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​Chapter 1: The Singular Disaster of Arthur Bimble

​
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Arthur Bimble’s first mistake was opening his eyes.

He blinked once, regretted it immediately, and let his eyelids drop again, as if sheer force of will could compress the night’s residue back into sleep. He tried to reconstruct the last good dream but all that floated up was an image of his old gym teacher driving a Zamboni through the living room, arms flailing, whistle in mouth, the couch surfacing briefly from the roiling white. Arthur opened his eyes again and let the world happen to him.

The clock on the far wall, a giveaway from a closing chain drugstore, told him it was 7:42. In apartment 4C of Crestwood Arms, time wasn’t just relative, it was antagonistic. The place had not been blessed by an architect with a sense of proportion. The ceiling sloped at an angle that implied structural panic, and the walls—festooned with abstract stains, chipboard patches, and what might once have been motivational posters—seemed to close in a fraction more each day.

He levered upright with a sound that was half-grunt, half-plastic grocery bag, and caught sight of himself in the full-length mirror he’d propped against the closet door for the sole purpose of reminding himself, in his own words, not to get cocky. His hair was a gravity experiment: brown, unwashed, pressed into distinct rivulets where his skull met pillow, then flared in two desperate wings above ears that stuck out at such an angle that by third grade they’d been given their own seating chart. At thirty-three, he’d stopped believing in redemption for either the ears or their owner.

The t-shirt, at least, was new. Or had been, at some point in the last twenty months, before a hotdog-related incident had committed the outline of Florida—panhandle and all—to a permanent lease on the lower left quadrant. His sweatpants were supposed to be navy; years of hard living had reduced them to a sullen shade of undetermined origin. They were now a color best described as “fugitive.”

The apartment existed in a state of chronic withdrawal. Couch: secondhand, bought from a guy who offered a pack of camel lights if you could get it down the stairs yourself. Springs: mostly theoretical. The carpet in the main room was technically beige, but decades of microwave soup tragedies had left it stratified like a condemned lasagna. The refrigerator hummed with the anxious energy of someone waiting on test results. Out the window, the city of Dellport exhaled a morning into the gap between gray and full black, headlights smearing across the outer glass and offering the only evidence of life’s forward momentum.

Arthur had never been a morning person, but that didn’t mean he was an evening person, either. If anything, he existed in a perpetual buffer zone, a life made of wake-up calls, lapsed alarms, snooze buttons battered into oblivion. He considered, briefly, returning to bed, but knew from bitter experience that there was no force in the universe capable of producing sleep after the second failed attempt. He stood, shuffled toward the kitchen, and began the day’s first chain of small, well-earned defeats.

Coffee first. Always. There was dignity in ritual, even if it had to be faked.

The coffeemaker occupied a strip of counter that had been cleared, painstakingly, of extraneous food matter. A single unwashed mug stood beside it, fossilized sugar scarring its inner lip. Arthur tried to recall whether he’d used a filter last time or just filled the basket and trusted in the forgiving nature of human intestines. He took a gamble, dumped grounds into the reservoir, splashed in what he judged to be enough water, and toggled the On switch. The machine’s light flickered. The pump whined with the tenacity of a chihuahua denied a treat. After a promising ten seconds, it coughed up a tablespoon of liquid that smelled like the wallet of a drowned man, then gave up the ghost entirely. A faint electrical pop marked the death knell.

Arthur stared, performed a micro-shrug, and moved to the next life task.

He tried for breakfast—milk and cereal—but the world offered its rebuttal. He located the cereal box at the back of the pantry, shook out a brittle ration into the bowl, then went to the fridge for milk. The carton in his hand felt less-than-full, but that was the least of its issues. He took the cap off and gave it a courtesy sniff; the smell was halfway between paint thinner and a freshman biology lab. He peered at the date. Expired four days ago. The “best by” was more of a cruel suggestion at this point. He poured anyway.

The cereal bobbed uncertainly on the surface of the milk. Arthur felt a pang of empathy.

He found a spoon—last one left, as usual—and noticed it had a residue clinging to it that might once have been peanut butter or could equally have been an undiscovered element. He rolled with it. He was nothing if not a champion of adaptation.

The first bite was a dare. He did it straight-faced, chewing with the methodical resolve of a person participating in a controlled substance trial for pay. The milk had a sourness that managed to be both flat and sharp. Arthur considered the texture. He decided it was less a liquid than a threat. He spat the mouthful directly into the sink, followed it with a glass of tap water, then turned the carton around and studied it, as if expecting a note of apology.

