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Pressing heavily into my pillow, I seek vainly a comfortable position.  I squeeze my eyes tightly, trying to close out the wretched little mess I so affectionately call "my world."  It doesn't work.  The sounds of the pending day persist in trapping me, crawling over my body in search of a vulnerable place to finish crushing me.  From somewhere around the edges of the restless fog that had been sleep come the overbearing smells of the crowded quarters I am forced to accept; cigarettes, dirty laundry and the mustiness that comes with close living and poor ventilation.  Once more I ask myself: what am I doing here?  How did I get here?
     
Breakfast.  The smell slowly penetrates my awakening senses from another part of the building and does little to restore consciousness.  Another day.  Another tedious, pressure filled day.  How much longer?  How much more of this punishment?  Exactly how much can they squeeze from me before my dues are paid?  New days are just more of the same, broken only by the change from one dull routine to the next, from which the only escape is sleep - long restless sleeps.  I am war-weary. The daily fight for existence has taken its toll.  Once driven, I am now reduced to survival - the institution has broken me.  'Good morning' becomes a cliché in a successive string of twenty-four hour periods.

     
Sitting on the edge of my bed I slowly pull on the bottoms to my uniform.  God how I hate the uniform, hated it ever since they issued it.   I don't have a choice, it's what they require me to wear.  John is already up and has heated water.  Still foggy, I sip my instant coffee and struggle to the sink to begin the daily ritual of creating a human again.  The taste of instant coffee reminds me how low I have sunk.  Never by choice had instant coffee ever contaminated my Columbian cup.

     
"Damn!" The water is cold again.  What this time?  Never mind, as usual it is out of my control.  "Damn again!" The only razor left is dull.  "DAMN, DAMN, DAMN!" Sticking my hand in the water I recoil. The cold water penetrates the fresh burn on my hand I got from leaning on a hot pipe I had soldered at work.  "Son-of-a..."

     
The sound of my own voice is a sanity check as I search for a bandage.  Is this what life is  reduced to?  Talking to myself.  Is this the final punishment, and is the final step answering myself?  I feel the beginnings of a grin, but quickly check it as the lurking demons remind me of my current predicament and the loneliness of the last several years.  Feeling sorry for myself is easier than dealing with it, and a hell of a lot more rational to my current thinking.  I have always been a positive thinker, trained to seek the minuscule positives and dwell on them until they take over.  I am positive.  Positive that things will not, cannot get better in the near future.

     
Lately, I start my day with bitter reminiscing of what could have been.  Sara finally asked for and got a divorce, she claimed abandonment.  I never abandoned her.  I had just been unavailable.  There is a difference.  It wasn't a choice.  It's what had to be. She didn't see it that way, and she was unwilling to wait until my circumstances, 'our' circumstances improved.  The kids naturally went with her, and for a while the once a month visits kept me placated. After awhile they too, ended.  Even that I accepted fatefully.  It is contrary to the court order, and I can probably resolve 

it with the aid of the judge, but right now it is something I am unprepared to deal with. It is one of the least pressing of the hundreds that kept going wrong in my daily life.

     
I didn't give up I continue to remind myself.  Refused to quit until I had wrung the courts dry of every possibility.  Even after the last gavel fell, I considered it to be "Cruel and Unusual Punishment" and fought on.  The bankruptcy, the divorce, all played their part in my souls demise.  Sadly, inevitably, I'm stuck.  For how long, I have no idea, but there is no expectation of change soon.  Time means nothing anymore; a minute, hour, day melts into the next.  If I could have found any way out of it, just to lessen it, I might have saved my marriage.  I brought this hell on myself, and now there are dues to pay.

     
Looking back in the mirror I am a stranger to the face that confronts me.  The me I was proud of was a fair complected, brown haired man of thirtyish, lips slightly curled upward and a glint in the blue eyes.  The face staring back bears no resemblance.  The hair has streaks of gray that accentuate the ever-present wrinkles on the forehead.  The lips sag now at the ends.  In less than two years the metamorphosis has occurred.  I had known the business was dragging me down, at least mentally.  I had been unaware of what the pressure of living it was doing to me physically.  Optimistically, if not foolishly, I had blindly believed that the bankruptcy would ablate everything.  I didn't see the divorce coming. The physical mimics the mental.  A gray sagging inside effects a like outside.  Shaving by rote I am jolted back by the stinging of the water on the burn on my hand.

