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THE BUREAU OF WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT?

A Novel in Ten Comic Strips
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CLASSIFICATION: Unresolved

DISTRIBUTION: All Departments — Eyes Only

SUBJECT: The Question

FILE: 001–010

STATUS: Active. Always active.

NOTE: It has changed shape again.
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PREFACE: THE BUREAU

The body is a government. Nobody votes. Nobody runs. The mind sits in the director's chair and pretends it applied for the job.

Beneath the mind there are field offices. The Heart, which files everything under Later. The Gut, which files everything under Now. The Spine, which files nothing and simply stands there, which is its own kind of policy. The Lungs, which have been filing the same document every four seconds since birth and have never once been thanked. The Hands, which file everything by touching it and then forgetting they touched it. The Eyes, which file everything and lie about it.

And there are agents. Forget. Fight. Deny. Delay. Distract. Accept. Act. They are overworked. They are underfunded. They have never once been thanked. They share a single office in the basement of the skull, and the office has no windows, and the coffee is always cold, and someone keeps leaving the same memo on the desk.

Every morning, Life slides a single message under the door. It does not knock. It does not wait for a reply. It is not addressed to anyone in particular, which is the worst part, because then everyone assumes it is addressed to someone else.

The message is always the same.

The Bureau has been intercepting it for years. It has never once decoded it. It has only ever filed it, fought it, forgotten it, or acted on it — and then received it again the next morning, in a different envelope, wearing a different face.

The Bureau has tried everything. It has tried ignoring the message. It has tried answering the message. It has tried pretending the message is not a message but a weather event. It has tried delegating the message to a subcommittee. The subcommittee received the message and forwarded it to the Bureau.

The Bureau has concluded, after extensive internal review, that the message cannot be destroyed, cannot be decoded, and cannot be returned to sender. It can only be lived with.

This is the archive. Ten case files were declassified. The rest remain sealed.

Every strip in this novel contains exactly one line of dialogue. It is spoken by everyone. It is spoken in every situation. It never changes.

"What can we do about it?"

— Pawan Bhatia
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CHAPTER ONE: THE WAITING ROOM
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Case File 001 — Absurdity: The Ticket Number

The clinic had no name. It had a sign, but the sign had been painted over so many times that the only legible word was PLEASE, which Mort assumed was a threat.

He had been sitting there for four hours, or possibly four years — the clock had no hands, and the magazines were all from futures that had been cancelled. On the cover of one: YOU, IN 2049 — A Retrospective. He had read it twice. It was three sentences long. The first sentence was You made it. The second sentence was Did you? The third sentence was a phone number, disconnected.

The waiting room had eleven chairs. Ten were occupied. The eleventh was occupied by a coat that belonged to no one. Everyone had agreed, silently and unanimously, not to sit in it.

A nurse called a name. It was not a name. It was a sound like a drawer closing.

Mort looked down at his ticket. The number was a question mark. He turned it over. On the back, in small print: This ticket is valid for one (1) lifetime. Non-transferable. Non-refundable. Non-answerable. Keep this ticket in a safe place. This ticket is not a safe place.

He looked up. Everyone in the room was already looking at him.

He had been coming to this clinic for as long as he could remember. He had never once seen a doctor. He had never once seen anyone leave. The magazines updated themselves when no one was watching. The water cooler had no water and no cooler. The child in the corner had been holding the same balloon for four hours, or possibly four years, and the balloon was shaped like a lung, and the lung was getting smaller.

The nurse called another name. It was not a name either. It was the sound of a page turning.

Mort looked at his ticket again. The question mark had moved. It was slightly larger now. It had gained a small, patient curve at the bottom, like a hook, like something that had been designed to catch.

He had the sudden, unwelcome thought that he had not been given the ticket. The ticket had been given to the room. The room had been given to him. The distinction, he suspected, mattered more than he wanted it to.
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STRIP 1 — THE WAITING ROOM

Panel 1.

