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CHAPTERI

Gruel never yielded anything to a single soul, but most of the apartment’s occasional

guests — when they’d pay her any mind at all — mistook her resistance for the indifference of

morbid obesity, or the pervading detachment from life and reality resulting from prolonged

suffering from the same. Barney had loved her in precisely the same cheesily-affectionate manner

with which he did in their kittenhood, uninterrupted for nearly a decade, and thought he knew

for certain how she felt about his touch — he assumed that when she fled in a sudden, fluid,

ground-covering saunter to her corner’s solitude, it was only an unfortunate, but inevitable

involuntary reflex to his stocky presence, when in fact his volume failed one hundred percent of

his hundreds of attempts to command any whatsoever. In the midst of female and/or unfamiliar

company, he’d make a point to bend his bulbous puckering down to search for her eyes with his

own, rubbing lightly together the pads of his thumb and index finger as he very deliberately
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extended the whole of the grubby device toward her snout, as if to point a# her wizh the foul

racket. For her ears, it was sautéed nails in a chamber pot; for her tastes, it was the sound of

death.

In actuality, she had never once experienced even a wee grain of fear of the imbecile. As it

happens, no living being — thinking and not — ever had or ever would, for the extent of his

existence. If Gruel had been bestowed with the most boundless, ever-giving gift of complex

linguistics, she wouldn’t have batted an eye before loudly protesting her sentiments about his life,

his noise, and his rank-ass hands as they approached her, sitting static in her green bowelled-out

faux leather recliner, attempting to murder him with her eyes. Unfortunately, gray Tabbies are

quite unlucky — or perhaps just out of all favor in the eyes of Chance, because they are the least

equipped mammals by far when it comes to domestic dialog, though Gruel had learned to

tolerate her companion’s pervasively meek nature. She was allowed to languish about for the last

tew years of her life, eating just a bit more than she should every day, warming herself in the

windowsills bathing among welcome patches of crisp mountain sun — on especially frisky

occasions, even explicitly expressing her disgust by knocking one or two of Barney’s collectible

anime figurines off their wall shelf and onto the creaky, disused air hockey table in the corner.
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It’s fairly widely-accepted in the scientific community that she, being feline, 1) could not possibly

understand her own mortality in any substantial way, 2) could not maintain any sort of concept

of the future, and 3) was extremely metacognitively limited, generally — without the ability to self-

reflect. And yet, Gruel’s day-to-day demeanor — were you able to translate the thoughts

occupying the space between her two (especially soft) ears into an English internal dialogue —

was full of easily recognizable human utterances.

“I wish you were dead,” in response to Barney’s more especially foul habits (like the

horrendous rubbing.) “Though I am actually going to die before you, you know. I see you there,

poking your grotesque digits at me, cooing your fucking jowls, and it makes me sick,” she’d

continue. “If we truly are creations of the omniscient judeochristian God, and he chose to keep

you, he is no ‘sadist,” but a nano-brained sky idiot intent on utterly wasting his limitless time.”

If domesticated pet conventions were a bit different, and the course of evolutionary feline

anatomy altered — if Gruel were able to verbalize and audibilize these sentiments to Barney

Blimp from the first moment they came to be together, there’s no telling which of them would

still be alive, or if he’d have turned out a bit sharper. At thirty years old, Mr. Blimp was single,

white, and frumpy. He’d moved them in to their downtown Denver apartment on his new boss’s
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abrasive recommendation after landing a Senior Software Engineer position at MapQuest’s then-

new, 17,000 square foot headquarters just two blocks North; the company, itself a continually

less-relevant navigation service and mobile application. For Barney, achieving a real zech industry

job to which he could show up in pajamas and drink cheap beer had been a point of substantial

pride, though the most he’d ever mustered would be considered minimal by any self-respecting

individual. It was his privilege to watch over The Server Room, with its gray, winking racks, and

arid, coppertone heat — where the data of millions of users was stored and exchanged securely.

Granted, most of them were elderly — those few not quite old enough to stop driving (according

to them, not their children,) but not fresh enough to detach themselves entirely from physically

printed digital directions. The gap was narrowing by the week, but Barney didn’t mind much — it

kept his job consistently low-stress, sparing him daily energy he’d need in the after-five dash

home to log in and take over for his Mountain Time afternoon shift, watching over the virtual

skies through a simulated radar scope on the Virtual Air Traffic Simulation network (VATSIM).

From around the world, commercial pilots-in-training would log in using complex home

built addons to form a cohesive virtual world — the dullest Massively Multiplayer Online Game

ever spawned — in which they’d simulate every monotonous detail involved in captaining a
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passenger flight — the flight plan, the kneeboard checklist, and — if the locale was chosen

correctly, where a supervisor was present — the communication with air traffic control, including

clearance requests, readbacks, handoffs, and approvals — every one of the most irritating

bureaucracies involved in contemporary flight. Even the longest-aging simulator titles could be

Frankensteined to subject a user with realtime-updated weather, delays, traffic redirection, etc,

necessitating a student to use all of the real-world weather monitoring services as they’d be

required — as well as the judgments which would depend on the data — throughout the rest of

their long, hateful, empty careers. After they'd earned their certifications to fly real aircraft, the

vast majority would be glad to leave VATSIM behind forever. (Not even jet pilots want to

digitally recreate the tedium of their day job during off hours.) However, a select few u/tra-dorky

aviation nerds like Blimp participated for no reason at all except for an especially quaint

masochism spending thousands of their living hours engaged in absurdly-realistic simulations of

one of two notoriously high-stress jobs — Captain or air traffic controller — without any

expectation of compensation. It is in these extremist communities that you'll find #be most rule-

following, law-abiding, legislation-jerking twerps in existence today. General Aviation Dads are

the grunts — the muscle of petty, aggravating adherence to their everpresent FARAIM manuals —
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a glossy, ten-pound, yearly-updated collection of every single regulation enforced by the Federal

Aviation Administration — but most have legitimate careers, wives, and moderately healthy

children. Hardcore Simmers, however, are an inexplicably dedicated bunch — bile of the least-

socialized sort — not for the sake of competition, fun, nor even mastery. When asked, Blimp

spoke of his dedication as if it was an (unsolicited,) diehard dufy-bound slavery — he was needed

by the community. In the context of their continued function, it was true — he was Ultimate Air

Boss of the Denver Area Digital ARTCC — but his sudden, permanent, unannounced absence

would debatably result in little more than a minor inconvenience; a few broken, too-Germanic

hearts.

