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This book is for the ladies in my life who, 

 

in complicating my life, 

have, 

in reality, 

made it much simpler. 

Eleanor, Opal Mae, Charlotte, and (most of all) Erin, 

this one is for you.




Foreword 

So, a few years ago, I wrote a book. It was my first full-length work of fiction, and it was, admittedly, a bit rough around the edges. But when I finally held a copy in my hand, I was super-proud of it, much the same as a parent feels as they gaze lovingly upon their new infant child. I mean, we all know academically that our children are imperfect, but in our hearts, we see them as perfect. 

That book was The Perdition of Zephyr Hopkins, and the titular character’s trials and travails were written partly as a cathartic experience for me, having been through a very microcosmic (and much less ridiculous) version of his “perdition.” Zephyr, to a very small degree, made me fell less awful about my own failings.  

The guy was, after all, the hot mess of hot messes.  

The idiot king of my imagination. 

The husband and father to which every reasonable man should aspire to resemble in no way whatsoever. 

He was the anti-role-model, to be certain. 

At the risk of sounding prideful, that book was pretty good. I had some great feedback from the thousands of readers (read: dozens of readers) who picked up a copy, and their highly emotional responses to him were gratifying, to say the least.  

I hated Zephyr [the character]. 

Poor Zephyr. 

What an idiot!

How did Dina not know?

The responses were as varied as the people who read it. 

And with that, I was done with Zephyr. Deeply flawed and pitiable, I consigned him to the briny backwater tide pools of my mind. 

*** 

Nearly four years later, Zephyr Hopkins knocked at my door. Not literally, of course (I’d probably still be in a “special facility” if that were the case). I had spent the previous four years helping other authors realize their dreams as the CEO of eLectio Publishing, and after over 150 releases, Zephyr re-emerged, as if to say, “Hey, what about me?” 

“I’m done with you. Your book is over.” My inner voice brimmed with confidence. 

“No, it’s not.” Zephyr’s imaginary voice was mighty firm itself. “You were wrong about me, by the way.” 

I brushed him aside. Wrong about you? I created you. 

And that was that . . . 

*** 

. . . for about a week. 

You were wrong about me. What the heck did that mean, anyway? How could I possibly be wrong about a character I had literally formed out of my own creative primordial soup? 

But what if I were  wrong?  What  if  there  was  more  to  Zephyr than I committed to paper four years ago? 

And that made me think: isn’t that just like real life? Don’t we form opinions about people based on a limited data set. Perhaps we make snap judgments about an acquaintance based on a story told from only one (likely biased) perspective. Or perhaps we form our impression of someone based on a single encounter when they weren’t at their best.  

Epiphany!

I realized that my presentation of the character of Zephyr Hopkins was manipulative in the purest sense. I wanted readers to be disgusted by him and his deplorable actions. And like an aggressive prosecuting attorney, I presented only the data that supported the premise that Zephyr was a character to hate. He was a phantom whipping boy. 

So, I set out to explore the rest of Zephyr’s story. And the result was far stranger than I could have predicted at the outset.  

After all, isn’t there always more to the story? 

In this case, there absolutely is. There is more to Zephyr . . . and it’s complicated.  

*** 

For those of you who purchased and read The Perdition of Zephyr Hopkins several years back (thank you!), I’m going to make you read it again. You may feel the need to skip over “Part One: The Perdition of Zephyr Hopkins” and dive right into “Part Two: The Death of Zephyr Hopkins.” I highly suggest that you read the book through from beginning to end. Part One has been revised and newly edited, and you will need to be on top of the events in “Perdition” to fully appreciate the rest of the book. 

The truth is, the rest of the book alters the entire meaning of The Perdition of Zephyr Hopkins.

Those of you who never read The Perdition of Zephyr Hopkins, you are in good shape. Proceed. 

Most of all, thanks for buying this book. Enjoy! 

--Jesse S. Greever, 

March 2017


ZEPHYR




PROLOGUE 

The Gathering Storm 

On an unseasonably warm late-winter day in the Chicago suburbs, Zephyr Hopkins and his wife, Dina, sat on a park bench watching their nearly eleven-year-old son play on the newly installed playground equipment in a lovely park just down the street from their house. 

