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And now for the stories…
DAY JOB OF THE DOLPHIN
When they decided to outsource my department to dolphins, I was skeptical. Instead of teams, we’re now in pods, and at our pod meeting this afternoon, we discussed the 900% increase in sales since the dolphins arrived. Two trainees leapt thirty feet in the air, spinning with abandon. “Now, that’s enthusiasm,” my boss had said, revealing his definite dolphin bias.
During cultural sensitivity training, I’m encouraged to empathize with the dolphins’ plight. For centuries, they had worked as simple fishermen, but there aren’t enough fish left now to support that industry. Consequently, dolphins worldwide are bringing their strong communication skills ashore, and they’re willing to work cheap.
The memo from Human & Dolphin Resources says that dolphins sleep by shutting down one side of their brain at a time, and we’ll need to accommodate their unusual schedules. I call a meeting to brainstorm about possible solutions, but the arrogant dolphins just laugh, assuring me that they’re all well-rested since this job only requires half a brain anyway.
I’ll concede that cetaceans outrank humans in intelligence and productivity, but surely there are other factors to consider. For instance, 600-pound employees don’t fit well into our standard task chairs, especially with the tails. There’s just no way to do it ergonomically, and the Workers’ Comp claims are starting to trickle in.
And our noise cancelling equipment can’t mask the heavy breathing coming from the cubicles. I tactfully describe the level of decorum expected in an office setting but the dolphins respond with a cacophony of obscene sounds, which they all quickly blame on their blowholes.
Because of their flippers, dolphins aren’t good with keyboards and they need to dictate all their correspondence. Management brought in a new transcriptionist last week, a superstar squid who’s fluent in Atlantic and Pacific dialects, types ten letters at a time, and brings his own ink to the office. I suspect he has his giant eye on my job.
And gone are the days when I could escape to the break room, and relax for a few moments with coffee and cake. Now, the refrigerator’s filled to the gills with raw mackerel and herring. The dolphins slurp fish guts at lunch time and trade lurid details about their latest sex acts, since not one of them is monogamous. I don’t understand what women see in them.
Then, there’s the smell. I’d expected dolphins to smell fishy but they don’t. They’re fairly odor-free when the day begins. But they whined about wanting to keep their skin hydrated if they had to be out of the water for eight hours, and management ordered lotion from a specialty store in the mall. Now the dolphins slather each other with Berry Vanilla and Sweetest Plum. By 3pm, the whole place smells like a cheap Bottlenose brothel.
And every time I look up, the dolphins are smiling. No doubt they’re gleefully plotting my demise behind those plastered grins. The constant clicks and squeaks are starting to sound a lot like laughter, and my mind drifts back to happier times, when there were still plenty of fish in the sea.
But perhaps the worst part is watching how easy I’ll be to replace. I used to be an indispensable cog in the corporate machine, a Senior Director of Sales. But now, our CEO is an orca with a killer instinct, and all I can do is watch in horror as my career is swept away by the unforgiving seas of change.
SINGLE SOCKS
“Hey, look what I found,” I said, holding up a single black sock. No one answered. I live alone.
I carried the sock to the closet with the others. There were 864 matchless socks lined up on birch hangers. I used to have a girlfriend, but she left at around 287.
“All I want is some closet space,” she said. “To keep some clothes here.”
But I didn’t want to crowd the socks.
“You love your stupid socks more than you love me,” she cried.
It was true. Each sock held a vivid memory of the laundry room where I’d discovered it.
“You don’t even wear socks,” she said, trying to pick a fight.
I tried to explain the magic of missing socks -- the holiness of a sock that miraculously reappears after traveling to other worlds, the beauty and awe inherent in interdimensional undergarments who have forever lost their mates.
My girlfriend was cute but she didn’t understand spiritual matters of this depth. She headed toward the door before I was done.
“I hope you and your socks will be very happy,” she said.
I watched her knee-high argyles leave, and hoped that they would stay together.
SOMEWHERE TO TURN
“I want you to meet someone,” Ally says. “Get in.”
I slide into my best friend’s new car.
“In 100 yards, turn left,” a soothing male voice says.
“Thanks, Brad.” Ally giggles, flipping her hair.
“You named your navigation system?”
“He’s my new boyfriend.”
I guess it’s an improvement over the one who just broke her heart.
“Follow the road for six miles,” Brad says.
“See how considerate he is? He anticipates my every move.”
“Did you bring the tickets?” I ask.
She points to a corner of the touch screen. “Brad’s holding them.”
“In 400 yards, turn right.”
“Shouldn’t we get on the freeway?” I ask.
“Brad probably knows a shortcut.”
Two miles later, we’re cruising through gang territory.
“Let’s turn around,” I say.
“Brad will protect us.”
At a stop sign, some tattooed teens move toward us.
“Brad?” Ally says.
The group hurls obscenities in our direction.