Regardless of the reality of his role, Barney Blimp needed to be needed, as one says. Over

the course of his half-decade participation in the organization, he had somehow amassed over

20,000 online forum posts, communicating with the membership — which maintained a populace

of fifty or so — and logged some 4,500 hours as a virtual air traffic controller. He'd flown a little

high-winged Cessna as an adolescent for an hour with an instructor — his mother’s gift for his

fifteenth birthday — and had savored every one of the handful of opportunities his working life

allowed him to fly commercially, an elderly laptop balanced on his knees and a massive headset
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strapped to his skull, streaming and scrutinizing every monotonous exchange between the

relevant parties of his flight. Friends and co-workers tended to catch on to the Blimpisms quickly

—and knew they necessitated consideration as charming sensibilities — or they would be

unsuccessful in forming or maintaining any sort of relationship with the man — he zealously held

his obsessions in indefatigable First Priority, which was undeniably the only respectable thing

about him, for Barney Blimp was in adulthood a zealot of indifference, above all.

The computer fan whined into another of its labored peaks and the bottommost of the

four blue lights in the tower’s inner lip began to pulse quickly for a few moments before its

blinking returned with the wind to their intermittent normality — an endless, untiring oscillation

that Gruel had more or less concluded to be the thing’s unholy breath. A voice — preadolescent,

muffled, and rurally earnest pushed its way through a three-figure headset and three days’ worth

of dandruff from above.

“T'acoma ground, Southwest six one seven... mic check.”

“Southwest six one seven, Tacoma ground hears you,” Barney breathed. The sudden

nostril whistle from his inhale had started her from her waking dream in the everlasting twilight

of hypnosis that defined his room. Never day or night — the displays over which his eyes were



Blue /BI i mpBusden/9

perpetually rolling were always the primary, unsatisfactory source of light. This abominable

turniture ruled the cat’s life by proxy, as her companion was totally bewitched by its relentless,

all-hour religion.

He shifted forward, clicking and dragging more rapidly, his feet clawing dumbly at the

rubber to creep him as he cleared his throat. His eyes did two laps of the bottom left screen

before he settled them on its bezel and raised their brows, expecting a request.

Just he began to inhale again, it came through, hesitant and crackling. “T'acoma ground,

hello. Southwest... six one seven requests IFR clearance to Phoenix.”

At once, Blimp straightened his back and faced his left screen as he queued the keyboard,

inhaling deep to begin “Southwest six... one seven, you are cleared to Phoenix viaaa...

Correction, as filed. Maintain 5000. Expect flight level three five zero ten minutes after

departure. Departure frequency one two zero point four. Squawk 7500.”

He leaned back in his chair for the retort, taking his can of energy drink with him.

“Cleared to Phoenix as filed. We'll stay at 5000, expecting three five zero in ten, over to

departure on one two zero point four. We're squawking seven five zero zero for Southwest six

one seven.”
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“Southwest six one seven, readback correct. Expect runway one six left via...”

And it went on. All of Gruel sat spread over her paws, wearing into the same spot of the

musky white carpet — a few inches behind the office chair’s serrated, coffee-stained rubber mat,

her ancient girth holding the white globules, bent. A crater would be her legacy — the final record

of her thousands... millions of hours spent watching hairy white feet idly shift in ambient electric

gloom, while her deranged, dysfunctional guardian looked at the wall, mumbling numbers to

himself in spurts.
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CHAPTERII

All-nighters had not-so-gradually become a habit. Perhaps if you'd even rudimentarily

charted his sleep over time, he’d have startled (assuming he wouldn’t be able to distract himself

away,) but he’d continued to successfully grow his vices exponentially, under his own conscious

threshold. It’s not as if he were actually unaware of what it meant for a human body to constantly

consume so much caffeine and sugar in order to force it through so many nights, but his

inhibitions had shrunk within him as his ability to conceptualize his own future had faded — by

now, into virtually nothing.

He was arriving, this morning — as to the increasingly-frequent others — without having

slept a wink through a particularly lively Wednesday night as the primary Boss of all airspace in

and around the greater (digital) Seattle-Tacoma maze. The more sustained traffic there was —

operations, as they're called — the greater the test was of Barney’s ability to shepherd — or, veczor —
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and delegate incoming & outgoing flights. He’d truly entered a brainstate of primal gluttony for

occupation of his mental bandwidth — the vast majority of his life decisions across the board

could be explained by servitude to his especially tedious preference in stimuli. After the

indulgence of the night-long deluge, he’d hand off his post as the sun came up to reflect in

relative stillness amidst his rapidly-hushing beta waves.

This morning — as on the increasingly-frequent others — he planned to dither about for

precisely long enough to make him seven minutes late to work, which involved the mindless,

protracted consumption of two bowls of bland instant oatmeal over the course of ninety minutes

while a progressive loop of the television program M*4*S*H* played, mirrored on both his

computer screens at near-whisper volume." Whatever was left of his attention was dedicated in

its entirety to his smartphone’s display as he methodically sifted his favorite internet message

boards for the most current available Joke Images of a popular, but universally-crude, de-

intellectual type. When he happened upon an especially effective example in private, he would

involuntarily produce a brisk, mild whooshing nearly identical to that of a muted sneeze — when

1 As of the time of publication, Barney Blimp owed $438,658 to a collections agency employed by
20" Century Fox Television after he repeatedly ignored warnings to cease his incessant-and illegal re
torrenting of theentird1 seasws of theM*A*S*H* series in multiple digital video formats

throughout a span of nearly 10 years, beginning with his first reliable internet connection in 1996.
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among casual friends or twice-found acquaintances, the discovery would cause him to steadily,

nasally chuckle for an empty tenth of a second or so longer than was generally appropriate.

Continuing to self-administer the necessary beverage to sustain his function

simultaneously with so much otherwise-unaccompanied oatmeal meant he would almost always

need the restroom, where he would sit — still scrolling — until precisely nine minutes before his

intended time of arrival to the downtown office on Blake Street. He'd swing out of the bathroom

and tend to the inevitable mess his breakfast would leave in the common area with barely enough

effort to warrant a thin excuse later to his slightly more fastidious roommate, Craig.? This time,

he not only left his dirty, oatmealed bowl in the sink, unrinsed — he failed to place the gallon of

milk back in the refrigerator or even replace its cap. For a moment, he winced at the new

2 Craig Footloaf, a 3garold man of fair Irishness with dense biceps attached in an watéortun
bottleneck to gangly, narrow shoulders and imbalanced legs, which madedainy tapd terrible

at most anything. He found himself obsessed with his own fitness, but failed to make any progress
due to the rampant gullibility of his investments ah ladishit wellness schemes. He loved nothing
more than watching curling on television, and talked about it constantly. To his distress, the only
friends he has ever made have all universally turned out to be tennis enthusiasts. Such was the
ludicrousness f t he phenomenads absoluteness that he
in a social context. Since his adoles@anben both of his parents suddenly and inexplicably took

up going to the cou&the tennis menace had followed the poomfadierywhere he went. Even

after 18 months of cohabitation, he would still occasionally fret, unable to sleep over the possibility
that Barney Blimp was actually watching matches in his room with headphones on through those
late nights. His inability toraprehend aviation (which was, mind you, not at all unreasonable) was

in large part to blame. His "tennis curse" had become the entire extent of his conversation when he
was intoxicated, which amused his tyrannical tennis friends to no end.
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boundaries he was pushing, but the clock on the stove already read 8:30, and it was ten minutes

and forty-one seconds ahead.’ He haphazardly dumped a cup of kibble into Gruel’s pan — which

she would wait over half an hour to acknowledge for the sake of her pride in front of her constant

illusion of an attentive audience — and set out the sticky, offset door unshowered and unshaven in

the same dour sweatshirt and lustless, stonewashed jeans he’d been wearing for over two days.

