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For Maria Fernandes




I pity the man who wants a coat so cheap that the man or woman who produces the cloth or shapes it into a garment will starve in the process.

—U.S. President Benjamin Harrison, 1891




1

PROCESSING




GIBSON

WELL, I’M DYING!

A lot of men make it to the end of their life and they don’t know they’ve reached it. Just the lights go off one day. Here I am with a deadline.

I don’t have time to write a book about my life, like everyone has been telling me I should, so this’ll have to do. A blog seems pretty fitting, doesn’t it? I haven’t been sleeping much lately, so this gives me something to keep myself occupied at night.

Anyway, sleep is for people who lack ambition.

At least there’ll be some kind of written record. I want you to hear it from me, rather than from someone looking for a buck, making educated guesses. From my line of work, I can tell you: guesses are rarely educated.

I hope it’s a good story because I feel like I’ve lived a pretty good life.

You might be thinking: Mr. Wells, you are worth $304.9 billion, which makes you the richest man in America, and the fourth-richest person on God’s green earth, so of course you’ve lived a good life.

But, friend, that ain’t the point.

Or, more important, one thing has nothing to do with the other.

Here’s the real truth: I met the most beautiful woman in the world and convinced her to marry me before I had a penny to my name. Together we raised a little girl who grew up blessed, yes, but has been taught to appreciate the value of a dollar. She says please and thank you and she means it.

I’ve seen the sun rise and set. I’ve seen parts of the world my daddy never even heard of. I’ve met three presidents and respectfully told them all how they could do their job better—and they listened. I bowled a perfect game at my local bowling alley and my name is still up on that wall to this day.

There’s been some tough stuff mixed in, but sitting here right now, my dogs resting at my feet, my wife, Molly, asleep in the next room, my little girl, Claire, safe and secure in her future, it’s easy to feel like I can be satisfied with the things I’ve accomplished.

It’s with great humility I say Cloud has been the kind of accomplishment I can be proud of. It’s the kind of accomplishment most men don’t get to make. The freedoms of my childhood disappeared so long ago, it’s like you can barely remember them. Used to be earning a living and settling down somewhere wasn’t so hard. After a while it became a luxury, and finally, a fantasy. As Cloud grew, I realized it could be more than a store. It could be a solution. It could provide relief to this great nation.

Remind people of the meaning of the word prosperity.

And it did.

We gave people jobs. We gave people access to affordable goods and health care. We’ve generated billions of dollars in tax revenue. We’ve led the charge in cutting carbon emissions, developing standards and technology that will save this planet.

We did that by concentrating on the only thing that matters in this life: family.

I’ve got my family at home and my family at work. Two different families I love with all my heart, and I will be sad to leave them behind.

The doc tells me I’ve got a year, and he’s a pretty good doctor so I trust what he says. And I know the news is going to come out pretty soon, so I figure I might as well be the one to tell you.

Stage-four pancreatic cancer. Stage four means the cancer has spread to other parts of my body. Specifically, my spine, lungs, and liver. There’s no stage five.

Here’s the thing about the pancreas: it’s hidden way back in your abdomen. For a lot of people, by the time you find out something’s wrong, it’s like fire across a dry field. Too late to do much about it.

When the doc told me, he put on that stern voice and placed his hand on my arm. And I’m thinking, Here we go. Time for some bad news. So he tells me what’s wrong and my first question, swear to truth, was: “What the hell does a pancreas even do?”

He laughed, and I laughed, which helped lighten the mood a bit. Which was good because it took a hard turn after that. In case you were wondering, the pancreas helps digest food and regulate blood sugar. Now I know.

I got one year left. So starting tomorrow morning my wife and I are hitting the road. I’m going to visit as many MotherClouds in the contiguous United States as I possibly can.

I want to say thank you. There’s no way I can shake the hand of every person who works in every MotherCloud, but I’m going to damn well try. That sounds a lot nicer than sitting at home and waiting to die.

Just like always, I’ll be traveling by bus. Flying is for the birds. And anyway, have you seen how much it costs to fly nowadays?

It’s going to take some time, and as the tour winds on, I suspect I’ll be a bit more tired. Maybe even a little depressed, because despite my sunny disposition, it’s hard for a man to be told he’s going to die and then just carry on. But I’ve been the recipient of a lot of love and goodwill in my life, and I have to do what I can. Otherwise, I’m just going to sit and mope every day for the next year or so, and we can’t have that. Molly would sooner smother me just to get it over with!

It’s been about a week now that I’ve known, but something about writing it down makes it so much more real. No taking it back now.

Anyway. Enough of that. I’m going to walk the dogs. Could do with some fresh air. If you see my bus driving by, give it a wave. That always makes me feel pretty good, when people do that.

Thanks for reading, and I’ll speak to you soon.

PAXTON

Paxton pressed his hand against the front window of the ice-cream parlor. The menu board on the wall inside promised homemade flavors. Graham cracker and chocolate marshmallow and peanut butter fudge.

Flanking it, on one side, was a hardware store called Pop’s, and on the other was a diner with a chrome and neon sign he couldn’t quite make out. Delia’s? Dahlia’s?

Paxton looked up and down the stretch of the main road. It was so easy to imagine the street bustling with people. All the life this place used to hold. It was the kind of town that could inspire feelings of nostalgia on the first visit.

Now it was an echo fading in the white sunlight.

He turned back to the ice-cream parlor, the only business on the strip not boarded up with weathered plywood. The window was hot to the touch where the sun hit it and coated in a layer of grit.

Looking inside, at the dusty stacks of flared tin cups and the empty stools and the fallow refrigerators, Paxton wanted to feel some kind of regret, about what this place must have meant to the town that surrounded it.

But he had reached the limit of his sadness when he stepped off the bus. Just the act of being there was stretching his skin to bursting, like an overfilled balloon.

Paxton hitched his bag over his shoulder and turned back into the horde shuffling down the sidewalk, trampling the grass jutting through the cracks in the concrete. There were still people coming up in the rear—older folks, people nursing injuries so they couldn’t walk as well.

