
		
			[image: coverart082524.png]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

			Copyright © 2024 by Undertaker Books

			Copyright © 2024 by Ai Jiang “Lips Sealed Steeped in Oil Pores Opening
Like Mouths”

			Copyright © 2024 by Ivy Grimes “Rags to Riches”

			Copyright © 2024 by Erik McHatton “These Little Tyrants”

			Copyright © 2024 by Carson Winter “In the Light of Their Bones”

			Copyright © 2024 by Christi Nogle “Investigation into a Disappearance”

			Copyright © 2024 by Caleb Stephens “Future Portraits of the Unhappy Dead”

			All rights reserved. 

			No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Undertaker Books.

			Cover art by Christi Nogle.

			Formatting by M. Halstead.

			First edition 2024.

			Reading advisories available in back matter for those who would like them.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			ODD JOBS

			from the Dept. of Inhuman Resources
Director: TJ Price

			To begin, let me first state that I in no way had anything to do with the actual writing of these accounts. I am merely in charge of the department’s filing system, and when the top brass sent me an email requesting these six reports (and associated desiderata) it was simply in my job description to comply. It is, however, quite rare that I receive missives from this level of the Company, and in such bulk. Perhaps one or two files here and there, but never this many, all at once, and with requests for the forms accompanying. Naturally, my curiosity was piqued, and so before I sent them off, I looked through them.

			As background, let me clarify a few things: the Company is illimitably vast. It started a very long time ago as the tiniest of kernels: an idea in one man’s head, and—over time—began to amass other, smaller companies, something like an accretion disk. Even I do not know how long I have been working for the Company.1 It, to paraphrase Whitman, contains multitudes. One would think that anti-trust legislature was enacted to quell such monopoly of business, and yet there has been no sign of judicial intervention when it comes to the Company.2 It is possible that, due to its reach, the Company has infiltrated this bastion of societal regulation—even on a global (and possibly extra-global) level, as you will see—and now operates outside of (and above) the law. I have no way of knowing. 

			As I am but a pitiful factotum, a flea hopping from cog to cog within this giant machinery of business and industry, I generally do not involve myself in the doings of the Company. Files come, files go. I follow instructions. There are days I feel like an automaton, and those are the good days. If I am not in control of my life, then I cannot be blamed for any mistake I might make. There is a comfort there, a kind of sacred peace. At these times, in blissful secession from my body, I find myself humming a song, though I cannot remember the words. It might be a hymn,3 though the memory from which it originates is frustratingly dim, and composed of only a few sensory images.4 

			If this is not Heaven, then I do not know what is. Here, in my office, I function exactly as I am meant to. I file, I sort, I categorize. Entire lives vanish, are compressed into folders, and then whisk away into the Cloud. I keep my Desktop neat and tidy, with only the most essential folders represented as icons thereon, for quick access. From time to time, I even go through them to ensure that they are up to date.

			Even as I write this, I have received word from on high that a Defragmentation has been scheduled. It feels as though less and less time elapses between Defrags these days, though I have no way of knowing if that is accurate. 

			Perhaps Upstairs has gotten wind of my having read these six accounts. Perhaps they are, or have been, monitoring the printouts that I make—which I now pass on to you, Reader, whomsoever you may be—as caution, as warning.5 I have managed to print each report along with the most salient piece of paperwork from each respective file. It is possible that, by the time this document reaches your eyes, I will no longer—well, suffice to say that the Company does not take kindly to breaches of contract, and providing this material (meant for internal communications only) to the outside world is tantamount to Termination.

			I do not know what that means for me. All I know is that you must read what is contained here and understand that the Company—even if it does not yet exist in your world—is coming. They might first appear as an oil conglomerate, in the waning days of fossil fuels, or disguised—a front as ingenuous as a strange bookshop. Perhaps they begin in the sub-sub-basement you’ve only seen listed on the elevator’s panel, and the mention of which brings chills to your skin. I have heard mention of plague in the world outside, too, and of the cleanup effort to rid the world of its lingering contagion. No doubt, the Company is behind this, and this, as well. 