He did not offer a profanity. Arthur didn’t believe in raising his voice to inanimate objects. He considered instead a moment of silence for the fallen, set the bowl aside, and wiped the spoon on his sweatpants before tossing it into the growing pile in the sink.

He took two steps and sat heavily on the couch. There was a moment of negotiation between his tailbone and the springs, then a kind of truce. His hand wandered to his shirt, fingered the crusted peninsula of yellow, and he regarded it with a detached curiosity. It was like Florida had followed him here, a reminder that stains—geographical or otherwise—always came for him in the end.

Dellport’s morning traffic hacked its way through the cold air, the sound leaking through cheap insulation and into his bones. He stared at the blank TV screen, the warped reflection of himself inside it, and found some comfort in the recognition.

Arthur Bimble, awake and undefeated, at least by technicality.

​

Arthur stood, let his feet find their place among the sedimentary layers of his living room, and drifted into the kitchen. There, the artifacts of his personal history glittered under a dirty dome light: every remnant, every totem, left where it fell after being deemed either too useless or too loaded to bother throwing away.

The first to catch his eye was the name tag—rectangular, laminated, its edges flayed and flaking, the badge of a grocery chain whose corporate parent had since collapsed under the weight of embezzlement and mold scandals. “Arthur,” it said in font chosen by a robot to suppress joy. Below, “Frozen Foods.” The magnet on the back had long ago lost its charge, so the tag now required both tape and hope to affix to anything fabric.

Arthur picked it up, thumbed the edges, and felt the return of cold air up his nostrils. He remembered the freezer not as a place so much as an ecosystem, a self-sustaining whiteout where time meant nothing and all things—including, occasionally, store managers—were held in suspension. The manager in question had gone in for a surprise audit, the heavy steel door swinging closed behind him with a finality that sounded like a gunshot. Arthur had been in the back office, his headphones dialed to maximum, and did not hear the banging until hour six, when the next shift showed up and started inventory. They found the manager half-frozen and furious, white eyebrows thick with frost and a look in his eye that suggested a sudden, if temporary, belief in hell. Arthur was asked to “move on” after that, but the name tag remained, as did his inability to trust any door that closed with a click.

Next, the call center headset. Black plastic, cord hopelessly tangled around itself, mouthpiece snapped off in a way that made the whole device look like it was drooling. The job was meant to be “temporary”—in the sense that every temp job was, for Arthur, permanent until it was not. He fished the headset from the junk drawer, ran the cord through his hands, and felt the ghost itch of callus on his ear from holding the earpiece too tight.

The memory: there’d been a glitch in the routing system. Calls meant for the generic help line were instead funneled directly to the personal cell phone of the company’s CEO, a man whose tolerance for bullshit was legendary, though perhaps not as legendary as his fondness for employee-baiting rage. Arthur spent a week answering calls for everything from missing paycheck direct deposits to a woman who’d found what she thought was a human tooth in a printer box. By Thursday, the CEO was calling the call center every hour, voice cranked to “make the drywall shudder,” demanding to know which halfwit had broken the system. On Friday, they found Arthur’s number written on a sticky note tacked to the bulletin board in the break room, with a drawing of a skull next to it and the word “fix” underlined three times.

He had lasted longer there than most.

There was a final paycheck envelope on the kitchen counter—white, still sealed, the window of the address slot dusted over. This one was from Prestige Print & Copy, a title so oxymoronic it could have been coined by the same committee that named America’s wars. Arthur didn’t need to open it to know the sum would barely cover two weeks of rent, even if rent was already an abstract concept.

The memory here came pre-packaged with sound: “We’re not discussing the laminator again, Arthur.” The supervisor, a woman with the teeth of a news anchor and the voice of a traffic cop, had never met Arthur’s eye directly. She did her best to make the subject of the laminator off-limits, and Arthur respected this wish with the same meticulousness he brought to all rules, even the ones invented on the fly to cope with his specific brand of calamity.

He looked at the envelope, considered opening it, but thought better. Some things, once breached, only made the wound fresh again.

Eleven jobs in four years. Arthur didn’t count internships or that time he was an “assistant” at a pet crematorium for six days. He had been fired in a way that technically allowed him to resign.

He drifted back through the kitchen, stepping over a pile of laundry that was a mixture of clean and questionable, the two strata indistinguishable by sight or smell. His phone lit up on the counter, vibrating with the attention-starved insistence of a child at a funeral. The number was unrecognizable, but the prefix was local. Arthur pressed accept, then held the phone away from his face, waiting for the robovoice to introduce itself.

