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Prologue
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They decided to bend the line of morality to obtain what was rightfully theirs. For it had become apparent that possessing a strong work ethic wasn’t necessarily rewarding, and might not even be recognized. No matter how hardworking and persevering an employee was, advancement was often obtained by those who captured the spotlight through office politics, a charismatic personality, connections, or downright deception rather than job skills or merit. Nice guys really did finish last. Instead of being continually passed over, they thought it best to follow a different set of rules. Rules that created a game’s outcome and didn’t leave the player as a pawn blowing in the wind, at the whim of another player’s actions. Like a player participating in a board game, they began to observe and study the game board from an overlooking vantage point with its entirety mapped before them instead of residing on the two-dimensional board where only a glimpse of the next move was available in front of the naked eye. They threw away the given rules of the board game and implemented their own rules that would ensure victory over those they deemed less deserving.

Life was nothing more than a board game, and only those who realized they were the overlooking players, instead of the pieces on the board, truly succeeded in life and achieved what they desired. In understanding the nature and the bigger picture of the game from an omniscient viewpoint, a player could manifest his own destiny infinitely more effectively than any two-dimensional-thinking dimwit on the street who repeatedly walked straight into brick walls, thinking a different outcome would magically materialize through persistence alone. Why do you think certain people effortlessly rise to the top of the heap and acquire worldly fortune and power while most scrape their boots along the pavement day in and day out, sustaining a life of serfdom? What the downtrodden failed to grasp was that it’s not persistence and fortitude but knowledge and awareness that paves the way to accomplishment. It’s not exclusively their fault for having such an outlook because society doesn’t teach this doctrine, and the few who ascertain it lock it away in a vault, acknowledging it for the most precious commodity it is. Besides, if the masses were privy to such knowledge, it would be readily used and arduous for each individual to manifest their own specific demands upon the universe.

Having applied these newly discovered rules to the worksite, they flourished through the ranks in each of their respected fields. Their diligence finally gave way to advancement and left their colleagues scratching their heads in their wake as they sailed past them with ease, climbing the corporate ladder to the top.

In short, they decided to become the biggest fuckers in the room.
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Chapter 1  
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It was at their biweekly lunch get-together at the Garden Oasis Caffè where Dale first pitched the idea to Jeremy and Tim. The idea that would irrevocably change their paths in life.

The Garden Oasis was a café with Italian-style coffee, cakes, pastries, and light meals. Once they had found out it wasn’t a typical American coffee shop that served coffee drowned in milk, they became regulars. It also helped that the outdoor seating area was large and teeming with foliage—large pots on the ground containing various plants that spilled out onto the concrete, as well as trestles covered with ivy—which provided a kind of privacy most coffee shops lacked. Some areas even held trestle-like canopies dense with plants and vines that acted as protection against the sun on hot days. There weren’t an abundance of hot days in the Seattle area, so its presence was more for décor and aesthetics, as well as a shield from drizzling days, weather the city was notorious for.

Jeremy and Tim sipped coffee and slowly savored rich chocolate cake while waiting for Dale to arrive. It was presently a quarter past their usual meeting time at noon. Dale wasn’t the type of person to call or message to convey tardiness, he’d just show up whenever he felt like it. Since they were comfortably situated in the outside seating area of the café where they could enjoy the nice spring day, they didn’t mind waiting for Dale on this occasion. The chill of an early spring day was offset by a cloudless sky, which provided a warm and sun-washed setting. The rigid winter had not long ago given way to the season of rejuvenation, which birthed the possibility of new beginnings and new ideas.

They talked about trivial matters that had transpired over the last two weeks. The topic of Tim being passed over for a promotion dominated the conversation.

——————
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Jeremy Blunt, Dale Dickerson, and Tim Lindeman had met during their college days at the University of Washington. Jeremy first befriended Tim in a sociology class during their freshman year. They encountered Dale later during their sophomore year in one of UW’s dining halls when Dale had accidently dropped a piece of ham from his sandwich onto Tim’s face. Jeremy and Tim would never forget that moment: Tim slowly peeling the ham slice covered in mayonnaise from his face and politely trying to return it to Dale, a stranger at the time. Dale refused the returned item, stating that Tim’s face was too grimy for him to possibly reinsert the slice to his now ham-less sandwich, and also conveyed that he was miffed about the loss of mayonnaise, which left his sandwich quite spartan. Tim assured Dale that his face was clean. Dale adamantly disagreed and told him his face might as well have the whole sandwich at that point and dropped the rest of it on Tim’s face. Then Dale casually walked away, exiting the dining hall, leaving them flabbergasted with their mouths ajar at what had just transpired, mayo still dripping from Tim’s sodden face.

Later on that same day, they coincidently crossed paths again and Dale apologized, saying he had been in a horrible mood due to lack of sleep and getting a subpar grade on an important exam. He insisted on treating them to dinner and drinks to make up for the transgression that had occurred earlier that day. Being the generous and amicable person Tim was, he didn’t hold a grudge and apprehensively accepted the offer since it was delivered sincerely.

To this day, it’s the only time Jeremy and Tim could recall hearing Dale apologize for anything, and he’d done many unpleasant things since then. Jeremy and Tim would never know Dale’s dinner plans had fallen through and he just wanted to drink with someone and shoot the shit in order to take his mind off his exam score. The apology had been a ruse, and one he had delivered well, having applied the skills he learned from an introductory drama class.

They hit it off that night and quickly became friends. The amount of alcohol consumed lubricated their spirits, placated any leftover emotional tension, and assisted in building a bridge between two people—Tim and Dale—who were almost opposites in regard to character. But if Jeremy, whose disposition settled somewhere between the two, hadn’t acted as a kind of intermediary between two people of such difference, it would be highly doubtful they’d all still be friends to this day.

——————
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Jeremy and Tim had nearly finished their first cups of coffee when Dale arrived at the Garden Oasis Caffè. Gracing them with his presence, he settled down in a seat. “Good afternoon, gentlemen.” He gazed at them with his hawkish eyes that viewed the world in a disdainful manner.

After quickly exchanging greetings, Dale rose from his seat and strode into the café to make his order.

Tim reverted back to complaining about the promotion he hadn’t received after adjusting his rimless glasses. “There is no logical reason why Judy should’ve gotten the promotion. I work harder than anyone else in that office, and my work is always superior to Judy’s for sure.”

Tim had graduated with a Bachelors in Software Engineering. After several months of job hunting, he was fortunate enough to land a job at Massysoft, one of the largest software companies in the world. But instead of acquiring a software engineering position, he had only landed a computer programming position. Despite his academic achievements, he had failed to procure a software engineering position due to his lack of boldness and out-of-the-box thinking.