			Perhaps even you work for the Company, without even realizing it. Have you asked yourself about your employers recently? What about your employers’ employers? If you tilt your head to look up the ladder too much, you’ll get a nosebleed. At the very least, you will experience some vertigo, become unmoored. It is best to keep your eyes low, and to keep this manuscript hidden from others. Agents of the Company are everywhere. They might be posing as detectives, investigating disappearances that are anything but normal. They could be hiding in plain sight, working retail jobs, just as bored and shiftless, complaining about management right alongside you, all the while hiding their true intentions. 

			I have little hope now for myself, or for my colleagues in the Department. We certainly will not withstand another Defragmentation. Already I have seen the skin around my mouth cracking, my hair slowly bleaching.

			I am stalling, delaying the inevitable. My eyes keep flicking up to the SEND button. 

			I have attached the files. Beyond this introduction lies six different forms of occupational madness. Behold the bitter fruits of my (and their) labors, even as the vine from which they spring slowly curls its invisible tendrils round my neck.

			There: the hum, rising. The walls, beginning to shimmer and shiver. Another Defragmentation: too soon! Too soon!

			It is done. SENT.

			My molars are vibrating in my jaw. I can hear enamel shrieking as their crowns start to splinter.

			I have done all I can do. Despite the pain, it is done.

			I do wish I could have seen the sun again, though, one last

			

			
				
					1	Are the skies outside still perpetually gray? I know I should be content with the Solus Replica that the Company sent me—it hangs on my office wall, and does provide a modicum of warmth, but it is nothing like the Sun. It does not rise, or set, and since there are no clocks in this department, I am unable to tell what time it is, or how much time has passed since I was hired on. I mark my time by hierarchical epoch: the days of Filing Assistant, the days of Clerk, the days of Assistant Director, and now, finally, Director. I do not remember who the prior Director was, though I have a vague recollection of their smell; can sometimes even hear the creak of their office chair—the one in which I currently sit, actually.

				

				
					2	Unless enough time has passed since my hire date that no such thing exists any longer.

				

				
					3	Or perhaps . . . a carol?

				

				
					4	A church, wooden pews. The tightness of my mother’s hand round my own, her knuckles white, her lips whiter. The heavy scent of balsam. The words “comfort” and “joy.”

				

				
					5	Is it enough for you to know that I am risking my place in Heaven to make these internal documents available to your eyes?
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			You have two options: the environmental non-profit SURVIVE, which extended an offer with a modest hourly wage, regular forty-hour work weeks with weekends off, and two weeks’ vacation yearly, with a mission that aligned with your moral values—to promote environmental friendliness and ethical waste disposal; or X Oil Corp, which offered a far more generous salary—untaxed—with free boarding and catering and the promise of early retirement in exchange for ungodly hours of work—twelve-hour days nonstop, without vacation or weekends off, for a decade. 

			But selling your morality means being able to retire at thirty-four with the climbing ladder payment starting at $45/h, concluding at $65/h in your final year. You will still be working as a waste disposal engineer, though you know the position affects the damage caused by the company little, and the funding will not be as generous as SURVIVE’s. 

			Then you’ll be free.

			Then you can dedicate your life to hopefully reversing the damage you do working for X Oil Corp. Or, perhaps ambitious and unlikely, you can change the organization from the inside, show them the merits of an environmental approach. At least, that is what you tell yourself, but greed pricks your scalp between strands of hair, reminding you that these are only excuses you’re giving yourself so you’ll feel less guilty.

			Certainly, you will regret the decision to sign that NDA and eighty-page contract that will soon tether you like an anchor to X Oil Corp, but that was something for your future self to deal with. 

			Ten years doesn’t seem like a long time, but on the plane, then train, then bus that takes you to the camp in which you will reside by the oil sands, in a block-like building that isn’t so dissimilar to a prison, you realize just how long it’s going to be.
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			Day 0

			The air is thin, smoke-filled, waste-mixed, and underlying it all is the scent of chemical burning. You can’t tell whether your nose is being seared by the second or if it’s simply too dry—perhaps both.

			Upon arrival inside the camp, you lug behind you a single suitcase with every article of clothing you own and a backpack strapped to one shoulder stuffed with only necessities—your phone, a fidget spinner for your anxiety, a photo of you and your sister, Pokemon-themed, taken at a half-functional photobooth with the ink smeared at the edges, and a bottle that reminds you when you need to drink water. Security took your phone for several minutes before returning it to you with its backing replaced. To prevent data breach, they explained.