“Brad??”
Ally makes a decisive U-turn.
Brad’s screen disintegrates into a manic mix of colors. “Recalculating route,” he says, pulling himself together.
“Turn right in 200 yards.”
“Don’t fall for it,” I say.
Ally gets on the freeway.
Brad breaks the uncomfortable silence.
“Recalculating route.”
Several miles later, we exit the freeway.
“Turn right ahead,” Brad says.
Ally turns left.
“Brad told you to turn right,” I point out.
Ally clenches her teeth. “Yeah, but it was the way that he said it.” Ally’s hand flies over the dash, pushing buttons.
“Destination ahead,” a female voice says.
“You gave Brad a sex change?” I ask.
“Maybe being a woman for awhile will teach him some sensitivity.”
We pull into the parking lot and pay the attendant to enter.
“A woman would never send us through that neighborhood at night,” Ally says.
A 10,000-seat sports arena towers in front of us. Brad chimes in.
“You have reached your destination.”
“Does he think I’m an idiot?” Ally asks.
We pull into a parking space.
“I’m sorry, Brad, but I just can’t do this anymore.” Ally presses a button, plunging her ex into utter darkness.
We get out of the car and start walking.
“I’m sorry it didn’t work out,” I say.
“He was too bossy, anyway.”
But a single tear traces her cheek.
“We had some good times,” she sighs. “I hope that we can still be friends.”
“Everything will be okay,” I tell her, meaning it.
“Let’s get some wine,” she says.
We head toward the concession stands. Two guys stop to look us over.
“They’re kinda cute,” I say.
The guys take a detour in our direction.
“I’m not sure I’m ready yet,” Ally says, facing the true source of her sadness.
We recalculate our route.
CHANGE MANAGEMENT
He stands in front of the supermarket, shoving a cup at each cart. “Change?” he says. A woman drifts toward the entrance.
“Hail the crusaders,” he says to passing shoppers.
The woman pauses mid-step, forgetting why she came.
“You all right, miss?” he asks.
“I’m sick,” she says.
“The angels, they cry.”
She stares at runny eyes, watching her reflection melt. His cough smells like chemicals. “Do you have a cigarette?” she asks.
He reaches up one sleeve, pulling on a pack of generics.
“How much for one?” she says.
“My gift.”
She slides it out of the crumpled pack. “You have a light?”
“Can’t smoke right here,” he says.
They walk through rain: she, in a stylish suit; he, in torn pants secured by orange string. His fingers shield the tiny flame. They sit at a stone table, staring at the night sky.
“The light from Saturn’s too damn bright,” he says.
She stifles a cough. He moves his lips, talking to the stars.
She had quit smoking ten years ago. Since then, she followed the food pyramid, drank plenty of water, did yoga and Pilates. “I’m supposed to start chemo tomorrow,” she says.
“Noah fills arks to save Earth,” he says.
“My husband doesn’t know.”
He smiles. “They clone them, two by two.”
She crushes ashes with her foot. He lights a second cigarette from the fiery tip of the first. “Want another?”
“Yeah.”
He passes her the pack. “Secrets ain’t good,” he says.
“The truth isn’t good, either.”
He eavesdrops on a conversation inside his head.
“I wanted to tell him.” She crosses her legs. “But it never seemed like the right time.”
He blows smoke rings. “Noah sails every Sunday,” he says.
“Tell him to take me.”
“He only take animals. Noah don’t like people.”
“Why not?” she asks.
“I got to get back to work.” He stubs out the half-smoked cigarette and puts it in his pocket.
She opens her purse. “Here, let me give you something.”
He grabs her wrist. The strength in his gnarled hand scares her. “Lady, you know how long it’s been since someone sat down and talked to me?”
She shakes her head.
“Eons,” he says, releasing his grip.
She exhales a puff of smoke.
He trudges toward the concrete portico. “Your husband,” he says, facing away. “He still love you if you tell him.”
She throws her lit cigarette into a puddle. “Don’t you see?”
He retreats to his post, asking strangers for change.
“I’m different now!” she screams at him.
“We all different,” he says to the store.
PAIN PATHWAYS
In the day room of an adolescent psych ward, the boy touches my hand. I look away, ashamed of the bandages on my wrists.
“There’s more than one way to escape,” he says.
Our eyes lock, and I drift into sweet blue seas. He squeezes my fingers.
“No touching,” the nurse says, handing us pills in paper cups.
He releases my hand and winks. He seems so confident. I hide some hope in his eyes for safekeeping.
At lunch, the boy has a visitor. The woman strokes his hair. He smiles. He winces.
“You’re such a strong boy,” she says.
“He won’t hurt you anymore, Mom.”
“When you get out, we’ll move far away, just you and me.” She leans in, her plump lips whispering into a pale and perfect ear.
I retreat to the art room and draw pictures of wounded kittens.