***

     
"You claiming squatters privileges or do I get a turn at the sink?" John, my roomy.  Another situation out of my control.  God, I hate having a roomy - HATE it.  Everything I do these days is by script.  John is no exception.

     
"Take it.  You enjoy the ice water as much as I did." I dab a piece of toilet paper at the nick the dull razor and cold water have caused and restick the bandage on my hand. My irritation grows over such little nuisances.  "Whatcha got planned for today?" It was really a rhetorical question, a ritual we go through many mornings.  It came out without thinking.  

     
"Oh, I thought I'd wander down to main Street and watch the girls going to work, you know, whistle at a few, then go shoot some pool and drink some beer." Same ritualistic answer, in one form or another.  Months ago I remember laughing at such a lighthearted exchange, but now I don't even smile.  Moving to the window, I take in the wrappings of the new day.  There is a single cloud pinned against the blue of clear morning brightened by the sun.  

     
"You still working maintenance?" John glances up in the mirror from his shaving.  I refuse to recognize him, never taking my eyes off the cloud.  I don't like him, don't want him here.  John is probably a great guy, but I refuse to open that door.  I hate what he represents to me.  I shun him emotionally.  

     
"Yep, as if I have a choice. Still a cook in the evenings too." I sigh deeply.  His question another unpleasant reminder of how low I have sunk.

***

     
I make a second cup of coffee and return to lean against the window.  The sun is leaving an appearance of warmth, just beginning its job of bathing the August land with its heat.  A few more lazy clouds hang motionless.  Another weatherless day.  repetitive as my life. A fleeting memory skims my thoughts. Times when a scene like this would have sent me outside whistling at the chance to abuse such a perfect day.  I push it aside.  More positives to remind me of my negative, I prefer the solitude of gloom.  I finger the bandage, peeling it on and off, irritating the burn.

     
Agitated, I replace the bandage and adjust my position to measure the movement of the first cloud.  I line it up with the corner of the window and a tree limb; some ritualistic persistence that I can predict the weather the rest of the day by the direction and speed of clouds.  I fold my arms, closing the world out while I allow the demons back out to review my predicament.  It has been at least fifteen minutes since a depression check.

     
I had fueled myself on big plans, had made great headway in accomplishing them. Somewhere I made a wrong turn.  When the courts finished with me my world was turned upside down.  Now I find it an endless struggle just to maintain.  Everything about me is now routine; bitterly, boringly routine.  I bite my lip.  I am not a routine sort of guy, regimentation is just not compatible with my soul.  It should have been my polished proud past, instead, a bitter reminder.

     
The images are by no means vivid, muddied by time and disillusion, but at moments when the fog partially clears I glimpse the real times.  Positive, productive times in the distant and fading past when I was building a company.  When Sara and I had claimed nirvana and were going to be bonded forever or die in the attempt.  We died all right, each and collectively our own private death.  Both it seemed, inside me.  In these beclouded images there are children who called me dad, picnics, Christmases, and parties.  Now the pictures are mostly black and white, colorless. The taste and smell have long ago faded and there is no dialogue, just fleeting images of a lost world.

     
I close my eyes and the specter of Sara unexpectedly propels it's way into my conscious, bullying, pushing.  I see her in our living room, in our bedroom.  I see the twinkle in her eye and the mischievousness as we toss naked in bed.  I feel my own desires rise as I hear the laughter of the two of us.  Returning quickly, I glance over in embarrassment at John to see if he knows.  The vision recedes and the demons laugh.

     
I'm sure many of the other guys around me have dealt with this sort of trauma, but I refuse to bring the subject up, afraid of the emotional disturbance.  Afraid of any realization that I am the only one who whimpers about it.  Leave it alone.  Continue to practice basic survival and let it work.  With enough complacency it will work itself out or go away.

     
I force a change in thoughts, squeeze the uncomfortable back in the dark crevices they lurk in, like boogie-men waiting to leap when I lower defenses.  I hate it when I go there, but it is most mornings now.  I think of the visit I will have today with Ernie.  Brother Ernie!  Now there is a short term antidote for depression.  Ernie can cheer up a mortician, at least it always works on me.  Hell, that fool always finds something to smile about.  I fail to understand how he finds excitement in his mediocrity as he does.  The world beats up on him just as much, but he awaits the next moment, expecting, demanding, better.  I look forward to the temporary shot of Adrenalin that the visit will bring.  The temporary escape from the mental walls of my confinement. 