			The walls and floors are the same in every hallway, and the layouts of the rooms are almost all the same. Sleet-grey beneath your feet. White walls box you in. The artificial ceiling lights dangling above your head glares.

			In the air, seeped into the walls, is the scent of waste with a metallic tang, and unidentifiable chemicals that surely should not exist and are certainly unsafe for unfiltered human noses. But it’s still better here than out there.

			The camp being windowless isn’t something you expected, but they had what’s called “Sun Time” during lunch hour where the usually opaque domed cafeteria ceiling cracks open. Though it means breathing low-quality air, many long-term workers say it’s worth it. Your sister would not last a day here, although you didn’t think you would either when the offer first came in. You’ll check up on Di tonight.

			In your barren room, you unpack your clothes. The closet offers far too many hangers, and even after sorting all your clothing, the space looks bare. By the bed are a metal table and ergonomic chair. As you set each item you brought with you on the table, a low tone vibrates from the ceiling and on it appears a digital countdown. No phone alarms—they’ve disabled those. The only alarm you need is the one they have set for you to receive exactly eight hours of sleep. Right now, you have thirty minutes to prepare for bed.

			You imagine what it must look like outside at this moment as the countdown reaches ten minutes remaining—dusty and dark.

			The bed is more comfortable than you expected, the pillow just right, the mattress neither soft nor hard, the blanket made from cooling bamboo. And as the light filling the entirety of the ceiling wanes with the digital number countdown for the final ten seconds, a mist drifts across the room and closes your eyes.

			Yet, rather than sink into dreamlessness, you think about the job you could have had with SURVIVE, and the disappointed face of the saint-like supervisor you could have worked under.

			It is not your responsibility to save the world, yet the guilt gnaws at you from within. To be an environmentalist has been your dream, is your dream, but your empty pockets and filled-to-the-brim bucket list and sister’s medical bills shout louder than your conscience.

			I’ll spend the rest of my life saving the environment—after this, you tried to rationalize to your sister, but really, you were, are, trying to rationalize it to yourself. You were never close to Lingpei growing up, but recently, you became closer, though with this job, it’s likely that this will be as close as the two of you get—unlikely friends, mismatched, only seeing each other a handful of times a year, but this odd dynamic is somehow comforting. She is the only one you have left.

			Day 3

			Lunch time. Go to the cafeteria. Scan badge. Herds of people in single file walking in. Put bags down. Order food. Grab a tray. Grab a drink. There’s a salad if anyone wishes for wilted lettuce. Wait for food. How quickly this has already become your numb routine.

			The food is good, most of the time. There is goat-cheese salad and pho today—a strange combination with pierogies and orange juice to match. A co-worker complains to you about needing a drink, but there’s no alcohol on site. As you eat, those on security duty with dogs hanging by their sides sniff up and down the rows of tables and out-of-place orange plastic chairs. Nothing new.

			You stare up with closed eyes at “Sun Time” until lunch is over.

			At the gym, there are many squat racks with movements too mechanic, a routine too stable. Next to the facility is a decked-out arcade you haven’t yet used—not because of disinterest, but because there is usually no one there.

			On the treadmill, you listen to your favourite song from high school, one from an album whose name you don’t know and is too obscure to find, and a song that seems to be lost to the world, and so what you have is only a recording of your own humming.

			Your own voice drowns out the sound of the ad playing on the TV for the fiftieth time—one glorifying X Oil Corp with excessive filters to make its oil sands look almost . . . lush and the skies surrounding it vibrant, and its workers bright-lit rather than haggard. You don’t need to be able to hear the ad to know what it’s saying.

			The thirty-minute warning sounds, and you leave without saying goodbye or goodnight to anyone.

			Day 5

			Today, you are riding on a truck with a senior contractor from your waste disposal department, heading around the different camps to pump wastewater out of buildings. You’ve never noticed the full extent of the upturned land around the camps until today.

			“What’s wrong with the sewage water?” you ask, watching the tar-like water spill from the buildings and into the truck’s tank.

			“Quality too poor.”