Down the steps, around the only corner convenience store in Colorado that carried Hell-

brand energy drinks, and by the hideous Pepsi Center stadium went Blimp, pumping his stocky

limbs, inducing his singular facsimile of the phenomenon known as Runner’s High, which was

enhanced by the caffeine in his system and his tired, anxious brain’s above-average indulgence in

adrenaline. This tendency of the body to react to sleep deprivation by entering an amplified,

exponentially gradiented state of charged excitement (or, panic, for some) out of self-preservation

was an especially significant one of a few responsible culprits in the reward system that sustained

3]t was nearinten minutes and fortyvo seconds ahead, despite the perceived superiority of the
accuracy of digital timekeeping in contemporary culture. In reality, the circuit responsible for
keeping time in the stove cost less than eighteen cents to produce dagainvaidecond every
ninetytwo day$ which, it should be said, would have been sinful for everranggédmechanical

wristwatch in the lastcentéh e cause at the time of Blimp and
two General Electric Quality Assuafpecialists were of German ancestry, araweed of the
decline in the gener al publicds knowledge of

condescending, hateful, German sense.
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Barney’s new lifestyle. Challenging his body this way manifested an artificial sense of adventure

which even the grandest possible pleasures at his imagination’s disposal could not.

It undoubtedly didn’t help that his employers were not in a position to punish his

mediocrity or reward any excellence, as their service’s usership had been in decline for almost a

decade. MapQuest, originators of the convenient format of digital navigation, had been unable

to maintain their relevance — operating at a loss since before anyone left in the office could

remember when. As per the unfortunate, long-pervasive status quo, Blimp’s late arrival — at 8:34

— was not observed by anyone but himself. Through reception without a glance, then the badly-

aging, bizarrely-lit, haphazardly-colored habitat of his groggy, destitute coworkers, past the small

central “huddle rooms,” each marked by a graphic of a smartphone search bar containing a

fantastic destination — 7aj Mahal, Pyramids of Giza, Colossus of Rhodes, and on — Barney Blimp

sought his half-desk in the open mid-rear of the space.

He plopped and slumped in his chair, but stared at the worn neon geometric shape in the

carpet by his feet for a brief moment of dissociation before logging in to stare in exactly the same

fashion at his work inbox. When asked about his indulgence in sleep deprivation by the few

friends who knew him well enough to be concerned, he would cite his responsibility to the
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virtual air traffic community as a mentor and sentinel, but the reality was that be enjoyed it — most

of the results of asking one’s mind to extend its healthy uptime constructed a high for him that

no other practice or substance, alone, could. The stress would maintain a state of hyperawareness

while in front of his screens, and would help remove him in a critical way from the tedious and

mundane of his daily life. Some part of him was reading emails, yes, but it was less conscious

than it would’ve been — than it was for his loopy, reductive, hideously-daft deskmate, Edgar, who

was technically Blimp’s subordinate, but had long since realized Barney Blimp’s total lack of

interest or finesse in delegation. There was little in the way of other faculties in him, save for an

impressive, practiced ability to carry a single-sided conversation for hours.

“So apparently my Grandma managed to fuck up my parents’ new DVR with Judge Judy

recordings in less than a week — I think they bought it the day before Easter or something.”

Neither man moved from their skimming. Edgar hufted.
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“I know I should care about the acquisition thing but uh... as long as the coffee is still

good, ya know? Fuckin Thursdays,” he said, huffing again. “I think we’re gonna try to get a new

TV soon so I can have the one in the living room. Hopefully 4K.”*

Barney looked beyond his display to the fake petrified wood siding on the far wall, idly

trying to remember the last film he’d seen for any reason other than the excuse to gluttonize

liberally-buttered popcorn. Something Millionaire, he thought. With Craig and his super-hippie

girlfriend, maybe two weeks after he’d first moved in. He'd sipped down four and a half bottles

of her homemade pilsner and they had all three more or less simultaneously turned ill. Probably

tood poisoning — that rock-in-the-stomach sensation, but nobody had actually thrown up, if his

memory served him. They'd just gone to bed somewhat early and neglected to do anything

together since, which didn’t bother Barney as far as he could tell — he preferred to socialize

through the coy and entirely-controllable context of clearances and vectors.

4 Edgar Gou® 39, with a very u@oloradolike beer gahd a single, hastggnned Florida State

fraternity tattoo on his right shoulder that had miraculously managed to erode into an illegible mess
in less than two decadesared about absolutely nothing in life except his home entertainment
system, yet maged to know less than the averaggdarold about TV and film. At any given

time, he was the tackiest individual in all of downtown Déavealimark unfortunately left

officially unrecognized.
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Fuckin Thursdays. What a foul, meaningless expression to be breaking the beats of his

dissociation! What a foul life, his head said.” His gaze returned to the unread messages in his

inbox, tricking him in a momentary spell of dizziness. The Thanks, before his supervisor’s boss’s

signature in her memo from the previous week with the subject line “Further thoughts/heads up

on the future” briefly became Thursdays, in his periphery. Fuckin, he thought. His neck began to

cramp, so he shifted his legs, took another putrid gulp of Hell, and again fingered the scroll

wheel. “FW: Friday's HUGE BLOWOUT PARKING LOT SALE” from his landlord — who’s

stimulant prescription, petty, shapeless home life and resulting general aggravation with

procrastination led him to carry on the notion that Blimp might one day fix his derelict

hatchback, if prodded enough — became “FW: Fuckin HUGE BLOWS.” He smirked in

insolvent agony.

“...like I could do some A/V on the side or something instead of going out every other

night.” Edgar’s granular drivel had finally managed to cross the threshold of Barney’s awareness.

sNei ther the abstracti ocani nntoari ntehde at eprl na coee xiins tBean

since high school.
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“T guess I don’t really need the extra cash, but I looked at my savings to pitch in for the TV and it

sucks.”