Wide establishing shot. Six plastic chairs bolted to the floor in a row. Flickering fluorescent light. A water cooler with no water and no cooler. A child holding a balloon shaped like a lung. An old man reading a magazine from 2049. A pregnant woman with her hand on her belly. A receptionist behind glass that has no hole in it. The glass is perfectly clean and perfectly useless. A sign on the wall: PLEASE. Below it, smaller: PLEASE.

Panel 2.

Close-up on Mort's hands. He holds the ticket. The number is a question mark, drawn slightly crooked, as if by hand, as if by a hand that was not entirely sure it wanted to finish.

Panel 3.

The receptionist looks up from behind the glass. Her mouth is open. Speech balloon: "What can we do about it?" The balloon is standard-issue: white, round, with a clean black tail pointing at her mouth. It looks almost cheerful. It looks almost polite.

Panel 4.

The child repeats it. The balloon escapes the child's mouth and drifts upward, past the fluorescent light, toward the ceiling, where — faintly, in the background — a dozen other balloons are already stuck, slowly deflating. Speech balloon: "What can we do about it?"

Panel 5.

The old man repeats it without looking up from his magazine. The pregnant woman repeats it. The water cooler, impossibly, repeats it — a tiny, bubbling speech balloon rising from the empty spigot. Four identical balloons, stacked like a chord, filling the panel edge to edge. The receptionist's balloon from Panel 3 is still there, still cheerful, still polite.

Panel 6.

Mort, very small in his chair, coat pulled up to his eyes. No speech balloon. He has none. He has never had one. Above his head: an empty bubble, drawn in faint pencil, as if sketched by someone who expected it to be filled later and then forgot.

Panel 7.

The waiting room, empty. All the chairs vacant. The child's balloon has come loose and settled on the floor, shaped like a lung that has finally given up. Only Mort's coat remains, folded on the seat. The ticket lies on top. The question mark faces up. It has grown slightly. It now has a small tail at the bottom, like a hook, like a comma, like the beginning of a sentence that has not yet been written.
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BUREAU MEMO — 001

TO: Director

FROM: Field Office: Gut

SUBJECT: Intercept — The Waiting Room

STATUS: Filed under Things We Do Not Discuss

ACTION: None taken. None possible.

NOTE: The subject did not answer. The subject has never answered. The subject is beginning to suspect that the ticket was never a number. The ticket was always the question. The question has been waiting in that room since before the room was built. The room was built around the question. We built the room. We are still building it. We will always be building it.

ADDENDUM: The coat on the eleventh chair has been identified. It belongs to Agent Denial. Agent Denial has been stationed in that waiting room since 1987. Agent Denial has not filed a report. Agent Denial has not left. Agent Denial is, we believe, still waiting for a number that will never be called.
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CHAPTER TWO: FAMILY DINNER
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Case File 002 — Absurdity: The Empty Chair

Aunt Relative arrived with a casserole and a list. The list was of everyone's failures, in order of severity, and Mort was third, which he considered an improvement.

The turkey was dry. The gravy was a rumour. The mashed potatoes had the texture of a decision that had been made too quickly. Mort's mother asked about his life. He opened his mouth.

And then he noticed the chair.

It was the chair at the head of the table. Nobody had ever sat in it. Nobody had ever mentioned it. It had been at every dinner of his life, and it was always empty, and everyone always set a place at it anyway, with a napkin folded into the shape of a small, patient bird.

The chair had a shadow. The shadow leaned forward.

Aunt Relative was still talking. She had reached item seven on the list, which was Mort's career, and she was reading it aloud with the same tone she used for the casserole ingredients, which is to say, with the tone of someone who had measured everything in advance and found it wanting.

Mort's father had not spoken in eleven years. He was sitting at the other end of the table, chewing, looking at the empty chair with an expression that Mort had never been able to read — which was, he realized, the entire expression. His father had been looking at the empty chair for eleven years. His father had stopped speaking on the same day that Mort had first noticed the chair. These two facts had never been connected before, and now they were connected, and Mort wished they weren't.

