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“God damn, motherfucking shit!”

I’m on my way to work, bitching and moaning about the traffic. It’s not really that bad and it’s only a ten minute ride. Yet I curse again and bang on the steering wheel as I inch along the highway. Turning on the radio, I start scanning for something other than talk, but at eight in the morning there isn’t much heavy metal on to get my blood pumping. I continue along my way, breaking, pressing the gas, breaking— it seems like an endless cycle, until I arrive at the office about fifteen minutes later. I swipe my badge at the terminal and the electronic gate lifts, allowing admission to the parking lot.

My smartphone beeps, reminding me there are only a few minutes left to get to my desk. I make a left turn into the southeast lot. The rows are somewhat sparse as if the early birds haven’t arrived yet. Usually, the only spots available are on the second story of the parking garage, but today I find a spot that’s close to the entrance. The “Employee of the Month” slot is right next to me. I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. Time to put on my happy face and start the daily grind. I grab my backpack and head in.

* * * *
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My usual routine is to stop by the smoking hut near the entrance to the parking garage and have a quick cigarette to start the day off, however today I opt out since no one else is there. After crossing the private road to the southern entrance I open the large glass doors, but I’m not greeted by the receptionist. That’s unusual. She’s the polite one who always smiles at me. They’re like those Walmart greeters saying “Hello” to everyone who steps through the doors. I swipe my badge at the turnstile and walk to my department’s secure entrance. 

Another badge swipe at that door and I’m finally in my work area. A few steps down the hall, it feels...strange.

It’s so goddamn quiet. This isn't an ordinary Monday. I don’t hear anything: people tapping away at their keyboards, or yammering at each other in endless conference calls. Now that I think about it, there aren't even any phones ringing. I mean it was never as bad as the drone of cafeteria talk, but this is unusual. I walk around the first row of cubicles to my desk. Huh. Digging my phone out, I check the date and time. It’s just past 8:30. And it is Monday. This place should be bustling with activity. What the hell?

I’m anxious to see what’s going on. I don’t even pull my laptop out of the backpack; instead I switch on the virtual terminal. In seconds it’s asking me for my username and password. I log in and it quickly displays my persistent desktop and email inbox. I scan the top ten messages or so. Nothing out of the ordinary or that needs my immediate attention. Locking the screen, I grab my mug and head for the break room. Must get coffee, now.

I pass a familiar row of cubicles. Something’s different. There are even less people around than I originally thought. I wonder what’s up. The coffee machine distracts me, and I select my favorite, Columbian medium roast and pop it into the machine. The rich scent of freshly brewed coffee washes over me as I breathe deeply. A little cream and sweetener and I’m all set. My first sip is divine. The next one wakes me up and I feel more alert. Mmm. No one else is waiting to use the coffee machine. I didn’t even have to wait in line. Strange. 

* * * *
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Back at my desk, I carefully place the hot coffee next to my keyboard and open my inbox. No new messages yet. My friend, Sally, one of our project managers from the Analytics Group, walks up to my desk. What the hell? She is visibly shaken. 

“Morning, Sally. Is everything okay?” She has a serious look on her face.

“Did you just get in?” Her voice is low and unsteady. 

“Yeah, about ten minutes ago. What’s going on? Where is everyone?”

“They just let Carl go.” 

I suck in a lungful of air and spring up, sending my chair flying with the back of my legs.

“I had to walk away. Otherwise I might have burst out in tears.”

She still looks like she might break down and cry. 

“Shit. Are you serious? Was it just him? ‘Cuz this place is a frigging ghost town today.” 

“I think it’s a layoff. The managers have been going around one by one, tapping people on the shoulder. I don’t know where they all went.”

“Oh my God.” I feel like I should say something positive because she is trembling. Layoff. The word replays in my mind. I honestly have no idea what to say.

She starts to say something but presses her lips tightly together when her department’s VP, Manbuji, walks up to us.