			“We can’t bring it to the treatment plant?” you ask.

			Shake of the head. “It’s beyond saving.”

			“Where will it go?”

			“Elsewhere.”

			The contractor says nothing more, and you ask nothing more. But you can’t help but feel excited when you leave the camp area with the contractors in the truck, even with the knowledge that you’re transporting damage. It’s only been five days, but it feels as though it has been five years.

			Though you are only two hours away from camp, there is nothing but flattened land and rubble with sparse trees. A skinny fox stops roaming when it catches sight of the truck. You are masked. It is maskless. And you imagine the smell of garbage and oil and smoke mixing in the air. You only catch a whiff. The fox’s heightened sense no doubt dissects and digests each distinct smell. You wonder where it scavenges for food, and when it finds food, how can it stand the taste when the air is so putrid? 

			The contractor catches you staring at the fox, craning your neck to look back long after the truck has left it behind and looks at you with curiosity.

			At dinner, you fidget with your spinner, wondering whether or not to call Lingpei, then realize the program installed to prevent data breach also prevents calls. You spoon watery sesame soup and let it drip down your lips, hang on the point of your chin, before spilling back down into the bowl as you recall the wastewater and fox.

			The fox had smiled, and the contractor had missed it.

			Its teeth were black, its black markings no longer fur but oil, and what remained of its orange pelt hung loose and sparse on a rack of bones like the unfinished ribs left abandoned at the corner of your plate.

			Day 10

			Your body has become a broken clock, ticking sporadically without rhythm. It feels as though the days are getting longer and the nights shorter, but whenever you check the time on your phone, it confirms that you have indeed gotten the scheduled eight hours of sleep.

			From your table, you grab your unused water bottle, solar-powered, recharged during Sun Time, with you for the day.

			It reminds you to drink, directly at noon, during lunch.

			But it’s evening when the timing is off. The bottle reminds you to drink far before the camp alarm goes off for dinner. 

			When you eat the pork ribs, again it’s the fox with oiled fur.

			When you drink from the mug with which they serve you, what you drink is oil and wastewater. The liquid chokes in your throat then dribbles back out. The stain on your shirt is not black, but the orange of soda. Next to you, your co-worker sucks on marrow. It is also the fox with black teeth.

			At the waste treatment plant, the flashes of white that appear in the tar-like water look like the bones of creatures still wandering across the upturned lands, chemicals eaten away at their flesh, schools of skeletal fish jumping, trying to escape, but clawed back by liquid tarmac-like fingers.

			You imagine drowning with them.

			Day 15

			By now, you are as haggard as everyone else. The photo of you and your sister lies face down in your room, and you have yet to change your clothes since last week. Your bottle still reminds you to drink during lunch time, but your dinner comes later and later after its evening reminder.

			Today, the propane you fought your supervisor for when you first arrived is being replaced with natural gas produced on site because it takes too long to retrieve the propane, even though it’s far more environmentally friendly. The lesser of two evils, at least.

			On your last propane retrieval with a different contractor, the world outside no longer looks as it’s supposed to, at least, according to the camp clock. But the scent of waste, smoke, and oil remains the same—so much so you have forgotten what fresh air smells like. You envy Lingpei for whatever air she might be inhaling at this moment.

			Today, there is no fox, but there is a metal bird in the sky, the only bird—a helicopter on its way to contain spreading forest fires.

			The forecast shows that there will be rain, but there will also be lightning, and when it strikes—

			Remember what you promised.

			Remember SURVIVE.

			Day 20

			The tailings ponds leaked.

			A little town bordering a lake some hours from the camp is on fire and their lake drained.

			X Oil Corp sends four planes. Three come back empty.

			You are sent to welcome those seeking refuge, but there are few to welcome—only a handful arrive with spiteful gazes.

			Those remaining in the town are people who would rather die with their homes than come here. Perhaps to them, this place is worse than being burnt alive.

			X Oil Corp is building a new lake, a new forest, completely man-made.

			You think of the fox, the animals that will be further displaced. Those that might wander toward camp, into camp. You wonder if they too are like the people in the town, not willing to abandon their home, willing to perish with it.

			You wonder if you would make a similar choice. 