Forty-seven people had gotten off the bus. Forty-seven people, not including him. About halfway through the two-hour ride, when there was nothing left on his phone to capture his attention, he’d counted. Heavy-shouldered men with the callused hands of day laborers. Stooped office workers grown soft from years of hunching at keyboards. One girl couldn’t have been more than seventeen. She was short and curvy, with long brown braids that reached down to her lower back and skin the color of milk. She wore an old lavender pantsuit, two sizes too big, the fabric faded and stretched from years of washing and wear. The sliver of an orange tag, like the kind used in secondhand stores, stuck out from its collar.

Everyone carried luggage. Battered roller suitcases wobbling on uneven pavement. Bags strapped to backs or slung over shoulders.

Everyone sweating from exertion. The sun baked the top of Paxton’s head.

It must have been well past a hundred degrees. Sweat ran down Paxton’s legs, pooling in his underarms, making his clothes stick. Which was exactly why he wore black pants and a white shirt, so the sweat wouldn’t show as much. The white-haired man next to him, the one who looked like a college professor put out to pasture, his beige suit was the color of wet cardboard.

Hopefully the processing center was close. Hopefully it was cool. He just wanted to be inside. He could taste it on his tongue: dust blowing from ruined fields, no longer strong enough to keep a grip on anything. It had been cruel of the bus driver to drop them at the edge of town. He was probably staying close to the interstate to conserve gas, but still.

The line ahead shifted, drifting to the right at the intersection. Paxton dug in harder. He wanted to stop to pull a bottle of water out of his bag, but pausing at the ice-cream parlor had been an indulgence. There were now more people ahead of him than behind.

As he neared the corner, a woman launched past him, clipping his side, making enough contact he almost stumbled. She was older, Asian, with a mop of white hair on her head and a leather satchel looped around her shoulder, making a hard push for the front of the pack. But the effort proved to be too much and within a couple of feet she tripped, went down hard on her knee.

The people around her stepped to the side, gave her room, but didn’t stop. Paxton knew why. A little voice in his head screamed, Keep walking, but of course he couldn’t, so he helped her get to her feet. Her bare knee was scratched red, a long trail of blood running down her leg to her tennis shoe, so thick the line was black.

She looked at him, barely nodded, and took off. Paxton sighed.

“You’re welcome,” he said, not loud enough for her to hear.

He checked behind him. The people at the back were picking up the pace. Walking with a renewed sense of effort, probably at the sight of someone going down to the ground. There was blood in the air. Paxton hitched the bag again and took off at a brisk pace, aiming hard for that corner. He turned and found a large theater with a white marquee. The stucco on the front of the building was crumbling to reveal patches of weather-worn brick.

Broken neon glass letters formed an uneven pattern along the top of the marquee.

R-I-V-R-V-I-E.

Paxton figured it was supposed to spell out Riverview, even though there didn’t seem to be any rivers nearby, but then again, maybe there used to be. Parked outside the theater was a mobile air-conditioning unit, the sleek vehicle humming, pumping cold air through a sealed tube into the building. Paxton followed the crowd toward the long row of open doors. As he got closer, the doors on the end closed, leaving a few in the middle still open.

He pushed forward, nearly running the final few steps, aiming for the middle. As he stepped through, more doors slammed behind him. The sun disappeared and the cool air enveloped him and it felt like a kiss.

He shivered, looked back. Saw the last door close, and a middleaged man with a pronounced limp was left out in the blazing sun. The first thing the man did was deflate. Shoulders slumped, bag dropped to the ground. Then the tension returned to his spine and he stepped forward, smacking his palm against the door. He must have been wearing a ring because it made a sharp crack, like the glass might break.

“Hey,” he yelled, his voice muffled. “Hey. You can’t do this. I came all the way out here.”

Crack, crack, crack.

“Hey.”

A man in a gray shirt that said RapidHire on the back in white letters approached the rejected applicant. He placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. Paxton couldn’t read lips, but he assumed it was the same thing spoken to the woman who’d gotten turned away from the bus. She was the last person on line and the doors closed in her face, and a man in a RapidHire shirt appeared and said: “There is no last place. You have to want to work at Cloud. You are free to apply again in one month’s time.”

Paxton turned away from the scene. He couldn’t find more room for his own sadness—certainly he couldn’t muster space for anyone else’s.

The lobby was filled with men and women in the RapidHire shirts. Some stood with tweezers and small plastic bags, smiling happy, friendly smiles. Each applicant was instructed to allow a person in gray to pluck a few hairs and place them into a plastic bag. Then the applicant was invited to write his or her name and Social Security number on the bag in black felt marker.

The woman collecting Paxton’s sample was almost perfectly round and shorter than him by a head. He had to bend down so she could reach. He winced as she ripped a few hairs from their roots, and he wrote his name on the bag, which he passed to another man who was waiting to run it off. As Paxton stepped over the threshold from the lobby to the theater, a stick-thin man with a bushy mustache handed him a small tablet computer.

“Take a seat and turn it on,” he said, his voice a practiced, disinterested monotone. “The interview process will begin shortly.”

Paxton hitched his bag on his shoulder and made his way down the aisle, the path worn almost to the subfloor. The space smelled like old, leaky pipes. He picked a row toward the front and moved to the middle. By the time he was settled into the hard wooden seat, his duffel next to him, there was a series of hard clicks at the rear of the theater as the doors latched shut.

His row was empty, save a woman with skin the color of baked earth and springy coils of dark brown hair piled high and unevenly atop her head. She wore a butterscotch sundress and matching flats, and sat toward the far end of the row, by the wall of the theater, where the ornate maroon wallpaper was marred by water stains. Paxton tried to catch her eye, smile at her, wanting to be polite, but also wanting to see more of her face, too. She didn’t notice him, so he looked down at the tablet. Pulled a bottle of water from his bag, downed half of it, and pressed the button on the side.

The screen flared to life, large numbers at the center of the display.

Ten.

Then nine.

Then eight.

When it hit zero, the tablet buzzed and flashed, and the numbers were replaced by a series of empty fields. Paxton balanced it on his lap and focused.

Name, contact information, brief work history. Shirt size?

Paxton’s hand hovered over Work History. He didn’t want to explain what he had done before this, and the confluence of events that had brought him to a broken theater in a broken town. Because to do that meant having to explain that Cloud had destroyed his life.

Anyway, what would he write?

Would they even know who he was?

If they didn’t, was that better or worse?

