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This book is dedicated to the city, and to those who occupy my imagination. 

 

Chapter 1 

 

I stumbled out of the dilapidated tenement drenched in a cold sweat and I tried my best to 

hold back the tears. Although everything felt dead to me, life naturally continued in the 

neighborhood where faint music and conversations from apartments filled the air. Cars 

continued whizzing by and old women hobbled across the street carrying full bags of 

food from the market. They all seemed oblivious to the tragedy I had just experienced; 

nobody knew except for me. I continued walking and periodically wiped my face trying 

to remain calm the entire time, but it seemed as if all the buildings around me would 

crumble and fall, crushing me under thousands of pounds of steel and brick. I didn’t even 

care if it happened, to be honest with you. I just lost the only thing that had made me feel 

alive.  

 

The harsh, stinging wind cut through my black wool coat and suit, causing my legs to 

become numb. It felt as though my legs would freeze and break completely from my 

torso.  I tried my hardest to be conscious of every step I took so that I could feel that my 

legs were still there, although it was difficult since my thoughts were racing to what had 

just transpired. My footsteps were heavy, yet meaningless. The wait at the bus stop 

seemed like an unforgiving eternity; where I stood alone in a pale world.  

 

At one point, I saw the bus in the distant horizon. The city horizon ahead of me felt as 

though there was nothing else beyond it, and the bus magically appeared to me as a 

savior to take me away from everything. I took my place on the bus, an elderly lady 



sitting across the aisle from me seemed concerned and said, “Oh my, look at you! In this 

weather you’ll catch a horrible cold walking around like that!”  I nodded slightly and 

continued staring ahead acting indifferently because I didn’t care. I didn’t care if I would 

catch a cold or pneumonia. I didn’t care what would happen to me anymore. I returned 

home, and lay in bed paralyzed thinking of the events that led to this.  

 

I remembered the quote from Thoreau, “Things do not change; we change.”  For many 

years I fought against change, but change found me, fought me, and forced me to become 

a different man. My life up until recently was certainly nothing to write about. It was a 

never-ending cyclical routine of sorts. All my days were filled with nothing but mind-

numbing tasks set on schedules and times and appointments. I had no hobbies, my job 

was standard, my home was adequate, and my wife was uncaring and indifferent for the 

most part. Upon reading this, you may feel sorry for me for having such a dull life, but if 

you knew how it was that one small insignificant thing had changed my whole life 

completely, you may think differently. 

 

For most of my life, I kept to myself because it was hard for me to relate to others. I 

remember as a young boy, sitting in the living room of my family home with my older 

brother and my father. I asked a simple question about one of the characters on the radio 

show we were listening to, but I received no response. My father and my brother 

continued to listen to the radio and did not acknowledge my question or that I had even 

spoken. As a youngster who wanted attention like most do, I second-guessed myself and 

wondered whether or not I actually even spoke or if I was just thinking. That incident 

summed up the majority of my life. I was never heard, seen or even remembered for that 

matter. You see…I am the person you meet, and then forget. All throughout my life, I 

have been that person whose name you’d never remember. I have been undetected and 

invisible to everyone around me, and as strange as that may sound, I was comfortable 

with that.  

 

I was born to a middle class family and went to an elementary school in the middle of 

small-town suburbia. I was always ignored by the other children in school and spent 



many days alone in the schoolyard reading works of science fiction. In my childhood 

daydreams, I watched idly by as an alien invasion overtook my town. The alien aircraft 

loomed high above the sky, gray and silent as it grew on the horizon until it covered the 

entire sky.  I stood still and calm, watching adults and children run past me frantically, 

scrambling for their lives. Women screamed at ear-curdling high pitches as they grabbed 

their children and ran for cover. The adult men, heroically intent on showing how 

masculine they were, tried to stop the aliens. Some men shot their rifles in a futile attempt 

at destroying or halting the aircraft, but the mighty ship continued on with its course and 

the men ran away as it inched closer and closer. The aliens beamed themselves down to 

Main Street and began their conquest to overthrow the human race, killing everyone and 

saving me as a specimen, which always made me chuckle as I would come out of the 

dream. 

 

A few years later, I moved on to high school where I spent four years alone as a socially 

inept outcast. My adolescent years were a complete nightmare of self-imposed exile from 

everyone. I spent most of my days laying low, sequestering myself in my bedroom 

listening to the radio serials and dreaming of living an adventurous life as an ancient 

Egyptian artifact hunter, being free to travel to distant lands in search of royal tombs 

filled with jewels and gold.  

