The Omen

     Part of the allure or excitement in doorhanging, especially at this stage when I’d often be running like a maniac, was in tempting fate with the dogs, the number one doorhanging hazard.  My coworkers dealt with this problem in various ways.  Oscar Jewell, for example, kept firecrackers in his pouch along with his flyers for if a dog gave him any trouble.  I’d only been doorhanging three months, but in that span Oscar got bit at least twice, and in fact I was the only mainstay who over that stretch had never once been bit.  Everyone else was far more aggressive, relishing the chance, taunting, “Come on, motherfucker!”  But when I saw a dog, staying in character with my whole way of being, I would cross to the street’s other side, and I wouldn’t deliver a flyer to any house which sported a dog, nor to any for as long as a dog kept following, provided it was mean or obnoxious.  If mean it might bite should I make a false move; if obnoxious it might attract a whole pack, any of whom might be mean and more likely to act out its fantasy while buoyed by its strength in numbers.  But while my policy had so far enabled me to avoid the Big Bite, my fear was steadily mounting.


Already at a stage where I knew this job wasn’t for me, I had made the decision that this, my ninetieth day, would be my last on the job.  My decision to quit had actually been made between one working day and the next, but it would have seemed a cheap way to go had I dropped the job right then because I would have missed out on a feeling of proper transition, not to bear witness directly to my doorhanging death.


With regard to the mounting fear, I probably should have taken one in the leg and been done with it, but in any case I’d acquired the irrational belief that I was long overdue to get bit.  I couldn’t help but have the thought as I began my final shift, that eighty-nine down and one to go; alive and still unscathed.  Before I could swallow the thought or change its form, I realized I had thunk it, and tragically that there was no wood handy upon which to knock.


When I started running my routes, my fear of dogs was being channeled into frenzied excitement, helping to drive me relentlessly to historic euphoric heights.  But always it was fear that drove me, and on this last day which I’d walk through rather than run to better savor its smells, this fear would get a vise grip on my psyche.  Rising to mythic proportions as my heightened last-day awareness would turn to a bed bug paranoia.


At the same time, I had a lesser fear of the man who might shoot me for trespassing onto his property.  You’d see these “No Peddlers, Solicitors or Agents” signs every so often, which we were instructed to bully past, so on top of the dog thing, I figured today was the day I would finally run into someone who really, really didn’t give a flyin’ fuck about my fuckin’ flyer.


The day started peacefully enough, where I was going, “Now Tommy, you haven’t been bit, or shot at for that matter, for eighty-nine days in a row.  That doesn’t mean you’re eighty-nine times as likely to get bit today as opposed to the first day you came.  You’re working yourself into a tizzy for no good reason.”


At first the argument worked.  But the stage of the day was set when I came across one of those signs designed to drive peddlers away.  My fear of getting shot, prior to this moment, had never been based in anything all that real.  I knew that people didn’t like peddlers, and that taken to its logical extreme, a person who dislikes you might shoot you, but I had never been held at gunpoint per se.  I’d seen “Beware of Dog” signs, and then there’s “Beware of Owner”, but until now I had never seen a sign quite like the one with which I was now confronted:

PEDDLERS WILL BE SHOT ON SIGHT


The sign was designed to make me think twice, and I did.  But I also hung a flyer on the doorknob.


Taking the strict, adding and subtracting, calculating view of karma, I walked away thinking I’d gotten away with something, but only temporarily, that it was going to catch up with me somewhere down the road.


I found myself hanging flyers in a very secluded neighborhood.  The houses were spaced wide apart, and I was moseying down an incredibly long and steep hill.  There was no one in sight and I was grooving off myself, when what should magically appear smack in front of me but the biggest, loudest dog I had ever seen or heard.  A steroid-injected Saint Bernard, crossbred perhaps with a grizzly.  Whereas before my vista had been hill and trees and sky for as far as the eye could see, in a flash Saint Bernie was right in my face, I swear to God staring down at me (or was that the size of my fear?), barking its I-don’t-know-how-many-pound head off.  Its bite I could only imagine.  I gulped down my heart in one swallow and waited as the dog expended its bark, the two of us eyeball to eyeball in the ensuing ear-splitting silence.  After an eternity passed, there was the sound of this wee female voice going, “Here boy!” and Bernard went bounding off in its direction.


It occurred to me when my mind turned back on that what had transpired in my day thus far had been rather strange.  To think that I’d encounter literally the most threatening sign of my doorhanging tenure, an omen, on this my last day, and that I’d just then experienced my all-time scariest dog, recalling that the “horsy” (circa 1969) didn’t scare me in the least.  Walking and talking and thinking about the day, about what had happened and what might have been, and because the day was young, especially because of The Omen, I was also thinking about what still might be.


Couple miles further down I came to a second dog, whereas the first had come to me.  He wasn’t aware of me yet, but had pulled within my range.  Certainly I was no stranger to the generic threat of dogs, and so I crossed the street, trying to behave as inconspicuously as possible so as not to arouse his attention.  But as I approached its porch walking past, the very same sort of wild hair in me that made me hang the omen-bearer’s doorknob likewise compelled me to sneak a passing glance.  Doggie became aware and as might have been expected, started barking and racing toward me.  I observed him closing the gap between us, and had a thought I’ve never had either before or since.  There was a look in that dog’s eyes: rabid and frothing.  I knew it was going to bite me.


The Saint Bernard had been very threatening.  Many dogs in my life, many streets, many times threatening.  But this time I knew.  I’ll tell you what I remember.  I remember the dog darting through the grass of its front yard and into the street, at which point a car happened by and struck it before it could reach me.  By the time I was out of sight, I had ascertained that the pooch was in bad shape, but it was still hanging in there.


On this day I’d set aside to properly say my good-byes, not only had I been confronted with this very ominous sign, and the scariest dog of my life, but a little ways down the road had also come upon a dog with a look in its eyes that bore no doubt at all as to what its intentions were.  I knew it was going to bite me, but it didn’t.  Why should I have been so lucky, or was “cursed” the proper term?


These thoughts were whirling as the working day finally concluded.  Patrick picked me up along with everyone else, and now we were heading back toward the base.  I was recovering from the day, processing all its improbable turns, still grappling with what it all meant.  Finding myself as the rapt listener to a fairytale that had come to its end, pleading, “But then what happened?” when I tiny little puppy-dog appeared in the middle of the street.  Our van was being tailgated and therefore couldn’t stop, so we heard this little thump underneath.  A lifetime previous without ever seeing an animal hit by a motor vehicle, and today I saw two in two hours.  After all that fear invested in dogs, to think that both of them would have been saved if they were the ones who’d been fearful.  Slumping back in the van, emotionally exhausted, feeling strangely satisfied for having lived a full day.

