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Part 1: Running Away From Home
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“When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.” —Corinthians 13:11

––––––––
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Saturday Mornings. Chocolate. Soda. Candy. Couch. Freedom. Poorly animated cartoons. Action figures. Lazily stacked blocks. Coloring books. Dolls. The smell and taste of purple crayons. In our juvenile youths, our world was the stuff of make-believe and rainbows, heroes and villains. That’s the way we liked it. We felt strong. Invincible. Never feeling alienated. Never feeling sad or miserable. They gave us false hope and then told us to get a job. Funny how you always end up in places you don’t want to be. And funnier that we pretend that everything’s okay. But we always lie to ourselves.

“So you’re telling me all my data is locked up in the cloud because you messed up my account?” 

I just wanted to run away, from this place, from my life, from this existence, from this dimension. But I wonder if there even is a place out there for me. Two more hours and I can at least try. Two hours from now I can go home and make my own reality . . . even if it’s just virtual reality.

Of course, the old lady happened to sound like my grandma. Cruel, viperous hag. She probably also tortured her grandchildren by breaking their toys in front of them. “This is why so many customers hate your service.”

The earpiece allowed me to hear every huff and puff, every grimace and teeth-sucking disappointment. Me on the other hand, she probably had me on speaker phone. “I did not mess up your account, ma’am. Your old account still has access to the data. Your new account does not. Please follow along. I cannot transfer this data to a new account for another forty-eight hours.”

She sighed heavily, making sure I heard her displeasure, which I had in full stereo. She then decided to play nice. “Sir, can you at least, like, give me access for a few hours. I really need to get this done. I can’t wait till tomorrow.”

My finger drifted toward the END CALL button. It would have been so easy to record this interaction as a “Disconnect.” Chances were pretty low that the customer would call back and ask to speak to me again. If they’re in a hurry, they’ll call back a hundred times, hoping for a tech who would relinquish their humanity and give the user what they wanted. Not everyone has what it takes to teach these assholes a lesson.

I scanned the user’s cloud drive, but it was filled with useless files, like copies of resumes and pictures of vacations and holidays. From the thumbnails, there was also embarrassing evidence of her at college parties and dating-profile selfies. The voice matched the face. No wonder she was angry. “Ma’am, there’s nothing else I can do for you. Please call back in two days and someone can assist you.”

“Seriously?” Usually when someone said this, they were about to go apeshit. “So, you’re saying you won’t help me?”

There it is again. Belligerent assumptions can cause memory problems, a loss of all perception of reality, and even negatively affect the intended outcome. I clicked on her old username and deleted it from all ownership of the folders.

“Is there anything else I can do for you today?” She wouldn’t be able to hear my smile.

“Can I speak to your supervisor?”

She was trying to scare me. “And why would you want to do that?”

She made an angry tsk. “Because of the way I’m being treated.”

Some days I wonder why I do what I do. Why I get out of bed, why I brush my teeth, why I get in my car and drive to work, why I pretend to be nice when I know these people don’t deserve it. If the only thing I’m going to get out of it is spat on, laughed at, overcharged for taxes, overcharged for child support for a kid that knees me in the groin every other weekend, overcharged for cigarettes, and undersexed, then I should be able to let one slip every now and then.

Before I pressed END CALL, I said, “Ma’am, do you enjoy taking shits?”

My head was about to explode. I threw the earpieces down and picked up a bottle of aspirin. I chased it down with a half bag of stale nacho chips and proceeded to let out my frustrations to anyone who could hear me. “Motherfucking, goddamn, crusty, dried-up, saggy-ass, fuckhole bitch. Nobody wants to see your dopey fucking forehead and thunder jowls.”

Someone shouted over the cubicle, “I’m on the phone, asshole!”

This was usually my cue to step away for my legally allotted five-minute break. It was the only thing that kept some of the techs from going completely bonkers with the amount of hatred and anger they were subjected to. But I guess society is like that, too. We’re overloaded with so many violent images and abject stupidity that we can’t help but be addicted to whatever new substance the government comes up with to deal with their failing healthcare system. I realize that I sound like a conspiracy nut, but I’m also a valued customer. Anxiety meds may be expensive, but so is smashing another game controller when the level boss is overpowered. Game controllers are not cheap, let me tell you.