“Sally, can you come to my office, please?” he says. Cheerful tone. No shoulder tap. I’m not that concerned, but the look on her face is sheer horror. Sally follows Manbuji back to his office. It’s like she’s walking down death row.

My palms are sweaty and my hands start shaking a little. It’s not from the coffee; I’ve only had a few sips. My stomach is turning as I pick up my smartphone and refresh the mail app. It’s still connecting and receiving new email so my access hasn’t been cut off.

I’m safe. For now, that is. The day’s still young.

* * * *
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I fall back into my chair and bump against the cubicle wall. I rub the back of my neck because it feels stiff now. Hearing footsteps from down the hall, I pop my head up and peer through the glass dividers to see who’s coming.

George, my boss, arrives. I launch myself out of my cubicle, following him as he walks into his office.

“Good morning, Rick. What’s up?” His tone is merry, the usual for George.

I am grim. “Morning George. It’s not a good one, though.”

“Huh?”

“They let Carl go today. I was just talking to Sally. Manbuji came and got her. They went to his office. I have no idea what’s going on. I think it’s another layoff.”

“Seriously? I haven’t heard anything about a layoff.”

Now I’m even more worried. He’s a vice president and my boss. If there was a layoff, he should know about it. Unless... Oh Shit!

“Well, I haven’t heard of anyone else so far. Maybe he fucked something up and got fired.” I’m trying to convince myself, but the company has been cutting staff for the past five years. This time, something feels different.

“I don’t think we should jump to any conclusions right now. Let me ask around and see what I can find out.” He sounds reassuring, but I think I’m going to shit my pants.

“Okay, please let me know, will ya?”

“Of course, Rick. Don’t get yourself all worked up.”

“Yeah, sure.” Right. I’m already worked up.

I walk back to my desk. Sally is there again. She looks more at ease now. No trembling.

“What did he say?” I ask her before sitting down.

“He wanted me to know,” she says, and I have to lean in close because she’s almost whispering, ”that they let Carl go as part of a reduction in workforce, but that I’m not part of it. He didn’t want me to panic.” 

“Well, that’s good news. I just asked George and he has no clue that anything is going on.” Shit, this isn’t good.

“I can’t go back to my desk. I don’t want to see Carl pack up his stuff.”

“Sally, you’ve got to say good-bye. I know you don’t think he was the greatest boss, but he has a family to support. He’s probably freaking out right now.” I try to convince her, partly because I want to make calls to find out what’s going on, and partly because it’s the right thing to do. He’s a nice guy, damn it. I frown at her.

“No, it’s not that, I mean we’ve had words now and then, but it’s just so sad.” She inhaled a deep breath. “You’re right. I’ll see you in a bit.”

Slowly she walks to her desk. Just before she gets there, she glances back at me. She’s trying to put a smile on her face. It isn’t working. Fuck, It’s just so awkward. This sucks.

* * * *
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I sit down, unlock my terminal yet again, and start my instant messaging program. I glance up over the screen and see that some people are in their cubicles now. They must have just gotten back from a meeting. Gavin, who manages Engineering and Mark, from the Application Team are still absent. Most of their direct reports, however, are at their desks. 

“Bing.” A new message window opens on my screen.  It’s Henry from the Seattle office.

Henry: Hey Rick, do you know if you had access to the Subsystem 7 security scanner?

Rick: I really don’t know. I haven’t used that system in over two years.

Rick: I don’t remember if I still had access to it or not when I went over to Systems Design.

Rick: Why?

Henry: Well, it’s just that I noticed there are six people who I think had access, but now don’t.

Henry: and...

Henry: I knew one person who had access yesterday and doesn’t today.

Rick: Really?

Henry: Yeah.

Rick: Well, who do you know for sure had access yesterday?

Henry: Me.

Rick: WTF! Seriously?

Henry: Seriously, man. I use that scanner every day.

I slide the mouse up and tap my finger to open a new browser window. I quickly type in the link for Subsystem 7. It loads and prompts me for my password.

“Bing.” Another instant message. I ignore it for a second and stare at the
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