Barney Blimp gave him all of an exhaling, cocked head side glance with a vanilla smile.

“Same here,” he said.

Fuuuuckin Thurs-days! It was musical now — too quickly mutating in time with the

melody of Rule Britannia.®

My sav-ings real-ly sucks. Bri-tons ne-e-e-e-Ever will be slaves! And it continued...

Without REM sleep, his mind’s ability to parse relevant information was in steady decline,

which made for him his Hell's Hell; his surrealist heaven. Fuckin Thursdays. Enough of his

consciousness was left to wonder why so much of mindless contemporary office dialogue orbited

around the topic of which day of the week it was, how that came to be — or, if it had always been

an inescapable fact of human existence.” Fuckin Mondays, in so many words.

6 Specifically, a 1988 recording featurirexaamedassionate, quite nationalistic vocal performance
by Edmund Barham, accompanied by the Leeds Festival Chorus & English String Orcisestra that
overlysyndicated as the goto choice for historical dramas and documentaries needing to elicit that
Old Bristaliché, including thestates of the Dying Aristmaa@m which had played at 3:30AM on

the Travel Channel, two night nights prioheliving room, where Craig had fallen asleep in front

of the television.

7 The sincere answer involves the camaraderie among the corporate, slaving millions and what
science now agrees upon to be the reason why human beings complain and seekndte diversio
theydre an arguably harmless outlet for all/l
working things, of course,) that actually works, somewhat.

t
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In the office chat window behind his inbox, the occupants of the whole were doing their
Thursday morning best to professionalize their panic in their responses to an announcement that
had been pinged company-wide just a few minutes before.

“**Correction: he'll be visiting today at some point.™*”

Even if Barney had been sufficiently present in this fuddled reality to take notice, his
inattention was already elderly enough that it wouldn’t have mattered. Telecom companies had
been curiously (but not altogether passionately) circling MapQuest for its liquidatbles like lazy,
non-committal buzzards for so long that it scarcely crossed the minds of any but the remaining
three executives — and even they had considered their tenure too unappetizing to warrant much
worry. It was assumed that their parent company, AOL, would be bought soon in a huge, several
billion dollar merger, and that they would be brought along — if not for any other justification
than sparing the bidder the inevitable inconveniences of a split.

Edgar was again submerged in Blimp’s ether — now on the topic of “vintage” stereo
receivers: how analog units could still be adapted for digital cable boxes, and why they should be

— as he set about writing his first reply of the day cross-department to the head support tech

about an issue with duplicate integrated customer reviews from other services that they had both
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agreed to overlook nine times already in Q1 alone. This time, though, a single Yelp! review of a

Des Moines brasserie had reportedly been pushed in over 450 duplicates, blanketing the page

with broken text for who-knew-how-many users, which was posited to potentially cause a

cascading series of bugs across several servers at any moment. Continuing to argue that the issue

was not yet worth any resources from the position of a Senior Programmer would have been a

truly audacious display of negligence, but Barney was feeling especially lazy, so he began.

As the refusal was pounded into being, a slight commotion stirred in the direction of

reception and a young, supremely professional-looking woman dressed from heels to hairpins in

bright silver strolled dangerously quickly through the far doorway toward the corner office

carrying a black leather document case. Chief Technical Officer Peter Built — its sole occupant —

was the first to notice her and look up from his screen, chin still on his palm when he made

contact with her eyes. For a second too long, he felt a primal burst of absolute terror, but he

managed to push away from his desk, button his blazer, and stick on a smile which she half-

returned as they met at the doorway.

“Mr. Built,” she said, reaching for his hand.

“Ms. Tharp.”
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From where she’d been moments before, two disheveled young men followed like

straggling ducklings, turning around in wonderment with gleeful smiles, taking in their

surroundings as if they were just entering a petting zoo for the first time in their newly post-

infantile lives. The first was a noticeably superior mess — tripping over his ruthlessly-worn

brogues, rapaciously swinging a fringed camera bag with distant, bloodshot eyes. The other

looked nearly as maniacal, but his suit was obviously tailored, if composed by a colorblind

madman — apparently for none less than a clown. It was primarily salmon wrapped in a banana

tafty jacket, and it couldn’t possibly have clashed any more vigorously with the pumpkin orange,

neon green, and royal purple palette of the whole godforsaken office.

He led the other now, practically rubbing his hands together as he strode between the

common area’s ping pong table and the bleary-eyed pair — Barney Blimp and neighboring Edgar,

who was still obliviously babbling — studying them as if he might just stop to bend down for a

closer look. Tharp and Built had paused their business to look on as if watching their respective

pets sniff each other at the park, free of the leash. The messy one took a place in the corner at

the intersection of the two thigh-to-ceiling panes of glass window and their gray, mid-morning
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sky as the adorned man leapt atop an unoccupied desk, knocking over an ergonomic keyboard.

He began speaking without prompt or context.

“You wanted to know Theo Pith’s identity. I am the man who has asked that question.”

Only a few yards away, Peter leaned back on the metal frame of his office door, grabbing

it for support. Edgar finally shut his mouth and swiveled to look at the commotion, aghast.

“I am the one who has asked that question!” shouted Pith, stifling a giggle. He jumped to the

floor, satisfied with the handful of gazes he now held, and began pacing.

“Too many of the individuals I encounter have an irrational, often very intense bias or

mistrust of any institution that is se//ing them something. To them, the customer is always the

priority in business interactions, and I've been wondering... why? Is the customer ‘always right?’

Should I really assume - as a business owner who's made my life into a particular product or

trade, who's probably read about regularly for years, likely been forced (if not sought) to examine

the quality of my efforts directly and indirectly against vectors of peers of the same profession,

and habitually ponders such things several times every day - that an individual who more likely

than not has no other vested entrance in my industry should be treated as the higher authority?

That any old bloke who walks in to my operation — literally or metaphorically — is superior to
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myself, even in that space. The idiocy is easily evident, but the mentality is more destructive than

you'd think.”

Built — still watching, wide-eyed — moved timidly to a worn “chair” (nothing more than

an orange semi-solid fabric cylinder) and sat deliberately down, leaning forward to clasp his

hands together in front of his knees. Ms. Tharp remained where she was, watching Theo in

noticeable boredom atop a morsel of amusement. In the corner, the most distressed of the

entourage shifted his weight to the other foot, producing a steno pad & pen from his jacket’s

inner pocket and attentively jotting two sentences upon it. The event had finally captured

Blimp’s attention and turned his glassy eyes, but his hands still hovered in stasis over his

keyboard. Increasing the velocity of his pacing further still, Pith continued, green eyes strafing

the scene.