Tim continued complaining and gave numerous reasons as to why being passed over for the promotion was unfair. Jeremy was only slightly interested from the onset and quickly became rather bored with the topic, but he figured it was a friend’s duty to listen to a close friend’s struggles and give advice, or to merely let them vent when there was no advice to be given.

Dale, on the other hand, didn’t adhere to these guidelines. When he returned to the table, he interrupted and diverted the conversation after two minutes of listening to Tim whine. “You can complain all day about your ‘unjust treatment,’ but it isn’t going to solve anything. You’re just going to end up more bitter at the end of the day, allowing Judy to have bested you twice.”

“This isn’t about one-upmanship,” Tim replied. “It’s not like Judy was deliberately trying to get the better of me, nor was she being calculating and manipulative in order to secure the position. The point is—Judy or no Judy—I deserved that position. I earned that promotion through my dedication to the company.”

Tim had stopped drinking his coffee and eating his cake and was now frowning at Dale. It was obvious Tim was agitated because his display of opposition was out of character and differed from his normal cordial nature.

Noticing this, Dale attempted to smooth out the vibe at the table. Normally he would’ve reveled in conflict, but he was actually trying to bestow assistance, or at least was leading up to doing so through his typical pompous temperament. “Look, Tim,” Dale said with the most amiable tone he could muster, “what I’m getting at is that you need to take command of your life or you’re not going to go anywhere. I don’t know all the details regarding the promotion you didn’t receive, but—”

“That’s because you weren’t listening,” Tim interrupted, still agitated.

Dale ignored Tim’s outburst and continued, “As I was saying, I don’t have all the facts, nor do I want to, but I do know Judy took enough command of her life to achieve a goal she set out for herself.” Then after a pause, he added, “By the way, is this Judy hot?”

“This is obviously something I’m very displeased with, Dale, and I’m not going to satisfy your misplaced horniness with an answer to that immature question,” Tim snapped and adjusted his lanky frame in his seat.

Dale couldn’t help but laugh, and then explained himself. “It’s not an irrelevant question. I’m saying maybe she got the promotion solely based on her looks, her hotness.”

Tim noticeably calmed down. “Not particularly, but our manager is quite fond of her, so it’s possible he finds her attractive.”

Dale threw up a hand in the air as a gesture that said There you go. Then he said, “Therefore, Judy used what she had available in her arsenal to solidify her advancement while you were busting your butt, code after code, going about it the wrong way.”

Tim replied, “My exceptional work should’ve negated all physical considerations.”

“Ahh, but it didn’t, did it?” Dale pointed out. “You need to do everything in your power to get what you want, use everything at your disposal. Other people, like your manager, have their own agendas and couldn’t care less about what’s right and fair.”

Tim was processing Dale’s words and thinking of a fitting response. “So you’re saying I should throw all my principles out the window and start working people over left and right in order to get what I want, ignoring any possible repercussions, moral or otherwise? Or basically, become like you?” He gestured toward Dale. Tim only spent time with Dale when Jeremy was also present. They were friends of a friend, but since they assembled every other week, it suggested they were actually friends.

“Listen,” Dale said while adjusting in his seat. “You believe your labor was better than your colleagues, so you deserved the promotion, right?”

“Yes,” Tim quickly replied. “I definitely deserved it.”

“Then would you say that it would be unethical to perform some extracurricular activities in order to obtain what is rightfully yours?” Dale asked, slowly working up to justifying his stance on the matter and enlightening his straitlaced friend.

“It depends on what you mean by extracurricular activities. I’m not going to hire a hit man to whack Judy.”

Dale displayed a facial gesture that inferred Tim’s suggestion wasn’t a bad idea, and appeared to be mentally writing it down—a yellow Post-it note placed on the wall in his brain for possible future actions—but instead he said, “Come on, I’m not talking about murder.” He rolled his eyes theatrically. “I’m talking about investing some time in methodical actions—that are justified—to ensure other people don’t deny your advancement. Working hard isn’t enough by itself to move your career forward. People will repeatedly steal your chances of success because they will invest time in what matters to achieve their goals. It’s the ones who do what’s necessary to succeed that prosper.”

Dale paused to take a sip of his coffee, and then continued. “You already have the first step down, Tim. You’re an exceptional employee. This means you may not have to perform that many actions outside the normal scope of your daily duties to make progress.”

“Quit being so cryptic and ambiguous with your explanation,” Tim said, showing signs of impatience. “What are these actions you speak of?”

Dale knew that if he came directly out with examples of mischievous actions, goody-two-shoes Tim would immediately shut down and reject anything further he had to say. He needed to spend more time validating the necessary actions that Tim wanted examples of, and somehow convince or even trick Tim into thinking such misdeeds were prudent and not immoral. Dale thought this way because he believed the end justified the means.

Knowing Tim was a sucker for logical deduction and facts, he would pursue that avenue to entice Tim to step into the realm of blurred ethical lines where right and wrong weren’t as apparent and defined, or didn’t even matter. Dale also knew that if he could convince Tim before he alighted at the subway’s terminus of his argument, Jeremy, who had been listening but had not weighed in with his opinions, would assimilate to his ideology somewhere along the journey as well. Jeremy lived in a world where philosophical ideas were paramount and the big picture always superseded the minor details, so he tended to be less rigid about societal notions of right and wrong. Dale knew Jeremy had a moral compass akin to Tim’s, but he wasn’t as law-abiding and virtuous when the big picture allowed him to bypass manmade, illusory lines drawn in the sand.

Dale wondered why he was wasting time trying to convince them, because using the tools of success for himself was all that mattered. He guessed he was doing it because it was an interesting project.

“Let me first convey the nature of the situation,” Dale ventured. “There are some very important concepts that need to be addressed before getting to specific examples of actions one can take. Besides, the examples are pointless without the reasons to back up why they’re done.”

A frown appeared on Tim’s face, expressing his impatience and irritability of Dale not getting to what he thought was the point of the conversation. But with a renewed wave of tolerance, he decided to sit back in his chair, relax, and see where Dale was going with this. “Fine. You have the floor,” Tim resigned. “Do your worst.”

“Oh, I intend to,” Dale quipped with a shit-eating grin plastered on his face. “So you invest heaps of time and money in your education to acquire the skills and a degree needed to comfortably place yourself in a career that will not only financially sustain yourself and pay off your college debt, but also provide for your family.”

Dale took another sip of coffee and bit into his croissant while Tim and Jeremy anxiously waited for him to get back to his dialogue. “It used to solely be a man’s job to bring home the bacon, but in today’s day and age where the sexes are equal, a woman is just as likely to bring her share of the bacon home for her family, or herself. Take your wife for example, Tim. She’s undoubtedly the breadwinner in your family.”

A noticeable nerve struck Tim’s constitution, and then a perceptible wash of shame poured over his face, but he stayed quiet to see where Dale was taking the point.