 

In college I continued to be unsociable and kept to myself, spending most days in the 

library reading classic works of fiction and after four years, I received a degree in a very 

boring subject. After graduation, I quickly found a stable but very dull desk job at an 

insurance company and married a handsome, but demanding woman named Alice.  

 

Alice was the only woman who took notice of me during college while she worked at the 

library, and she found something worthwhile to commit her life to. We had met after I 

had noticed her periodically glimpsing at me as she read a book behind the checkout 

desk. She wore black horn-rimmed glasses and her auburn hair was pulled in a neat 

ponytail. She had strong eyebrows that were dark and thick, but full of expression. She 

wore minimal makeup, but her strong facial features never needed accentuation from 



blush or lipstick. After I caught her glimpsing at me a few times, she approached me 

smiling and quietly said, “I see you here every day at this time. You do a lot of reading.” 

She flipped over one of my open books and tilted her head to read the cover, “Of Mice 

and Men…Hmm, such a sad story.” She opened the book up again to its original place 

and leaned down closer to me whispering, “What’s your name, reader?”  It was nice to 

have a woman show interest in me and as socially awkward as I was, I managed to 

answer her. She and I began to talk about small things that day, and throughout my 

intermittent stuttering and stammering from my nervousness, I managed to ask her out 

that afternoon. Our romance was typical and followed the usual course of courtship. It 

was nothing like the novels I read, or the radio shows or the romance movies. It was 

nothing like that at all. We would go to see movies, and went to diners for a late night 

bite to eat. We’d discuss trivial things, as if there were an unspoken boundary to our inner 

most secrets that could never be passed. I thought of it as just the rules of polite discourse 

between a lady and a gentleman just getting to know each other. Perhaps we would be 

able to discuss things in depth when we truly knew each other. Alice was polite and 

easygoing during our relationship, and although she never truly expressed how she felt 

back then, I was accepting of that. After two years of enough impersonal small talk and 

plenty of movie dates later, she and I were married on a balmy June day with a small 

cadre of relatives to witness our vows to each other. That was the last day that marked the 

Alice I first knew. After she removed her plain silk wedding dress that night, she 

transmogrified into a complex woman who felt complete gratification in telling me her 

most brutally honest opinions of me.  Alice wanted to dominate me, and so I painlessly 

surrendered any power from the beginning of our marriage, letting her have her way as 

often as possible to avoid any added conflict. 

 

Throughout my life, I realized that I was always on a schedule. It’s not really that I’m a 

man obsessed with order or a man who fears change. It was just that living on a schedule 

was always easiest for me. A routine gave me comfort amongst the daily turmoil in my 

marriage, but most importantly, I’ve never had change present itself to me in any way 

like it has just recently. Every day was the same as the day before, and the next day 

would be the same as that day. I guess you can say that I have never actively searched for 



change or for any adventure in my life. I only just resort to dreaming about those things, 

filing them away within the confines of my own mind. 

 

My life’s schedule went as followed: 

 

At approximately 7:12am I woke up. I usually woke up with a sore shoulder because 

Alice and her two dogs slept on the bed, and they took up most of the bed. I was unable 

to move while I slept due to the lack of space, so I spent eight hours lying on the same 

side, unable to move or even squirm. I slowly got out of bed and rubbed my shoulder 

until the pain and soreness was gone. Afterwards, I grabbed my old blue flannel robe and 

walked downstairs to the cluttered and grimy kitchen to make a cup of coffee with a 

splash of cream and two teaspoons of sugar. I sat down at the table and drank my coffee 

while I gazed out of the kitchen window to the filthy alley behind our building. I would 

pretend to read the morning newspaper, while I would gaze out of the window and watch 

weather worn transients rummaging through the garbage cans lined up against the 

building across the way. One by one, they opened the metal lid and began to dig around 

like ancient Egyptian artifact hunters; they searched for something hidden amongst all the 

grime, the spoiled food and rotten stench. They were determined and detailed, not 

missing a thing until they were at the final trashcan.  They collected their treasure of 

aluminum cans and plastics, and then they moved on to the next alley, beginning their 

treasure hunt all over again. 

 

After I drank my coffee, I ran back upstairs and took a quick shower where I often 

daydreamt and thought of adventures where I was the protagonist of my own story. I 

liked to make believe that I was someone important, a celebrity of sorts; someone who 

had found fame from something spectacular. I dreamt that I had accomplished something 

amazing, and received the attention that I had so longed for.  Sometimes, I would think of 

intricate plots of being a celebrity, and becoming embroiled in a difficult love affair with 

a fictitious woman who was nothing like Alice. Alice was never involved in my 

imaginary dramas, because she was all too real. 