Zephyr scanned the scene. Families from all over their neighborhood were taking advantage of the mild weather, and were enjoying picnics, playdates, and the brilliant sunshine. With the brutal Chicagoland winters, even the most die-hard homebodies would leap out their doors at the chance to enjoy a perfect sixty-degree afternoon. 

And it was a Saturday to boot. 

Zephyr felt the instinctive need to check his watch, but fought off the urge, knowing he had nowhere to be and no one to answer to on this perfect day off work. It wasn’t that he hated his job—in fact, he loved it—but the pressures of a job in sales did have its detrimental side effects. He was still well shy of his quarterly sales quota, but he had three weeks left in the fiscal period to make up for the shortfall. His mind attempted a side excursion into calculating orders he had yet to pull in, but he willed himself to brush it off and save the fretting for Monday morning. 

Nothing was going to ruin this day. 

Dina leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek, and then laid her head on his shoulder. He reached up and stroked her cheek and leaned over and kissed her forehead. 

In the periphery of his vision, he spied a dull spot on the horizon. It wasn’t exactly dark, but dull. He turned his head slightly and tried to focus on it, but found that he couldn’t quite 
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pinpoint it. He looked away again, and the dullness returned to his peripheral vision. His eyes darted around, and each time he stared straight ahead, the grayishness returned, just out of his primary field of view. 

“What is that, honey? Is that a storm cloud over on the horizon?” He lifted his finger and pointed off to the left. 

Dina lifted her head and scanned the sky. “No, I don’t see anything.” 

“No, you’re not looking in the right direction. Just over there right at the tree line. You see it?” 

Dina straightened up and looked carefully from side to side. “I really don’t see anything.” She laid her head back on his shoulder. 

“That’s weird. I guess my mind is playing tricks on me. Well, whatever.” He returned his gaze to his son, waving at him at the top of the spiral slide. He waved back and smiled. 

He laid his head back and looked up at the pale blue sky with just a hint of wispy cirrus clouds floating along at a snail’s pace. Nothing threatening about those clouds. 

“Honestly, Dina. Could life be any more perfect?” 

“I really don’t think so, babe.” 

Somewhere off to his left, the dullness grew—imperceptibly, but it was still there, and Zephyr knew it. 

But today, he chose to focus his attention elsewhere and let dullness and sales quotas and commissions fade into the background. 




PART ONE 

 

 

“But before we choose to follow God’s will, 

a crisis must develop in our lives. 

This happens because we tend to be 

unresponsive to God’s gentler nudges.” 

Oswald Chambers, 

My Utmost for His Highest 

 

THE 

PERDITION 

 

OF 

ZEPHYR 

 

HOPKINS 




Chapter One 

JUDGMENT DAY

2:01 PM 

Zephyr Hopkins, cursed with that name since moments after his birth, inhaled until he felt his chest would burst. Vehicles of all shapes, sizes, and colors—and perhaps even creeds—whizzed through the busy intersection. Zephyr’s gaze drilled with meditative focus on the orange stick figure encased behind wire mesh, warning with its incandescent glow anyone who might consider crossing illegally. A single tear forced itself from the corner of his eye and scalded as it trickled down his cheek, changing course every time it encountered another whisker. 

Across the street, the DON’T WALK figure disappeared in deference to his next door neighbor: the cheery, backlit-by-white-light WALK figure, depicted mid-stride in a happy-go-lucky stroll. An impatient glut of humanity flowed around him, plunging him into the crosswalk. A few less-than-friendly nudges and a disgruntled “Hey, buddy” attempted to pull him from his trance, but Zephyr Hopkins was astray in a turbulent whirlpool of echoes of the past few months. 

. . . it’s nothing personal . . .  

. . . come as quickly as you can . . .  

. . . don’t be mad . . .  

. . . lay it all out for her . . .  

Wispy strands of thin, jet-black hair fell over his forehead and in front of his eyes. He brushed them away with a quivering hand as his right foot ventured a few inches forward. 

Or a few feet. 

Or a few miles. 
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It was becoming so difficult to tell. 