I can take Ernie only in small doses lately.  His positives are somehow naive - perversely negative.  If he understood as I do, he would know that most positives are only fantasies, drugs to produce a temporary high.  The system eventually wins.  Beats you at a game you come illprepared to play, sucking at your individuality.

     
I check myself.  I have developed an affinity for the negative, reinforcing with my only positive - that all negative assumptions will prove themselves.  I must retrain myself.  Tomorrow.

     
No matter, the visit will be a vacation from the dull, maddening daily routine they force me to accept.  I welcome it.  Visits become the one luxury I have left.  Forced, that word has a taste at least as bitter as the instant coffee.

     
"I've got a visit with my brother this morning."  I still don't turn from the window. The cloud hadn't moved yet.  Kinship.

     
"Great!  I sure hope he manages to change your mood a little" John keeps absentmindedly feeling the water, waiting for it to get warmer.  "Did the warden clear your special visit for his birthday?"

     
"I don't know, I haven't heard anything back yet."  With a wince I catch myself pulling at the bandage again.

     
"I sure hope so.  I don't know what it will do for him, but it sure can't hurt your mood."  John throws a sideways glance, padding his face with a towel.

     
I fumble with my coffee cup and return my vigilance to the suspended cloud "what's the matter with my mood?"  

     
John laughs. It is a laugh for both of us, I suppose.  "Nothing that a long vacation to a deserted island or a two-by-four across the back of the head won't cure!" We both chuckle.  I catch myself, too positive right now.  I know why I dislike John. He accepts his fate with a smile and a joke.  

     
John pulls on a shirt and checks his hair, leaving for his job.  "Say hello to Ernie for me."  He pauses at the door.  "And get a life, Terry."

     
I hate him.  He's right.  Where do I find one?  Mail order?  I think again of the special visit and re-check the cloud for movement.  None.  It is me.  Has the warden approved the special visit?  Would the warden approve a request for me and Ernie to trade places for a month or two?  Would he understand that I just need a vacation from all of this?  "Prison" I say out loud and balk at the bitter sound of my own voice.  "The least understood institution in the world!" But of course everybody has their own idea of what it is really about.  Little do they know.  This ugly, never-ending routine with its rules and penalties. It is a prison all of its own.  Prison - GODDAM PRISON!  I could tell them a lot about prison.

***

     
Sitting in the prison visiting room, waiting for Ernie to arrive, I busy myself studying the other families.  Each a character study, each with their own hurts, pains, joy and worries.  Most of the inmates look relaxed and happy, a bright spot in an otherwise dull, uneventful existence.  Time suspends as I watch each set of visitors and imagine I can read their lives.  


Take Karl over there, smiling and bouncing a vivacious eight-year-old daughter on his knee while she tries different hair styles on him.  The wife, nodding as he talks and she tries to keep track of a younger boy reeking havoc around the other families.  She's not a happy person I decide, although she tries to  smile each time she glances at him while he talks.  The worry lines are prominent on her forehead and I decide she has aged several years since last month when I saw her here.  Was it the fact of having to visit her husband in prison, or was it more?  


I try imagining her life, working, raising two kids; dealing with all of the everyday problems as a lone, single parent.  I try to focus the present picture again - Karl smiling and joking while the girl plays beautician, the wife looking as if she just had root-canal work.  I pry myself from this picture, scanning the room at the rest of the families - not much difference.  Ouch!  I've pulled the bandage again.

     
Closing my eyes, I try to shut it out, but the protection is incomplete, my senses won't shut down.  The smell of women's perfumes, all different and blending, ride the top of dispenser coffee and cigarette smoke.  The horrendous noise constantly updates reality.  I become acutely aware of the deafening roar of the fifty some odd people in close quarters, half are squealing children.  Great acoustics.  


I can still taste the bitterness of the brown stuff they pass off as coffee in the vending machine.  The sudden urge to run screaming from the room. To keep running until I am a hundred miles from any other human being suddenly surges up from the depths of my soul.  It is not a new feeling, but one constantly growing in intensity for the past several years.  I fight it feverishly.  Opening my eyes, I scan the room for Ernie.  I find him just entering the room, a broad smile and a free, easy gate, almost a bebop.  He doesn't know, doesn't understand.