“All of us know somebody who knows how to use their customer privilege to their

advantage, consciously or unconsciously. To be fair, I think it's unconscious — not malicious — for

the majority. These folks will call a customer service number and scream dissatisfactions and

threats at all the poor souls in the hierarchy until they get a refund, a lower price, or some other

special privilege. And for that, they're often rewarded — they are an insignificant enough fraction
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of the base that the industry can afford to give in to them, and so it perpetuates... But what if you

had the opportunity to skirt the risks and buck the bitches back? What if you had the

opportunity to be proud of your product and not give a damn how it's received? What if you

were given a ticket to the ride on that bubble — that security that only the impossibility of failure

can enable? What if I told you I wanted to make that happen for MapQuest? What sort of

transformations would this office undergo?”

A man and woman turned briskly ‘round the far corner of the conference block on their

way back from the opposite break room, simultaneously ceasing their chat and their speed upon

the spectacle. From the outside street, the dampened sirens and buzzed honking from a passing

ambulance could be heard through the soundproofing. The audience of the raving now totaled

ten souls, most bewildered.

“I realize that I crash my own wedding — that it's basically both arranged and

whirlwindish, but research on relationships shows that both sorts are much more successful than

you might suppose!”

He paused to show a smile to the whole room. It was left unrequited.
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“Perhaps we should proceed as if these are the only two types — perhaps zhat would give

us a chance at imagining something truly different. I have always loved your platform, personally

— I have myself carried many directions along successfully to many unfamiliar places, and who

knows how much I should thank you all for how much resulting calm!”

He paused again to look off — as if daydreaming — to some distance of his imagination

beyond the ceiling’s dotted tiles. “Ah, the effect of nearly anything printed! A more serene spirit

than a screen will ever provide, I think... and that is why I've bought you.”

He left a silence - still without expectation of a response — before beginning yet again.

“The last time I slept, I had this dream. There was this couple — a man and woman —

living in a sort of Roman/Venetian hybrid future where the Catholic Church had bought Google

and begun to use its platforms to sell Indulgences again to billions of users. Like... AdSense, but

significantly more aggressive, and soliciting financial reparations for sin. I first met the guy...

looked exactly like Paul Walker, told me he raised cattle. I was a consultant or something...

working on redesigning an obscenely efficient HVAC system for the Church, for no other reason

than... well, they suddenly had even more cash, and actually couldn't figure out how to blow it fast

enough. One day, I get a call about an explosion on the project and I find out that Paul Walker,
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his girlfriend, and their friendly pet panther, Sophie are the prime, on-the-ground triad of an

anti-Googlechurch terrorist organization. This whole digipapal monstrosity was just explicitly

conspiratorial and hilariously evil with so much sudden, consolidated power and wealth that it

actually crippled them — they couldn't organize quickly enough.

“So, I've been thinking — independently of my subconscious, of course... well, as

independently of one's subconscious as one can possibly think — I'd like this acquisition to be an

opportunity to reimagine longform’ directions, if you will. You guys have spent the past few

ears building a very competitive and unique mobile navigation experience, and I think you've
y g ry p q g p ) y

done an astonishing job with the resources you've had — you've definitely made Google fee/like

idiots among themselves, but it’s time we make them /ook Zike fools to the rest of the world for

treating the sacred task of guidance with so little respect. Detailed, precise directions are

MapQuest’s wheelhouse, and the ways you've figured out to express that philosophy in a mobile

app are truly astonishing, but now that you have essentially nothing to lose, I want to take this

company back to its roots... its home grass.

“I know... I'm sure you have a bunch of agenda and performance presentations to whip

up for me, but I can't be reassuring enough, here... it's really, just fine. Irrespective of what's
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coming in and going out, I'm going to commit, here and now, to keeping MapQuest in the

black. It's completely fine. Whatever happens — just don't dump budgets directly into Ugandan

email scams or anything... try not to topple senselessly, I guess — but whatever happens, you'll all

have your jobs for the foreseeable future, but with a lot more freedom to do what you feel like

doing. For now, your two directives are simply nobody leaves or gets fired for any reason, and from

this day forward, the app will be treated as legacy software.”

The pacing stayed just in front of the center-desked pair, and Pith locked eyes with the

now almost sullen Blimp, clasping his hands behind his back as he curtly bobbed his chin and

inhaled for a conclusive followup.

“This is my supreme Head of Operations, Ms. Lily Tharp,” he said, gesturing toward her

stoic post. “And my friend from the Wretched Economist, Mr. Lenny Lather.” From the corner,

Lenny looked up from his pad scribbling just long enough to nod in reply.

“My name is Theodore Pith, and I have bought this company. It is my sincere hope that

none of you go home today with negative feelings toward myself or your future here because I

can’t emphasize enough how secure it really is. I'll be in touch, and we’ll be back in Denver

within the month for more professional discussions on where this needs to go. Though I intend
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to get to know each and every one of you, I'm afraid my time is tight, today. That said... does

anybody have any questions for the moment?”

Nobody and nothing. Barney Blimp had long since left his body behind in the words and

Edgar was cartoonishly dumbfounded. The walking pair had sat on the furthest unoccupied

desks within line-of-sight. Peter Built conscientiously closed his mouth — which had been open

tor who-knows-how-long, and Lily stared at the floor. Lather had caught up with his steno pad’

and leaned against the window that was the wall, sensing within himself the swimming tadpole

of insufficiency — he would need more cocaine soon.

Pith looked at his wristwatch. “Ah, well... it’s early! 7oo early for this kind of talk, I'm

sure. We're gonna jet, but we'll certainly be returning within the week to meet each of you one-

on-one. The Q'n’A can wait till then, of course. Enjoy the rest of your Thursday!”