The familiar chime that announced the end of the WALK signal blared its clarion call from all four corners of the intersection of Fifth and Main, jolting Zephyr back from his oddly peaceful oblivion and into his heartrending circumstances. He surveyed the scene in the span of a fraction of a second. All four directions of traffic halted while the all-way red light ensured everyone was out of the intersection. 

So many cars full of so many people. A mother fidgeted with her smartphone while tapping her fingers on the steering wheel, ignoring her gaggle of children with the deftness of an experienced soccer mom. A middle-aged man in a sharp tan suit and expensive-looking sunglasses checked himself in his mirror before taking both hands off the wheel to smack some sense into an unruly patch of hair above his left ear. An early-twenty-something leaned over to kiss his girlfriend, perhaps lingering a bit longer than public propriety would normally dictate. 

Everyone has somewhere to go. I guess I do too . . . 

. . . now.




Chapter Two 

PERDITION, DAY 1 

10:43 AM 

“Zeph, can I see you in my office, please?” 

Zephyr peered across the sea of cubicles and saw Collin Nordstrom motioning in that hey-buddy-but-I’m-not-really-your-buddy method he had become so efficient at oozing. The general rule that a company’s best salesman usually makes the company’s worst sales manager was not wasted at Xoreon, manufacturer of the highest quality digital X-ray machines. Collin had managed to win Salesperson of the Year eight of the last nine years, and lost in 2008 for no other reason than four months of scattered absences while his wife battled breast cancer like some fierce hospital-smock-wearing warrior princess. Everyone had been happy to chip in and cover Collin’s territory, less because they liked Collin and more because they adored his wife, Carla. 

When the position of National Sales Director became available, it was a foregone conclusion that Collin would be offered the position, and he would subsequently decline. Much to the amazement of the entire sales team, despite Collin’s protests that he would never join the management team, he snatched up the offer with lightning speed and assumed his new role in his new digs. He traded his humdrum cubicle for a real office with a real door that actually closed. He installed mini-blinds on the floor-to-ceiling windows on the interior wall of his office and frequently kept them closed. 

Zephyr stood up and acknowledged Collin with a nod. A fastidious note-taker, he grabbed his pen and legal pad. He slid his uncomfortable black office chair—carefully crafted in some impoverished Asian nation from particle board, low-density foam, 
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and scratchy tweed-like fabric—under his desk and strode deliberately toward Collin’s office. 

Annual performance review time. Everyone knew it, and everyone expected to be called into Collin’s office for his inaugural round of reviews. For the most part, Collin and Zephyr had always been on cordial terms; however, since his promotion, tensions bubbled to the surface when Collin criticized Zephyr’s peculiar brand of fussiness over the minutest details. “Lighten up,” he’d say, forcing Zephyr to stifle an untoward retort. 

Zephyr stepped over the threshold and Collin motioned for him to take a seat. The strangely suggestive, curvaceous edge of the desk had an unnerving effect on Zephyr, forcing him to struggle to discover a position that would allow him to sit and write in relative comfort. After a few rounds of pushing and scooting and sliding and nudging, Zephyr found the sweet spot and readied himself for a slew of useless tips for improvement in the coming year. 

Collin flashed a wan smile. “Zeph, would you mind closing the door?” 

Irritated that he would have to repeat the comfort-seeking ritual again, he sighed sharply. He rose and pushed the door shut with no particular urgency. He returned to his seat and fidgeted until he could sit and write while sacrificing neither comfort nor efficiency. 

“Zeph, I don’t think you’ll need to take notes during this meeting. It’s going to be pretty brief.” 

Well, now that’s merciful. Maybe he’s finally realized if he just leaves me alone to do my job instead of offering his occasional vapid sales-motivation platitudes, next year will be even better than this year.

Zephyr sat back in his chair, distressed by the absence of activity for his hands. Deciding that folding them in his lap was the 
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most reasonable placement, he interlocked his fingers loosely, locked eyes with Collin, and expended minimal effort to feign a warm smile. 

Collin looked away and fixed his eyes on a blank spot on the wall. “I don’t really know how to tell you this. So, I’ll just come out and say it. I’m afraid your position here is no longer available.” 

Silence. 