“Congratulations, you’ve qualified—” the recording started.

He thumbed the hang-up button before the pitch could build, then sat back in the silence that came after, which felt oddly sterile.

He thumbed through his notifications—three emails, all job-site auto-alerts; a missed call from a collection agency; a notification from the pharmacy reminding him that his prescription was ready for pickup. Scrolling past those, he found a holiday text from his sister Diane, three days old. It contained a gift card code and the phrase “Stay alive.” He wondered if it was a joke.

There was a group chat labeled “FamBam” that hadn’t had new activity since Christmas. Last message: a thumbs-up emoji from someone with the same last name, but not, strictly speaking, any relation Arthur could remember.

The contacts list was an ossuary. Numbers with names like “PLUMBING EMERGENCY,” “RENT BULLY,” “LOANS (DEAD TO ME),” “SUICIDE HOTLINE (REAL),” and “DOMINO’S.” There was a Diane, a Mom, and a Dad, all marked with “MOBILE,” but he scrolled past those so quickly it felt like a reflexive tick.

The apartment hummed with the baseline anxiety of a life out of sync with the rest of the planet. Arthur placed the phone face-down, stood, and regarded the kitchen as if mapping an exit. The fridge ticked as its compressor cycled off. From somewhere above, someone flushed a toilet, followed by a brief rain of pipe-shudder that traveled through the drywall.

He didn’t think of these as failures, exactly. That would suggest something had once been within reach. He thought of them as milestones, markers left behind as he circled the city’s drain.

Arthur Bimble, unemployable but persistent. There was a day ahead and, absent better plans, he intended to be present for all of it.

​

On his way back from the kitchen, Arthur almost tripped over the envelope.

He hadn’t so much forgotten it as decided to pretend the space around it was sacred. There was a logic to leaving bad news on the ground, especially when the world had given it the red-stamped urgency of “FINAL NOTICE.” The rent notice was bent in the middle, as if someone had tried to fold it into nonexistence and failed. He picked it up, fingered the corner where the sticker seal overlapped the warning in block letters.

Three months behind. It wasn’t a record, not for Crestwood Arms, but it was impressive in its own bleak context. Gerald Fitch, the landlord, was a man whose name could make the walls vibrate. He existed mostly as a rumor: a sharp face glimpsed through mail slots, the sound of expensive shoes on cheap linoleum, and a temper that migrated between slow boil and full detonation. Arthur had only seen him in person once, but the impression was tattooed deep. Gerald Fitch had the kind of forehead vein that required its own social security number.

Arthur considered opening the envelope, but stopped. Why voluntarily rupture the peace of the morning? He set it on the counter, aligning it exactly with the edge, then used an expired debit card to pin it in place. He told himself this was the same as dealing with it.

From the hallway came a stomp, loud enough to vibrate the door hinges. Arthur went perfectly still. There was a rhythm to the steps—deliberate, not quite angry, but engineered for effect. He heard them pause outside 4C. For a moment, he even thought he could make out the exhale through the gap at the bottom of the door. Then the steps carried on, fading past the stairs and deeper into the building.

Only then did he allow himself to breathe.

His eyes caught the peel of white at the door’s base—another notice, maybe, or an old pizza coupon blown under by air pressure. He ignored it. At some point, reality would come knocking hard enough to splinter the wood, but for now, avoidance was the one skill he could still practice with discipline.

Arthur moved back to the couch, let himself drop into the same crater as before, and stared up at the wall above the TV. There, warped slightly by moisture and the impact of a thrown remote, hung his motivational poster: “YOU CAN DO IT.” The word “IT” had been partially obscured by a creeping water stain, so that most days it just read “YOU CAN DO.”

He liked that better, actually. Fewer expectations.

He sat there, watching the words, watching the stain progress, and waited for a feeling to arrive.

It didn’t, not really. Instead, he felt the slow, animal warmth of inertia. The day’s possibilities lined up before him like a row of empty cans, waiting for the lazy flick of his wrist. Maybe today he’d call the temp agency. Maybe he’d sort the laundry by more than just “damp” and “less damp.” Maybe he’d open the rent envelope, see how the numbers stacked up, do some kind of math that ended with something other than eviction.

He thought, for the briefest of seconds, about what it would be like to call Diane. What words would even be on offer? Sorry, I didn’t send a thank-you for the Amazon card? I tried to make it through January without anything getting worse, but the water stain is catching up with the ceiling?

No, he couldn’t do it. Not yet. Instead he let himself drift, picking at the seams of the couch and watching his reflection in the black TV screen. Arthur Bimble, in full color, soft focus. If you squinted, you might think he had options.