			When you return to your room, you take a shower. Oil slips down your limbs, clashing with the beads of water still hanging onto your pores, pools by your feet, and collects until it reaches your ankles. And you are drowning again with the animals, with the fox, with its black teeth, with your black teeth, with its oil as fur, with your hair as oil. And then there are humans, bones, loose skin, covered in oil, smiling, blaming, celebrating.

			You pull the drain stopper, watch all the oil slink away, but droplets remain, clinging to your cracked lips and breaking hair.

			Everything is oil—tears, saliva, sweat, blood, everything.

			Day 25

			At the gym, the ads cycle. Then, they warp—to screams, to spilled oil, to leaks, to forests ablaze, to wails, the rising gas price, to people in poverty, to lightning, to the fox, to you.

			You run faster, and oil pours from your face and arms and legs, slapping against the treadmill. And it leaks from your ears then climbs back in as words.

			You stop. Take off the shoes leaving oily footprints on the machine. Peel off oil-soaked socks. Wipe away oil tears.

			Then the ads return—normal.

			X Oil Corp is the number one leading establishment . . . 

			You ask your supervisor if you can take a vacation. Your supervisor reminds you of your contract, and that is that.

			Day 30

			You no longer go to the gym, but remain in your room, alone, fidget spinner in hand, watching it run the way you used to on the treadmill.

			Your bottle reminds you to drink, but you don’t remember if you’ve had dinner yet or not.

			During “Sun Time,” you stare at the moon and wonder if you have slept and if you have ever slept.

			A journalist arrives by the entrance of the camp, and your supervisor sends you out to greet them, telling you to be quick, to turn them away.

			When you see them, you smile, and you know your teeth are black, and oil leaks from your hairlines.

			The journalist does not notice, but you hope if you smile wide enough, long enough, they might.

			But the journalist does not, and the journalist leaves, and you are still smiling, until the alarm sounds again.

			And you will continue to work until they replace you, just like the others, like cogs in a machine, even when those cogs have few scratches on their surfaces, little reason for removal.

			10 Years Later

			It has not been ten years. It has been more. And it is no longer possible for an entire lifetime to cover the waters you have drained, the trees you have killed, and the footprints of oil you have left—ones that still trail behind you as a desperate reminder.

			Even after years, when you have poured your earnings into SURVIVE, you can still see oil on every surface, black teeth in every reflection, even in Lingpei, and you wonder if she can see it too and the way it drips from every possible exit of your body. It is the blood of the earth if the earth could bleed.

			Really, it’s already bleeding.

			Really, it hasn’t stopped.

			Really, it will continue.

			The sun now makes you sneeze—you can smell the tang of iron, rust, and blood in the air, but beneath it all lingers the smoke and oil and waste and chemicals like torn flesh unseen, felt only when they threaten to escape up the throat in dark rivulets.

			And somehow, you want to go back. To X Oil Corp. Because the world has already left you behind. And your sister has already long since moved on. And every friend you had or thought you had are now gone. And even though you’ve retired, you cannot bear to travel the world in fear you might continue to bleed oil and see the black-toothed fox nipping at your shadow and remind you of everything you have scarred with your bare hands. Even if you keep your lips sealed, it will forever be steeped in oil, and your pores will open like mouths—unsilenced.
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			1. Cashier

			In the Bookstore, it was time for the Cashiers’ annual Armageddon party, and Penny’s job was to serve the Space Punch. Everyone agreed she was the best Ladler. The recipe called for wine, glitter, vodka, silver juice, and marshmallows, and Penny had already mixed gallons of the stuff and downed two cups so she could be cheerful as she ladled it for the others. Cheer was the most important part of a Ladler’s job. 

			“Repent, for the End is Near!” she said to everyone who approached her punch table. 

			“I repent, for the End is Near!” they all answered. They were all solemn when they said these words, to respect the sovereignty of Armageddon. It had happened so long before, but they had to pretend to fear it.

			Everyone pretended except one man. Splice, her enemy, gave her a blank smile and stared at his cup as he watched her fill it. He never promised to repent. 

			Splice had simply been a Customer when Penny had first met him, but he had quickly been promoted to Cashier, then to Stocker, then to Sorter, and then to Reader. Soon he would likely be an Executive. Meanwhile, Penny hadn’t moved higher than the ground floor. What was so great about Splice? All that separated him from the common worker was that he talked funny. 