“You keep a lot inside,” he says from the doorway.
I finish my last sketch, paying close attention to perspective. He splashes red paint onto my crying cats.
“Art can be your escape,” he says.
I prop my pictures up to dry.
“But you have to feel it,” he says.
We sit on the floor. My head rests on his shoulder for a full five minutes before we have to go to Group.
At dinner, we share manicotti in a dark corner of the cafeteria.
“Don’t leave,” I say.
“Don’t let me,” he says.
When I wake up the next morning, he’s gone.
“Discharged,” the nurse says.
I pick at the scabs along my wrists, trading one kind of pain for another. By the time I’m released, I have smooth scars where the open wounds used to be. People smile. They say they’re glad I’m feeling better.
The pain never leaves but as I get older, I learn how to hide it. I hide a big piece in a painting, and it sells for $10,000.
Now when I draw, I think of the boy who touched my hand in the hospital, and I let hidden demons flow madly through my fingertips.
At an art show, someone squeezes my shoulder. I flinch.
“I told you not to let me leave,” he says, staring hard.
He’s covered in leather and tattoos, but his eyes are the same. I search behind familiar blue orbs, and glimpse the hope I’d left there.
I hesitate before retrieving it. He doesn’t have any left of his own. He grabs my arm. I look at the man whose teenage touch changed my life.
“I still think of you,” I say.
The set of his jaw softens but he says nothing, just stares.
“Is this guy bothering you?” a security guard says to me.
Wrinkles of rage erupt across the adult boy’s stony façade.
“I wish I could have saved you,” I say.
He takes a swing at the guard.
We lock eyes one last time and I take back what belongs to me.
ZERO TOLERANCE
“Biggie-Bank to Outsource Programming,” the headline screamed. Andy threw the paper on his desk, hitting a half-eaten sandwich. He’d spent ten years of his life creating binary code to carry out the bank’s encrypted tasks, typing out strings of 1’s and 0’s every week, without complaint. And now they were letting him go.
He saw the HR Director, flanked by security, heading his way. Andy’s eyes darted around his cube, looking for a way to get even. He wished he could break into the vault and steal all that money he’d worked so hard to electronically protect.
In the end, all Andy took was a zero. As the men in suits closed in, Andy slid an index finger along his laptop’s touch pad and plucked a random 0 from the code that he’d been working on. He doubted the bank would even notice.
At 2 AM, the police pounded on his door. “We know you’re in there. Come out with your hands up.”
Andy stumbled outside in his pajama bottoms.
“Where’s the 0?” the officer said.
“What?”
“The 0,” he said. “We know you’ve got it.”
Andy invoked his right to remain silent. The police brought him to the station and escorted him into the interrogation room.
“It must have been rough, being laid off after all those years,” the Good Cop said.
Andy stared straight ahead.
“We’re tossing your place right now,” the Bad Cop said. “We’re gonna find that 0, whether you help us or not.”
“If you want to make a deal, I could call the DA,” the Good Cop said.
“If we find that 0 on our own, you’ll do the max!” the Bad Cop said.
Andy silenced them with four little words: “I want a lawyer.”
At the trial, Andy’s defense attorney addressed the jury. “You’ve heard a lot of accusations being hurled at my client by the DA,” she said. “But the truth is, my client took zero.”
The jurors appraised Andy’s seemingly honest exterior. The attorney walked slowly in front of the jury box, making eye contact with each and every one of them.
“Surely there’s been a time in your life when you’ve stolen nothing,” she continued. “But if you find this man guilty, you’ll be setting a precedent. You’ll be creating case law mandating criminal penalties.”
Juror number 9 took notes.
“If you convict my client, you could be next. You could be having dinner with your family when the police drag you from your home, threatening imprisonment, and demanding that you explain where you hid nothing, too.”
The jury found Andy not guilty. The 0 was never recovered.
DISCARDED
“Okay, I’ll see you Friday morning. Nothing to eat or drink after midnight.”
“Yes, doctor,” Susan said.
“I think you’ll really like your new nose,” he said.
Susan swung a designer purse over her sculpted shoulder. “I know I will.”
“There’s just one more thing.”
“Yes?”
“Have you considered donating your old nose to charity?”
“You can do that?”
“Oh, quite definitely,” the doctor said. “We don’t realize how fortunate we are to live here. There are people in other parts of the world who can’t afford noses.”
“Well, I’ll think about it.”
“I’ll have my nurse get you the paperwork.”
Later that night, at her nose’s Going Away party, Susan sipped champagne with a table full of society friends who all sported the latest looks in cosmetic surgery. They toasted Susan’s slightly oversized nose, caressing it with expensive lotion, and wishing it well on its journey.
“Did any of you donate your old noses?” Susan asked.
Everyone nodded vigorously.
“It’s the only socially responsible thing to do.”
“The Laotian orphan who got my nose sends me pictures of it twice a year.”
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