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* * * * *
One of the few advantages to working retail was that I could steal office supplies, whose value in all likelihood far exceeded my paycheck. At first I worried that I might be caught, that they might be watching. Of course, to justify that sort of expense, there would have to be some sort of office supply racket, Office Depot selling the pens, stealing the pens back, and then selling the pens once again to replace those that were stolen. Kind of like Wall Street.
The idea of an entire shadow economy based on stolen office supplies distracted me and I was out of the supply closet without first checking to see if there were actually any customers on the floor. I ended up saying "Hello" by sheer baked-in reflex to some woman with three kids attached (who was probably equally surprised to see an employee). Once I got to a safe distance away, I looked down at the objects in my hands: two black pens, a marker, a hi-liter, and a notepad. The notepad was the one item that I actually needed, everything else I just shove into my pockets.
The pocket notepad was, besides my wasp-yellow utility knife, the most useful item that I carried around the sales floor. Not because of any work related use, but because it was in essence a pocket-sized camouflage generator. See your boss walking towards you? Simple, whip it out and open it to one of the pages that you covered in meaningless numbers at the last store meeting, hold it in front of you and face the shelves, looking at them intently and thoughtfully, as though they hold the secrets of the universe. Your boss will walk right past you, content that you are another productive worker bee, diligent in your efforts to make the store more profitable for the owners.
The notepad was probably empty, but I flipped through it anyway, just in case I got lucky. It wasn't empty, bits of black flitted by as the pages fliped past my thumb on their spiral binding. This might have belonged to someone who actually worked. Excellent. I would now be able to use the time that I would have otherwise spent filling it with random letters and numbers tracking down whoever stole my last notebook.
I lifted the black cardstock cover, and written on it in black marker are the words "TRY NOT TO PANIC". Interesting. I flipped to the next page, and it was covered with something that I didn't immediately recognize, a precisely written mass of strange characters, jutting angles meshed into sickening curves, a language Giger and Lovecraft would have corresponded in. I push my glasses up my nose and squeeze my eyes shut for the briefest of moments.
When I open the notepad again, the strange writing was still there. It was different, though. Not physically, mind you, the lines and squiggles and jags hadn't changed, but it didn't look alien any more. I was probably imagining it, but it seemed as though some light went out of the world, sounds muted, and the sunlight dimmed. Then again, I was working retail, that sort of thing was to be expected.
"Hey Dan, what's up?" Kevin's voice from behind my shoulder scared the hell out of me. It's never good to be oblivious out there, on the killing floor.
"Check this out," I said, moving so that we stood almost shoulder to shoulder. "What do you make of it?"
Kevin and I were the ones who worked out the trick about the notepad, and I figured there was half a chance that he's the one who wrote it in there. Its the sort of thing he would do. Then again, he was exactly the sort of person who would have stolen my last notepad.
He looked at the notepad, and there was no glimmer of recognition on his face. He squinted a little at the pad and leaned forward to get a better look at it, running his left hand through his blond hair before massaging his goatee in a considered fashion.
"I don't--" he begins, but then he was clawing at his eyes, screaming. I watched, frozen as he dropped to his knees, still clawing madly. Almost as quickly as it started, it ended. His hands dropped to his lap, and although I could see marks where his fingernails took off layers of skin, his eyes look OK.
"Shit, man. You scared me--" I didn't finish my sentence as he fell backwards. It's sickening to watch, like a trust exercises gone horribly wrong. It wouldn't have been so bad if not for the sound his head makes when it hits the floor, the dull thunk of his skull against the concrete that is covered only by a thin veneer of commercial carpeting.
I looked around, no one was nearby. One thing was immediately obvious. If Kevin's untimely demise was due to my notepad, it wouldn't do for security to have the same reaction and associate it with me. I knelt down and pretended to check for a pulse, although I was sure there wouldn't be one, and with my left hand, pulled his notepad out from his apron.
Someone had spotted us by then, and people were starting to converge on us, running up the stairs. Questions were asked, gasps at the sight of my dead friend, and Brian, the store manager, took me by the shoulder to his office, so that I could fill out an accident report.
