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First and foremost, a hearty thank you to all those brave souls who resisted culinary chaos even when faced with ketchup lamb, diagonally steeped tea, and croissants stuffed with betrayal.

To the Ministry staff (real or imagined) who understand that toast layering is sacred, jam deserves dignity, and soup should stay inside the bowl — your service is noted and only mildly alarming.

Special gratitude to every government department that almost certainly doesn’t exist but probably should.

And to anyone who has ever looked at a menu and thought, “This has gone too far” — this book is for you.
Stay steadfast. Stay sensible. And above all, stay properly buttered.
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To those who saw the toast fall butter-side down...
and calmly filled out the appropriate paperwork.
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“The line between order and madness is thinner than jam on warm toast.
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The Unbearable Lightness of Bureaucracy
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It is a truth universally acknowledged that any sufficiently advanced bureaucracy is indistinguishable from a practical joke played by a bored god with a clipboard.

At precisely 9:01 AM on a drizzly Tuesday in London, Mr. Percival J. Penwiddle III arrived late to his job at the Ministry of Mildly Alarming Affairs.

The Ministry—housed in a crumbling 11-story building wedged between a vegan taxidermy café and a charity shop that only sold unclaimed lost-and-found items—was perhaps the most pointless institution in the entire United Kingdom. Its purpose? To monitor, document, and respond to events that were mildly alarming. Not alarming-alarming. Just... mildly so. For example: discovering your milk expired yesterday but you’ve already poured it into your tea. Or hearing a suspiciously loud thud upstairs when you live alone—but realizing it was just your cat, who now looks smug and slightly judgmental.

The Ministry had a motto, in gold script over its entrance: “Steady Now, Let’s Not Overreact.”
It was, on that Tuesday, obscured by a suspiciously thick cobweb that no one dared touch, as doing so would require filing Form 11-B (Cobweb Disruption Intent) and having it countersigned by someone with “Arachnid Clearance.”
Penwiddle, who had once described himself on a dating profile as “tall, dashing, and inexplicably damp,” was neither tall nor dashing, but was often damp, largely due to a personal vendetta he believed the weather had against him.

He flung open the doors to the Ministry’s lobby, clutching a half-collapsed umbrella, wearing his standard three-piece tweed suit (with a subtle paisley pattern in the lining that screamed “rebellious but still socially acceptable”). His tie was aggressively beige.

“Morning, Geraldine,” he said, nodding to the receptionist.

Geraldine was approximately 87, wore cardigans so thick they defied physics and spoke only in cryptic crossword clues. She nodded sagely and whispered, “Eleven across: befuddled bureaucrat enters late, six letters.”

Penwiddle blinked. “Is it... me?”

She smiled enigmatically and returned to her knitting, which seemed to be forming the likeness of a man being devoured by paperclips.

The elevator had long since been deemed too emotionally unstable to operate safely, so Penwiddle took the stairs to the fourth floor, each creaking step protesting like an unpaid intern at a philosophy convention. At the top, he paused to wheeze dramatically, dramatically enough to suggest he might expire then and there for comedic effect.

He did not.

The fourth floor of the Ministry was home to Department 4C, otherwise known as the Division of Unsettling but Non-Urgent Phenomena. It had six employees, two broken printers, and a coffee machine that hissed like an angry mongoose.

Penwiddle’s desk sat under a flickering lightbulb and next to a potted plant that had, by all accounts, died in 2011 but refused to admit it.

His cubicle neighbor, a woman named Ms. Flavia Blunt, greeted him with a grunt and a stapler aimed suspiciously in his direction.

“You’re late,” she said, accusingly, stapling the air in warning.

“Yes,” said Penwiddle. “But only technically.”

“You missed the emergency briefing,” she said, with the tone of someone who both disapproved of lateness and was bitter she hadn’t thought of being late first.

“Oh dear. What’s the emergency?”

“We’ve received reports of...” she leaned closer, voice dropping to a whisper, “a suspiciously lukewarm kettle in Birmingham.”

Penwiddle went pale. “My God.”

“Indeed.”

He sat down heavily, knocking over a tower of paper labeled MEMOS ABOUT MEMOS. It collapsed with a dramatic whoosh, as if sighing.