Paxton found he did, in fact, have more room for sadness, at the thought of applying for this job with CEO in the work history field.

His stomach knotted and he settled on the prison. Fifteen years. A long enough time to demonstrate loyalty. That’s what he would call it, if he were asked: loyalty. If someone wanted to know about the gap, those two years between the prison and now, he’d deal with it.

After he filled in all the fields, the next screen appeared.

Have you ever stolen anything?

Underneath were two buttons. Green Yes and red No.

He rubbed his eyes, the brightness of the screen making them ache. Thought back to when he was nine, standing by the spinning wire comic rack in Mr. Chowdury’s deli.

The comic book Paxton wanted was four dollars and he only had two. He could have gone home and asked his mother for the money, but instead he waited, his leg shaking, until a man came in and asked for a pack of cigarettes. As Mr. Chowdury bent down to where he kept the cigarettes underneath the counter, Paxton rolled up the comic, held it flush to his leg so it’d be out of view, and headed for the exit.

He walked to the park and sat on a rock and tried to read the comic but couldn’t concentrate enough to understand it. The artwork blurred and got muddy as he obsessed over what he had just done.

Broken the law. Stolen from someone who had always been kind to him.

It took him half the day to work up the nerve, but he went back to the deli; stood outside, waiting until he was sure there was no one else in there; then brought the comic book to the counter, carrying it like a dead pet. He explained through a hot gush of tears and phlegm that he was sorry.

Mr. Chowdury agreed to not call the police, or worse, his mother. But every time Paxton went into the deli after that—and it was the only deli within walking distance, so he had no choice—he could feel the old man’s eyes burning on his back.

Paxton read the question again and touched the screen over the red box marked No, even though it was a lie. It was a lie he could live with.

The screen flashed and a new question appeared.

Do you believe it’s morally acceptable to steal in some circumstances?

Green Yes, red No.

That was easy. No.

Do you believe it’s morally acceptable to steal under any circumstances?

No.

If your family were starving, would you steal a loaf of bread to feed them?

Real answer: probably.

No.

Would you steal from your job?

No.

What if you knew you wouldn’t be caught?

Paxton wished there was an I’m-not-going-to-steal-anything-please-let’s-move-on button.

No.

If you knew someone stole something, would you report him or her?

He almost pressed No, having gotten used to the repetitive tap, then jerked his hand away and pressed Yes.

If the person threatened to harm you, would you still report him or her?

Sure. Yes.

Have you ever used drugs?

This one was a relief. Not just for the change of subject, but because Paxton could answer this one honestly.

No.

Have you ever had alcohol?

Yes.

How many alcoholic drinks do you consume per week?

1–3

4–6

7–10

11+



Seven to ten was probably more accurate, but Paxton picked the second option.

After that, the questions shifted.

How many windows are there in Seattle?

10,000

100,000

1,000,000

1,000,000,000



Should Uranus be considered a planet?

Yes

No



There are too many lawsuits.

Agree a lot

Agree a little

No opinion

Disagree a little

Disagree a lot



Paxton tried to give each question serious consideration, even if he wasn’t sure what it all meant, though he figured there was some kind of algorithm—something that would reveal to them the core of his personality through his opinion on astronomy.

He answered questions until he lost count. Then the screen went blank, and it stayed blank long enough that he wondered if he had done something wrong. He looked around for help but, finding none, looked back to the screen, where there was more text.


Thank you for your answers. Now we ask for a brief statement. When you see the timer appear in the lower left-hand corner, the recording will start, and you’ll have one minute to explain why you want to work at Cloud. Please note, you don’t need to speak for the entire minute. A clear, simple, and direct explanation will suffice. When you feel that you are finished, you may hit the red dot at the bottom of the screen to end the recording. You will not have the opportunity to rerecord.



Paxton’s face appeared reflected back to him, distorted by the tilt of the screen, his skin washed to a sickly gray by the glow. A timer appeared in the bottom left-hand corner.



1:00



Then:



:59



“I didn’t realize I would have to give a speech,” Paxton said, giving his best this-is-a-joke smile, which looked sharper than he intended. “I guess I would say that, uh, you know, it’s tough to get a job in this day and age, and between that and looking for a new place to live I figure it’s kinda perfect, right?”



:43



“I mean, I really do want to work here. I think, uh, it’s an incredible opportunity to learn and grow. Like the commercial says, ‘Cloud is the solution to every need.’ ” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I’m not great at talking off the cuff.”



:22



Deep breath.

“But I’m a hard worker. I take pride in my work and I promise to give this my all.”



:09



Paxton pressed the red button and his face disappeared. The screen flashed to white. He cursed himself for stumbling through that. Had he known this would be part of the application he would have practiced.


Thank you. Please wait while the interview results are tabulated. At the end of the process your screen will turn either green or red. If red, we are sorry, either you failed the drug test, or you did not meet the standards expected at Cloud. You may exit the building and you must wait one month before reapplying. If green, then please stay and await further instructions.



The tablet turned black. Paxton raised his head and looked around, to see everyone else raising their heads and looking around. He caught eyes with the woman in his row, gave a little shrug. Rather than return it, she put the tablet on her lap and dug a small paperback out of her purse.

Paxton balanced the tablet on his knees, not sure whether he wanted to see red or green.

Red meant leaving here and standing in the sun until another bus arrived, if there was even one coming. It meant scratching through want ads for jobs that didn’t pay enough to survive, and apartment listings for places that were either out of his price range or so decrepit as to be unlivable. It meant finding himself back in that rotten pool of frustration and emotion where he’d been treading for months, his nose barely above the waterline.

It almost seemed preferable to working for Cloud.

A sniffle erupted behind him. Paxton glanced back and saw the Asian woman who’d pushed past him earlier, face down, features washed in red light.

Paxton held his breath as his screen flashed.

ZINNIA

Green.

She pulled out her cell phone and ran a quick scan of the room. Nothing on intercept. Once they got to MotherCloud she’d have to go full radio silent, because who knew what they’d be able to pluck out of the air? Being careless with transmissions was a good way to get got. She tapped out a text to give an update on her status: Hey, Mom, great news! I got the job.

She put the phone in her purse, glanced around the room. Seemed to be more people staying than leaving. Two rows back a young woman in a lavender pantsuit and long brown braids gave a little whoop and a smile.