Dale continued, “As an attorney, your wife represents some pretty shady companies and individuals, which is the function of a lawyer. Does she sit around whimpering about ideologies and ethics? No. She’s employed by clients and does what’s necessary to win each case to provide for her family, you and her son, Ricky—”

“His name is Raymond,” Tim interrupted.

“Ricky, Raymond, Rudolph, Rapist, whatever. Doesn’t matter. Don’t interrupt me.” Dale paused to glare at Tim, nonverbally threatening him into a state of passivity before continuing with his speech. “Why should any other vocation be different than a lawyer’s? Everyone should use their full capacity to win that case, to get that promotion, to advance in life and luxuriate in attained wealth, possessions, vacations ...” 

Then Dale shifted gears to prey on Tim’s shame. “Even though females are now equals in the workforce, don’t you want to make your family proud by adding your equal contribution to the family coffer?”

“Yes, of course I do, but so far it isn’t in my power to do so,” Tim pleaded. “I can’t promote myself.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Dale said, pointing an index finger upward to add emphasis to the point he was about to make. “You are the only person who can promote yourself. It’s not your fault the person who’s in charge of deciding which employee receives the promotion doesn’t possess the facts to make a fair choice. Or worse yet, this hypothetical person knows you’re the best candidate but appoints someone else due to their preference or their agenda.”

To finish off his point, Dale switched back to the lawyer analogy, which seemed to be working quite nicely, he deduced from having observed Tim’s demeanor. “Like a lawyer winning a case, you need to apply all your abilities and skills in order to seize a promotion by taking action outside of your typical duties. These actions taken are similar to telling a white lie. It’s harmless and the results are almost assured to fall in your favor, providing you’re a good liar.”

Jeremy jumped into the conversation. “It’s apparent that the Great Recession that started in 2008 America had to deal with—and the rest of the world—isn’t going to be completely alleviated in a particular amount of years. Don’t believe for a second the fabricated data they keep pitching that declares we’ve taken a turn for the better and are now thriving. Big companies may be thriving again, but individuals are definitely not. This is the new norm. It’s the ugly state the worldly system has morphed into.”

They both sat their staring at Jeremy, blinking, wondering whether he’d just decided to change the subject of the conversation with no warning or if his statement was somehow relevant to the topic.

Tim raised his palms in confusion. “I’m not sure I agree with that statement, but anyway, this is relevant because ...”

“It’s relevant because this change creates fewer job positions, less frequent promotions, and so people have adapted to being more vicious in order to advance, or even to keep their current positions. Scarcity tends to breed viciousness,” Jeremy explained. “The old phrase it’s a dog-eat-dog world has never been more appropriate than it is today. People are scared they won’t be able to provide for their families, or even themselves, which provokes them to do unscrupulous deeds they normally wouldn’t have stooped to if the world actually had returned to economic growth, or even stability, for the individual, not just for companies.”

“But the data does show we’ve turned the corner and are now fiscally stable,” Tim debated, trying to win at least one argument for the day.

Dale quickly disputed Tim’s flimsy rebuttal. “Look around. People are working more hours than they ever have before and earning less money than ever. There’s a record number of people in debt or floating by paycheck to paycheck, saving nothing for the future, or even for that next minor monetary setback—vehicle repairs, dental treatment, hospital bills ... Do you call that turning the corner?”

Feeling defeated, Tim sulked and slumped back in his chair, depleted of any opposing arguments. Then he decided to take the high ground to make them feel guilty. “No matter the situation,” Tim said with a righteous expression on his face, “one should never lower themselves to unethical behavior in order to succeed in any endeavor.”

Dale eyeballed Tim. “Haven’t you been listening to anything I’ve been saying? The lawyer analogy that I so eloquently presented in front of your dumbass?” Dale spouted, expressing irritation for having to repeat himself. He was known for having a short fuse and often gave people derogatory handles.

Then Dale recomposed himself, if only for the sake of being able to better persuade Tim to participate in nefarious deeds that Dale felt were justified being that society at large had been bastardized, and fighting fire with fire was the only method for victory. So Dale continued, but this time with a reserved demeanor. “It’s only unethical if you use a scheme to acquire a promotion you didn’t deserve. Okay?” He continued before Tim could answer, leaving Tim’s mouth ajar in pre-rebuttal. “If you truly deserve a promotion and get passed over for it, someone has acted unethically toward you. And let me tell you, most people won’t think twice about doing it. Also, I’m not saying you should stop working hard at your job, but rather, I’m saying you need to apply some effective tactics alongside your strong work ethic in order to be fruitful in the grand scheme of things. For example, gossip, whether it’s true or not, could be spread throughout the workplace about a certain colleague who could jeopardize your chances of grasping that coming promotion—mind you, and this is important—a colleague who doesn’t deserve to get that promotion. Therefore, the gossip that would normally appear villainous would in fact be justified.”

Perceiving that he was getting through to Tim on some level, Dale quickly continued, as to not lose pace. Like a boxer witnessing his opponent stumbling around the ring after receiving a damaging punch and rushing to deliver that one tactical, powerful blow to end it all. “In other words, if you let your ideas of ethics repeatedly hinder your actions for survival,” he paused shortly and then slowly enunciated four words with emphasis, “you will go extinct.” Then he followed it up in a mockingly high-pitched tone while waving his hand, “Bye-bye little Timothy, bye-bye.” Then he returned to his normal tone, “It’s basic Darwinian shit.”

Realizing he was having a little too much fun at Tim’s expense, and that ridiculing him was counterproductive toward his efforts, Dale articulated in a serious and concerning tone, “No, but seriously. All your hard work will have been for nothing if it’s not recognized and rewarded, and I’m sure your work ethic is exceptional, Tim. I don’t doubt for a second that you deserved the promotion you speak of. I’m just trying to dispense some wisdom in order to see you succeed at your job.” 

If anyone else had uttered these words, they would’ve fallen flat on the floor, stinking of flattery. Dale knew this, but since it was absolutely out of character for him, he presumed Tim might bite.

Tim didn’t fully take the bait, but Dale’s nice words, which rarely flowed out of his mouth, had at least erased the ridiculing remarks he had just made. It also appeased to Tim’s nature of wanting to be accepted and admired. “Hypothetically speaking,” Tim said, “let’s say that I do apply a tactic and it backfires, getting me fired.”

Dale was pleased that Tim was even hypothetically considering playing his game. “That’s precisely why you would methodically plan out your strategy and only use it if you were certain it couldn’t backfire. If you’ve put enough thought and intelligence into the scheme—and it goes without saying that we’re all highly intelligent people at this table—it should be successful, or at least have no reverse results. Instead of worrying about unforeseeable circumstances, you would confidently construct a scheme down to the minutest detail for your particular work environment and situation,” Dale reassured Tim.

Still not being sold, Tim sighed, “I just don’t know if I have it in me ... and I’m still not certain it would even produce results.”