He let his gaze return to the poster. “YOU CAN DO.” He decided, very quietly, that he believed it.

For today, that would have to be enough.
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​Chapter 2: The Self-Improvement Catastrophe

​
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The mailbox station at Crestwood Arms was a microclimate of disappointment. Arthur drifted down the first-floor hall in his customary breakfast suit—gray shirt, Florida, sweatpants, fugitive—and threaded through the midmorning fug toward the wall of brass rectangles. There, every box told a story: the sticker bomb on 1A, the cigarette burns on 3B, the mutant lock on 2F that required a monkey wrench and an incantation. His own box, 4C, was as reliable as he was not. He expected nothing and was never disappointed.

The air was soup. The vent above the vestibule breathed out its sour news, flavoring the world with month-old fryer oil and the ambiguous death of something small and determined. The linoleum underfoot had warped into ocean swells from a historic mop-water incident no one dared discuss. The lobby couch, upholstered in a pattern best described as “doctor’s office sexual harassment training video,” sagged in the middle, usually occupied by a tenant whose claim to fame was still being alive.

Arthur pulled open 4C’s tiny door and did the sort: coupon circular, bank statement (already overdrawn), a single folded menu from a sushi place that had been shut down for serving river fish with attitude. He binned the lot and went for the real draw: the lobby bulletin board, source of entertainment, rage, and, occasionally, information.

It was in this shrine to entropy that he saw the flyer.

At first, his brain rejected it—too glossy, too much color, the graphic design equivalent of a cold call at dinnertime. But his eyes kept drifting back, zeroing in on a headline that should have been illegal in this building: UNLOCK YOUR BEST SELF. The font was the kind usually reserved for mall franchises or energy drinks with lawsuits pending. Under it, a woman exploded mid-air in a stunt jump, arms flared like she was conducting an orchestra composed entirely of gold medals. The yellow blazer was visible from orbit. Teeth: too perfect, but somehow not sinister.

Arthur squinted, as if by shrinking the world around the flyer he could force it to submit to reality. Instead, the thing grew bolder, the yellow radiating out into the surrounding notices—lost cat, car for sale (no engine), urgent plumbing alert, the classic “Found: Keys, Not Yours?” meme. The flyer wasn’t just new, it was actively at war with the past three decades of Crestwood Arms.

Below the acrobatic blazer woman was a name, SUNSHINE “SUNNY” OKAFOR, with credentials in three different disciplines Arthur couldn’t pronounce before coffee. He clocked “Confidence Coach, Author, Motivator,” followed by the words that did more heavy lifting than any tenant here: FREE SEMINAR. No RSVP. No previous experience required.

No résumé.

He checked the date: this Friday, 6 p.m. at Dellport Rec Center. Three days from now. Arthur, despite his best efforts, felt the quiver of possibility, like a cold sore itching at the edge of his mouth. He reread FREE three times, convinced the next glance would reveal an asterisk or a credit card field.

He pulled out his phone, thumb greasy from the mail, and snapped a photo. The phone case—a relic from his call center era, featuring a cartoon cat flipping off the void—glinted in the dead light. He considered the options: write down the info (no pen, never a pen), memorize the details (brain said no), or let the phone remember for him. Modern problems.

He stood there, rooted, while the woman on the flyer continued her unlicensed flight, grinning like she just won the lottery and the IRS decided to take the day off. Arthur noticed the tabs along the bottom—little strips of paper with the phone number and web address, ready to be ripped by the ambitious or the desperate. He wondered what type of person took these. He wondered which he was.

He felt the eyes of the couch tenant—today a woman with the kind of bun you could break a nose on—watching him, and suddenly the decision was made. He tore off a tab, did it quick and surgical, and slipped it into the sweatpants pocket like a shoplifter stealing a single jelly bean.

The act felt performative, but also final. He immediately regretted it, then wondered why. The tab felt like a raffle ticket for a prize he was allergic to.

He shuffled away from the mailboxes, resisting the urge to glance back. The lobby’s overhead fixture, bloated with dead flies and three separate wasp nests (one active), threw a jaundiced light onto the world. Arthur thought about what would happen if he went to the seminar. Maybe nothing. Maybe someone would see through his t-shirt and ask him to leave. Maybe he’d get a free donut and have to answer a single question about himself and be vaporized on the spot.

Or maybe he’d just show up and listen and that would be the end of it.

