Then the Morning Comes

mmm mmm mmm  mmm MMM MMM  BEEP BEEP BEEP!

Dumb alarm clock. There must be a more humane way to wake yourself up in the morning. Something less violent. Something that just kind of eases you out of sleep. Like a gentle nudge. Too early to think of such things now though. Pulling myself up in the bed I turn and kill that horrid beast that woke me from my slumber with a heavy blow of my hand to its off button. I slide to the edge of that warm blanket covered plain. I keep myself horizontal trying to trick my body into thinking I’m still semi-asleep. My fingers search for the lip of the sheets that plunge to the floor. Here comes the hardest jump, stepping from the bed itself. My feet land on the rough carpeting and my toes curl downward gripping it hard to steady myself for my ascent as I straighten up to a full standing position.  I have 40 minutes till I must be at the bus stop, better get moving. There is the normal things to do, like putting in contacts, breakfast, brushing teeth but not the hair, because there is really no need to when you where a skull cap all day. I wrap up this series of mundane rituals by donning that white jacket emblazoned with a blue ribbon, which signifies the Le Cordon Bleu standard. It makes a person stand out no matter where they are. It is just a look that says, “Bet you wonder what I’m going to do today,” and it makes those that stare ask themselves what it must be like to do what I do. Little to they realize just what it entails. I run my hands over my body while going through my mental checklist of what items I must make sure I have on my uniform: nametag…check …sharpies …check …mise-en-place book …check … apron …check …35 pound backpack …freaking check.

With that done I stroll to the door and begin the next leg of my journey. The moment I exit the apartments I feel the blast of icy air hit my face like a pale of frigid water. By the time I reach the bus stop I am already shivering. My chef’s pants seem more like pajama pants in this weather as they flap in the wind that continually shifts its direction preventing me from escaping its chill. I now have the luxury of standing, because there is no bench to wait on, and freeze my already shriveling extremities. I slowly drift into a state of standing unconscious that leaves me to wave back and forth in a shadowy trance. I see myself back in a warm bed with a downy soft pillow under my head, which now in reality is sinking down towards my chest. As my chin begins to graze my frozen zipper my head instinctively jerks backwards uncontrollably slamming my dreams against the back of my skull while shaking my mind back to real time. The bus is just rolling to a stop in front of me. I board the bus and swipe my transit pass while praying that I’ll find an open seat somewhere on the bus. If I find one I wriggle out of my burdensome backpack and try and squeeze down onto the seriously undersized seats. My thoughts slowly seep back into dark pools of reflection vibrating with the hum of the bus engine. Waving gently from side to side my arm grazes softly the shoulder of the traveler next to me. It is not a touch that comes from some intimate knowledge of who they are, but a reassurance of our common goal. We are here together, even though we may never see the other again, we are glad they are here especially their warmth. Madison and Michigan coming up. Just past the Art Institute, I ready myself. Standing stolidly between the vertical steel rails I steady my stance, and wait for the green light. When the bus rolls to a stop the emerald light above the door flickers on and the door swings wide. I exit and hit the pavement running. 

Move feet, dang it move! 5:40 and its 2 blocks to the Wabash station, the conductor won’t wait long. I speed past construction workers on their way to buy their morning Starbucks™. I sprint vertically up the stairwell marked “Brown Line – Kimball”. Dashing round the corner of the lower level quickly slipping my card into the turnstile, I jerk forward as it pauses a second too long before opening causing my knee to slam hard against the bar. I withdraw enough to allow it to swing open and push forward again hearing the rumble of a train overhead. I quickly make a beeline for the stairs to the top level. As I step up over the last step and land on the platform I see the train sitting in the station doors open, but not for long. “Doors closing,” chimes the mechanical voice over the cheap speaker system. I dash forward and thrust my arm into the crack of the sliding doors. I wedge them apart and slip inside the car. Made it. I take one of the many open seats. The train methodically slithers through the downtown loop stopping at each station only briefly before throwing closed her doors and pushing forward again. “Chicago is next. Doors open on the…right…at …Chicago,” sputters the overhead voice as the computer decides what station is next. As the train slides around the bend past Merchandise Mart the voice continues with a warning, “Standing passengers…please do not lean against the doors.” The train slides into the Chicago street station and stops with a shudder.

 I step out onto the wood planks and turn left towards the exit stairwell at the end of the platform. I quicken my steps, knowing what’s yet to come. I want to make this brief. Quick like removing a Band-Aid. As I turn through the one-way gate out into the alley, the agony begins. This is the most painful part of the trip, yet even though it is the shortest. The alley is cloaked in darkness. The only light is the faint glow of a discarded transportation department street sign whose tiny strobe is dying. As I emerge from the alley I turn towards the school, facing dead northwest. The wind hits like a boxer’s right hook. Hard and unforgiving.  I try to open my eyes but I cannot. The wind has frozen my left eye shut and the tears that are forming on the bottom lid of my right have begun to freeze mid-fall forming short salty icicles. I step over the guardrail that I know is there without even looking and plod across the empty parking lot to the road. I listen briefly for the sound of traffic and hearing none dart to the other side. I slowly walk the last hundred yards across the second parking lot towards the school. My face actually cracks as I squint in the cold. I walk up the few stairs to the door and enter the code to unlock the door. The moment I step indoors the warm humid air slams into me dissolving the icy grip the chill has on my face. I am here…Lord, I am here. 

My day has just begun…

