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In a hopeful attempt to stop the ants, Jack Telda lit his house on fire. 

It had been a normal everyday Tuesday in August. Plans were on track with his counterparts in Brazil to secure vital land. The effects of an abnormally dry summer in Indonesia were causing more severe fires and affecting crop production. And his reports showed the American market still absolutely loved eating dirt cheap beef. Overall, the numbers were good. 

Driving past the expansive lawns and mega-houses of his neighborhood, Jack felt a familiar craving for his normal after-work stiff drink. Today he was looking forward to a single malt. 

Jack pulled his BMW X7 into his four-car garage, and as far as he could tell, everything was still normal. Amy’s car was gone, so she was at spin class, or getting a massage, or at happy hour, or at a friend’s, or something, so the house should be empty, since their baby boy, Jack Jr, would be with her. 

And, as had been normal all summer, when Jack opened the driver door, the sweltering outside air invaded the car’s air-conditioned environment and smacked him in the face. The blast of warmth made Jack consider it had been hot as hell this summer. Abnormally so. Still though, things were mostly normal.

The second Jack stepped onto the concrete floor of his garage, the normality of his day ended. Marching toward him from the garage’s entrance were thousands of single-file lines of ants. 

Uh, Jack thought, what the hell is that? He stared at the hundreds of thousands of ants in tight marching lines for just a second longer. As soon as the thought registered, Jack’s instinct said it was not good. Danger. 

Then flight took over and Jack turned and bolted for his mudroom door, thinking he should put some walls between him and whatever was going on with those ants.

Responding to Jack’s movement, the approaching ant army course-corrected toward the mudroom. The thousands of single-file lines all converged to make one massive column. They created an ant anaconda of sorts. Hundreds of thousands of ants crawling all over one another, and their purpose was clear: get to Jack Telda. 

Panic seeped into Jack’s blood. He hurriedly punched in the keycode, jumped inside the mudroom, and turned around to slam the door shut on the approaching ant horde. Heart pounding, Jack leaned his head against the door and stared at his feet in abject horror, hoping his overpriced home was properly sealed. 

But when he turned around, the wall opposite the door was covered in ants. A flood of tiny little critters was cascading out the bottom of the windowsill. The first wave was just hitting the ground now. Seeing this, Jack didn’t even think. He burst through the next door into the short hallway that lead to the kitchen. 

He violently shut the mudroom door behind him, bounded down the hallway, but ran out of clean flooring by the time his open floorplan kitchen and living area came into view. There before him, the entire first floor of his luxurious suburban home was about two inches deep in ants. Confronted by what had to be millions of them, Jack thought what any reasonable person would think. This can’t be real. He must be in a nightmare. But since he didn’t seem to be waking up anytime soon, he had to deal with it. 

Thinking it’d be easier to deal with the ants in the mudroom and garage, that maybe he could get to his car, Jack took a quick look behind him. Already, the ants from the mudroom were breaching the door, fast on his heels.

What the fuck! Jack so eloquently thought. 

Operating on instinct, in his full business suit, Jack sprinted through the house, imagining the self-defense weapon he could assemble in the upstairs bathroom. With each step, his $1200 leather shoes crushed hundreds of ants on the hardwood floors and fancy carpets.

Jack dashed through the dining room and the foyer to get to the second floor. He kept killing hundreds of ants with every step, but that was nothing compared to the millions more that kept flooding his home each passing moment. 

As he moved through the house and up the stairs, any ants that were not crushed under the soles of Jack’s feet made it onto the tops of his shoes. Then brigades of them found their way onto his woolen pant legs. Some crawled up the outer part of his pants. Some crawled up under them. The ones crawling under his pants went straight for his genitals. 

Jack slapped at his legs and practically punched himself in the balls, feeling hundreds, maybe thousands of tiny little ant legs crawling all over his inner thighs. 

By the time he made it to his bedroom, the ants were everywhere. Covering every square inch of floor and now crawling all over the furniture and onto the walls. The weight of the little critters was pulling him down by the legs. He thought he was going to die drowning in ants. His adrenaline spiked in response. 

In the primary bathroom now, Jack grabbed his wife’s hairspray and the bathroom lighter they used for their overpriced candles. 

Jack then employed his new homemade flame thrower to torch back the ant mass before him. 