This time, he was in the lead out of the office, his smile gone. Tharp wordlessly slipped a

bright matte orange business card to Peter as she passed; he looked into her eyes like a begging

leper as he grasped it in his fingers like a secret. Lenny lurched off the wall and stuffed his things

in his bag, shuffling to catch up. The following silence was profound — finally broken by Blimp

from his distant gaze.
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“Fuckin Thursdays,” he said.
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CHAPTER IIT

As the trio exited the Baker St. headquarters, five brawny mercenaries in gargantuan

cargo shorts silently climbed out of a Volvo SUV 1,200 miles West under a red-swathed,

beautifully late-sunrise sky o’er the parking lot of a suburban Oakland Trader Joe’s. Instinctively,

four promptly fanned out behind the fifth point in a pseudotactical formation as they crossed the

rutted asphalt to the sliding automatic door, and instinctively, they formed up once more to enter

it, ruthlessly retracting a shopping cart each in perhaps the most efficient manner five human

beings have ever done so. With their comically small vehicles (none of the men was shorter than

six foot one; none less than 230 Ibs.,) they fanned out again — still wordless — in an even

distribution across the aisles to the existential astonishment of the three, groggy-eyed cashiers on

the opening floor.
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Were you to snag the security camera footage — perhaps even just that of the wide-angled

unit at the far end of the store — you’d be responsible for a swiftly-Bacterial Internet Video, no

doubt. The men each produced a PDA as they infected the empty rows of goods at almost

exactly the same, clinical pace — looking to double check a list they unanimously knew by

memory, anyway. #1 grabbed 3 gallons of organic, grass-fed whole milk, 2 gallons of high-pulp,

tresh-squeezed orange juice, 3 cartons of organic, free-range eggs, 74 ounces of organic,

certified-humane goat cheese, 1 16-0z. container of organic cotfage cheese, and an entire, 7.5 Ib.

wheel of organic parmigiano reggiano. #2 went for premium, organic canned goods. #3 ordered

two each of nine cuts of the best stead available from the bewildered butcher... and so on.

Less than ten minutes after they’d arrived, the entire crew descended upon the checkout

lanes with nearly a quarter-ton of combined merchandise, but the staff had prepared — a panic

over the radio had even drawn out the General Manager to occupy a lane, and the lot — usually

annoyingly friendly (they were paid very well to be so) — were almost completely silent, reflecting

the curt intensity of their massive, intimidating customers throughout the ordeal. It turned out to

be mostly unnecessary — the last hulk out turned his crew-cut head and forty-pound neck to

smile and wave.
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“Have a good one,” he said.

The fivesome pushed their carts to the car, the plastic bags crackling a cacophony. The

tailgate was lifted and the rear stuffed full — the last man piled the remainder in the laps of the

other three passengers as they sat, chuckling at the vehicle’s visible, squat burden as he

aggregated the empty carts and jogged them back to the stack. The driver followed shortly after

to pick him up and the whole, fully-loaded operation proceeded to the freeway, chariot slogging

under the load.

XXX

Lenny snorted a healthy bump from the tip of his knife in the back of the Mulsanne as

Pith diced the blow with a Kroger Discount card atop an original Guttenberg Bible® in the next

seat.
“Jesus wept,” he said.
The job was less than arduous — it was the good stuff.
sSt ol en from the Hohenberg family | idacrimey i n N

for which he had yet to be convicted. The fore and end pages were plentiful and haddeeen used

was tradition for many old German famd@ias a neu€hronicles to maintain a record of

genealogy through births, deaths, etc. Pith had foundcilpast edgy and blasphemous to simply
continue his own intermittent diary on the an
found this practice entertaining, howéMas equivalent adulthood purpose for the volume was a
surface for cuttopdrugs.
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“This has the potential to become your first good joke,” noted Tharp from the driver’s seat.

“Have — had you ever done this before?” asked Lather, sniffing and swallowing with his

drip, at once impressed and surprised that he’d retained his ability to speak in correct tenses.

“Technically, yeah, but it’s been a helluva while.” Pith arranged himself two gluttonous

parallel lines before retrieving a bespoke sterling silver straw from his breast pocket.

“It used to be small-town newspapers — two years ago, if memory serves.”

“A bad joke,” said Lily.

“Not a joke, by the way — some would call it philanthropy.”

“Uh huh... Wack.”

“I think they’re all a lot better off now, and don’t tell anyone, but my faith in local

journalism is one hundred percent sincere, hand on heart.” He pointed the straw at the first line

and proceeded to lap it up, thumb on opposite nostril. Reeling, he then carefully passed the

°In a maniacal frenzy in k&@15, Pith had purchased eight struggling little newsrooms in various

states of negledhe Lupus Leddae Columij@dabamalhronicl€he CadendaryvilleandElk

Mountain Tim@fe Kaycee Daihd_yman RegistrdThe Superior SOne of his favorite pastimes

was drafting & mailing one or two of them an occasional brutally, olpagisisius oed under

an assumed (and utterly ridiculous) name, before separately demanding through theyldhetaucr

they be published in order to launch the staff into an editorial, etiyiceglpightmare. If they

gave in,hewonthegathef not, theydd be (sometimes | iter:
no end.
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Lord’s Word & silver hoover to Lenny, stifling the fiend’s temptation to once again attack his

steno pad.

“Uh.” Tharp turned in want for alarm to watch two police interceptors in full, angry blues

'n’ twos speed by the hastily-arrested traffic in the oncoming lane to slide and haltingly screech in

front of 1555 Baker St., from whence the three had just come. “That’s overreacting.”

,”

“Great for the scrapbook though!” Pith smiled and looked at the camera bag by Lenny’s
teet, then to his eyes, then to the bag, and back again, but it was no use — he was fucking
slammed, eyes lost in Theo’s salmon and yellow reflection in his window, and their light was
green. The scene of the crime was soon out of sight.

“You know, federal prison would be fascinating,” he added, slapping his thigh.

Lily scofted.

“You'd be fucked.”

“You could come with, 'm sure! It'd be a riot! You could infiltrate the guards... Or, hey!
You could apply for a wardenship. That’s real you.”

“You don’t want to know how much that'd cost you.”

“Actually...”
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XX

The Volvo exited the swiftly-congesting freeway and its haggard multitude of late-week

commuters for Nob Hill, the San Franciscan angles seriously testing its overloaded suspension

and the precarious arrangement of its occupancy. The driver took 6th St. South, descending

through cafes and theaters to video stores and payday loan offices before parking adjacent

Market St. Hazards on, he fished his mobile phone from the center console and made a call.

“We're standing by,” he said, but a tremendous turbodiesel whistle interrupted him from

the other end.

“We're waiting.”

“I said... WE ARE HERE.”

“...HERE.

A pause. More whistling and the trailing end of a garbled scream.

“ AAT?
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Exasperated, the driver removed the phone from his ear and began melodramatically

pounding out a text message with his ginormous thumbs — backspacing, mostly — clicking and

popping over the steady ticking of the hazards. From behind the huge artisanal cheese wheel, a

passenger loudly cleared his throat. After a few extraordinarily difficult minutes, the brute in the

front seat finally decided to turn with his lap-bound bundle of full egg cartons and share the

crude joke he’d been sitting on with the three abreast behind him, but was interrupted by the

sight of a rogue city garbage truck turning through the intersection of the prior block. He tapped

the driver’s shoulder and gestured generally rear before slumping back (as much as was possible

for a man of his size) in the seat, frowning.