***

     
I am glad to see him.  Standing, we hug.  I slide my hands down his shoulders to his arms and step back to look at him.  I smile, admiring the shape he keeps himself in, the health that he exudes.  "You sure are looking good." I am sincere, he misses that.  He accepts it as comity.

     
"I'd like to say the same for you, but you look pretty beat up, what's going on?  Are they treating you all right?" Ernie motions for me to follow and guides us to a pair of chairs in the corner.  We sit facing each other, silent a moment or two.

     
"So, how's it going?" We both speak at the same time, then laugh together.  It feels good.

     
We talk small talk.  I am uninterested though relieved at the sounds of the ramblings.  It is a secure feeling, but not what I need.  I need assurances.  I need to know that things are better for him, that his optimism is founded.  I need to know that I am right, that if our positions were reversed I could find peace also.  The bandage is now in my hand. I roll it into a small ball between finger and thumb.  I glance at the burn and there is a spot of red in one corner.

     
He pauses, looks at me, presses again.  "You don't look so good, is there something wrong, Terry?"

     
I want to scream You IDIOT!  You're damn right there is something wrong.  Everything's wrong.  Don't you know how good you have it!  I don't.  I am long over expletives, depression is a passive state.  "Things are ok, Ernie." I look at the floor.  I lie.

     
Ernie is persistent.  I dodge.  I don't need this.  I don't need to summon the demons.  Ernie doesn't need the depressing conversation.  It is my hell, not his.  He should, by all rights be wallowing in his own.  I know he can sense - smell - my depression.  It must hang over me like the cloud, a neon sign flashing 'look at the gutter this jerk has put himself in'.

     
I search desperately for a new subject.  Ideas come and go erratically.  Nothing to sink my teeth into.  I start conversations, they go nowhere.  The turmoil spins on around us.  At other tables lives progress, stories exchanged.  I freeze at the idea of finally having to verbalize my perceptions.

     
There is no escaping it.  His stare is determined, intent.  I begin.  "Ernie..." I pause and swirl my vending machine coffee around in the cup then toss the bandage toward the trash can.  The brown stuff is worse than my instant.  A false start.  "Ernie, you know I bankrupted the company" it was rhetorical, he knew.  He nods.  "Well since that and the divorce things haven't been...well...good." He gestures to break in.  I stop him.  It's my stage.  "The courts, the bankruptcy one and the divorce one laid a lot of heavy duties on me.  The requirements of the court are as much or more pressure as I had before." I can't look at him.  Whining sounds different when I speak it..  


I fish for a tissue in my pocket and dab at the burn, making little red dots on the tissue.  Ernie glances at my burn but he is too worried about the direction of our conversation to ask about it.

     
"And you really think you got it tough, huh?  Lots of people go through divorces and bankruptcies.  I can't believer you're talking like this!  What about my situation?  I could swear that I'm the one with the big problem." His tone is incredulous.

     
"Ernie, today when I thought of the special visit for your birthday, and wondered if the warden had approved it..." I pause to make sure he is still with me. "I actually thought of asking him what it would take for us to trade places, to let me rest in prison for a little bit!  Crazy, huh?" I dabbed some more at the wound. A small pinpoint outlet for my bleeding soul.

     
"TERRY!" Ernie is now sure that I have lost every sense he ever gave me credit for.  "Do you know how crazy you are talking." His exhale is fast.  "Things may be rough, but you got lots of things going for you.  Don't you understand how precious your freedom is?"

***

     
I want to tell Ernie how easy he has it, how different real responsibility is.  I want to take him and shake him until he understands.  He makes no decisions, owes no money.  He has a roof over his head and three squares.  He works out in the gym, plays basketball and goes to computer class.  He sleeps but to dream.  There are minimal pressures on him in prison, different kinds of pressures.  Sure, I would never deny that there are aspects of prison that are tough, damn tough, but just the same, right now I would trade places.  Right now taking his place in prison would be a rest cure.  I absentmindedly search my pockets for a clean tissue, staring at the small dots of red that fill the present one.  The wound is bigger than I thought.

     
"Ernie, maybe prison isn't a place..."  

 
 *** The end ***
