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It was raining in downtown Mexico City. It was a Tuesday night. My wife always tells me that the traffic is unexplainably worse on Tuesday than any other day. And the rain, well Mexico City doesn’t have a summer, they have a season of rain. Like clockwork around 5 or 6 every evening, the rain starts and won’t stop until there is no more reason to be outside. This lasts for all the so-called summer months.

I looked at the other tired and frustrated drivers around me. Most of them were scrolling Facebook or yelling at their kids or studying Waze for a quicker way home. These men and women were the lifeblood of the city. The dutifully employed with their distractions to help them, to prevent them from over-thinking or remembering as they settle in for the long ride home in the equally dutiful downpour. These were the lucky ones.

Then some of them were simply leaning against their windows, defeated, with their heads collapsed into their hands.

A people that once lived in trees and caves now lived in cars with small little screens that lit up and revealed their tired faces to anybody passing by, making it in this world by reading the same headlines or memes that appeared again and again in their news feed.

We all shifted from first to second and back to first as we crept slower towards our eventual destinations. There was a car broken down in the lane ahead. The man whom the car belonged to was at least pretending to look at his car to fix it so he could avoid the hateful stares of all the other drivers trying to force their way past him.

A police car drove right past him without even a window cracked to pause and ask if the man needed any help. His lightbars were strobing though, so he must have been in passionate pursuit of the man in front of him who was surely speeding in this second gear traffic. The local police force at its finest.

A wall of rain crashed down on all of us and you could see the street light up red from the simultaneous brake lights being hit at once. Even with the windows up and the rain pouring, I could hear brakes screeching and I could smell someone’s clutch burning. I was hoping it wasn’t mine. I’d have to spend the rest of the ride home seeing if I could tell.

What would normally take 10 minutes to get to where I was going, Waze was now telling me it would be 45 minutes. The wall of water lightened up enough for people to get back in first and advance a little further. I memorized the shapes and images of the car in front of me: the silhouette of stuffed animals in the back window, the driver’s head barely sticking up past the headrest, the fake German license plate add-on that the Mexican people seemed to love to put around their own license plates to make them appear like European plates.

It was no surprise it was German, that is by far the most popular here. Though I believed they fantasized about old Germany more than the modern one, back when Nationalism and Socialism made them a momentary world power. Mexico will have its day, one day, I thought. They just voted for a man as far left as you can get, who made his first act in office a demand from Spain to apologize for making them a country. 

Mexico, your time was coming soon.

Waze sent me a notification that it was raining and there would be traffic because of rain. I wanted to scream. Then another wall of water crashed down on all of us.

A friend of mine from Belgium called about that time. She was an artist to the full degree - painting, playing guitar, and writing. She had a high-class job, something to do with money, and a nice apartment in the center of Brussels. All during the week she would wear porf lady’s suits and put on the most expensive make-up. On the weekends though, it was all black, and she hung out in the worst bars in town. It’s where we had met.

She usually called me when she was drunk and wanted to reminisce about old times or complain about new times.

‘My job is killing me.’ She said.

She was two years older than me, and I was 32. I didn’t mind talking to her all that much, but there was also a slight pain of guilt because I felt like I couldn’t get rid of her. It was always the same conversation with her.

‘What am I supposed to do?’ She screamed.

‘Quit.’ I said. ‘Quit and finish your book. Go into a small room and just do the thing.’

I knew she already knew all the quotes about just going for it from the great writers, so I stopped myself from quoting Hemingway, ‘All you do is sit down at a typewriter and bleed.’ She bled a lot, but rarely at the typewriter. I thought that’s what really made the writer, saving the blood for the paper.

‘But I need some guarantee.’ She said. ‘A sign or something that it is the right thing to do.’

She must have been drunk. Probably even home at this point. It was 9:30 here, so it was the early morning hours for her. I assumed she was cooking pasta in her pajamas. It was her usual routine after a long night out. She was a pro at removing her face at night, creating her hangover cure, and then putting her professional face back on for the next day.

‘You think the greats had a sign?’ I said. ‘Anything other than having to do what they did in order to not jump off a bridge?’

‘What are you talking about?’ She said.

‘The eminent artists.’ I said. ‘Da Vinci, Raphael...’

‘Stop naming the Ninja Turtles.’ She screamed. ‘They all had patrons. The King of France supported da Vinci. That would be a sign.’

‘Well, blame copyright laws,’ I said, ‘or movies.’

‘Real funny.’ She said. ‘I can’t just quit my job. I always have trouble getting a job. They see me walk in, hear me speak, and immediately think, ‘Ah shit, she’s too smart for this job. She won’t stay.”

‘That’s what it is.’ I said.

‘I mean you.’ She continued. ‘You look like a guy that needs work. I mean, I assume you’ve been wearing the same clothes you’ve worn since high school, right?’