“Have the Prime Minister’s office been notified?” Penwiddle asked.

“Not yet,” said Blunt. “We’re waiting for the temperature to drop another two degrees. Until then, it's considered a 'lukewarm alert', Level Mauve.”

He nodded solemnly. Level Mauve was serious. Only Level Taupe was worse.

Just then, the department head strode in.

Mr. Archibald Thistlewaite was a man so bland he could be legally classified as a form of porridge. He wore glasses that magnified his eyes to unsettling proportions and had a moustache that curled in opposite directions, like a conspiracy theory in facial hair form.

“Team,” he said, his voice nasal and full of gravitas. “We have a situation. There’s been a reported incident of double-dipping at a company luncheon.”

Penwiddle gasped. “Was it... the same chip?”

“Worse. Same chip. Same dip. Twice.”

Ms. Blunt fainted briefly but recovered with professional dignity.

Thistlewaite handed out folders stamped EXTREMELY MODERATELY CONFIDENTIAL.

“I want full assessments by the end of day. Sociological impact reports, public panic potential, and an in-depth flavor profile analysis. Jenkins, I want a psychological breakdown of the dipper. Penwiddle, you're on Dip Surveillance Protocol. Blunt, start drafting the apology to the general public in case these hits tabloids.”

Penwiddle took his folder and saluted. “We won’t let you down, sir.”

“You never let me down, Penwiddle. You merely delay my expectations.”

By lunchtime, morale was medium-low, which was an improvement over the previous day’s medium-very-low. Someone had brought in scones, but the clotted cream had expired, and nobody was willing to risk the Department of Dairy-Related Dilemmas issuing a citation.

Penwiddle sat at his desk, contemplating life, tea, and whether he was in fact allergic to the fluorescent lighting. He’d just opened his folder when the power went out.

Total blackout.

The room was immediately filled with the sound of terrified whispering and someone in the back muttering, “Is this it? Is this the Big One? Level Taupe?”

A minute later, emergency lights kicked on, bathing everything in an eerie glow that made Thistlewaite look like a ghostly librarian.

“Remain calm!” he called. “We’ve trained for this! Penwiddle, fetch the Emergency Handbook!”

Penwiddle darted to the filing cabinet and retrieved the massive binder labeled EMERGENCIES (VARIOUS), flipping to the index:


●  Fire: Page 12


●  Flood: Page 23


●  Mild Gas Leak: Page 31


●  Existential Crisis: Page 42


●  Complete Blackout: See Appendix C1, sub-clause G




He found the page and read aloud: “‘In the event of a complete blackout, initiate the following protocols: one, check the breaker box; two, accuse Barry from maintenance; three, panic quietly but visibly to maintain office unity.’”

Blunt nodded. “Standard stuff.”

Barry from maintenance, who was already in the room for reasons unknown, raised a wrench defensively. “It wasn’t me this time! I swear on me socket wrench!”

Thistlewaite turned to Penwiddle. “You’re the acting Officer of Illumination. Go forth. Bring us light.”

Penwiddle saluted again—he loved saluting—and ventured into the bowels of the building.

In the basement, he was immediately lost.

Corridors wound like a bureaucratic maze, signs pointed nowhere (“To Filing B —> Filing B closed for renovations —> See Filing C —> Filing C moved to Filing B”), and something was growling faintly near the Archives of Ambiguous Anomalies.

He passed a janitor reading Nietzsche for Dummies, a goat in a tie labeled “Emotional Support Animal (Level Two Clearance),” and what appeared to be a vending machine that dispensed regrets.

Finally, he found the breaker box behind a door labeled: DO NOT OPEN UNLESS REALLY, REALLY SURE. Underneath it, in fine print: Or if Barry says it’s okay.

He flipped the switch.

Nothing happened.

He flipped it again.

Still nothing.

Then he noticed a smaller box next to it labeled BREAK IN CASE OF MINORLY CONCERNING DARKNESS. Inside was a single, hand-cranked flashlight and a note: We believe in you.

Penwiddle smiled grimly. He cranked. And cranked. And cranked.

And nothing happened.

He sighed, cranked harder—and the lights upstairs flickered on.

Success.
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