“Well, I put it to the test already,” Dale confided with a mischievous sparkle in his eyes, “and it’s working for me.”

Dale sported a shit-eating grin as Jeremy and Tim stared wide-eyed across the table at him. They were intrigued by what he would say next, what scheme he had already enacted, and what it had done for him.

“You dirty rat,” Jeremy laughed. “You were holding out on us this whole time. You’ve already done the deed. Well, knowing you, I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Hey, I’m offended by that comment,” Dale joked, still sporting his grin, not being the least bit offended. Actually, he was gratified by the remark because it implied that he was a man who knew how to get things done. A man of action, a go-getter. Not someone like Tim, who couldn’t get his ass off the toilet to save his life, sitting around all day creating excrement instead of progress.

Dale slowly reached into his inside suit pocket and produced a piece of paper, all the while never taking his eyes off Jeremy and Tim, glancing back and forth at each of them while smiling broadly like a Cheshire cat. He unfolded the piece of paper and held it in his hands, but instead of explaining anything further, he kept staring at them, not looking down at the paper, basking in their curiosity.

“Quit stalling!” shouted Jeremy. He could see Dale was milking the suspense for all it was worth. “I’m going to go inside and get another cappuccino instead of staring at your silent, grinning face.” Jeremy feigned getting out of his seat by putting both hands on the armrests of his chair and lifting up slightly.

“Okay, okay,” blurted Dale. “Sit down. Let me explain the powerful piece of paper I’m holding in front of your stupefied faces. This isn’t the piece of paper that got the job done. This is just a copy I made so I could share it with you gents.”

“But what is it?” Jeremy demanded. “Get on with it. I’m going to hurl the remnants of my chocolate cake onto your nicely pressed suit if you don’t spill the beans.”

Dale was a stockbroker at Stryker & Marshall, one of the biggest brokerage firms in America. He always wore a suit when he went out in public, even when he wasn’t working, because there was always that odd chance he might cross paths with a client, or a possible future client. But regardless of clients, it assisted in reinforcing his pompous mentality that he was superior to others. He flaunted his suits and wore them like they were a piece of himself, an outer shell that created a buffer zone between his vainglorious identity and the peasants that made up most of the population. So naturally he flinched when he heard Jeremy threatening the cleanliness of his suit, his image.

“It’s a love letter,” Dale revealed, which immediately caused Jeremy and Tim to bust up laughing, Jeremy almost falling on the ground. Dale was the furthest thing from a romantic. He was perpetually single—not by choice—and his occasional dating endeavors, when they occurred, were fleeting.

“Settle down, you clowns,” barked Dale. Not appreciating being the brunt of a joke, he decided to make haste at explaining the letter. “Masquerading as a colleague of mine, I wrote this affectionate letter to the wife of one of my colleagues’ clients.”

Jeremy chuckled. “Leave it to you to use romance as a weapon instead of an act of endearment. That’s rich. How did you think of the idea?”

“The idea was preordained to reach me in order to rectify the Edward situation. Edward is the colleague I’m speaking about. He’s a dipshit who blindly stumbled into his position through connections. About seven months ago there was a lot of chatter at the firm that I’d be the one moving up to handle medium- to large-sized investors, but Edward received the position purely because he’s the brother-in-law of a senior executive vice president at Stryker & Marshall. He didn’t get the job by means of a proficient or savvy skillset. The man’s as dense as a fuckin’ flapjack!”

“But how did you deliver the letter to the client’s wife?” Tim asked, trying to comprehend how Dale had pulled off the deceptive plan. “And if you sent it via normal postal service, how did you make sure the husband got to it first and was enticed and bold enough to open his wife’s mail?”

Dale smiled. “That’s a good question, Tim. Let me tell you how I made sure it went down successfully without a hitch. Let it be your introductory lesson in your new class of Scheming 101. I tailed the client out of the building and followed him home so I’d know where to deliver the letter personally.”

“Couldn’t you just have found out the client’s address by snooping in your coworker’s office, or something easier?” Jeremy interrupted with his curiosity.

“I thought of that. There was a chance I could’ve been caught by Edward, or someone else on the floor might’ve noticed and reported it after the scheme had finished working its magic. Following Edward’s client home was definitely more time consuming, but it was the safest way to go about it. Remember what I said earlier? Plan the scheme so there’s no possible way of it backfiring on you. Following him home also ended up giving me the frosting on the cake toward making the love letter really sizzle, as I found out his wife is a big Jane Austen fan.”

“What? Did you talk to her?” Jeremy asked, twisting his facial expression as he contemplated how unintelligent that move would have been.

“Of course not!” Dale rebuked. “That would’ve been moronic. While concealed within my car, I used my high-grade binoculars to look through a large window. I noticed a hardcover collection of Jane Austen novels—Pride and Prejudice, Sense and Sensibility, Mansfield Park, the lot. This was the spice for the letter that I was lacking. I’d sprinkle in some of that feminine Austen romanticism for her to get wet over. Well, more for her husband to steam in hatred over when he opened her mail. Then, on an early Saturday visit, my second visit to spy upon their house to see if I could glean anything else useful, I noticed the client returning to his house after a morning jog. He collected the mail and scanned the letters in the front yard before he strolled into the house. You know how religious these suburbanites are with their jogging routines. I figured he must have done this exact same routine every Saturday morning, so I’d be able to stealthily place the letter in their mailbox before he returned from his jog.”

“I see, but how did you know he would open his wife’s mail upon seeing a letter addressed to her?” Tim asked for the second time.

“I did two things to ensure he’d open it. I used a red pen to write her name on the envelope with big, looping, old-fashioned cursive, and I didn’t seal the envelope. I folded it inside instead.”

“Nice,” Jeremy said with reverence for Dale. “That way he’d know he wouldn’t be caught for opening her mail. A quick peek inside and no one would be the wiser if the letter didn’t show she was having an affair. Read us the copy of the letter,” Jeremy pleaded, giddy as a school girl. “Are you going to frame it and hang it on your wall at home or something?”

“No, I’ll dispose of it properly. Can’t leave any trace of evidence that could lead back to me. I only made a copy so I could share it with you fine lads on this most auspicious day. Here it goes,” Dale cleared his throat for dramatic effect and read the letter with his best British accent.

Dear Caroline,


I hope this letter finds you, and finds you well. I revel in the attraction that has lifted us to a higher tone of beauty. Before our courtship transpired, I thought of myself as a man who had nothing to give the world but labour and indifference. But now I stand on the eternal precipice of longing for your desires and quick witted nature. Recalling our first night of ecstasy, after my long walk home, I required a long application of solitude and reflection to realize the nature of our engagement and how it had eloquently pointed out the loss of spice and flavour in my life.