The accident report form was it's own special sort of hell. You watch your co-worker die and the company's first reaction is to have you fill out paperwork. What sort of sick joke is that? Thankfully there was no checkbox for "zombies" or even "supernatural" under cause of accident, it would be worrying if the company had expected it. On the other hand, I was worried by their lack of preparedness.
It wasn't until I had finished the report and was putting my things away --they had sent me home early-- that I looked the notepad I had taken from Kevin's corpse and realized that it was my old notebook. I had lost my best friend twice in one day.
* * *
For the record, funerals suck. When I die, I want only people who I disliked to be invited so they can stand around and feel bad about whatever it is they want to feel bad about. To my friends and loved ones, I plan to buy them one last dinner at my favorite restaurant. Sure, I get the whole mourning thing, but I don't want to make someone else waste one second of their life crying over me. If I didn't live life to the fullest, that's my own damn fault.
As it was, I was quickly discovering that the only thing worse than attending a funeral was spending a Saturday morning at your best friend's service and being the last one to speak to him. Everyone wants to know what his last moments were like, and I want to say, "Not fucking pretty." But I don't. I tell them whatever lie about his courage and dignity will get them to leave me alone the quickest and maybe give me the opportunity to duck out early and study the notebook some more.
An hour and a half in, and I've gotten pretty good at it, having assuaged most of the people in attendance. Then Adria finds me. Adria with her delicate, angular face and red hair. Adria who always seems to be watching me, but who I've never been able to choke out more than two words to.
"Daniel?" she asks. "Can I ask you something?"
"Sure." What I meant to say was no, of course, but what can I say, she's pretty.
"I saw what happened, with the notepad," she said. "I want to see it." Shit.
"I have no idea what you're talking about, but we're at Kevin's funeral. Show some respect." I almost believed that I believed what I just said. It made me want to puke.
She didn't say anything, just cocked her head to the side a little and stared at me. While I was trying to figure out what I needed to say in order to get her to leave me alone, another of Kevin's family members came up to me and started asking what his final moments were like. Adria shook her head and stalked off.
* * *
On Monday morning I arrived at work to find everyone freaking out. My first thought was that someone else had pulled a Kevin, but I calmed down when I realized that people were too panicked for that, which meant that one of the higher-ups was visiting. Of course they wouldn't want to see the actual condition of the store, but rather the Powerpoint version, with everything going along on greased rails. The back office was deserted, with all of the management out on the floor doing last minute stuff, and so I was alone when she walked in, the Vice President of something or other.
When she saw me she stopped dead. Apparently the incident report had featured my face. Awkward. Might as well milk it.
"Hello," I said.
"Hi," she said, extending her hand in the automatic manner of someone who had spent too much time in the macho fairyland of American corporate culture. By the look on her face, she regretted it instantly. I squeezed hard enough that she couldn't let go, then looked her in the eyes. She looked away. I released her hand and walked out of the office.
I found my manager, Paul, in the stockroom. He looked tired, probably having pulled an overnight to get the store in shape. I felt bad for him, he was one of the few managers that actually did anything, and he always seemed to end up paying the price for it.
"Dan. Thank god you're here," he said. "Miss Peterson is making a visit today, and I need to get ready for her."
That name sounded familiar. Then I realized that Peterson was in charge of Visual. Peterson was the one who was responsible for most of the pointless bullshit that Visual had to put up with. Every time we completed a major project and then a day or two later got a directive to undo all of it, her name was attached.
"She's already here, I just saw her down in the office." I didn't like the idea of ruining his day, but I was just the messenger.
"Crap." Paul seemed to deflate, and when he spoke again, he sounded defeated. "I guess I should go talk to her, then."
"Good luck," I told him as he headed for the door.
"It was nice working with you," he said.
I wanted to yell something encouraging after him, tell him not to worry, but I couldn't bring myself to, the mere fact that he had done nothing wrong wouldn't protect him. Instead, I picked up where he left off, letting the day fade into a comfortable blur of work.
"Daniel!"
I looked up to see Adria standing by the stockroom door. I turned back to the pallet I was working on.
"Daniel, they just fired Paul," she said. Just because I had known it was coming didn't make it any easier to hear. "Come on."