The test wasn’t hard. You’d have to be a dummy to fail. A lot of the answers didn’t even matter, especially when you got into the abstract stuff. Windows in Seattle? What mattered was timing. Answer too quickly, you were powering through and trying to get it done with. Wait too long, and your relationship to reason was wanting. Then, the video. No one actually watched them. As if there were a crew of people sitting in the back. It was all facial and audio scanning. Smile. Eye contact. Use key words like passion and hard worker and learn and grow.

The way to win the test was to land in the middle. Just enough to show you were thinking about the questions.

That, and don’t fail the drug test.

Not that she used anything on the regular, outside a little pot to unwind, and the last time she’d indulged was more than six months ago, the THC long since flushed from her system.

She glanced to her right. The goofy guy sitting eight seats down, he’d made the cut. Tilted his green screen toward her and smiled. She gave in and threw a little smile back. It helped to be polite. Being rude made you stand out.

The way he looked at her, as if they were friends now, he was going to sit next to her on the bus. She was sure of it.

While waiting for the next set of directions, she watched the people who hadn’t made the cut heading toward the door. Trudging up the aisles, dreading a return to the daytime heat. She tried to muster a little sympathy for them but found it hard to feel bad they didn’t get picked for a monkey job.

Not that she was heartless. She had a heart. She was sure of it. If she pressed her hand to her chest she could feel it pumping.

After the room had cleared of rejects and the doors were shut again, a woman in a white polo shirt with a Cloud logo on the right breast moved to the front of the auditorium. She had a bonnet of gold hair like it had been spun off a loom, and she raised her singsong voice to be heard in the cavernous space.

“Everyone, could you please collect your things and follow us toward the rear exit? We have a bus waiting. If you prefer to defer your processing by a few days, please see a manager immediately. Thank you.”

The room stood as one, hinge seats snapping back on their springs like a volley of gunshots. She slung her purse over her shoulder, grabbed her gym bag, followed the line toward the rear of the theater, keeping pace with the crowd as it made its way through a harsh, glowing rectangle of white light.

As she approached the door, a group of people in RapidHire shirts appeared. They moved with purpose, wearing serious faces, scanning the people who passed by. Her stomach fluttered but she kept walking, careful not to draw attention.

As she reached the scrum of employees, one of them reached out, and she paused, ready to evac. She had an escape route mapped. It would involve some running and then a lot of walking. And not getting paid.

But the man was aiming for the person in front of her: the girl in the lavender pantsuit with the long braids. He gripped her arm, yanking her out of the lineup so hard she yelped. People continued to walk past, eyes turned toward the floor, moving faster, desperate to disentangle from the disturbance. The RapidHire team led the girl away, using words like misrepresented and work history and inappropriate and barred.

She allowed herself the indulgence of a smile.

Stepping outside was like opening an oven door midbake. A bus idled at the curb, big and blue, shaped like a bullet, the top stacked with solar panels. Emblazoned on the side was the same logo as on the woman’s polo: a white cloud, with another blue cloud staggered slightly behind it. This bus was cleaner than the battered old diesel that’d brought them to town, which had made a sound like it was crying when the driver started the engine.

It was nicer on the inside, too. It made her think of a plane. Two rows of three seats, everything sleek and plastic and stiff. Screens set into the rear of the headrests. Tossed haphazardly on each seat were some pamphlets and a pair of cheap, disposable earbuds, still wrapped in plastic. She moved toward the back, slid in next to the window. The air inside was frigid, but the glass was frying-pan hot.

She checked her phone and found a return text.


Congratulations! Best of luck. Dad and I will see you at Christmas.



Translation: proceed as planned.

There was a shuffling sound next to her. The feel of a presence displacing the air. She looked up, into the face of the goof from the theater. He was smiling in a way that made it seem like he wanted her to think he was suave. It was minimally effective. He looked as if he enjoyed khaki pants and light beer. He looked like the kind of person who thought it was important to talk about one’s feelings. His hair was parted.

“Seat taken?” he asked.

She played the odds in her head. Her preferred method was to get in, get out, make as little noise and personal connection as possible. But she also knew things as basic as social interaction could affect her ranking. The more she resisted socializing, the more she risked standing out, or worse, getting fired. Navigating this was going to mean making a few friends.

Probably a good time to start.“Not yet,” she said to the goof.

He slung his bag onto the rack over their heads and sat down on the aisle seat, leaving a free seat between them. He reeked of dried sweat, but so did everyone. So did she.

“Well …,” he said, looking around the bus, which was filled with the sound of shuffling and crinkling plastic and hushed conversations, trying desperately to make the empty space between them less awkward. “How did a girl like you end up in a place like this?”

After he said it, he gave a pained little smile, realizing how silly the line sounded.

But there was something deeper. An undercurrent of disdain beneath the words. How did you screw up so bad, too?

“I was a teacher,” she said. “When the Detroit school system went full charter last year they decided instead of a math teacher in every school, they could have one math teacher for each district, videoconferenced into the classrooms. There used to be fifteen thousand teachers. Now there are less than a hundred.” She shrugged. “And I did not get to be one of them.”

“I heard that’s happening in some other cities, too,” he said. “Municipal budgets are strapped everywhere. It does make a little sense as a cost-saving measure, right?”

Why does he know about municipal budgets?

“Let’s revisit that in a few years when kids can’t solve a simple math problem,” she said, giving him a little eyebrow.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean any offense. What kind of math did you teach?”

“Basic stuff,” she said. “Mostly worked with the younger kids. Multiplication tables. Geometry.”

He nodded. “I was a bit of a math geek myself.”

“What did you do, before this?” she asked.

He grimaced, like someone had shoved a fingertip into his ribs. It was almost enough to make her regret asking, because he was probably going to unload some bullshit sob story on her.

“I used to be a prison guard,” he said. “One of the for-profits. Upper New York Correctional Center.”

Okay, she thought. Municipal budgets.

“But after that …,” he said. “Ever hear of the Perfect Egg?”“Nope,” she said, truthfully.