I dream of whisking you secretly away from your needle-nosed husband of great girth who lathers all his affections towards the pursuit of acquiring endless money and pampering his dreadful basset hound. I long for the next encounter of bestowing my attention upon your perfumed, supple bosoms. That of which I attest I will never tire. I will endeavour to subdue my commonplace business affairs and toils for the happiness you deserve. The want of graciousness and warmth will lead me repeatedly towards our hidden cottage in which providence has placed us. There by the warmth of the fire burning in the hearth, we will remain in high spirits and good humour.

May your foolish husband, with his ridiculous moustache, wither away from our favourable idea of procuring everlasting happiness. For he is a tremendous twat who I shall honourably chew up and spit upon the dirty streets for you, my love. Then, for good measure, we’ll prance in delight upon his remains until his basset hound swallows every last bit of his bits.



Affectionately yours,

Edward

“Whoa, somebody put in some hours at the library sifting through Jane Austen novels,” Jeremy said with a chuckle. “But that last part isn’t very Austeny, is it?”

“I broke from style to hit it home. I had to make the husband as furious as possible to ensure he’d hold back nothing when it came time to not only dropping his broker, but also sharing the offense with his friends, many of whom are also medium- to large-sized investors with Stryker & Marshall. This would ensure those investors to shift over to working through me, the broker they should’ve been working with in the first place.”

“How can you be so positive?” Tim interjected. “What if those investors decided to leave Stryker & Marshall for a different brokerage firm all together?”

“Because the offense was a private matter, and these investors have been profiting from our firm’s direction for decades. When it comes to finances, you don’t switch horses due to a private matter. You simply rectify the private matter by canning the jockey and staying with the same horse, provided that horse keeps winning of course.”

They all took a sip from their coffee mugs.

Dale placed his mug down and continued his story. “On the day I placed the envelope containing the letter in their mailbox, I left a little gift for the client to ensure he’d be aggravated even before reading the letter. By means of observation, I knew the client’s weekly jogging route around his neighborhood. So I placed a rather large pile of feces directly around a blind corner the client races around. I was expecting him to merely step in it, but when I saw him returning to his house early, it was apparent it had worked out better than I anticipated. From my parked car’s vantage point, I saw him approaching his house with a good portion of his pants and shirt covered in excrement, feces trailing off his running shoes on every stride.”

Jeremy interrupted in order to gain more information. “That sounds like a considerable amount of excrement. Did you spend a whole day driving around collecting dog poo or something?”

“Collecting dog droppings was my initial idea, but then I quickly realized that task would be far too arduous and time consuming. So instead, I shat in a large garbage bag for a week.”

In unison, Jeremy and Tim recoiled with grimaces.

“I know, tell me about it. It was disgusting. I had to keep the garbage bag in my garage for a week. But I didn’t know how much of it would stick to the inside of the bag and not come out onto the street when I dumped it, so I wanted to make sure the amount was adequate.”

Tim shook his head. “No, I’m reacting to the thought of that poor jogger rolling around in your fecal matter. Then having to sport it all the way home until being able to clean it off.”

With wide eyes, Jeremy said, “He must’ve been pretty well caked with excrement after falling into a week’s worth.”

Dale shrugged his shoulders like the matter was insignificant. “Yeah, well, you do what you gotta do. And yes, he most certainly was well-caked and angrily stewing in my dumpings when he arrived back at his house and reached into his mailbox to go through his mail.”

Jeremy was surprised. “The guy didn’t bother to clean himself before going through his mail?”

Dale sported an oh-well expression. “Urbanites, they stick to their routines, even when caked in excrement apparently. I was surprised too. I thought I’d have to wait in my car till he got all cleaned up and came out to collect his mail, but luckily his hands being free of excrement was good enough for him. So while seething, he reaches into his mailbox, collects his mail, and sifts through it until he reaches The Letter. From behind my binoculars, I could see by the curious look on his face that he had momentarily forgotten about the feces dripping from his jogging attire. He stared at my beautifully written cursive for a whole five seconds before turning the envelope over to notice it wasn’t sealed. He slid the letter out of the envelope and began reading. His face started to contort, incrementally building with hatred the more he read. When he finished, it looked like he was going to explode. Even though my car was parked at a safe distance, I found myself slouching down in my seat, not wanting to be caught at the end of his vile gaze if he happened to look around the neighborhood. Then he widened the envelope and shook it upside down. I imagine he was wondering if something like glitter in the form of hearts would come falling out.” Dale laughed. “After nothing fell, he threw the rest of the mail on the ground and stormed into the house with The Letter in hand. Worrying about dragging my shit around his house appeared to not be an issue in his mind after reading The Letter. I got a good chuckle when I noticed the first thing he did after entering the house. He marched over to his wife’s Jane Austen novels, scooped a handful of my dung off his person, and amply slathered it across the tops of those leather-bound novels. Imagine it, he was so enraged that the repulsiveness of handling my excrement was outweighed by his hatred. I’d say I did my job well in constructing that letter. As I slowly drove past his house with my window rolled down and a smile on my face, I heard shouts emanating from his house. Enraged yelling billowed from their loving home as I drove by on that delightful Saturday morning.”

Tim shook his head and muttered under his breath, “You’re one sick individual.”

“So how did it go down? Did Edward get fired or what?” Jeremy asked, not knowing exactly how long ago it was that Dale had orchestrated the scheme he had just told them.

“After a period of time passed, it all fell into place as I assumed it would. There was no possible way the firm could retain Edward as a broker due to the heat the client and the client’s friends directed at Stryker & Marshall’s CEO. Naturally, he got fired and those clients are now working with me.”

“Wait!” Tim shouted. “All of this has already transpired? I’m a bit confused about the timetable of events. You didn’t say anything about this scheme two weeks ago at our last luncheon.”

“First, this isn’t a luncheon since we’re just friends getting together for a casual meal. A luncheon is a formal meal as part of a business meeting or entertaining a guest. It’s what I have with clients, not with you,” Dale corrected Tim, looking him up and down, insinuating that he’d never have a luncheon with someone who wasn’t wearing a suit, or at least some type of attire that conveyed professionalism and respect. “Secondly, this all transpired a while ago. I didn’t want to speak about it till it was all done and had gone my way.”

“In other words, till you could gloat about it,” Jeremy said with a smile, in half admiration. “So you brought a copy of the letter to our lunch to unveil it in a premeditated fashion when the timing was right, sometime after your planned spiel about creating your own success by pulling off schemes at the office.”

Dale gave Jeremy a slight nod of his head with squinted eyes to subtlety confirm Jeremy’s assumption, but not to fully admit it, which he believed would belittle his actions. Then he slipped a hand into a pocket of his suit pants and produced a lighter. Holding up the copy of the letter, he lit a corner on fire, and then fully extended his arm to avoid tarnishing his suit with fire or smoke. When the paper was three-fourths burned he released it, letting it fall to the ground, eyeing it to make sure every last bit of it burned to eradicate any evidence of his crime.