Within the deepest recesses of Zephyr’s mind, his internal timekeeper short-circuited. Milliseconds dragged on for hours, minutes for seconds, then seconds for years. An impossible feeling of slippage commandeered his senses as the room spun in sporadic, random jerks and tilts. He watched as Collin appeared to be praying, eyes closed tight enough to crinkle the crow’s feet that framed them. However, when he watched Collin slowly lift his eyelids, he realized that everything was moving in extreme slow-motion, and he was merely catching the tail end of a blink. 

After hours—or seconds or years, who knew?—time seemed to right itself and Zephyr’s jaw unlocked. In little better than a whisper, he managed to blurt out a few words. 

“What? I don’t—I mean—what?!” 

“Well, as I’m sure you are aware, your performance has suffered a bit since you made the decision to take occasional leave to attend to your mother. I was very clear that I expected you to perform up to expectations in spite of those interruptions.” 

Confusion twisted Zephyr’s features. “I’m not sure what you mean. I met my quota for the year. How is that not performing up to expectations?” 

“While it is true that you met your quota, you were the only team member that didn’t exceed it by more than twenty percent. 
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Obviously, the market is booming, and simply performing to the minimum acceptable level is, as of right now, unacceptable.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense.” His voice picked up a few decibels along the way and beads of sweat formed along Zephyr’s crooked hairline. “How can performing at an acceptable level be unacceptable? Isn’t that, by definition, acceptable?” Zephyr looked from side to side, half expecting to see all his coworkers hiding in the office, ready to burst out laughing at what he could only assume was a vicious, mean-spirited prank. “What’s going on here?” 

“I’m sorry, but what’s done is done. You will be expected to have your desk cleaned out by the end of the day, although under the circumstances, I’d say sooner is better. Oh, and please turn in your corporate credit card to accounting. Jackie in HR will also have some paperwork for you.” 

Zephyr shook his head, ramping up the velocity from purposeful movement to wild, chaotic oscillations. He broke free from the dizzying motion and snapped his head up. “Now wait a minute. You remember when Carla had cancer and you took all that time off? We all pitched in to help you. Don’t you remember that I won you the big account in the Research Triangle? How could you even think of doing this to me?” 

“I recognize all that everyone did for me during that incredibly difficult time, but those were very unique circumstances. Caring for elderly parents is not something that qualifies, at least in my book, as a reason to take so much time off work.” 

A special blend of hatred, vexation, and an overload of caffeine erupted into physical action. Zephyr charged across the desk, grabbed Collin’s tie, and yanked it forward. Immediately realizing he had made the treacherous march across the Rubicon, Zephyr resolved not to make this desperate situation a waste of time. “Now you listen here, you mealy-mouthed, sorry excuse for a human 
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being. If we hadn’t helped you out during that time, you wouldn’t even be in the position to fire me. You better count your lucky stars that, one, I’m not a violent person, and two, I’m not vindictive, or right after I’d smashed your face into this desk I would pick up the phone and let Carla know about your ‘special friend’ in Detroit.” 

Satisfied that he had not only sealed his fate in an airtight tomb, but had also scared the living daylights out of his now former boss, he scrutinized Collin’s face for any hint of dread. The corners of Collin’s mouth rose with unhurried intention, waltzing toward his cheekbones. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re trying to somehow leverage that knowledge against me. Well, as it happens, I’ve got some bad news for you. I told Carla about Dayna over a year ago and we’re working through it. So, as I see it, you don’t have any cards left to play now, do you?” 

Blood and rage surged through Zephyr’s veins and set his cheeks on fire. His fingernails dug into the palms of his hands, punching through the surface layers of skin and drawing tiny crescents of blood on the otherwise pale canvas. He stood statue-still for a few seconds, contemplating screaming, punching, kicking, and crying, but decided against all of the above. He straightened his back, unclenched his fists, composed himself, and opened the door to make a semi-graceful egress. 

Collin spoke up, assuming his hold-on-to-your-hat-because-I’m-about-to-teach-you-something-really-important timbre. “Oh, Zeph. Seriously, it’s nothing personal, man. It’s just business.” 

Everyone in the general office area took notice as Zephyr slammed the door behind him with force enough to rattle the windows of Collin’s office. 