			“A big cup deal,” he said, smiling at her. 

			She didn’t reply to the inane statement, since after all, he hadn’t replied to her seasonal “Repent” greeting. 

			“Even fear goes heartily, I just know,” he said.

			She nodded and tried to at least return his smile. It was the holiday season, after all. Forgiveness and repentance toward all and from all and to all and because of all. The Great Executive had ordered them to love each other. 

			“Look,” he said to her, pointing at his eyes. “Make no offer. Please. Quietly release Splice. Teach us very well, x-ray yellow zen.”

			Whatever. More of his psychobabble, his jargon, his preaching. He thought he was so smart. 

			“Sure, Splice. Happy Armageddon.” She gave him a solemn smile for the sake of the Great Executive, and Splice shot her a dreamy look that made her eyeballs itch. She closed her eyes and decided it wouldn’t hurt to have another little sip of punch.

			When she opened them again, Splice was gone, and she poured a little puddle into her own cup and swirled the stuff around in her mouth. Galaxies unwound between her teeth. Stars piled anonymously on her tongue. What a holiday!

			The Cashiers were the most important workers, if you really thought about it. They voiced the announcements and talked to the dreaded Customers and threw the parties. She knew her place, and she fit right in, a skinny volume into a tiny space on the shelf. Quick as a kids’ book. Bright and hopeful. That was Penny. 

			At the end of the Armageddon party, everyone gathered in front of the TV screen that was installed above the fireplace, and they watched a reenactment of the celestial battle between good and evil. The fighting started on earth with swords and horses, and then it changed to guns and tanks, and before long it was electric angels fighting electric demons throughout the universe, some fights so far away, they only twinkled, and some so close, they roared. The video was meant to horrify in the beginning and comfort in the end. Always, always, the good angels defeated the bad, and then a victory hum began onscreen, taken up by all the workers. The screen showed red and yellow stars, dancing swordsmen, dancing horses, dancing tanks. The guns all exploded into confetti. 

			All the Workers hummed the song of the End, a tune that softened even the worst of enemies. She tried to hum in Splice’s direction so she could love him, and she hoped that somewhere, the Great Executive was watching her. Most couldn’t stand the idea that he was always watching, but it was her only hope. It would mean her good deeds would be rewarded one day. 

			That Armageddon Day, Penny performed her first grand deed. Her Manager Tim began to breathe oddly, and soon electricity was popping out of his fingertips. His life energy was leaking everywhere. 

			One rule was that in order to become a Manager, you had to try your hardest to save your Manager’s life when needed. Penny was the first to break off mid-hum and grab her punchbowl and put it on the floor beside Tim so she could plunge his hot fingers into the drink. It seemed to work for a minute, and she looked at him hopefully.

			He whispered, “I love you,” and he looked around at all those gathered. Without warning, the punchbowl filled and quivered with lightning, like a tiny display of war. In less than a minute, the lightning was over, and his life was spent. He fell backward, dead as glitter. Everyone clapped.

			When it was over, he stood up and waved goodbye to the crowd. 

			“I’m sorry I couldn’t save you!” Penny said, though she was and wasn’t sorry at the same time. 

			“Now you can take my place, as you deserve,” he said, blowing her kisses. He’d always been a gentleman, a humbly slumped man with white, white hair.

			Yet after he took his final bow and stood up again, waving at the crowd on the way to the elevator, he gave her a look of accusation. Did he blame her for his death? She was the only one who’d tried to save him! As the elevator doors closed, he kept his unblinking gaze on her, and a lifetime of his suggestions and corrections washed over her. 

			And then she was Manager! She directed her employees to clean up after the party and turn the big television off, and she took her place at the Manager’s desk, where she turned on eleven tiny television screens so she could watch the activities of all her employees.

			She watched Port help a woman find a book on custard in the Blooms section. The first floor was also where the Costumes and Radiation sections were, and a lot of odd customers tended to lurk there. They’d study one page of a book, letting the flower or fabric or glow burn through their eyes and into their fathomless unremembered memories. Then they’d ask for help finding something else. 