An old lady dining with her husband at a nearby table scowled at Dale. “Excuse me, sir,” she snapped. “This is a public place of dining, not your backyard. You can’t just burn things here.”

Her husband followed in agreement, protecting his role as the male in the relationship. “Yes, have some respect.”

Dale fixed a cautionary glare at the old man and slowly said, “I’ll make your face the main ingredient in that soup of yours.”

In defeat, the old man lowered his gaze down at his soup and muttered something unintelligible while his wife shook her head and grumbled, “Today’s youth ... no respect.”

Tim was slightly ashamed for sitting at the same table with Dale and presented an expression to the surrounding café patrons looking their way that he wasn’t endorsing Dale’s actions and words, only condoning them. Luckily the surrounding patrons quickly dismissed the commotion and went back to their conversations.

Unfazed, Dale returned to administering the final touches to his argument. “The point is ... who knows how long it would’ve taken me to reach my current level at Stryker & Marshall if I had remained passive, letting other undeserving colleagues scrape their way past me.”

“A man of action is a man who gets things done,” Jeremy said. “Considering Edward unjustly moved into your position, your actions seem arguably justified to me. On the surface your actions would appear malicious, but after possessing all the details about the matter, your actions are debatably warranted. Well, maybe not the bit about the pile of shit.” Jeremy slid his chair back and stood up. “Okay, I’m going to order another cappuccino now. When I return, I think we should enlighten Tim on the concept of justification.”

As Jeremy was walking away, Tim said, “Maybe Dale’s actions were justified, but I’m struggling with the ethics of the situation.”

It was clear to Dale that much headway had been accomplished in making them see things his way. Tim needed more work, but if he didn’t come around during this lunch, Dale wasn’t going to waste any more time trying to convince him. Tim could rot in his current work situation for all he cared. But the lunch wasn’t over yet, and he was in a good mood, so he took advantage of the progress he’d made and proceeded to gently reiterate the weighty and influential points.

When Jeremy returned, he joined Dale in gently coaxing Tim through his unwavering stance on ethics that had shaped his reasoning. Their conversation went on for another two hours, delving into all correlating concepts, philosophies, viewpoints, and arguments, causing their lunch gathering to stretch longer than usual.
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Chapter 2
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Throughout the next two weeks, Tim couldn’t stop thinking about the conversation at the Garden Oasis Caffè. His lingering anger for having been passed over for the promotion was the main reason he kept replaying the café conversation in his mind. He wanted to adapt an outlook akin to Jeremy’s and Dale’s—well, maybe not Dale’s, he’s an asshole—but he couldn’t get past the wall of ethics he had built in his mind throughout his upbringing. Normally he wouldn’t even bother questioning his ideology, but if in fact there were exceptions to the rules of ethics—irregularities he hadn’t uncovered because the road of life never took him down that path before—then maybe he could skirt some undefined rules and bypass the wall that kept him from progressing in his career. He was currently twenty-five years old and didn’t want to be languishing in the same circumstances five years down the road.

It was times like these where he appreciated the distraction a family outing afforded. His family dined at the Lucky Joy Chinese Restaurant once a month for dinner. At a square table, his wife, Amber, sat across from him. His step-son, Raymond, sat to the left of him.

Amber had already downed a glass of cabernet sauvignon and was working on her second. She was prone to babbling endlessly after consuming enough alcohol, and she had reached that state. She was rattling on about her current case like she was reading the stenographer’s transcript for the day’s testimonies. The client she was representing seemed to be part of the Italian Mafia—or what was left of it in America—who had made their way into the brave new world of the West Coast.

“... so before the proceedings, Frank turns to me and says, ‘Who should I whack in this courtroom to make me innocent? I’ll whack that fuckin’ judge if that’s what it takes. Just advise me and I’ll rub-out whoever. A little rubbin’ goes a long way, or, apply a little righteous rubbin’ and a person becomes rubbish is what my British friend used to say.’ ” Amber snickered over her glass of wine after she finished mimicking her client.

Tim slowly ate while listening to his wife. Amber was six years his senior. She wasn’t strikingly beautiful, but her face was still easy on the eyes, and her long blond hair and slender athletic body—obtained from a dedicated workout routine—definitely were attractive to the average person. Exercising, she would say, was her way of transmuting the chaotic energy she brought home from the courtroom, but Tim figured she was the one creating most of the chaotic energy in the courtroom, since she reveled in the art of debate.

Tim and Amber were a bit of an odd match if you solely took into account the duties of her job and the feelings she expressed when explaining her cases. But once her job was put aside, her outlook on life wasn’t too much different from Tim’s, at least that was Tim’s assumption. When she was on the job she was a whole different person, virtue went out the window. She believed her attorney license granted her immunity from morality. She was just doing her job, and she did it very well.

Raymond wasn’t listening to his mother. He was in a world of his own, face buried in his phone, completely immersed in one of his video games. Raymond was a short and fat fifteen-year-old kid with emotionless eyes on a big, round head. A party and too much beer was the reason he existed. Amber birthed him when she was sixteen, never knowing for sure who the father was, and never caring. Raymond spent more time being raised by his grandmother than by Amber. She wasn’t going to let one drunken slip-up detour her from her dreams of becoming a renowned lawyer, so she applied her full attention on her studies and the bar exam, shoving Raymond into the recesses of her mind. She never pondered the consequences of her son receiving a lack of attention and love from his mom.

Tim had tried to be a father figure to Raymond from the beginning of his relationship with Amber, but he stopped trying when he received zero feedback from Raymond throughout the course of dating Amber. At the wedding, two years ago, Tim acknowledged that Raymond was simply baggage—heavy, round baggage—that came along with his lovely wife.

After pausing from her ramble to take another gulp of wine, Amber looked over at Raymond. “Pay attention to your mother’s story. You might learn something in life other than what type of gun is the most effective at blowing someone’s head off in your video games.” She playfully slapped the back of his head, whacking him harder than she had intended due to her intoxication, causing him to head-butt his phone, knocking it out of his hands and into his plate of chow mein and sweet and sour chicken.

Raymond didn’t blink an eye. He just picked up the phone and continued playing as if nothing happened, even ignoring the bit of sauce that was now on his phone.

“It’s like we don’t exist,” Amber told Tim. “He might as well sew that damn phone to his face.” Then she abruptly returned to blathering on about her current case, continuing to disregard confidentiality, which she only did with her husband. “Anyway, while on the stand, Frank got so delighted about recalling eating a muffuletta sandwich in New Orleans that he almost casually recounted rubbing-out a snitch while he was partaking of the sandwich at the same time. This is what Frank said,” she mimicked his thick Italian-American Brooklyn accent, “ ‘I was doin’ two of my favorite things, eating a muffuletta and rubbin’ out a sni—I mean, uh ... rubbin’ the delicious olive salad from my lips. Central Grocery & Deli, the best. Big Tony would go there all the time. It’s what made Big Tony big.’ ” Amber got a kick out of her impersonation and held back a laugh.

