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He stands up from his desk to look out the window and suddenly it
is half an hour later. Where does the time go? The spreadsheet on
his computer screen, with its barren white columns staring back at
him reminds him that he is a procrastinator. Already it is eleven
thirty and he is not even close to finishing his morning work;
entering the previous day's claim estimates in the worksheet titled
OUTSTANDING/LOSS. In the afternoon he is supposed to enter the loss
payments into this same worksheet and balance out the estimates. It
is boring work.

Daniel wishes he were at the beach. He
believes he wishes he were at the beach. Ruth is at the beach,
probably drinking a frozen margarita. Just like her, he thinks.
Drinking a margarita at a beach in the Hamptons. Without him. Ruth
and Daniel have the house for the whole summer, but he hasn't been
there yet. The lease runs from June through August, and this is
their first week. Ruth is taking her two week vacation now.
Daniel's isn't until the end of August. They didn't plan it that
way, Ruth's boss planned it that way. "Everyone in the whole office
is taking off in August," Ruth said. "They won't let me and all the
other slots are taken up." In Daniel's office everybody is taking
off in June and no one will trade with him. This year, they are
forced to take separate vacations.

Daniel is supposed to drive out Friday night
and spend the week end with Ruth. He is not sure he wants to. He’s
not sure what is happening, but for the past several months, Ruth
has been distracted, distant. They have had a few fights about it,
but nothing has happened. Ruth insists that nothing has changed,
but Daniel knows better. Daniel argues a bit and then accepts what
she says, fearing the truth may be worse than he imagines.

Down on Church Street, a young man in a
clown suit is entertaining a crowd. Every time an important looking
executive type enters the large open circle in the crowd, the clown
pulls up behind the big shot and does a caricature of his or her
walk. Most of them take it well. Some of them even do a parody of
the clown doing a parody of themselves. One woman, however, doesn't
like being made to look foolish. She suddenly stops and turns on
the clown, glaring at him. The clown takes a step back, bows with a
flourish and produces a paper rose from his sleeve. The woman
laughs, accepts the rose, and curtsies to the applause of the
crowd.

"Excuse me Danny." It is Annette, the
administrative assistant. "The bloodmobile is coming next week and
I need to know if you're signing up so I can make an
appointment."

"Here's a girl who knows what she wants,"
Daniel says, "not money, not clothes, not jewels. Just blood."
Annette looks particularly beautiful today. She is wearing bright
yellow blouse and pastel blue slacks that show off one of the
nicest asses Daniel has ever seen. A devout catholic girl, she
nonetheless lives with her boyfriend, Donnie, who is in
construction. She is in love. Daniel may have a chance, though.
Donnie may go to Louisiana for six months to re-assemble New
Orleans.



Daniel signs the form and hands it back to
Annette. "Thank you," she says, flashing a smile. Daniel studies
her ass as she walks away, looking for evidence of panties.
"Thong," he decides. And then his mind returns to Ruth.

He sits at his desk, appearing to work until
lunch time. Bill Thompson approaches him in the hallway and asks
him where he is going. "Just downstairs," Daniel answers, "to get a
gyro and look at the girls in their summer dresses." "Mind if I
join you?" Bill asks. Daniel says no as they step into the
elevator. Daniel met Bill the first week he was working there. Bill
had graduated from the same university as Daniel three years
earlier. Bill is a programmer in the data processing
department.

Daniel follows Bill through the revolving
door in the lobby, a kind of airlock linking the climate controlled
skyscraper and the arid concrete landscape at its base. There are
times, during summer and winter, when Daniel feels as though he is
on some outpost on a planet with a hostile environment. One could
live a lifetime in this office building without ever having to be
exposed to open sky.

They walk several blocks to a small
luncheonette on a narrow street with tall buildings on either side.
The sun never shines here. The gyros here are somewhat bland, so
Daniel opens the bag, takes his out and sprinkles a healthy dose of
pepper on it. He carefully re-wraps the gyro and puts it back in
the bag. This ritual having been completed, Daniel and Bill return
to the office plaza and settle themselves down on a bench near the
fountain. A jazz band on a small stage in front of one of the
towers is playing "Take the A Train."

"How's work?" Bill asks.

"Rotten," Daniel says. "How's work?"

"Sucks."

"Tell me," Daniel says, "what is it that
this company does?"

"I don't know," Bill says. "I think we're in
the insurance business. People give us money and sometimes we give
people money. I'm not sure. I just write computer programs."

"What do your programs do?"

"It's hard to say," Bill says. "I think they
count the money. What do you do?"

"I type numbers in spreadsheets," Daniel
answers.

"Why?"

"They pay me to."

"Hell of a way to spend your time," Bill
says. "I've been working there for two years and I just found out
that a ceded company is the same thing as a re-insurer."

"What's a re-insurer?" Daniel asks.

"I don't know. That's not my
department."

"Christ, why did I become an accountant?"
Daniel asks.

"What did you want to be?"

"An astronaut," Daniel says. "Or a secret
agent".

"Good work if you can get it, but stick with
astronaut. You can’t be a secret agent any more."

"Why not?"

"Blond hair and blue eyes might have worked
for you in East Germany, but they’ll get you killed in
Baghdad."

"Being an astronaut can get you killed,
too," Daniel says.

"Yeah, but then they name middle schools
after you."
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