‘They still fit.’ I said.

‘And I bet they still have holes in them.’ She said. 

‘Yeah.’ I said.

‘They see you and see someone desperate enough for work that you’ll stay around. Do you even tell these people about the book you wrote or poetry you publish?’

‘No.’

‘You never talk about it. Not even to me. I have to google you just to see if you have anything new.’

‘That’s good.’ I said.

‘I would want to tell them if I was you.’ She said.

‘Why?’

‘Well, they just think of you as a bum who likes to get drunk and fails in life.’

‘I’m both.’

‘Well, some people still talk about you here.’ She said. ‘They say you’re strange and that you travel alone and that I’m the only friend you have.’

‘And?’

‘They make fun of you.’ She said. ‘I try to defend you. You’re more interesting than any of them.’

‘What’s the point?’ I said. ‘We all do what we have to do.’

‘Well, I’m going to come to visit you.’ She said.

‘Sure.’ I said. ‘You know you’re welcome anytime.’

‘I think I’ll bring my guitar.’ She said. ‘Should I bring my guitar?’

‘Yes.’ I said.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Prends-soin de toi. Des biz.’

‘You too.’ I said.

She hung up, and I thought about her coming to visit as unlikely as that would be. I thought about her playing her guitar on the patio in the place where I lived now. I suppose more sad music wouldn’t be so bad.

The traffic was still moving forward, I got in third for a moment, but it was just a tease.

I took a moment to absorb my new surroundings. I was tired of looking at the cars in front of me, so I stared at the sidewalk. It was a Tuesday night in the pouring rain, but there were still people out. Some people were standing under the little umbrellas of the food truck, stuffing down tacos in a standing position, others were sitting at bars having a drink. I could see little charm in this world at times.

Maybe I came to Mexico City to hide. It was a place I could stop trying to live my life the way I always felt pressured to. No one to bother me about it. I could easily piss away my life here. I probably would have if I hadn’t met my wife. The mess she’s had to put up with. She was enough to keep me going.

There was something about this city though beyond her. It didn’t make me feel guilty. I didn’t feel like shit for not having the things that so many others had. The city let me be me - staying up late in bed unable to sleep, listening to the outside sounds, and watching my puppies sleep.

I preferred them to humans, anyway. Being lost or being crazy may not be so bad if you can be that way: undisturbed. Mexico City gave me that. Nobody ever called my name. I had no telephone service. My car stayed in the same place on the street. No real job to answer to, I worked how I wanted when I wanted. Life for me was basically just me and the wife and the puppies. Everything else was white noise.

I was in a time of nothingness and everything. The void in the Buddhist sense, no darkness or light, just space. A space that contained it all. It was not a time of action for me. I had chased many things in my life. This was a time of celebration. A time to appreciate not doing something. It was a time of knowing.

Whether it was a moment of peace or happiness, I was learning to let it envelop me.

I thought about when I was younger. I remembered when I thought things like a nice, simple life were ridiculous and dumb and a waste of clean, breathable air. I was angry then. I had foul blood and a twisted mind.

I was tougher then, but it came at a cost. I defied everything. I stared at the sun and trusted no one. I lived in my mind and broke everything around me. Everything was a challenge - getting the women in bed or getting men in fights. I called very few people my friends.

I would always find a reason to go from one place to another, an unknown city or an unfamiliar country. I’d ignore holidays and newspapers. I hated the movies and music everybody liked.

I despised Europe and everybody that adored it, especially France. It was a funny joke I ended up there for most of my adult life.

Peace was a sign of weakness to me. ‘Si vis pacem, para bellum,’ I told myself. I was even planning to tattoo it across my back.

As I went on this way - the bar fights, the suicidal years, the progression of women - I realized I wasn’t different.

I was the same.

The same as all these other angry people trying to get home in the pouring rain during rush hour in the big city. All of us, so full of hate.

We painted over the hate as minor objections, but whether it was the men fighting in bars or the women using sex for attention, we were all just scratching for an inch of trivial advantage. Our stories were empty, and our lies were our weapons of choice. It was an enormous game of one-upmanship where we hid our worst and tried to be better than the next person. We all gave allegiance to the same dictator, fear.

Not that I didn’t feel good at times. I allowed myself to have moments of peace. Those moments were usually staring at nothing, nothing other than an inanimate object that spent its life going unnoticed. The less I needed, the better I felt.

Maybe my previous life had worn me down. I felt like I was a thousand years old. I didn’t find any reward anymore in competition. I didn’t find victory in telling impressive stories that bolstered my ego or persuaded a girl to talk to me. It would only result in shame that I stooped that low again.

I just didn’t accept life the way it was anymore. There were moments of magic that would leave me asking for more, but the rest seemed like poison to my soul.

