatures crossed each other’s paths and found love in the most unexpected places. That’s how life is a lot of the time. Some of the most precious moments arrive just as unannounced as the most heinous ones. If there’s one thing you can count on, it’s that life doesn’t fail to surprise.

      The cat decided he had had enough, so I gently put him down. He walked a few steps into a sunny spot and started licking his back. Not surprisingly, I must have deposited an unacceptable filth on him that warranted immediate attention.

      I felt less alone and sad than I had for some time. Cats accept us however we are—a luxury we seldom afford ourselves.

      After all, I’d become a fat, unemployed, divorced man who’s broke, living in a dilapidated crap rental with little to no motivation to do a damn thing about it. Although I wasn’t happy with any of it, my actions didn’t seem to care much anymore about what my mind thought should be happening. For this reason, more than anything else on my list of recent failures, I’d grown not to like myself very much. That had never been the case up until this point in my life, and it scared the shit out of me. There had been things about my life I wasn’t happy with or things I wanted out of life that I didn’t yet have, but I was always able to make changes or figure out a path to change things. The fuel in that tank had finally run dry, and there didn’t seem to be a service station in sight. It was as if I wasn’t so much choosing to be a complete tool of a loser but rather that it was being chosen for me, and I was being forced to watch it happen.

      I returned home and got right to work on watching TV. After a few hours of channel surfing, I came to the conclusion there was nothing good on. I had about another forty-five minutes before I needed to head out to meet Hulises, but I needed to get out of the bean bag chair before it finished devouring what little hope I still clung to for a better life. When things aren’t going well, boredom must be avoided, as it only provides ample opportunity to reflect. I decided to kill time by heading out and walking around to distract myself.
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