The stockroom was on the second floor, and we made it to the front balcony just in time to see Paul escorted out the front by Loss Prevention. Like anyone who has ever worked anywhere, I'm sure Paul had dreamed of telling the Company what was wrong with it, saying "Fuck your job, and fuck you!" but he hadn't done that today. He left defeated in the truest sense of the word, he had lost the will to fight.
"I'll miss him," Adria said from beside me.
"Really? Did you even know him?" I asked.
"I worked with him at my last job, actually, he brought me over with him. How long have you known him?"
"I didn't realize--"
"Of course not, you're too busy with that whole loner thing. I don't have time for your bullshit."
Just when the day didn't seem as if it could get much worse, I got called to the Brian's office. Inside, Brian and Peterson were waiting for me. It looked like I was next up on the chopping block. I resolved to make up for whatever Paul had left unsaid. Brian waved me to sit in the vacant chair on the other side of his desk, next to Peterson.
"So, Daniel," Brian began. "I imagine that you heard about Paul?"
"Yes."
"Well, that leaves a big hole in Visual, and we're going to need you to step up. Can you handle that?" It's not really a question.
"Of course," I hear myself say. What the fuck? They fire Paul and promote me? Me, of all people?
There's a call for Brian over the intercom, and he excuses himself to deal with a situation at the registers. Which leaves Peterson and me sitting in the office. I look around Brian's office, which is covered with the usual mix of corporate propaganda and nauseating inspirational posters. My eyes settled on one that showed a man in a suit adjusting his tie with a caption that read: If You Want To Change The World, You Have To Let The World Change You. Sometimes I wondered if I wasn't an unwilling participant in some bizarre psychological experiment by the CIA.
"You know, Brian is a big fan of yours. You can go places if you play this right," Peterson said, interrupting my train of thought.
I had no response, it was all I could do keep the horror at the idea off my face. She looked down at my hand, and I realized that I was holding the notepad that had killed Kevin. I didn't remember pulling it out, but I knew what to do. I opened it to one of the pages of black writing.
"Can I show you something?" I asked.
"Sure," she said. She looked confused, but took the notepad anyway and looked at it. She stared right at it, and after a few seconds her eyes unfocused, and her hands went slack and the notepad dropped to the floor. I picked it up and placed it back in my pocket. I looked at her, and waited.
Nothing happened. No screaming, no clawing at the eyes, she just sat there as though in a trance. For what it was worth, I was doing the same thing, unwilling to move or snap my fingers and possibly make things worse.
A short eternity later, her eyes regained their focus. When she looked at me again, there was no hint that anything unusual had happened. I had gone from panic to full-on terror. Suicide was starting to look attractive. Then Brian came back.
"So do you feel good about this?" he said.
"Yeah," I lied.
"I'll look forward to seeing more of you," Peterson said. The feeling was not mutual.
* * *
Someone was pounding at my door. I rolled over and squinted at the angular blue numbers on my clock. I hoped that the power had gone out or something and that the clock was off by six hours, 3:47 in the morning shouldn't even exist.
The battery powered clock in the main room confirmed my fears, there was indeed a 3:47 in the morning. I made a mental note to buy a handgun for times like these. I didn't bother trying to figure out who was on the other side of the door, just opened it.
It was Kevin.
My first thought was that he was a zombie, and I reached for the crowbar that I kept next to the door just for such occasions. He backed away, looking at the edge of the doorframe. I rested the bar back up against the wall, zombies don't feel fear. Whatever he was, the odds were against him attempting to eat my brains.
"Aren't you . . . dead?" I asked. He was still wearing the suit that he was buried in, and he looked pretty pale, but other than that seemed to be alive, or at least ambulatory.
He shrugged. "I woke up in the morgue, but couldn't get out of the bag. Have you ever tried to open a zipper from the wrong side? Anyway, after I thought about it, I realized that if they realized I wasn't dead, I would be paying off the medical bills for the rest of my life, so I waited until they buried me. And here I am!"
"But didn't they pump you full of embalming fluid and stuff?" I asked.
"I really don't want to talk about it." He shuddered.
"So you had to dig your way out of the grave?" It seemed kind of far-fetched, I'd seen him struggle to get out of the couch in the morning.
"No, I skipped out of the coffin before they buried it that evening."
"Then what took you so long? The funeral was two days ago."
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