I can’t say for sure when it happened. There is no specific time or place that comes to mind when the change occurred, but something happened. It made me feel relaxed. My rough edges smoothed out. I didn’t have to prove that I was a man anymore.

I appreciated the simple things that made sense to me. The simple things in life like clean coffee cups and dogs being walked along the sidewalk. I would stare at the dogs, and sometimes they would stop and stare back at me. Their ears, their tails, their paws, it was life. It was life within itself, and their eyes were beautiful gems staring back at me. Then they would walk on and be gone.

It somehow made me feel good. Even in the worst situations, I would have the slightest smile.

When I lost my job from not showing up for a class that I was supposed to teach, I felt bad for a while. The angry messages I ignored in my darkness made me feel worse about myself as a human already feeling like shit. Then I realized it wasn’t for me I felt bad. I felt bad for him. I felt bad for them. All of them that wanted to be angry with me. I never responded to my boss. I figured it was best he thought I died. But I wanted to tell him, ‘It’s all right.’

He had to do what he must do. He had house payments, expenses, children, and a wife that needed him to maintain it all. He maybe even had a girlfriend. I was sorry for him. They caught him.

I could walk into the sun and feel that the day was mine - well, at least, temporarily. The world still had everybody on the ropes. Beating you into feeling angry and cheated, leaving everybody feeling despondent and disappointed.

It made the slivers of happiness and glimpses of peace a welcome change. So I embraced those times now the way I used to embrace the attention of a pretty girl.

Not that I became a spiritual guru that believed in blind optimism as a shield to the world or to overlook the most basic problems. That was a different sickness.

There were still times the world would have me by the throat again and I felt the fire burning, ready to paint the town red. But I was more patient with it now. I’d wait and watch it pass by with little to no actual harm done. There was just no need to get so excited about disappointment when you knew it was all part of the game. When you knew it would happen.

I realized a moment of bliss would find its way back to me. And rather than fighting it off like the enemy I used to believe it was, I would let it take me in its tide.

Even now, when I looked in the mirror, I did not see the monster I once did. I would not see the ugly and scarred creature staring back at me that taunted me before.

I almost liked what I saw. Rough and ragged, I wouldn’t be able to hide all my scars and burns from dancing too close to the fire in my youth, but there was a gentleness there now. An understanding that was warm and inviting. I was handsome, though perhaps not in the general ‘tall, dark, and handsome,’ that was the cliché most women wanted. My face would never be as smooth as the baby-bottom face of the movie stars, but it had its ragged charm.

This afternoon, I was leaving the house to do my wife’s route for her dog taxi business. She was under the weather and needed the rest. As I closed the bedroom door, I could see the outline of her head. I could only see the back of her head and the shape of her body under the covers. I ached for her. I wanted to hold her as if that could give her life, even if it meant taking away mine.

I went back in and kissed her once more on the forehead before I finally left to face the world I was facing now.

I knew there would always be moments where I would struggle to get out of bed, that thoughts would haunt me, and I would feel unable to make it. The difference, today, was that I could laugh a little inside knowing how many times I’ve been that way.

My wife was laying in bed now, thinking she would die, but tomorrow she would get up, brush her hair, put on her clothes, feed the dogs, have her coffee, kiss me, and then jump back in this car I’m sitting in at the moment to do what she loves doing. Like all the millions in this city, she would head back out into the arena to fight another day.

Another day of weaving in and out of traffic, of catching up on news, and of making all this life worthwhile. Some days were busy, and some days were slow, some days were dull, and some days were full of rage, but they were all wonderful and inferior because we are all so alike and so different.

I finally got to my turnoff. It was through a more dangerous part of town, but it felt like a minor victory. A victory that traveled from my brain, through the bones, to my shoes pressing the pedals that made me move forward.

We were all driving along. It’s been a tough fight, but a fight worth fighting, betting on another day.

I thought it might be nice if I stopped to buy the wife some ice cream on the way home.
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If you appreciated this free short story and would like to show support for his work; please purchase his debut novel ‘Sin and Zen’:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07VLC12V3
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Warren can also be found writing from time to time on Medium:

https://medium.com/@swstribling
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And of course, he has the Twitter and the Facebook and the Insta...

@SWStribling
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            USAF Iraq Veteran, French Foreign Legion parachutist, and rolling stone English teacher, Stribling has lived more stories than he has written.  Despite trying everything else in life before accepting his role as a novelist, Stribling has always kept words in his life as a form of therapy and creative outlet. Though he may be a broken soldier and no longer chasing trouble, Stribling is still traveling the world,  experiencing life, and writing the good stuff to share with his readers.

        

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at S. W. Stribling’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    

d2d_images/ata_image.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