Amber swirled her wine a bit, took another sip, and returned to talking about the case. Tim wasn’t too fond of listening to his wife talk about her cases, but he abided, knowing that she enjoyed it immensely while drinking.

While paying attention to his wife’s story, Tim glanced over at Raymond. He was still lifelessly mashing buttons on his phone, impervious to the outside world. Tim was growing more concerned about Raymond every day. His concern started a year ago when Raymond was involved in an unsettling event—the death of a classmate. It had been regarded as an accident, but lately Tim couldn’t help entertaining the idea that malice might have been involved, given Raymond’s deteriorating attitude. He was never an affable boy, but he had become more distant and emotionless after the event had taken place.

Raymond had been biking through a park on his way to the grocery store, a regular Sunday routine of his. He encountered a classmate, Howard, at the park. Howard had been known to bully Raymond. Something transpired on that tree-hidden path in the park that remains uncertain to this day. If it weren’t for a jogger crossing their path, it’s possible no one would’ve ever known Raymond was even at the scene when the incident occurred. The jogger came upon them after the tragedy occurred and witnessed Raymond preparing to take off on his bike while Howard lay facedown on the ground with a metal spike through his head.

When the cops arrived at the scene and questioned Raymond, he told them, “I don’t know ... he like fell on it, or something. I was just riding my bike to the grocery store when I passed him on the trail. He was walking on the path while I was biking by. He saw me and said hello and then he fell face-first on a spike. I was like, ‘Dude, does that hurt?’ but he didn’t reply or move.” When the cops asked him why he was trying to flee the scene, he said, “I was going to get help on my bike. Maybe doctors could, like, unspike his head or something, like, I don’t know.”

Even though it was a highly irregular incident to have happened naturally, there was no hard evidence to suggest foul play, but that didn’t stop Howard’s parents from threatening to take it to court. So Amber had a private meeting with them. Either she intimidated them or their own lawyer convinced them there wasn’t enough evidence, because they didn’t follow through and never took it to court. The cops’ ruling as an accident had stood.

At the time, Tim never suspected Raymond could’ve murdered someone, but recently he feared it wasn’t entirely implausible. Raymond’s growing lack of empathy and violent behavior at school were compounding in the last year since the event, which gradually made Tim feel like foul play wasn’t out of the question. Now, he could imagine Raymond putting a spike through a boy’s head and nonchalantly going back to blowing off people’s heads in the violent video games he played all day. Games with titles like Killing Spree, Headshot Hero, Kill Parade, Random Killings: The Ultimate Hobby, Just another Killing on a Friday Night. “Kill” was a reoccurring word in the titles of his games. Had Raymond fallen prey to video game desensitization? Tim had enough to worry about at work without having to entertain the idea that his step-son was a possible psychopath in the making and might one day drag his oversized head into Tim’s bedroom at midnight and slaughter him while he slept.

“You’re listening to me, right, Tim?” Amber paused from her courtroom stories to question her husband.

“Yes, of course, dear.” Tim smiled and nodded his head.

“... so he says,” Amber continued in the same Brooklyn accent, “ ‘I’m not surprised Big Tony ended up in that well, but I’m surprised his big body made it down to the water below without getting stuck and lodged in the walls of the well. They don’t call him Big Tony for nothin’, ya know. Once he did make it to the water in the well, I’m sure he sunk to the bottom like a goddamn stone. They didn’t call him Big Tony for nothin’ ...’ ”

Tim prodded his sweet and sour chicken with a fork, trying to get a piece of chicken and bell pepper together with a good amount of sauce. He continued to half-listen to his wife rattle on.

“... while a witness—who Frank later had whacked by one of his goons—was testifying, Frank pulled what looked like a business card out of his suit pants and said, ‘If we win this case—and you always do—I’ll give you one of these coupons as a bonus.’ The coupon read GOOD FOR ONE FREE RUB-OUT. Isn’t that something, Tim? How nice of him, right?” Amber said jokingly.

“If you know Frank had someone whacked, how can you possibly represent him?” Tim asked, concerned about his wife’s decisions.

“I don’t know any of the particulars about it. Maybe the guy had it coming. It’s none of my business, really, and it’s not a direct issue for the current case.”

“But if he had someone killed, it proves he’s a murderer. Isn’t he on trial for murder?”

“Yeah, sure, but it’s for a different murder,” she said, switching to her serious courtroom poker-face. “As his lawyer, I need to solely direct my attention at the matter at hand. The matter, and only the matter, that I was professionally retained to execute.”

“Execute is a fitting word for the scenario,” Tim said. “Sounds like what should be done to this Frank guy.” Then he quickly added, “If that witness had it coming, maybe someone will off Frank, because it sounds like he has it coming, probably had it coming for a long time now.”

“Maybe, but no one better off him before my case is finished,” Amber said, reaching for the wine bottle and emptying the remaining contents into her glass. “I’m set to win this case and bring my tally to seven rulings in my favor and zero against.”

Tim already knew she had never lost a case, but she loved mentioning it. She put everything she had into winning cases. It was a game to her and she was very competitive about games, also at winning arguments. She wanted to be the next Ruth Bader Ginsburg and go down in history as one of the best female lawyers of all time.

After another gulp of wine, Amber continued, “If someone offed Frank Panicucci, the case would be dismissed. All my hard work would’ve been for nothing. Post-mortem trials are very rare, so the case wouldn’t live past his death. Frank isn’t enough of a major player to warrant providing justice for society in a posthumous trial.”

Tim took pride in his wife’s success and her courtroom capabilities, even if he didn’t fully believe in her rules of conduct regarding her profession. In fact, her courtroom prowess and power rather turned him on. He wasn’t the type of husband who dwelled in bitterness and jealousy for having a wife who financially bested him. Rather, he worried she might begin to resent him for not living up to his potential and not being an equal talent in the business world.

“Looks like we’re about finished. Should we get the bill?” Tim asked Amber.

She silently nodded her head in agreement while reaching for her wine glass.

Tim looked over at Raymond and saw him still virtually killing people, eyes transfixed and glazed over. “You finished, sport?” No reply was given. Using a subject that might interest his step-son, he tried again, “How many headshots did you administer during the meal?” Not even the slightest awareness was shown on Raymond’s face that someone was trying to communicate with him. Tim rolled his eyes and raised a hand to signal for the bill.

Their Chinese waitress walked over and absently placed their bill on the table and walked away. Tim scanned the bill to check its accuracy. After seeing kung pao chicken on the bill, he realized they never received that particular dish. They got the sweet and sour chicken and the General Tso’s chicken, but not the kung pao. He signaled to the waitress again.