He opened his hands in his lap, as if he were about to give a presentation, but then folded them again when he found they were empty. “It was this thing you put an egg in, and you put it in the microwave, and it would cook a perfect hard-boiled egg, to the exact doneness you’d want, depending on how long you put it in for. It came with a little chart, for the timing. And then, when it was done, the shell would peel right off when you opened it up.” He looked up at her. “Do you like hard-boiled eggs?”

“Not really.”

“You wouldn’t think so, but a gadget to make them easier …” He looked past her, out the window. “People like kitchen gadgets. It turned out to be pretty popular.”

“What happened?” she asked.

He looked at his shoes. “I had orders from all around, but Cloud was the biggest account. Thing was, they kept on asking for discounts so they could charge less. Which, in the beginning, was not so bad. I streamlined the packaging, cut waste. We did it out of my garage. It was me and four other people. But it got to a point where the discounts got so deep I couldn’t turn a profit. When I refused to go any lower, Cloud pulled their account, and the other accounts weren’t enough to make up for it.”

He paused, like he wanted to say more, but didn’t.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, not really truthfully.

“It’s fine,” he said, looking up at her, smiling, the storm clouds receding. “I just got hired by the company that destroyed my livelihood, so I’ve got that going for me. The patent is pending. I figure once that gets approved I can sell it to them. I think that’s what they were hoping for anyway, that they’d put me out of business and they could introduce their own version.”

She had been approaching the boundaries of pity, but his attitude forced her to take a hard left into annoyance. She resented the way he carried himself. Slumped, weepy, like all those sad sacks who hadn’t gotten their monkey job. Tough luck, dude. Learn a skill that doesn’t involve babysitting criminals or cooking eggs in microwaves.

“Well, at least there’s that,” she said.

“Thanks,” he said. “Hey, the way it goes, you know? Something doesn’t work, you press on. You want to get back to teaching? I hear the schools on site are pretty good.”

“Yeah, I don’t know,” she said. “Honestly just wanted to earn a little money, get out of the country for a bit. Build up a bit of a cash reserve, go teach English somewhere. Thailand. Bangladesh. Someplace not here.”

The doors of the bus closed. She whispered a silent prayer of thanks that the seat between her and the goof remained empty. The woman with the singsong voice stood at the front and waved her hand. Most of the hushed getting-to-know-you conversations on the bus stopped, heads snapping to attention.

“Okay, everyone, we’re about to take off,” she said. “If you’ll please put on your headphones, there’s an introductory video we’d like you to watch. The trip will take approximately two hours. There’s a bathroom at the back and water available up front here if anyone needs it. After the video please take some time to flip through the pamphlets, and when we arrive you’ll receive your housing assignment. The video will begin in three minutes. Thank you!”

A countdown clock appeared on the screens in the head-rests.


3:00

2:59

2:58



They both reached for the middle seat, where they’d pushed the pamphlets and earbuds. Their hands brushed and the plastic wrap crinkled. The goof seemed to be looking at her, so she was careful not to return the eye contact, just in case, though she could feel the warmth of where he had touched her skin.

Close, but not too close.

Get in, do the job, get the hell out.

“Can’t wait for this video to be over,” she said. “I’d love to take a nap.”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

As she plugged the buds into the port under the screen, she wondered again about who had hired her.

The initial call and all communication had come in anonymously and encrypted. The offer had blown her hair back. She could retire on it. She would have to, probably, after handing over her genetic material. As much as it pained her to let someone pluck her hair and log her in a database, after this it wouldn’t even really matter. She could spend the rest of her life on some beach in Mexico. A big, beautiful beach with no extradition laws.

This wasn’t her first anonymous job, but it was definitely her biggest. And it wasn’t her job to know, but she couldn’t help but wonder.

The way to answer the question of “who” meant expanding on it slightly: who benefits? That didn’t narrow it down. When the king is dying the entire kingdom is suspect.

“I’m so sorry,” the goof said, breaking her train of thought. “I should have introduced myself.” He offered his hand across the empty seat. “Paxton.”

She considered the hand for a moment, before reaching over with her own. His grip was stronger than she would have guessed, his hand mercifully free of sweat.

She reminded herself of her name for this gig.

“Zinnia,” she said.

“Zinnia,” he repeated, nodding. “Like the flower.”

“Like the flower,” she agreed.

“Nice to meet you.”

It was the first time she’d said it out loud to anyone other than herself. She liked the way it sounded. Zinnia. It sounded like a smooth rock pinging off the surface of a still pond. It was her favorite part of each new job. Picking a name.

Zinnia smiled and turned from Paxton, slid the buds in her ears as the timer hit zero, and the video began.

WELCOME

A well-appointed suburban kitchen. Stainless-steel surfaces sparkling in sunlight through big bay windows. Three children, two girls and a boy, run across the screen laughing, playfully chased by a mother, a young brunette, barefoot, wearing a white sweater and jeans.

The mother stops and turns to the screen, putting her hands on her hips, speaking directly to the audience.

Mother: “I love my children, but they can be a lot to handle. Just getting them dressed and out the door can take forever. And after the Black Friday Massacres …”



She pauses, presses her hand to her chest, closes her eyes, and looks on the verge of tears, before opening them again, and smiling.

“… after that, the thought of going outside to shop just scares me to death. Honestly, if it wasn’t for Cloud, I don’t know what I’d do.”



She smiles, soft and sure, the way a mother is supposed to smile.

Cut to the little boy on the floor, face twisted in pain, holding on to his knee, scraped red and raw. The child wails.

Child: “Mommeeeeeeeee.”



Cut to a man in a red polo shirt, leaping to the ground from someplace above. He’s lean, handsome, blond. He looks grown in a lab. The camera zooms in on the item in his hand: a box of adhesive bandages.

He takes off, sprinting between two massive aisles in a cavernous warehouse, the shelves stacked neatly with a diverse array of items.

Mugs and toilet paper and books and soup. Soap and bathrobes and laptops and motor oil. Envelopes and playsets and towels and sneakers.

The man stops in front of a long line of conveyor belts, puts the box of bandages in a blue bin, and pushes it down the belt.

Cut to a drone buzzing across a brilliant blue sky.

Cut to the mother, tearing open the cardboard container emblazoned with the Cloud logo. She takes out the box of bandages and removes one, which she applies to the child’s knee. The boy smiles and kisses his mother on the cheek.

The mother turns back to the screen.