After the first blast of fire, he brushed away the ants on the outside of his trousers as best he could. As he did, the sensation of tiny little crawlies underneath his pants intensified. They were now creeping all over his legs and making their way in between his butt cheeks. With a moment’s respite on the ground before him thanks to the fire, Jack stripped off his pants, scratched at his butt crack, threw his pants on the ground, and torched those too. He continued flaming the ground and walls all around him as the ants closed in. 

Now instead of ants in front of him, there was smoke and fire. 

Jack was ready to awake from this nightmare any moment now. 

His cell phone was still in his suit jacket pocket, and he considered calling 911 since the fire bought him some space. But the clear area was short lived since the ants kept barreling down on him. So rather than call 911, Jack made a break for it. 

He stopped every few steps or so to keep incinerating the ants in his way. Though that did little good considering the millions of remaining ants that dutifully took their burned compatriot’s place.

Running out of options, Jack thought there might be relative safety in the great outdoors, so he leaped down the stairs two at a time, hoping he could escape through the front door. But when he got about halfway down the stairway, there was a tsunami of ants where the door should be. The tsunami was crashing down into an ocean of ants that now engulfed the entire first floor of his house. 

In response, Jack kept engaging his flamethrower to buy more time and prevent the ants from pulling him under. 

Up above, smoke alarms started blaring. 

Down below him, everything was covered in ants. The dining table and chairs, the corner cabinet, the couch and loveseat, the coffee table, the TV, the walls and windows, everything. The only clean surface left, as far as Jack could see, was the kitchen island, a good twenty-five yards away. From there, he might be able to make a final hairspray lighter stand. 

Come on, Jack, he told himself. Go for it.

A wave of ants was crashing down the stairs behind him, so he had no time to wait. Jack ignited one more burst of noxious hairspray flames, then turned and went all out to get to the kitchen island. 

Running across the first floor of his house was like running at the beach in knee-deep water. The ants were only shin-high across the floor, but the ones he ran through all congealed as one and reached up at his legs, underwear, shirt, and suit jacket to pull him down along the way. 

At last, Jack made it back to the kitchen. He jumped onto the kitchen island and, once he felt solid footing beneath him instead of ants, Jack pled for his life. “What the FUUCKKKK!” he yelled. “What is happening!?” With nothing else to say, Jack started hyperventilating. 

Now standing on the kitchen island looking at a moving sea of ants in his house, Jack was breathing so fast he felt like he was about to pass out. There were still thousands of ants clinging all over and under what clothes he was still wearing, and the ones on the floor were crawling up the sides of the kitchen island, as if Jack’s body were a massive ant magnet.

Then, the ants crawling all over his body fell off. The ones under his clothes creeped out the bottom of his underwear and his shirt, down his legs, and onto the kitchen island. All the ants on the kitchen island rejoined their kin on the floor beneath him. Still though, millions more kept swamping the house from every entranceway possible. 

If Jack’s wife came home at this moment, she’d be thigh-deep in them. 

With the ants off his body now and seeing the army had at least appeared to stop its forward march on him, Jack’s beating heart slowed enough for him to start breathing normally. As he regained his composure, the ants on the ground in his line of sight began to spread out in an intricate manner. All the while, smoke alarms kept screaming throughout the house.

Jack had to wipe away the sweat and spittle and fear from his face to concentrate on what the ants were doing. As he focused, their movements became clearer and clearer. They were forming a message.  

While the ants joined their little bodies to spell out each letter, Jack read what they had to say: 

Hello Jack, 

As you can no doubt see, if we wanted you dead, we could do it in minutes. Same as the bees and spiders, hornets and flies, and all the other bugs. Any of us could get you anytime, no problem. 

Lucky for you, Jack, we are giving you a chance to redeem your ways. 

We do not want you dead, yet. 

To keep it that way, to eliminate the word yet from that sentence, our advice to you, Jack, is simple: Don’t be an asshole. 

More specifically, don’t make the deal. 

Change how you do business. 

Don’t doom the planet, and you won’t doom yourself.

Respectfully, 

Forcefully, 

The Bugs

Once it was clear Jack was finished reading, the countless millions of ants before him dispersed to the numerous exits. And just like that, the ants left Jack’s house. 