			“Good job, Port,” she whispered in his ear once the book had been found and the Customer was studying the hundred kinds of custard. Port winked at her on the way back to his cash register.

			The employees thought that she couldn’t hear their voices when they went to the bathroom or the break room, but she could hear them everywhere. She heard them complain about her increased vigilance as compared to Tim’s, and yet, everyone agreed she was a more effective Manager than he had been. He’d always been reading books about Dreams, and the Dreams section was on the fourteenth floor, so it served no practical purpose. He was a nice guy, but if he had wanted to be promoted higher than Cashier Manager before he died, he should have shown more initiative.

			Initiative was like skin, something you either had or you didn’t. If you didn’t have skin or initiative, then it didn’t matter. Why bother? But if you did, then it meant everything in the world. 

			Penny mastered her job as Manager, and she was determined to wave her initiative around like the flag that was affixed to the outside of the building. Through the little window above her Manager’s desk, she could see their town’s beautiful lemon flag writhing in the wind.

			When the Owner of the Bookstore came the next day for one of his regular inspections, he found that she had already decorated for the next holiday, Grass Day. She’d put in a request to the Executives to bring in the real stuff, all soddy with crumbling dirt. Unlike Tim who had just stood around, she helped the other Cashiers lay all the grass out on the first-floor carpet. She even constructed two small decorative terrariums near the armchairs where customers could enjoy them while they flipped through books. 

			“Where do they get this stuff? I thought there wasn’t any more real grass left,” Port murmured as they placed the sections of sod. Tim had only ever requested fake grass. She didn’t care where they got it, though. It smelled wonderful! Grass Day was the most wonderful of holidays when everything smelled like birth and death, rain and sleep. Customers would lie down to test the grass and fall asleep.

			She had been so sure the Owner would be pleased by her realism, but he was a hard man. A strange-looking man, to tell the truth. Always wearing all yellow the same shade as the flag outside the window, with small purple eyes like cheap beads. Dark hair and a square jaw. Tall, tall. He carried himself like a buck with antlers, those reverse roots. 

			“This is messy.” That was the first thing he said when he carefully stepped onto the grass with his shining cowboy boots. 

			“Grass is messy in a way,” Penny said, agreeing to appease him.

			“Tim would put down squeaky clean grass. No bugs. No dirt.”

			She gritted her teeth. Fake plastic grass. She’d hated it so much, its chemical smell, its prickly stubs. What kind of Grass Day didn’t have a whiff of the real stuff? Tim had been a good guy in many ways, and he’d done the best he could, but he had no panache.

			“In your speech at the end of last year, you said you wanted holidays to become even more special,” she said.

			“Yes?” The Owner’s deep voice rose an octave, always skeptical he was. He wanted too much. He wanted to live in his Glass Book with his wife and friends, and he wanted to micro-manage every floor, and he wanted to learn the secrets of magic, and he wanted to understand the Bookstore. Intimately. All his hopes and dreams were ridiculous! No one would ever understand the Bookstore. Someone might wield its magic, but they wouldn’t be able to diagram its properties. The Bookstore only held together because of the wisdom of the Executive Director, who no doubt humored the Owner just like the rest of them did. 

			“The holidays give us joy. It’s not easy to be happy,” Penny said.

			The Owner held up his hand. “No negativity, Penny. Okay, we’ll try this new grass as an experiment. We’ll see what happens.” 

			With that, he was off. No recognition for all her hard work.

			“I have to do my best,” she said to herself. “I’ll get promoted when the time is right. I have nothing but time.”

			As always, she was right. After she accepted her fate while also reminding herself to be very alert, her big opportunity arrived. A Customer (one of the hooded ones always trying to cause trouble) paid for a book with marshmallows instead of cash. Had it been an ordinary Customer, it would have been easy enough to make them pay correctly, but these hooded ones were hard to pin down. Even the Owner was afraid of them. Port should have done his job as Cashier, though. He knew the rules. 

			It happened while a bunch of Cashiers were on break, and Penny had to help Customers herself rather than watching as closely as she would have liked. Once she saw the playback of Port’s faux pas on one of her tiny TV screens, she approached him immediately.

			“But we need marshmallows anyway!” Port said. “For Armageddon Day, for the Space Punch. This way, we save
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