Mother: “Thanks to Cloud, I’m always ready for whatever life throws at us. And when it comes time for a treat, Cloud has me covered there, too.”



The man in the red polo is back, this time a box of chocolates tucked under his arm. He takes off running again. The camera doesn’t follow him. He grows smaller and smaller between the cavernous aisles, until he hangs a hard right and disappears, and it’s just the monolithic shelves overlooking an empty floor, stretching into the distance.

Cut to a white screen. A lean, older man walks out. He’s wearing jeans, a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and brown cowboy boots. Silver hair cut high and tight. He stops in the center of the screen and smiles.

Gibson: “Hi. I’m Gibson Wells, your new boss. It’s a real pleasure to welcome you to the family.”



Cut to Wells roaming the massive aisles, this time with men and women in red whipping around him. No one stops to acknowledge him, as if he’s a ghost on their periphery.

Gibson: “Cloud is the solution to every need. It’s a point of relief in a fastpaced world. We aim to assist people and families who can’t make it out to a store, or don’t have one nearby, or don’t want to take the risk.”



Cut to a room gridded by massive tables, covered with blue tubing, like industrial air pumps, except when the workers in the red polos spray the items on the table, they’re encased in swelling foam that quickly dries into cardboard.

They affix labels and a sticker of the Cloud logo to the packages, and put them onto a series of pulleys moving endlessly toward the ceiling.

Wells is still roaming, the workers running with speed and precision, oblivious to him.

Gibson: “Here at Cloud, we believe in offering a safe, secure work environment where you can be the master of your own destiny. We have a wide array of positions available, from the pickers—those handsome folks in red—to our boxers, to our support staff …”



Cut to a giant room full of cubicles, everyone wearing canary yellow polo shirts and phone headsets, looking at small tablets bolted onto desks. Everyone is smiling and laughing, catching up with old friends.

Gibson: “… to the assistants …”



Cut to a gleaming industrial kitchen where employees in green polo shirts prepare meals and empty trash cans. Still smiling and laughing. Wells is wearing a hairnet, chopping an onion next to a small Indian woman.

Gibson: “… to the tech team …”



Cut to a group of young men and women in brown polos examining the exposed guts of a computer terminal.

Gibson: “… to the managers …”



Cut to a table at which a group of men and women in bright white polo shirts hold tablets and discuss something very important. Wells stands off to the side.

Gibson: “At Cloud, we evaluate your skill set, and we place you in the position that’s best suited for both of us.”



Cut to a tidy, catalog-pretty apartment, where a young man lifts his daughter onto his shoulders while he stirs a pot of sauce on the stove.

The walls feature cursive decals that say LOVE and INSPIRE. The couch is sleek and modern. The galley kitchen is big enough to fit four people cooking together and looks onto a sunken living room suited for a cocktail party.

Wells is gone now, but his voice remains.

Gibson: “Because Cloud isn’t just a place to work. It’s a place to live. Trust me, when your friends and family come to visit, they just might want to work here, too.”



Cut to a clogged superhighway, the cars not moving, fumes turning the sky to ash.

Gibson: “The average American’s commute used to be two hours, roundtrip. That’s two hours of time wasted. Two hours’ worth of carbon pumped into the atmosphere. Every employee who chooses to live in our residential facilities can make it from their spot on the floor to home in less than fifteen minutes. When more of your time belongs to you, that’s more time for you to be with your family, or pursue a hobby, or just get some much-needed relaxation.”



Cut to a montage of quick scenes: Shoppers roaming a white marble corridor surrounded by brand-name stores. A doctor pressing a stethoscope to a young man’s chest under his shirt. A young couple munching popcorn, movie screen light flickering across their faces. An older woman running on a treadmill.

Gibson: “We offer everything from entertainment, to health and wellness services, to education that meets the highest standards. When you’re here, you’ll never want to leave. And I want this to feel like home. A real home. That’s why, while we always make your safety a top priority, you won’t see cameras everywhere you look. That’s no way to live.”



Cut to white. Wells is back. The background has dropped away, so he’s standing in a void.

Gibson: “Everything you see here, and more, will be available to you when you’ve started at Cloud. And you can trust that your job will be secure. While some of our processes are automated, I don’t believe in employing robots. A robot will never replicate the dexterity and critical reasoning skills of a human being. And on the day that they can—we won’t care. We believe in family. That’s the key to running a successful business.”



Cut to a shuttered storefront, the windows boarded with plywood. Wells walks onto the sidewalk, looks up at the store, shakes his head, and turns to the camera.

Gibson: “Things are tough. No doubt about that. But we’ve faced adversity before, and we’ve come out on top, because that’s what we do. We achieve and we persevere. It’s my dream to help get America back on its feet, and that’s why I’ve been working with your local elected officials to ensure we have the room and ability to grow, so we can get more Americans earning a living wage. Our success starts with you. You are the gears that keep our economy moving. I want you to know that sometimes your job might be hard, or feel repetitive, but you should never forget how important you are. Without you, Cloud is nothing. If you really think about it …”



The camera closes in. He smiles and extends his arms, as if welcoming the viewer in for a hug.

Gibson: “… I work for you.”



Cut to a table in a restaurant. Seated around it are a dozen men and women, many of them overweight. The men clutch cigars, the air hazy with curls of gray smoke. The table is littered with empty wineglasses and plates of half-eaten steak.

Gibson: “Some people will tell you it’s their job to fight for you. It’s not. Their job is to fight for themselves. Their job is to enrich themselves off of your hard work. At Cloud, we’re here for you, and we mean that.”



The camera backs out, showing Gibson standing in a small apartment.

Gibson: “Now, you might be wondering, what happens next? When you arrive at Cloud you’ll be issued a room and a Cloud-Band.”



Gibson holds up his wrist to show a small glass square with a rugged leather strap.

Gibson: “Your CloudBand will be your new best friend. It’ll help you get around the facility, open doors, pay for items, provide directions, monitor your health and heart rate, and most important, assist you in your job. And when you arrive at your room, you’re going to find some more goodies …”



He holds up a small box.

Gibson: “The color of your shirt will tell you where you’re working. We’re still processing your test information, but by the time you get to your room, we’ll have it figured out. Once you arrive, drop your stuff, take a walk around. Get yourself acquainted. Tomorrow is orientation, where you’ll be teamed up with someone in your section to show you the ropes.”