 



After my shower, I would tiptoe gently back to my room taking great care not to wake 

my wife. Alice would still be dead asleep in the bed, the morning sunlight creeping into 

our bedroom hit her silk nightgown in such a way that the wrinkles would create lights 

and shadows, mimicking smooth desert sand dunes. Most often, she was still passed out 

from how much gin she drank the night before, her auburn hair tousled every which way 

and her arm would be hanging lifelessly off the bed as her face was firmly buried deep in 

the down pillow.  

 

I opened my closet, which naturally overflowed with Alice’s clothes composed of a 

variable cascade of chiffons, silks and cottons in various colors and abhorrent patterns 

that hurt my eyes. I tried to manage opening the closet without anything falling on top of 

me, and I became very skillful at pushing dresses, skirts and shoes back before they fell 

on top of me. I found the deepest corner in the closet where all of my things were pushed 

into a compact pile altogether, having caused my suits to be wrinkled all over. After 

searching for matching items, I put on one of my worn black suits, a white buttoned down 

shirt and a gray silk tie. I would pomade my hair to the side with a part on the left. Then I 

brushed my teeth and walked my wife’s two unruly dogs before I left the apartment and 

headed to the bus stop for my usual commute to work. The M86 bus faithfully dropped 

me off uptown on Moore and Mostrov streets. 

 

With ten minutes to spare, I always stopped by the automat around the corner from my 

office to get a piece of coffee cake and a second cup of coffee. The automat has been 

there for many years and has no name other than an old art deco styled green neon sign 

that says “AUTOMAT.” Whenever I walked inside the automat on a cold winter’s 

morning, the warmth and the familiar smell of freshly brewed coffee and sweet pastries 

circulating throughout the dining room filled me up with a warm feeling of fondness. The 

tan terrazzo floor was always spotless in the morning when I showed up, and I could 

always smell the faintest scent of an industrial pine cleaner that had just been used before 

the morning weekday rush. I would gravitate to the shiny metallic automat wall towards 

the far wall of the restaurant. Each section was clearly labeled with signs, as to what 

station was what. PIES, PASTRIES, SANDWICHES.  



 

After I was through with my coffee and pastry, I rushed down the block to my office and 

arrived at my desk a few minutes before 9:00am. I hastily put away my hat in my lower 

desk drawer and raised the blinds behind my desk to expose myself to the faded sunlight 

and the outside world. Although I felt trapped in my office, this window was the closest 

thing I had to the active outside world below me. Down below on the sidewalks I 

watched droves of people in their wool coats and hats walking and hurrying somewhere, 

anywhere. They always appeared to walk with a purpose, as I sat for hours in a 

meaningless job. 

 

Promptly at 9:00am I began the usual paper pushing. You see, I write reports that will 

never be read by anyone. One day, I even almost considered typing a completely asinine 

and ludicrous narrative.  

 

Something along the lines of: 

 

“The blue elephant used his newly-formed wings and flew off to India where he had tea 

outside the Taj Majal with the Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan.” 

 

I mentally typed it out on a standard pink report form. With each mental click and clack 

of the keys on my Underwood typewriter I giggled to myself quietly. The thought of 

writing ridiculous statements amused me greatly, but I would never really do such a 

thing. I was too afraid of getting caught. 

 

My job, like so many other office jobs, is basically a daycare for adults, a post-tertiary 

institution for adults. We are taught not to learn or to grow professionally, but the 

purpose of being there is mainly to keep us out of trouble and off the streets. My position 

at Pitkin Insurance is completely void of purpose. 

 

Throughout the day, I tried my best to avoid my co-workers and spent the day writing 

reports while watching the clock move its hands ever so reluctantly towards the 5:00pm 



mark. I tend to ignore the others at my office by acting busy on the phone. For example, 

the other day, Bill the Copywriter was walking towards my desk as I was diligently 

working on my reports. I knew he was going to tell me about how hung over he was from 

drinking the night before with his friend and then would tell me about how I should go 

drinking with them and inevitably would ask me if I had watched last night’s football 

game. Before he even had the chance to speak to me, I grabbed the phone and began 

talking to the dial tone. 

 

“Yes, I understand. I’ll have the reports available by tomorrow morning. I’m working on 

a few of them right now. Yes….A-huh….Oh you have to review them? The Hart file? 

Now? Yes, I understand completely, no I’ll get it to you as soon as I can. Right away, 

Yes…” 

 

This generic conversation to the dial tone kept on going on as long as it could, and until I 

saw Bill give up and retreat back to his desk. 