The napkin-bird turned its head. It was looking at him. It had been looking at him for thirty-four years, and he had never noticed, because he had been looking at the turkey, and the turkey had been dry, and the dryness had been a problem, and the problem had been the question, and the question had been the chair, and the chair had been empty, and the emptiness had been the point.

Aunt Relative finished the list. She set it down. She looked at Mort. She had the same expression as the napkin-bird.
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STRIP 2 — FAMILY DINNER

Panel 1.

Long table, too many chairs, too much food, too little light. At the head: one empty chair. Its shadow falls the wrong way — toward the window, toward the light, toward Mort. The napkin at the empty place is folded into a bird. The bird is facing Mort.

Panel 2.

Aunt Relative holds the casserole aloft like evidence at a trial. Steam rises from it and forms, briefly, a question mark, which disperses before anyone can point at it. Speech balloon: "What can we do about it?"

Panel 3.

Mort's mother, mid-sentence, fork suspended halfway to her mouth. Her mouth is open, but the speech balloon is not hers — it is the same balloon, the same words, the same font. Speech balloon: "What can we do about it?"

Panel 4.

Mort's father, who has not spoken in eleven years, speaks. His speech balloon is old, yellowed, as if it has been waiting in his throat for over a decade. Speech balloon: "What can we do about it?"

Panel 5.

The whole table, all at once, leaning inward like a flower closing. Twelve identical balloons, overlapping, filling the panel edge to edge. The balloons are pressing against each other so tightly that the words are becoming difficult to read. They are becoming a texture. They are becoming a wall.

Panel 6.

Close-up on the empty chair. The napkin-bird has turned its head. It is looking at Mort. Its beak is open. It has a speech balloon. The balloon is tiny, barely visible, almost invisible. But it is there. It says: "What can we do about it?"

Panel 7.

The table, cleared. Everyone gone. The casserole untouched, still steaming. The chair still there. The napkin-bird still watching. On the table, where Aunt Relative's list had been, there is now a single piece of paper. It is blank except for the question mark in the center, drawn in the same hand as the ticket from Chapter One.

Panel 8.

The kitchen window, from outside. Through the glass, we see Mort sitting alone at the table, head in his hands. The empty chair is behind him. The shadow of the chair is on the wall, and the shadow is not a chair. The shadow is a question mark. It is enormous. It fills the entire wall. It has always filled the entire wall.
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BUREAU MEMO — 002

TO: Director

FROM: Field Office: Heart

SUBJECT: Intercept — Family Dinner

STATUS: Filed under Later

ACTION: Agent Distraction deployed.

NOTE: Agent Distraction covered the question with casserole. Question remained visible. Question is, in fact, more visible when covered. Question appears to feed on coverage. Recommend we stop covering things. Recommend we stop recommending things. Recommend we acknowledge that the Bureau has never once successfully covered anything.

ADDENDUM: The napkin-bird has been identified as a field asset of unknown origin. It has been present at every family dinner since 1962. It has never been folded by anyone. It folds itself. It has been watching. It has been filing reports. We have never received the reports. We believe it files them directly to the Question.

—-
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE: THE OFFICE MEETING
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Case File 003 — Absurdity: The Flat Line

The quarterly report showed a line. The line was not going down. That would have been a story. The line was perfectly flat. It had been flat for nine quarters. It was so flat that the graph's vertical axis had given up and gone home.

The boss called it a trend. The interns called it a funeral. Someone had written the same sentence on the whiteboard in marker and underlined it twice, which is what people do when they want a sentence to feel like a decision.

Mort sat in the back. He had brought a pen. He did not know why. He had brought the pen to every meeting for six years. The pen had never been used. The pen had a family now. The pen had a mortgage. The pen had opinions about the meetings, which it expressed by never writing anything, which is the most eloquent thing a pen can do.

The meeting had been going for forty-five minutes. The agenda had three items. Item one was the flat line. Item two was the flat line. Item three was a discussion of how to make the flat line more engaging. There were slides. The slides were all the same slide.

Mort looked at the whiteboard. The sentence on it had been there for nine quarters. He had watched it being written. He had watched it being underlined. He had watched it being underlined again. He had never once watched it being
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