He took the stairs up to 4C at his own pace. The tab crinkled in his fist. He wasn’t excited, wasn’t even hopeful, but something about the day before—a private, unremarkable decision to not let the next morning suck quite as hard—had found purchase. If Crestwood Arms could host a motivational flyer, maybe he could host a slight improvement.

Arthur returned to his apartment and dropped the tab on the kitchen counter, right on top of the final notice envelope. He regarded both with the scientific detachment of a man who’d spent too many hours as a control group. He wondered which would do more damage.

Later, with the door double-locked and the TV humming a sports rerun to no audience, he fished the tab out and read the words again, this time out loud:

“Sunshine Okafor.”

The words sounded like a dare, or a punchline.

Either way, Arthur figured, he’d show up.

​

Twelve minutes late was practically early by Arthur’s standards. The Dellport Recreation Center announced itself with a squat concrete ramp and a neon sign that was legally distinct from the YMCA. The building’s architecture favored right angles and hostile lighting, as if designed by someone who regarded children with suspicion and adults with even less. The vestibule was tiled in school-bathroom blue and lined with a row of vending machines, every slot in the “healthy choices” category gutted and empty. Arthur’s sneakers squeaked as he took a quick left, following a taped arrow labeled “COMMUNITY: Seminar Room C,” which pointed to a door that looked like it led to HVAC maintenance.

Inside: a low ceiling, rectangular tables pushed up against walls, folding chairs in seven uneven rows, and a twenty-three-headed audience in various shades of resigned. The motivational banner across the back wall read, in Comic Sans so large it could bruise a retina, STEP TWO: CLAIM YOUR POWER. Beneath it, Sunny Okafor moved like she was being broadcast in fast-forward. Even from the threshold, she dominated—yellow blazer, sharp bob, teeth of a woman who flossed for sport. She spoke in full paragraphs, riding a cascade of gesture and voice projection, turning the air into a bubble bath of positivity.

Arthur aimed for the closest chair along the back wall, trying not to draw more attention than his entrance already had. The chair had other plans. The moment he committed his weight, it folded in half with a dry metallic pop, spitting him onto the cold linoleum in one smooth, public gesture.

Silence. Heads swiveled. Sunny Okafor stopped mid-sentence and, rather than gasp or rush over, performed a slow, surgical scan of the wreckage. She looked at Arthur not with sympathy but with the flat, intellectual curiosity of someone seeing an unusual item on a conveyor belt.

“You okay?” called a man up front, not turning around.

Arthur, still sitting on the floor, assessed the state of the chair. The right leg had given way, leaving a jagged Z where an I should be.

“Yep,” Arthur said, and retrieved another chair from the wall stack, this one tested before use.

The room’s ambiance was pharmaceutical—fluorescents pinging off white boards, the stale scent of recycled HVAC air fighting a losing war against the ghost of gym socks. In the corner, a table held a percolator sweating out weak coffee, a tray of entombed supermarket cookies, and a pyramid of pamphlets with gradient covers and slogans like “Defeat Negativity In Three Steps!” and “The Inner Giant: Yours For the Waking.”

The centerpiece of Sunny’s setup was a squat white candle, burning with the desperate vigor of a child at a spelling bee. The label read SERENITY NOW, and the scent, though chemically impressive, failed to beat back the plastic undertone of mass-produced chairs.

Sunny resumed. “See, I believe every challenge is a prelude. When you meet your obstacle, and you get knocked down—” Here she made eye contact with Arthur, just long enough to let the joke land, but not so long as to demand a response. “That’s when you learn to stand taller. Or at least, stand again.”

The crowd tittered in the way people do when their own job depends on appearing to have a sense of humor. Arthur set his chin in his hand, but watched Sunny through a gap in his knuckles.

She continued. “I’m Sunny Okafor, and I’ve been knocked down more times than my dry cleaner can explain. Today, we’re going to learn what it means to take a hit, and not just get up, but push up so hard you never hit the same floor again.”

She clicked the remote, and the projector splashed a stock image of a sunrise onto a screen above the coffee table. “Let’s start by writing down the three things you survived this week that would have stopped someone else.”

Each attendee was handed a laminated card and a dry-erase marker. The markers ranged in color from “blue but not legally” to “green if you squint.” Arthur wrote “woke up on time” and “milk only two days past date” and then stared at the blank for #3 until it started to look like a trap. He drew a star.

Sunny walked the aisles, beaming at the answers, picking up random cards to read aloud. “Beat cancer diagnosis, wow. De-escalated school fight, love it. Made the final car payment. Oh, here’s one—‘Remembered my landlord’s name.’ That’s presence, right there.”
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