 

Throughout the rest of the day, I sat there and watched the clock on the wall move its 

hands ever so slowly towards 5:00pm. Sometimes, I sat at my desk and daydreamt about 

going to Egypt. I found myself exploring old pyramids and discovering unopened, un-

plundered tombs full of gold riches and mysterious ancient artifacts. I had a habit of 

drawing pyramids on my empty notepads. Then I woke up with an unexpected telephone 

ring and came to my senses. Life is never as exciting as it is in your daydreams. 

 

I left work promptly at 5:00pm, taking the M86 bus back downtown and arrived home at 

approximately 5:26pm.  

 

I live on a tree-lined block covered with old stuffy brownstones. My building at #172 

Magnolia is a dull brown brick building that sheds old peeling paint like lead-based 

dandruff, and has been overtaken by un-kept vines climbing up its facade. The vines 

covered the building as if it were so ashamed of itself and its disrepair that it needed to 

hide from the eyes of each passerby. 



 

The two bastardly dogs would greet me at the door by barking and growling at me as 

though I was a complete stranger.  

 

Alice never greeted me when I got home; instead, she would pour herself another drink 

and served dinner soon after I arrived. I was forced to sit at the table and listen to her 

berate and belittle me about how I didn’t make enough money, how the neighbors were 

going on vacation to Honolulu and we weren’t, and other general criticisms.  This was 

nothing new to me, and though you may feel sorry for me at this point, please don’t. You 

see, at some point in my life, I reversed things and became the one to refuse to listen. Her 

negative words never penetrated me, as I retreated into my own made up world that I 

could control. In my own private world, I was the hero and I made a woman fall in love 

with me. I was dominant in my own dreams. 

 

After dinner, I walked the dogs up and down the block a few times, and then I came back 

inside to watch television. I usually sat down to relax in an old worn recliner that my wife 

allowed me to sit on because she refused to let me sit on her plastic-wrapped white sofa 

with yet another horrible pattern of orange and vomit green flowers. I watched variety 

shows and the late evening news. As part of my life routine, I memorized what shows are 

on at what times and what days.  

 

I would go to bed at 11:30pm and then I would wake up to start this schedule anew. 

 

Everything changed recently and my life’s routine fell by the wayside. It was a typical 

fall morning, windy and crisp outside, which made my bed all the more warm and 

comforting. Some mornings, I would lay awake staring at the ceiling, thinking of how I 

could get out of work by calling off sick, which I never did. I was too afraid of my boss 

asking me questions about what I was sick with or if I could really fake sounding ill. 

What if they didn’t believe that I was sick? Did I sound sick enough? Was the coughing 

overkill? I’d eventually stare at the clock and wait for the minutes to approach my usual 

wake up time. The alarm would go off, and I would drag myself out of bed. 



 

A branch from the tree outside my bedroom window was tapping the window gently with 

the light morning wind. I awoke earlier than usual because of it, and stayed awake lying 

in bed until the alarm went off. While I lay in bed, I stared at the window, viewing the 

light coming in through the curtains. I watched the silhouette of the tree’s dancing 

branches and leaves against the backlit curtain as if it were an old motion picture. 

 

I eventually forced myself out of bed and began the old familiar dance of my regular 

morning routine. 

 
I was already off the bus and walking to the automat before heading to work when I 

noticed the city sidewalks were littered with garbage bags, piled as if they were bricks to 

an Egyptian pyramid or Mayan ruins. The crosswalks were busy with hundreds of office 

drones marching in unison, stone-faced and tired looking, and most likely following a 

similar routine. I approached the automat, which was jam packed with the usual half 

asleep, unmotivated patrons. Those poor sheep that were just like me, on our way to our 

dull desk jobs and trying to savor the last few minutes of freedom before being tied down 

at our desks and whipped and tortured by our bosses for a few measly dollars. I felt, as 

though there was nothing none of us could do, it was all par for the course in this modern 

life. We sacrificed our freedom to pay our bills. 

 
When I finally made it through the automat doors, I’d make it part of my routine to 

always go to the same window to get a fresh piece of coffee cake. I’d insert my change 

into the familiar slot and the window would automatically open. I would take the plate 

inside the window and then close the window. The automat worker behind the wall 

would then replace the plate with a fresh one for the next customer. The automat is 

perfect for the antisocial because human contact is very limited. That’s why I liked the 

automat so much, it was like a sanctuary for me, and it allowed me to be free, if only for 

a few minutes out of my day. I always felt uncomfortable when a waitress in a coffee 

shop would try to make small talk with me. In the automat, I didn’t have to worry about  



making conversation. It is my time to be alone, to meditate amidst the typical morning 

rush 