He puts down the box and winks at the camera.

Gibson: “Good luck, and welcome to the family. We have more than a hundred MotherCloud facilities throughout the United States, and I’m known to visit from time to time. So if you see me wandering the floor, feel free to stop me and say hello. I’m looking forward to meeting you. And remember: call me Gib.”

GIBSON

So now that we got all the depressing stuff out of the way, probably the best way to start is to tell you how I got into this business in the first place, right?

There’s a problem with that: I don’t right know. There is not a kid on this planet who grows up thinking he wants to run the biggest electronic retail and cloud computing company in the world. When I was a kid I wanted to be an astronaut.

Remember the Curiosity rover? The one sent out to poke around Mars, way back in 2011? I loved that thing. I had a model of it, big enough I could put the family cat on top and drive him around the living room. All this time later I can remember stuff about Mars, like how it’s got the tallest mountain in the solar system—Olympus Mons—and an object that weighs one hundred pounds on Earth would weigh only thirty-eight pounds up there.

Hell of a weight-loss plan, if you ask me. Easier than giving up red meat.

So I was convinced I’d be the first person to step foot on that planet. Spent years studying. It wasn’t really that I wanted to go. I wanted to be first. But by the time I got to high school, someone else did it, so that dream went out the window.

Not that I still wouldn’t like to go if someone offered, but the mystique of it was sort of gone. There’s a big difference between being the first person to do a thing and being the second.

Anyway, the whole time I was pretending to bounce around an alien planet, I was already on track to be where I am today. Because the thing I always really liked to do was take care of people.

In the town where I grew up, there was this general store, about a mile away from our house. Coop’s. Saying used to be that if Mr. Cooper didn’t have it, you probably didn’t need it.

The place was a marvel. Not big the way you expect a store to be. Just big enough, everything stacked to the ceiling, like everything was balancing on itself. You could ask Mr. Cooper for any old thing and he’d find it right away. Sometimes it meant digging through to the back of the shelves, but he always had what you were looking for.

By the time I was nine, my mother would let me go to the store by myself, so of course I was always offering to go. Even for the littlest thing. I would run there. She’d say she needed a loaf of bread and I’d be out the door before she could tell me it could wait until her next trip.

It got to be I was going back and forth so much, I started running errands for people in the neighborhood. Mr. Perry next door would see me take off and he’d stop me, ask me to pick up a can of shaving cream or something. He’d give me a couple of bucks, kick me the change when I got back. This turned into a lucrative little side business. After a bit, I was swimming in comic books and candy.

But you know what the big moment was? The moment that changed everything? There was this kid on my block. Ray Carson. He was a big kid, built like an ox, and kind of quiet, but real nice. So one day I come out of the store with an armload of groceries—I had probably six or seven stops to make before going home—and it damn near felt like my arms were going to fall off.

Ray is standing there up against the wall of the store, eating a candy bar, and I say to him, “Ray, want to give me a hand? I’ll give you a little money for your trouble.” Ray says sure, he’ll help, because what kid doesn’t want a little spending money?

I give him a couple of the bags and we get everything dropped off, faster than I would have been able to do it by myself. At the end I took all my tip money and gave some of it to Ray, and he was pretty happy, so we kept on doing that. I’d take the orders and do the shopping; he’d help me carry everything and deliver. Got to be I upgraded from candy and comic books to video games and model rockets. The nice ones with a million parts that never all seemed to be in the box.

After a little while I had kids who saw how well Ray Carson was making out, and they’d ask if they could work for me, too. So I said sure, and it got to be where the people living on my block never really had to leave the house.

And it made me feel good. It was nice to see my mom be able to sit down and paint her nails rather than run around like a lunatic, which is what she was doing most days, on account of me and my dad.

Things were going so well that one night, I decide, I’m going to take my parents out to dinner.

We went to the Italian place next to Coop’s. I wore a white shirt and a black tie I bought special for that night, except I didn’t know how to tie it. I wanted to surprise my mom, come downstairs wearing it, but I ended up calling her upstairs to tie it for me. When she saw me standing there, trying to get the thing right, I thought her face would just about burst.

So we head out, and we walked because it was a nice night, and the whole time my daddy was kidding around, thinking that when the bill came I’d get scared and he’d swoop in to save the day. But I’d checked the menu online and knew I had enough money to cover it.

I got the chicken parmigiana. My mom got the chicken marsala and my daddy made a big show of it, got the surf and turf. When the bill came I picked it up and I took the bill folder and figured out the tip—10 percent, because my parents’ drinks came out late, and the waiter forgot to refill the bread bowl when we asked, and like my dad said, a tip is a reward for good service.

I put the money in the bill folder and let the waiter take it, told him to keep the change, and my dad is just sitting there with his wallet in his hand, this look on his face like, I don’t know, the cat just rode in on the Curiosity rover or something. Here I was, twelve years old and buying my daddy dinner at a restaurant with a candle on the table.

After the waiter was gone, before we left, he patted me on the shoulder and looked at my mom and he said, “Our boy.”

I can remember that moment exactly. Everything about it, down to the last detail. The way the candle made this orange light dance on the wall behind him. The purple stain on the white tablecloth from the little bit of wine that spilled out of his glass. This soft look he had in his eyes, which he only ever got when he was being really honest about something. The way his hand felt on my shoulder.

“Our boy,” he said.

Now, that’s a hell of a thing. It made me feel like I’d done something special. Like even though I was a kid I could take care of them.

That’s it, I guess. It started with a need to please my parents. Though I guess that’s why most people do anything. It would be brutally dishonest to say this has nothing to do with wanting to live a comfortable life, to make some money, to be successful. Everyone in this world wants that. But simply put, it seems I have a need to please.

I remember, years and years later, we were opening our first MotherCloud. We started pretty modestly, with only something like a thousand people, but it was a pretty big deal at the time, being the first modern live-work facility in the United States.

My daddy came out. It was a tough trip for him, because he was pretty sick at that point, and Mom had passed a few years back, but he came out anyway, and I remember, after we cut that ribbon, me and him took a little stroll through the dormitory so I could show him around.

After we were done, he patted me on the shoulder and he said, “Our boy.”

Even though Mom was gone.