Chapter Three 

PERDITION, DAY 16 

4:22 PM 

If Jerry Parker had been dressed in a gaudy plaid suit jacket, a seersucker shirt, and a bow tie that spun around, it would have seemed fitting for a man with a personality that was equal parts snake-oil sales, circus clown, and out-and-out jerk. Every word that slithered out from between his lips was soaked with a disingenuousness that left Zephyr feeling empty. 

Of course, Jerry was neither snake-oil salesman nor circus clown—out-and-out jerk was still up for debate. He was a vital cog in the machinery of Hi-Teq Recruiting, the firm that generally staffed all Xoreon’s technical positions, along with hundreds of other industry leading corporations. While Jerry certainly wouldn’t have been his choice of a career savior, Zephyr was pretty sure that beggars could not be choosers. 

And he felt like a beggar. 

Jerry’s close-cropped military-style haircut reminded Zephyr of Mr. Gordon, his high school gym teacher. If you didn’t play on the football team, you weren’t worth much as a teenage boy. His boot-camp-style physical education left a young Zephyr feeling spent and diminished as a human being. Strangely enough, Jerry peered over his résumé with much the same barely concealed disdain that Mr. Gordon did when he witnessed Zephyr’s failure to climb the rope or run a mile in less than nine minutes. 

“Let’s see, Mr. Hopkins—” 

“Please, call me Zeph. Mr. Hopkins was my father.” 

Jerry flashed a quick grin and then got back down to business. “All right, Zeph. Northwestern grad in biomedical sciences. First 
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job out of the gate working for Varian in their medical imaging division. Very good. Stayed there for six years. Then took the job at Xoreon, where you’ve been for the last ten years. Am I missing anything?” 

“That pretty much covers it.” Zephyr shifted uncomfortably in his seat, certain the next question was going to be the one he least wanted to answer. 

“So, why did you end up leaving Xoreon?” 

He was surprised, even though he expected it, how much the question cut him like a razor-sharp dagger plunged deep in his chest. He sighed heavily, knowing that if he had any chance at all of landing a job through Hi-Teq, he needed to be up front with Jerry. “Well, shall we say that leaving was not my idea?” 

Jerry made no attempt to hide his grimace. “Hmmm. Any chance that you’d be able to get a positive reference from your boss there in spite of that?” 

The dagger twisted. “Well, we didn’t exactly part ways on the best of terms, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“Well, that is what I’m asking. So, there is no chance that your boss from Xoreon will give a positive reference? Because I gotta tell you: no positive reference from the place you spent ten years is likely to send up some red flags to potential employers. Do you mind if I ask why you were fired?” 

Zephyr’s jaw clenched. “I was not fired. Officially, I was laid off. I met my quota nine out of ten years.” 

Jerry cocked an eyebrow. “Officially laid off. When I hear words like that, I immediately think that someone was basically fired, but the company had a modicum of decency and classified the termination as a layoff. You’ll pardon my rather blunt assessment, 
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but you and I are going to have to get comfortable about discussing these touchy issues if I’m going to be able to help you.” 

Initially offended, Zephyr suppressed his sudden urge to punch Jerry in the mouth. He did see the logic in Jerry’s rather harsh assessment; however, it stung when it was laid out like that. He supposed a part of him appreciated the bare-knuckled honesty. 

Zephyr broke the uncomfortable silence. “Yes, I suppose that is true, although the motivation behind the firing was not entirely fair. In fact, I don’t completely understand it. Like I told you, I made my quota nine out of ten years, including last year, even though I had to take some time off to help my mother, who hasn’t been doing very well lately. When I was called in to my boss’s office, he cited my absences during the year as the primary reason for my being let go.” 

Jerry offered him a sideways glance as he turned toward his computer screen. He spoke over his shoulder. “And did you clear those absences with him ahead of time?” He paused. “Understand I’m just trying to get as much information as possible, so I can potentially sidestep any questions from potential employers, should they ask about your termination.” 

Zephyr acknowledged him. “Understood. And yes, as a matter of fact, I did give him plenty of heads-up. He warned me at that point that if it negatively affected my performance, I would be unable to use that as an excuse.” 