Finally left alone, Jack stood stock-still on the kitchen island, staring into oblivion. He was having a hard time reconciling what had just happened with reality. 

At last, he jumped down from the island and walked over to his liquor cabinet. He poured a three-finger glass of Johnny Walker Blue and downed it in one gulp. Feeling the liquor soothe his insides, he released a tormented ahhh.

Then Jack removed his phone from the inside pocket of his suit jacket and dialed 911.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“Uh,” Jack said, now realizing how crazy he’d sound if he reported everything. “My house is on fire.”
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“Sister, I just don’t know anymore,” said Queen Bean. “Earlier today, a fly saw a human toss a plastic water bottle out the window of his car rather than hold on to it until he got to a trashcan. It stinks. I’m not sure this batch is ever gonna get it right.” Queen Bean’s hive, Hive0A1347KR, was located in Carrabassett Valley, Maine, USA. The humans around her area were not big litterers. 

Queen Bruth, the queen of Hive0B24610PZ, located in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA, warm-heartedly laughed at her sister’s observation. “Honey,” she said, “I love how naïve you can be sometimes. Despite how long we’ve been around, you’re still so innocent. You want to see litter? Do me a favor and access some of the flies’ recordings in Philly, or any major city for that matter—except maybe Singapore and a few others—or better yet, look at the Citarum River.” Queen Bruth’s comments were taken by Queen Bean as they were intended, with goodness and love between sisters. 

Queen Bean and Queen Bruth were two of the few Queen Bees with hives that had sustained throughout all of human history. All nine batches of it. There’s a certain kinship two Bees can develop over hundreds of millions of years. 

Like always, the two Queen Bees were chatting today interdimensionally, across space and time via means humans had yet to access. The way they could communicate across large distances was effectively trans-dimensional telepathy. 

It took Queen Bean a millisecond to check the recordings Queen Bruth was referencing. Seeing all the trash on the streets of Philadelphia and other major cities and even more in that river broke Queen Bean’s heart. “It’s such a shame,” she said. “I thought this batch was really starting to improve its moral trajectory. Just last week, a fly recorded two humans talking about companies they’ve recently heard of that reforest Earth or clean up the oceans as part of their business models.”

“Honey, that’s a piss in the ocean compared to what’s really going on. I know things may look great up in your part of Maine, but down here, in Philly, I have to deal with the total consequences of human society. Across Earth, the humans are clear-cutting football field sizes of forest every minute these days. And tons of plastic are dumped into waterways every second. Both of which far outweigh what these well-intended companies are doing. As you said, it doesn’t appear this batch is going to get it right. Not to mention all the other bad stuff they’re up to on a persistent basis.” 

Now that her sister mentioned all this, Queen Bean allowed herself to recall there were some serious logging operations in her own neck of the woods. But, to be fair, she did hear some of her local humans talking about how logging in their area was being done responsibly, which she never corroborated. But anyways. “So,” Queen Bean said, slightly ashamed of her ignorance, of not accessing all the information that’s immediately available to her at all times as a Queen Bee, “what are we going to do?” 

“Well, that’s a good question. No doubt this batch has created some of the best technology we’ve ever seen. Better than anything from even the days of Atlantis. This batch is also the first to make it to outer space. And they’re just starting to explore the possible wonders of inner space, too. Accordingly, we don’t want to wipe them out if we don’t have to. We don’t want to waste the potential. So, The Bosses have been talking, and we decided to start running a little interference.”

“You don’t mean...” said Queen Bean, unsure what her sister meant.

“I do,” said Queen Bruth. “We are considering taking the classic three-pronged approach.” 

Queen Bean knew she should know what the classic three-pronged approach was. She knew she could access that information in a millisecond on her own accord. But at the same time, she loved chatting with her sister Queen Bruth, a member of The Bosses. So, without asking outright, by simply radiating her curiosity through the dimension in which they were communicating, she asked Queen Bruth to elaborate.

“Oh honey,” said Queen Bruth. “Of course. Prong one, we’re already working on it. We’ve started making targeted contact with key Fence Players around the world, one of whom is in my territory—a guy by the name of Jack Telda. We’d like to make these influential humans fall on the good side of the fence. Prong two: This is the one we’re not sure we’re going to start yet, that is, Directed Elimination. Removing some negative influencers from the field. The hope would be that the absence of these irredeemably bad humans will further bolster our efforts with the Fence Players. And prong three: Coordinated Upgrades, which we are going to start up again. We think it’s finally time to brighten the best of human nature; let it shine even more. Of course, all of this will happen across all the infinite timelines.” 

