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* * * * *
The small black, glass-enclosed marqee attached to the front of the parish hall read
Evenings at 7 in the Parish Hall
Mon: Alcoholics Anonymous
Tue: Abused Spouses
Wed: Eating Disorders
Thu: Say No to Drugs
Fri: Teen Suicide Watch
Sat: Soup Kitchen
Sunday Sermon: 9 a.m. "America's Joyous Future"
“Well I woke up Sunday mornin’
with no way to hold my head that didn’t hurt.”
~ “Sunday Morning Coming Down” Kris Kristofferson
His legs tangled in sweaty sheets and a red cotton waffle-weave blanket, the left side of his face mashed deep into the pillow, Randall Sly snorted, caught his breath, snorted again. He shifted his head, the corner of his mouth connected to the pillow by a narrow string of saliva, and finally woke himself up pawing at the imaginary fly traversing his right cheek. Sunlight was streaming through the window, and he lay still for a moment, closing his eyes tightly in an attempt to regain sleep. Tuesday morning, he thought. No need to get up. He sighed and shifted his head slightly again, working it more deeply into the pillow. But what was that thought at the edge of his mind? Something... something about last night.... His eyelids flashed open. The parish hall... the AA meeting... Shylia! He lifted his head slightly, one eye peering just over his pillow as he glanced at the other side of the bed. Not there... just a dream again. He smiled. God I'll bet she'd be good. He glanced at the clock. Almost ten! "Oh man!"
He twisted onto his back and sat bolt upright, not even noticing the creaks and pops as his 44 year old body complained. He rubbed both hands over his face and blinked a couple times, then swung his legs off the bed and pushed himself up and toward the bathroom. The mirror revealed a three-day stubble. He glanced at his shaving mug and brush, then shook his head. He turned on the tap and cupped his hands under it, splashing water on his face a couple times, then held his comb under the tap and ran it through his hair. He glanced into the mirror again and turned off the tap. Back in the corner of the apartment that passed for his bedroom, he tugged on his undershorts and socks, then his Levis and sneakers. Pulling a wrinkled t-shirt over his head, he shrugged into a light jacket, then rummaged high in the closet for a small, loosely woven Mexican blanket. He tucked it under his arm, then left the third-floor walkup and ran down the hallway, almost colliding with Mrs. Ringler, who had just opened her door and dawdled out to see what the ruckus was about.
He slid to a stop just short of her. “Whoa! Sorry, Mrs. Ringler. Too big a hurry this morning.”
Hunched over under the weight of eighty-seven years, she raised her index finger. “That’s the trouble with the world these days! Everybody’s in too big a hurry, especially you youngsters! You’d best slow down or you’ll beat yourself to your own grave! Mark my words!”
Youngster? He grinned. “Yes’m.” He sidestepped her. Over his shoulder he said, “Gotta go.” In deference to her, he walked to the head of the stairs, which were only a few steps away, then grasped the rail and began taking them two at a time.
Mrs. Ringler shook her head, then noticed a newspaper lying near a door across the hall. She looked up and down the hall, quickly retrieved the newspaper and moved quietly back into her apartment.
At the bottom of the stairs, Randall crossed the entryway. The ancient, narrow double doors creaked as he pushed them open. He paused on the stoop, his left hand still holding one door open, and looked west, then east along the sidewalk and the grey stone apartment buildings. Several blocks east and north, the tip of the stone cross of the parish church protruded into the overcast sky. A few blocks the other side of the church was the park. He needed to get to that park, and he was late. “Jeez, the whole world is grey,” he mumbled. He released the door and it creaked closed behind him. “Escape your dreary life through a dismal death and into a greywashed heaven. And all you can hope for in the meantime is that you're able to feed someone.” He shook his head. “Hardly seems worth the effort, does it?” He descended the steps to the sidewalk and turned east.
Shylia Allred awoke lying in her bathtub in the fetal position on her right side, trembling violently, her head resting on a full roll of toilet paper. She hadn’t had time to grab a blanket, and the towel on which she lay seemed to conduct the cold of the cast-iron tub straight through her jeans and sweatshirt to her bones. She lay still for a moment, listening for sounds of her husband. Bastard! She raised her arm and glanced past the blue and yellow bruise at her wristwatch. Nearly 9... he should be at work by now. She rolled onto her knees and stood, then stepped carefully out of the tub, her stiff joints complaining. God forbid he gets there late and burst that image of perfection.
She leaned heavily on the sink and looked into the mirror, lightly tracing her fingers over the puffy, soot and yellow bruise on her left cheekbone. It was tender even to her light touch. A tear crept out of the corner of her right eye and tickled along her nose and cheek. Staring at herself in the mirror, she slammed both fists on the counter. “Damn him!” She jerked her left hand back, her wrist throbbing. The tears flowed freely as she bent over her left wrist and cradled it in her right hand and whispered, “Damn him!”
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