He died a few months later and I miss them both like crazy, but if there’s any silver lining to this cancer gnawing at my gut, it’s that at least I’ll be seeing them soon. Fingers crossed I head in the same direction as them!

So that’s what’s been on my mind. Lots more to talk about, but I’ve never really articulated that beginning part of it. And now I have, and it feels good to see it in writing. Tomorrow Molly and I will make it to the MotherCloud outside Orlando. It was the twelfth one we built, and the first one that was on the kind of scale we build them to now, so it’s pretty special to me, but then again, they all are.

And, listen, I know a lot of people are expecting me to announce who’s going to take over in my stead. I had to turn off my phone because it won’t stop ringing. I’ll get to it soon enough. I’m not dying tomorrow, okay? So all you reporters out there, pour yourselves a drink, take a deep breath. I still have full control of the board and I’ll be announcing it here, on the blog, so it’s not like any of you are getting an exclusive.

That’s all for now. Thanks for reading. After unloading all this stuff, I am just real excited to get off this bus and stretch my legs and walk around a bit.

PAXTON


Mass migrations continue out of Kolkata, India, where more than six million people live in low-lying areas that, in the past few years, have fallen below sea level…



The accompanying picture showed a group of people floating on a makeshift boat assembled from driftwood. Two men, a woman. Three children. All of them, their skin stretched taut like drums. Paxton closed the browser on his phone.

The sky darkened. He thought maybe a storm was coming in, but when he leaned over to peek past Zinnia’s sleeping form, the air looked full of insects. Great black swarms moving back and forth across the sky.

The roadway was getting busier, too—they had been alone for so long, barreling through nowhere, but then a driverless tractor-trailer had whipped past them, the roar of it ripping Paxton from the edge of a nap. The trucks increased in frequency after that, one every ten minutes, then five, and now maybe every thirty seconds.

The horizon ahead was a flat line with a single large box sticking out of it. Too far away to make out the details just yet. He leaned back in his seat, picked up the brochures explaining the credit system and ranking system and housing system and health care system. He’d read them all twice but it was a lot of information. His eyes were bouncing off the words.

The intro video was playing on a loop. Must have been shot years ago. Paxton knew what Gibson Wells looked like. The man was in the news nearly every day, and the Gibson in the video was taller, had less gray hair.

Now he was dying. The Gibson Wells. It was like being told New York City was going to remove Grand Central Terminal. Just pick it up and toss it out. How would things function without it? The enormity of the question overshadowed his anger.

He couldn’t stop thinking about what Wells had said at the end. About visiting MotherClouds across the country. Wells still had a year to live. How many would he visit? Could Paxton meet him? Confront him? What would he say to a man who was worth three hundred billion dollars and thought that wasn’t enough?

He stuck the pamphlets into his bag and took out a bottle of water, cracked the plastic cap. Took out the only pamphlet that was making his chest ache with anticipation.

The color-coded job assignments.

Red was the pickers and placers, the swarm of people responsible for moving goods around. Brown for tech support, yellow for customer service, green for food service and cleaners and other odd jobs. White was for managers, though no one started at that level. There were other colors, too, not in the video, like purple for teachers and orange for the drone field.

Any of those would do just fine, but he hoped for red.

And he feared blue. Blue was security.

Red would mean a lot of time on his feet, but he was in good enough shape to handle it. Hell, he could stand to lose some of the soft skin from around his midsection.

But his background was in security. Not his real background. His degree was in engineering and robotics. But when he couldn’t get a job out of college, when he got desperate, he’d answered a want ad from a prison and ended up there for fifteen years, carrying a retractable baton and pepper spray while he scrimped and saved and tried to launch his own business.

That first day at UNYCC he was so scared. He thought he’d be walking into a place where everybody was covered in tattoos and they ground down toothbrushes into shivs. What he found were a few thousand low-level, nonviolent offenders. Drug violations and outstanding parking tickets and failure to pay mortgages or student loans.

His job was mostly to tell people where to stand and when to go back to their cells and to pick up something they’d dropped on the floor. He hated it. He hated it so much that some nights he would come home and go immediately to bed, dig his head into his pillow, his stomach a pit, the rest of his body falling into it.

The last day, the day he handed in his two-week notice and his supervisor shrugged and told him to just go home, it was the best day of his life. He’d promised himself he’d never return to a place where he’d have to answer to someone.

And yet.

As the bus barreled closer, Paxton flipped through the pamphlet, reread the security section. Apparently Cloud had its own team, deputized to handle screening and quality-of-life issues, and in the event of actual crimes, would liaise with local law enforcement. He looked out the window, at the rolling, empty fields. He wondered about local law enforcement.

The Cloud campus came into view as the bus crested a slight incline, affording a spectacular view of the surroundings.

A scatter of buildings sat before them, but at the center, the source of the drones buzzing back and forth across the sky, was a single structure so big you couldn’t look at the entire thing at once, you had to do it in stages. The side of it facing Paxton was almost perfectly smooth and flat. Tubes ran between the behemoth and the smaller buildings that surrounded it, snaking across the ground, and the architecture had a feel of being both childish and brutal—hastily arranged after being dropped from the sky by an uncaring hand.

The woman in the white polo who’d been handling the announcements thus far stood up and said, “Attention, everyone.”

Zinnia was still zonked out, so Paxton leaned over and said, “Hey.” When she didn’t stir, he put a finger on her shoulder and applied slight pressure until she woke up. She sat up with a start, eyes wild. Paxton put up his hands, palms out. “Sorry. Showtime.”

She breathed in through her nose, nodded, shook her head as if she were trying to rattle a thought loose.

“There are three dormitories at MotherCloud: Oak, Sequoia, and Maple,” the woman said. “Please listen carefully as I’ll be reading a list of housing assignments.”

She launched into a series of last names.


Athelia, Oak

Bronson, Sequoia

Cosentino, Maple



Paxton waited his turn, down at the end of the alphabet. Finally: Oak. He repeated it to himself: Oak, Oak, Oak.

He turned to Zinnia, who was riffling through her bag for something, not listening.

“You get yours?” Paxton asked.

She nodded without looking up. “Maple.”

That’s too bad, Paxton thought. There was something about Zinnia he liked. She seemed attentive. Compassionate. He
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