Joe woke with a start, blinked to adjust to the darkness of his cubicle, and then checked his watch. It was almost five-thirty. Almost the end of his shift, almost time to leave. He performed a routine e-mail check before shutting down his Dell and getting up to go. He smiled slightly as he strode out of his cubicle and down the hall. Two whole days had gone past now with no new mail from his girlfriend. <i>She must be recovering,</i> he figured. <i>She'll be more in control, more sane when I talk to her next.</i>

Joe exited the building and made his way across the street to a small diner. The place wasn't officially open yet, but the manager, a kindly old man, let him in. Joe ordered the usual—some pancakes, coffee, and orange juice, and waited quietly in a booth by the window. This was his usual first stop on Sunday mornings after quitting work. He had been coming to this same diner for over a year.

"It's been more than a year, eh?" asked the manager as he set down Joe's coffee mug.

"Ah! Yes," replied Joe, smiling furtively at the fellow.

"I look forward to many more," grinned the manager before walking away. Joe sighed into his coffee, letting the warmth of the mug seep through his hands to his arms and then spread throughout his body. He'd discovered this diner shortly after acquiring his job, and he had made a habit of stopping by between work and church—a habit he had yet to break. He liked the manager. The man was kind and open but didn't pry and didn't force too much interaction on Joe. 

But however much he liked the man, Joe couldn't honestly say he wished for many more years of the same routine. The longer he stayed at his job, the longer it seemed it would go on, but there was still that little spark of hope in the back of his mind—a spark that his girlfriend had cherished and emphasized the importance of—that he might find a way out of his dead-end job and into a more enjoyable career. 

An hour later, Joe downed the last of his coffee, left a few bills on the table, and headed off to the nearest subway station, where he caught a train for Manhattan. The sun was just rising and it was time to go help his fellow church-goers set up.