Staying the ticking, he pulled out, garbage truck now in tow, and began the descent to

the Tenderloin District and its bleak spectacle of waking homeless. Up and down the lines of

them they went, stubby necks craning — tracing a search pattern in the dilapidated, pothole-

ridden grid. After fifteen minutes, the driver’s eyes began to flirt more and more worryingly with

the alarming display of the fuel gauge, but then he spied his prey, finally, across from where they

waited at a red light for nobody — six men in ragged coats; two sitting on the ledge of a concrete

retaining wall bordering a pitiful garden containing nothing but a handful of weeds at its
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epicenter, one prone in a sleeping bag at their feet, and the rest forming a semicircle around a

black steel trashcan with a wide, well-ashed rim.

“Alrighty then,” he sighed, running the red. The garbage truck didn’t hesitate to follow

and the convoy parked directly and evenly in front of the bin. In an almost ballet-like unified

coordination, the occupants of both vehicles egressed — the four Big Men holding the handles of

the bulging grocery bags they’d cradled in their laps, the fifth headed rearward for his own

handful; the two high visibility jacket-swaddled waste disposal crew, one carried a roll of

standard black trash liners, the other stuffed both hands in his pockets — to the undivided

attention of their audience, including the occupant of the sleeping bag, who’d rolled over at the

noise as if to say do you mind, but remained silent. The two groups formed lines, facing one

another — seven on six. The two men on the ledge descended to their feet without thinking,

expecting some kind of trouble from this lot.

“Hey!” one shouted, but there was no response save for the rustling of the plastic bags

held still. They stood that way, searching each other’s eyes for a full minute — an eternity, but not

a one of the street’s original, rightful six had formed any theories. Finally, the driver stepped

forward and with his left hand swung a bag full of smaller, limper bags full of fresh vegetables so
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that it rested on the lip of the trashcan. He fixed his eyes on those of the sleeping bag man — by

now sitting up with his gloved palms flat on the ground behind him, wearing an explicitly

puzzled set of eyebrows — and began deliberately pulling the produce out with his right hand, one

by one, only to throw them straight into the can’s opening with building aggression. A beet, two

carrots between two fingers, a series of onions... All surrendered immediately to the black, fetid

abyss. He went on like this — eyes unwavering — until his bag was empty and he turned, wadding

it up to toss it in the gutter, where it began immediately to open again and travel away in the

breeze.

The next two stepped up with their load and began upon the same. Bananas, individually

peeled off the bundle, then Granny Smiths — faster and faster — Red - then Golden Delicious,

lemons, oranges, half a dozen grape vines, handfuls of kiwi, a whole bag of cauliflower heads.

Theirs filled it to the brim and they stepped aside for the second trash man to remove the lid,

coax the drawstring of the bag off the inner container’s lip, and hoist the whole up and out of the

basket to the ground, where he quickly tied the top into a knot and set off with it for the truck as

the first tore a new liner from his roll to replace it. He held the bag with both hands, whipping
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its expansion with the wind, then shoving his right hand into it and down the basket, wrapping

the end around the outside, replacing the heavy lid, stepping away for the next two.

“Hey... what the fuck man?” The sleeping bag man’s voice — unused for the better part of

a day — was mostly lost to the wind, but it would have been futile, regardless. With purpose, the

process was repeated — three trashcans full of the freshest high-dollar groceries, coldly...

hatefully deposited — until the lot was depleted and both mercenaries and disposal men returned

wordlessly to their respective vehicles and sped off in opposite directions, leaving nothing but

horrid offense and a small storm of crinkled plastic bags bearing the words 7THANK YOU in

dark, Trader Joe’s green.
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CHAPTER IV

The ruckus they had left took a few minutes to build, but those clouds in the glass were

beginning to make way for the Spring sun and the implications of what had just occurred filled

the office with it, albeit less warmly. They reflected coldly between the spheres of colored

turniture and Peter Built noticed for the first time how much iridescence they’d lost since his and

his company’s Last Chance, six years ago. In a single 2012 push, they'd completely redesigned

themselves — both their space and their service, pushing further into mobile for salvation, despite

the fact that every one of their competitors would completely outclass them, there, from the get-

go — as yet fruitlessly — and he still abhorred with his whole being the tryhard quirk of both

opposing languages, just as he had then. They’d hired a San Francisco firm that specialized in

oftbeat interior architecture, and the whole project had taken just five months, but it was now

hard to believe that it had not been obvious how poorly the space would age, and yet — anything
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more tasteful than the inelegance of the out-of-style-for-several-years factor would have been

dishonest.

He started the float back to his own vulgar partition and desk — now beginning to bake in

the high sun — where his phone was indicating all signs of being paged. Now was not the time.

He hovered over the receiver and was stricken with a fantasy: surely, he could make it out the

door to the adjacent parking lot with a minimal chance of interception — and even if he was

intercepted, he could simply push the interceptee into oblivion — to his car, which he could drive in

triple digits to I-25 — he’d never been pulled over for speeding, so surely some form of roadway

Karma would serve him — then North for only whaz, fifteen? sixteen hours? and he’d be freed by

the mythical lakes of North Dakota... or Minnesota, perhaps, where he could drop off the grid

and fish from a the simple serenity of an eleven foot john boat with his own homemade tackle for

how many years? before his savings ran out. Correction: #heir savings — his wife, Ingrid’s and his.
Y Y & g g

She could come too! She would agree to it, with enough pleading, he thought. But by that time, the
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“heat” would surely be “on” them.’ No, he refuted, defeating himself as he picked up the warm

receiver and put it to his ear.

“Peter?”

“Mr. Built... the police are here,” said Madge, at the front desk, spooling up his

excitement once again.

“What?...”

“The police are here. I called the police.”

10Were Peter to act on this fantésgrid would have agreed to leave everything tnwetyinutes

into his argument, batironicallydt he coupl e woul dodoviewomidlesimta pul | ed
their Northbound trip by a rare Wyoming State Trooper named Dennis Churd for doifiggminety

miles per hour, who would discover in running his license number that Peter was not legally allowed
to drive in the State of Wyoming because of an accident with a Cheyenne school bus on a trip to see
his college girlfriend before he thoughthecouldafford o0 i nsur ance i n 1992,
for his court date, but a rainstorm had crept into tHeofathern Wyoming sky in the wait, and
booking the two woul ddve meant (séckeduledig The Bi
ninetytwo minutes for Dennis, so he would have briefly scolded them, making theawavell

of what hecouldo with Peter for driving twelve miles an hour over the speed limit on a suspended

|l icense (but certainly not of why thaetheglod ndot i
down This wouldodove further encouraged Peter s f
nevertheless fail to provide any more confidence in his immunity for the rest of the trip, traveled
firmly at or below the speed limit.
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“Those people threatened me! I called 9-1-1!"
... and he was defeated again, fantasizing now about ripping open the top-right drawer of
his desk to grab a boxy Glock handgun (that was 7oz actually contained within,) and blowing his
brains onto the detestable colors of the inner wall so that Madge (and presumably, the police she

had summoned) would hear the blunt blast through both her headset and the open office.