I don’t expect people to listen to me rant about my shitty life and my shitty bills, but it sure is therapeutic. My educational indoctrination wasn’t the best so I guess I can blame it on that. Everyone else does. We carry a lot of baggage around from those years. My family wasn’t particularly wealthy so I ended up in a smaller facility with less-than-adequate teachers. It wasn’t until I entered high school that I realized how crappy the other schools had been. I was at the bottom rung of the class hierarchy. It could have also been the secondhand shirts or the holey shoes. Or maybe I’m just genuinely an asshole.

“Do you really want to end up like your father, sitting at home, drinking all day?” Ugh, I can still hear the old hag now. Well, yes, grandma! Yes, I do! Everyone is always trying to take enjoyment from somebody else. There’s got to be a better way to live, instead of always trying to understand why I want release from this existence. Stupid questions flood my mind. Had I been a good person? Had I been bad? Was I always bad? Was I ever good? Life is short, they say; no use trying to figure it out.

“Hey, Max!” It was good to see someone who actually cared to see me. I could never figure out why. Polly could usually be found in the kitchen, mingling with the others who needed a mental escape. She preferred to glue her face to the TV over the vending machine. George and Steve were performing their daily argument, squawking over password policies.

“Hey,” I said, bumping past her, trying to play the cool, arrogant prick that women seem to love.

“Have you seen the new Almighty Man remake?”

“Nah,” I said aloud, but on the inside, I said to myself, How fucking old are you?

Polly was a closeted anime fangirl. I could tell from the mismatched color choices that she preferred to not have to wear business attire every day. It wasn’t like anyone paid attention to her fashion faux pas at a crummy call center like this.

She was always trying to get me to watch kid’s shows. I can barely stand regular TV with the mockery of reality and the overindulged drama. I never saw her preaching to the other call center airheads. It’s not like I’m a hawtie or anything. She could easily rant about her cartoon shows to any of the other guys, like Steve or Joseph. I guess that means she thinks I’m childish. I’m a little overweight—I wouldn’t say obese—and I wouldn’t call myself unattractive. For some reason, the girls flock to me, especially the blonde, ditzy ones. I’m guessing they feel less threatened by a pale, doughy mongoloid than a raging stud muffin with a propensity for promiscuity. If only they knew about my own propensity—they wouldn’t trust me, either. 

”Not my thing.” I wanted to change the subject.

“You haven’t seen Almighty Man?! It’s only the best cartoon ever made.” Her cool, optimistic attitude was refreshing yet obnoxious. I don’t think it was intentional. “You’re into video games; I figured you’d be into ’80s hyper-masculinity.”

I wanted her to stop, but her breasts were too much of a distraction. “Almighty? Is that some kind of Christian thing?” 

“Not at all. It’s about this kid who can turn into this barbarian warrior who has to save the fantasy creatures of Crundark from the evil warlord, Arachnus. Come on! You have to at least watch season five, episode twenty-one, where Almighty Man has to fight his way through a desert realm, and learns a valuable lesson about friendship.”

Glad I asked. I looked up at the TV. “He’s pretty ripped. I bet he could cut a lot of things in half with that sword.” The colors had been a breath of fresh air compared to the blues and greens of the automated ticketing system. “Why is he staring at himself in the mirror?”

This seemed to get her excited. “He’s thinking about his other half, his younger self. You have to understand that there’s a little boy trapped inside and he doesn’t want to go on living a lie. He has to pretend he’s this big, strong hero who runs into danger without thinking about the consequences. This shows that he’s scared, he’s afraid. And that’s totally okay.”

“Yeah, well, being big and tough doesn’t always get you what you want. Kids can be naïve until they grow up. Shows like this don’t help, either. It’s teaching them that all you have to do is be an
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