When she returned Tim told her, “We never got the kung pao chicken, but you billed us for it.”

The Chinese waitress said, “Oh, we make it now. No problem.”

Tim politely shook his head. “That’s okay, we’re full enough and are ready to leave. You can just take it off the bill.”

The waitress’s eyes went wide like she had just been told the world was going to end. “Let me look at bill.” She rudely snatched the bill out of his hands without warning, put it right in front of her intense face, and thoroughly studied it as if her life depended on it.

Twenty seconds had passed and she was still aggressively eyeing the bill. Tim was getting agitated. It isn’t rocket science, lady, just take it off the bill, he thought, but said nothing aloud in order to be polite.

Finally she spoke, “I did bring kung pao chicken. You ate it. You forgot.”

By the look of the lady’s face, Tim imagined it would ruin the rest of her day if she didn’t get the money for that dish. She seemed to think it was already her money if it was written down on a piece of paper, as if the bill was an important business contract.

He thought about paying the incorrect bill in order to avoid having to deal with the matter, but he decided he shouldn’t have to pay for something he hadn’t received. Even if he had to deal with some penny-pinching Chinese lady, he wasn’t going to succumb based on principle. “I’m positive we didn’t receive the kung pao chicken,” Tim said politely but with a serious look on his face.

“You order many chicken dish. You must have forget. You should order more vegetable dish. It healthier. Better for brain. Help you remember what chicken you order,” the waitress said in her broken English.

Tim’s agitation had now stepped up to anger. “Eating healthier isn’t the point here. The point is we didn’t receive the kung pao. We got the sweet and sour chicken and we got the General Tso’s chicken, but I know for a fact we didn’t get the kung pao.”

“You order so much chicken, you don’t know what chicken you eat. A lot of chicken on table—you confused. You got chicken on the brain,” the waitress uttered, and feigned a laugh at her own joke, a laugh filled with contempt instead of for humor’s sake.

Tim looked over at his family for help, but they were oblivious to the situation. Raymond was still transfixed on his video game, and Amber was fully concentrated on her phone as well, almost passed out from the amount of wine she had drunk. No problem, I’ll deal with this bitch myself. “Look, lady, we didn’t get the kung pao, so we’re not paying for the kung pao,” Tim said slowly in a belittling tone, as if he was speaking to an infant.

“Kung pao there, that the dish. You got it.” She quickly jabbed a wavering finger at the empty plates on the table, making a quick circular motion out of it, obviously pointing at no specific plate.

“Do you realize you just pointed at virtually every dish on the table? How am I supposed to know what dish you’re talking about?”

She leaned closer to the table and this time pointed in an area between two dishes that had leftover chili peppers. “That dish kung pao. You eat. You pay me.”

Tim realized he was getting nowhere. This lady was as stubborn as a mule, so he decided to try a different angle. “We’ve been coming here for years, every month. Do you really want to lose our business over one plate of kung pao chicken?” He added, “Kung pao chicken that we didn’t receive.”

“You drink many wine. It make your brain turn off. You forget kung pao you eat. It in your stomach, so it not here on table for me to point at. Later you poo and you see chicken and know I’m right. You feel very bad then.”

“Are you really going to lose our repeat business over a ten-dollar plate?” Tim asked, trying to get the concept through her thick head. The concept of repeat business clearly seemed to be an idea that didn’t exist in her world. As for her poo comment, he wasn’t even going to attempt enlightening the lady as to how the digestion system worked and how it was impossible to discern certain foods from each other by staring at one’s fecal matter in the toilet bowl, especially different chicken dishes where sauce was practically the only deviation. Then he added, “I only drank a little wine. My wife drank most of the bottle. My mind is clear, I assure you.”

The waitress quickly countered, “No, you drink wine bottle. Husbands always the drinker. Wives watch husbands become dumb from drink. Think dumb things, say dumb things, pee in pants while sleeping ... forget about chicken they eat.”

Tim recognized that adding in the last comment about the wine was a bad idea because the lady had completely focused on it and ignored his question about repeat business, which was far more important. He didn’t see the point in asking it again because he was sure she would merely ignore it or counter with some idiotic statement that would seem very intelligent in her pea-sized brain.

Before Tim could reply with anything, the lady continued, “Your son big boy. Maybe he eat all kung pao when you not look at him.” The Chinese waitress scowled at Tim, as if the shame of his son being fat would trump any valid points he had made up to this point.

All the while, Raymond was still in another world, practically drooling over his game as he made his fifty-seventh headshot of the evening. His phone blurting out, “Killing spree! Proceed to kill for extra points or just for pleasure!”

Realizing, again, that he wasn’t getting anywhere with this lady, Tim asked to speak to the manager. The waitress, red-faced and steaming mad like a boiling teapot angrily whistling to be removed from the burner, agreed and promptly stormed off in the direction of the door that led to the restaurant’s kitchen.

Tim could hear some kind of Chinese language being shouted back and forth behind the closed kitchen doors between two people, the waitress and some male. Tim looked around at the other tables in the restaurant to see if other diners were taking heed to the commotion. A few non-Chinese customers were glancing at his table, but none of the Chinese customers seemed to care or notice at all. Half of the clientele in the restaurant were Chinese. Tim thought maybe this was an everyday occurrence for them, something routine that warranted no attention.

Finally, the waitress and a robust Chinese man strode over to their table. Instead of talking to Tim when they arrived at his table, they turned to each other and continued barking back and forth in Cantonese for a good five minutes as if Tim and his family didn’t exist.

From the way they were interacting with each other, Tim gathered they were husband and wife. They must be the owners of the restaurant. It appeared she was filling her husband with every detail that had transpired at the table. Who knows exactly what she was saying, but her husband looked pretty upset as he listened.

Then the man’s grimace disappeared as quickly as a light being switched off. He looked at Tim. “My wife told me about the kung pao chicken problem. Clearly your son is obese and has piled all chicken in his mouth before you noticed or had time to eat any yourself.”

Tim quickly assessed that the husband’s mind had already been poisoned by his wife’s views, and it would probably be hard, or impossible, to change it at this point. Even though the man had started out by accusing his overweight step-son of downing all the chicken without him noticing, he thought coming across politely and logically would alleviate any confusion or lie his wife might have told him. “First, let me just say that my family has been enjoying your wonderful food for years.”

The Chinese man quickly replied, “Yes, you like the chicken a lot, I’m told. You also like wine a lot.”

Ignoring the man’s words, which were clearly more poison his wife had fed him, Tim continued to talk politely. “We always order and enjoy the kung pao chicken on our visits to your fine establishment, so I would know if we had received it or not on this particular visit. My wife drank most of the wine, and my son hasn’t eaten much due to being consumed by his video games.”

“I believe you about your wife,” the man said
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