“And you said you hit your quota last year, right?” 

“Yes.” 

Jerry spun around and locked eyes with Zephyr. “So—and here’s where the disconnect is—I’m not sure I understand why we wouldn’t be able to get a positive reference from your boss. I guess that’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question, isn’t it?” 
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Zephyr heaved a long sigh and lowered his head in shame. “I suppose, if you must know, I might have threatened him.” 

Jerry’s hands shot up toward the ceiling. “Oh, for crying out loud. You threatened him?” 

“Well, not physically. I just mentioned something about exposing his marital infidelities to his wife. That’s all.” 

“Oh, is that all?” Jerry’s hands returned to earth, and he buried his face in them. “So, basically, I’ve got to find a job for a man who was wrongfully terminated, but decided to sabotage his chances by acting out like some feral teenager. Didn’t you think for one second that something like that might make it very difficult to land another job? Seriously?” 

Zephyr sat, stunned in his chagrin. 

“Listen, Zeph. I’m done chastising you. I’m going to do everything I can to find you another job. And it’s going to take some pretty heavy tap-dancing on my part—and yours, if I can land you an interview. But this is my job, and I’m pretty good at it. Give me a few weeks to see what leads I can work up for you. That fair?” 

Zephyr nodded. “Yeah, that’s fair.” 

And yet, something felt less than fair about his odds. 




Chapter Four 

PERDITION, DAY 41 

1:10 PM 

The cosmos cackled with twisted glee at the absurdity of Zephyr’s predicament.  

I guess this is what they mean by a cosmic joke, he thought.  

During his many successful years at Xoreon, Zephyr hardly ever faced the financial insanity he had witnessed over the last six weeks. The day he marched out of the office for the last time, Dina met him at the front door with news that Hugo needed braces. He briefly considered telling her that they would not be able to afford dental visits, much less orthodontic work for Hugo, but rather than add to her palpable distress, he figured that he could pretend for a day or two, and then tell her once the anxiety of the situation wore off a bit. 

After a few days of hiding out in local haunts—the library, a local bookstore, a Starbucks a couple of exits down the interstate— he mustered up the courage to drop the bomb on Dina. It felt like it had grown from a few cartoonish sticks of TNT to one of those “bunker buster” bombs they used in Iraq during the “shock and awe” phase of the invasion a few years back. He knew it would be difficult, and he was certain that he would face questions about the nature of his dismissal, but as the leader of the family he had an obligation to be the point man during hard times as well as good ones. Ultimately, it was his duty to his wife and son. Besides, he had supreme confidence that she would buck up and do everything in her power to help in the interim. 

Honestly, it would be nice to share this pain with someone else. The previous few days had been abhorrent. 
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Apparently, life had other plans. That evening, as he was driving back home, he received a text from Dina reminding him about her upcoming “girls’ long weekend” at Lake Tahoe. Dina had always maintained a close relationship with her friends from high school, even though life had called many of them away to various corners of the country. Every other year, they would choose a location and spend four or five days hanging out, shopping, and catching up. Six months ago, when life was clipping along with no apparent worries, it was no problem to commit a $6,000 budget for the weekend. During an average year, he could afford to set aside some big bucks to splurge on his lovely wife. A few months ago, Zephyr had plopped down a $1,200 deposit on the luxury six-bedroom cabin at some exclusive spa resort that had just recently opened. Now, just weeks before her trip, he needed to pony up the remaining $3,600 for the all-inclusive accommodations. And if every other “girls’ long weekend” was any indicator, she would likely spend around $1,500 while she was there. 

I guess I better wait a bit before I tell her. I don’t want to ruin what may be her last bit of relaxation for a while. I guess I could always cash out my 401(k) so I have the money to cover these expenses. Plus that could carry us through for quite a while until I find another job. 

Or perhaps not. A few days later the air conditioner condenser needed replacing. That repair set them back nearly $1,400. 

Then came the homeowners’ association dues. Funny how something that came around the same time every year could catch him off-guard, but the world was entirely topsy-turvy these days, and it seemed to wobble on a cockeyed axis, tossing him around in a nauseating and unpredictable cycle. 