“Mr. Built?”

“T'll be right up.”

He threw down the phone and miserably flummoxed his attempt to half-leap over the
desk, funneling the intensity of his resulting shame into a furious beeline march past Barney and
Edgar, who had resumed discussing the timetable of his new television purchase in even further
detail, oblivious to the volcanic upswell of his deskmate’s internal peril. Blimp was writhing
visibly in the Genesis of hyperventilation, cold sweating through goosebumps, rocking to and fro
in his $2000 chair. A part of him, removed, was now fully aware of — and supremely alarmed by

— the hot, raging toil that was rapidly occupying the controlling faculties of his system to a
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soundtrack of distorted, infinitely multiplicative instances of that same, spirited performance of

Rule Britannia.

After remaining unnoticed in the same position for the better part of an hour, he

suddenly shot violently to his feet, flinging the chair against Edgar’s to stand rigidly with his

hands at his sides. The whole present MapQuest population had by now stuffed the space full —

most feeling mostly helpless, looking down at their hands, leaning against tables, walls, or

chairbacks while the rest traded in hushed hypothesis. Barney surveyed them, moving only his

head, slowly — a crazed turret atop his inelastic form.

Agteg-YoseSom ot vhy dch-a-Qpre mEbg.

His breathing still quickening, he clenched his fists in the overwhelming noise.

Lawd blagt@powe uslg.d biasy, that apilthegkify.
“...arndog! Barney!”
In his ignorance, Edgar thought of his behavior as nothing more than a subject to tease —

yelling for Blimp, The Corporate Playmate as he returned the chair, back-first with both

unwashed hands.

Move dreb-peb— R df#ifam 2afh freigulstrogh
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“Hey BARN-dog, what’s the dea/?”

Barney whirled around in a lightening fashion, stealing the chair from his hands and

hoisting it — in no mild frenzy — above his head, howling.

St#lyneye maie-e-vs¥ickhaldboufrisey

Edgar’s smirk was still in the process of disappearing as Barney brought — with the fullest

potential intertia — the whole mass of the thing down upon his nose, castor-first.

Mgre Wreadgul) dpkagifuiash FEBS foreight Srokay

“FUCK,” he squealed from under the disjointed heap, toppling to the floor. Barney let go

of the lot and set about kicking it with extremely vigorous fury. Edgar’s cry had definitively

captured the attention of the crowd; the previously positing of the bunch turned instead to

gasping. Both computer displays were lifted high, torn from their cables, and pounded into him

with the same veracity and degenerative shrieking.

StPves but Yo #g-&-HrolBY Igarige algfy/

Not lost enough in that oh-so-intolerable carpeting, Barney’s screaming intermittently

dipped into feral, unnatural cackling as he turned away from Edgar’s squirms and began

devouring all of their shared workspace’s contents that could possibly be manipulated into his
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furious maw. First, all three thumbdrives — one from his own tower; two from the corner dust

behind the rings of dried cola where the bases of the displays had been. Still swallowing

repeatedly to ingest the lump of the last, he started on his own aluminum computer tower,

punching its plastic front over and over again until its compact disc tray opened obediently to

reveal an ancient bootleg driver installation CD sporting a stick-on label in Comic Sans,'" which

he violently plucked up and folded, cracking it into 3, then 12, then 36 pieces before proceeding

to devour the dusty, glassy mess in handfuls. Complacent with his consumption, he moved on to

the next row of used workstations, kicking over anything that stood, gurgling through the blood

that now flowed from his mouth.

At reception, Peter Built was absently addressing two rotundly uniformed, absently

present officers — the taller of whom looked to be no more than ten years old (so absolutely that

it was by far the most alarming issue present in all four minds, including his.) The young Madge

Teeth made it plain that concern for her own safety had prompted her call, above all else, and

11 The dsc contained the installation drivers foranInt @ o0 Poc ket PC Camer a,
had mistakenly torrented instead of Seasémd M*A*S*H*, eight months prior. As such, the
| abel i ncorrectly read o0Season 4.0



Blue /B | i mp Busden /48
was yet the only party who had paid any mind to the menacing noises coming from the deeper
office.

“You need to understand, this visit was just routine.”
“Routine?”

“Yeah, routine.”

“It wasn’t scheduled — I had no-”

“That was my own failing — I assumed an office-wide Slack message would be enough.
Obviously, I assumed incorrectly.”

Despite the placement of his right hand on his chest and a forward tilt of his receded
hairline, Peter’s self-criticism didn’t seem to take, so he continued.

“Truthfully, it’s all my fault. This is all just a misunderstanding — I should’ve taken steps
to keep everyone better informed — especially Ms. Teeth, of course — but no crime has been
committed here.”

Madge stood behind her five hundred dollar swiveling bar stool, hands clasped together

on her skirt front where they awkwardly remained as she craned her neck around the wall divide
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to ogle Barney Blimp — now profusely bleeding from his mouth and hands, coughing up shingles

of plastic and glass — setting his delirium upon the “City Park” common area and its center stack

of business literature.”? Her eyes widened as he rolled up a two week old issue of Fortune in order

to semi-successfully scarf it down like a chili dog. Elsewhere, two exposed cables from a power

supply had shorted, igniting a section of drywall and the surrounding outmoded carpet. Squeals

penetrated the swift spawn of black smoke as the sprinkler system abruptly drenched the entire

populace. Madge languidly returned her attention — still wide-eyed, now soaking — to the

preposterous scene in reception.

Neither officer had moved nor spoken — their four, dull eyes had remained, unblinking,

on Chief Technical Officer Peter Built as he continued to rephrase his apologetic explanation in

a futile haste for some action from his audience at increasing volume over the rapid beeping of

the fire alarm, lips dripping and spitting.

ePart of Ma dasthddseramaihird sinoffica@lminder of the state of the office
environmen® was to maintain a small selection-cditd triweekly business magazines for a long
nonexistent visitorship to browse while waiting for an audience with management. Of caurse, due t
the nonexistence of it all, the actual selegtimee populated with the most current copies of
Wiredinc, Fast Compaiifie Harvard Business Reteiéwad grown quite dated, and would d&ave
were it not for t he Aguaddadiliraton ystensstrelylatqairedai nd u st
healthy topping of dust.
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“We were acquired last week rather suddenly, you see, and our new owner is a bit

] »
eccentric.

“I wasn’t told he was going to visit this morning until thirty minutes after my arrival.”