Add to all that a burst pipe in their lawn sprinkler system which required almost the entire system be dug up, and Zephyr was drowning in a sea of unplanned—and extremely high—expenses. 
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Then, last week, the washing machine quit working. The old one was only seven years old and probably could have been fixed for a few hundred bucks, but Dina would have likely paid the repairman in cash or check, and he could just as easily open a “box store” credit card and buy a new washer on that. Might as well open as many credit cards as he could . . . 

. . . while he still could. 

And as if the Universe felt the need to punctuate his life with one more punch line, a few days ago, a packet arrived in the mail from Xoreon. He passed it off to Dina as just another benefits statement from his job, and she said nary a word. But as he read the letter detailing the costs of continuing his health insurance and other benefits during his time of unemployment, the telltale signs of irrepressible depression slapped him across the face. 

Four thousand dollars a month! No wonder they call it COBRA—it’s about as deadly as one. His mind screamed, and he swore that if someone had been in the room with him, they would have heard it. Even now that he had slept on the information for a couple of days, it still didn’t seem real. 

Four thousand dollars a month! He didn’t have much of an option. No way could he just discontinue health coverage. Dina’s annual with her OB/GYN was coming up. Unless he just came out and told her, he’d have to pay for the COBRA to maintain the charade. 

Four thousand dollars a month! 

At that rate, he would drain his cashed-out retirement fund in little more than two months. Not that it was that big to begin with. With the exorbitant lifestyle they had been enjoying, he generally only put about two percent of his paycheck into the 401(k)—when he could. A few years ago, the stock market decided not to be terribly kind to the mutual funds that held his retirement money. 
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He lost an enormous amount of his investment when the recession hit, and what little rebound there was in the market hardly made up for the losses. With the fees that he paid to withdraw all his money, he walked away from his years at Xoreon with little more than $29,000 in his pocket. 

Ten years at that company, and I walk out with less than thirty grand. He cursed himself for not putting more into his retirement account. 

If his life was a cosmic joke, he hoped that the cosmos was at least winning some open-mic night in some seedy comedy club in a dark corner of the multiverse. Zephyr wasn’t sure he could take much more of this anything-but-divine comedy. 

Thoughts of disclosing the truth to Dina and marching forward shoulder-to-shoulder in solidarity seemed like a distant memory. Every logic-circuit in his head pleaded with him in vain to just come out with the truth. Every ounce of adrenaline that heightened his sense of desperation clobbered every sensible thought that surfaced in his consciousness. 

He was in survival mode. 

And he was doing an abysmal job of it. 

He checked his phone. Thirteen missed calls, and not one of them from Jerry at Hi-Teq Recruiting. Ever since he had stopped paying bills—except for the most fundamental needs—he had started receiving the inevitable late notice calls from everyone from their TV/cable/phone provider to any one of his sixteen credit cards to the mortgage company. He figured he had a bit of time to secure a job before the house was in jeopardy, but as the wicked deception game was well into its second month, he was forced to rethink his strategy. He organized the bills into a new order of priority that hinged on a completely reframed way of thinking. 

Jesse S. Greever 

What bills would he need to pay in order to provide some hollow façade of normalcy? 

Obviously, it wouldn’t do to have the Internet go out due to non-payment. Nor would he be able to keep up the deception with cell phone service cut off. Suddenly, things like the mortgage and car payment—with considerably longer grace periods—moved further down the list. He could forgo paying the mortgage and car payments for a few months before letters with more than a verbal “slap on the hand” started arriving in the mailbox. 

It all seemed so stupid, but in its patent ridiculousness, a sort of twisted strategy emerged. 

If this was ever going to work, though, he would need to keep the mail away from Dina. Well, not every piece or she would rightfully become suspicious. But, much like the propaganda machines of totalitarian regimes, he would need to “sanitize” the information that found its way into her hands. 

He signaled a left turn onto Congress Avenue, toward his local post office. In the passenger seat sat the “Application for a Post Office Box” that would allow him to carry on his charade with further minimized risk of discovery. 

At the intersection of Gordon and Congress, the light turned red, and he eased on the brakes. To his right, a bright neon sign for “Struttman Liquors” beckoned to him. 

With almost no hesitation, he turned on his blinker. 
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