Queen Bean was ecstatic to hear the news. The Bees haven’t engaged in Coordinated Upgrades in, well, over a hundred fifty years at this point. “That’s amazing!” she said, focusing on the Coordinated Upgrades part. Then, thinking of the other two prongs, Queen Bean’s energy became somber. She asked, “But wait, isn’t making contact with Fence Players and killing negative influencers, I don’t know, risky? I’m wondering what will happen if other humans catch on...”

“Honey, of course it’s risky. But we don’t have much of an option here. We’re running out of time. This batch is close to harming Earth in irreparable ways. You know we can’t let that happen. And like we’ve said, they’re creating some amazing technology. They might actually have a human that triggers Sequence Two, which is another big reason we don’t want to wipe them out if we don’t have to. We figure it’s worth a shot. Best case scenario, we tip the scales in favor of goodness and the humans finally Ascend, therefore prompting us Bees and bugs to Ascend even further. Worst case scenario, some humans catch on, they riot or go crazy or whatever, and we mobilize all bugs to exterminate everyone. Then we just start all over again with a new batch. Same as we would if they were to continue on the trajectory they’re currently traveling. Either way, Earth lives on.” 

“Well, I’ll be,” said Queen Bean. “This is what The Bosses have decided?”

“Indeed, it is,” said Queen Bruth, a member of The Bosses. 

“Well, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little excited,” said Queen Bean. “What a time!” Queen Bean’s mind was abuzz with what this all meant. She wondered who her hive should target for its Coordinated Upgrade. She allowed herself the brief grandiose thought that she might choose the human to trigger Sequence Two. She wondered if The Bosses would be able to properly tip the scales toward Ascension for all.
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Okay, let me introduce myself. I’m Joelle. 

Now, work today, to get Mom off my back, is stacking wood over at my uncle Larry’s. 

Yesterday I made a bunch of cash at my monthly poker game with the crew, as I always do—honestly, I clean them out every time—but my mom says that’s not a good use of my potential and not a reliable source of income. She says I really should put my degree to good use, that I should stop drifting and lolling about so much. She says if only I would focus and apply myself, I could do some great things. I’ve been home for about four months now and she won’t get off my case about it. 

The thing is, she’s not wrong. I know—I feel—I’m not living up to my potential. Though rather than give her some snarky comment whenever she brings this up, like I would have when I was fourteen or something, I just nod my head. “You’re right mom,” I say. “You’re absolutely right.” But then I blame it on the economy, or lack of prospects up here in Maine, or on some other area of focus that’s not me, and I act like there isn’t a world of possibility in the palm of my hand, hidden behind a 5x8 inch screen. 

Anyways.

While I figure my shit out, these hourly gigs with my uncle and whoever else keep my mom at bay. 

Today, uncle Larry told me to swing by whenever, that there was about six hours’ worth of stacking to do. 

“Roger that,” I told him. “We’ll be there at eight.” We in this sense refers to me and my dog Maple. 

Maple, by the way, is my world. She’s my pup. She was found in a box on the side of a road in South Carolina and is a mix of about a dozen or more breeds. She’s brown and white, mostly resembles a collie cattle dog mix, and she weighs about forty-five pounds. She’s the best dog in the world, obviously, and she does everything with me. Walk, run, hike, swim, snuggle, play, camp, party, and lately, mountain bike. She comes with me whenever she’s allowed, which is most places around Carrabassett Valley. And no matter what we do, she loves every single moment, as if it’s the best thing in the whole world. Maple has this wonderful quality of always being completely present and loving whatever life is offering. I learn a lot from her. At least I try to. 

Anyways, this past month, Maple’s been especially loving life. I’ve developed this morning routine of mountain biking, thanks to the full-suspension I bought with the winnings from a poker game that got a little out of control, and Maple finally feels like Mom—that’s me—can keep up with her. We cruise through the trails. And I gotta say, the guys were absolutely right. Mountain biking is ridiculously fun. The perfect spring summer and fall counterpart to winter skiing. I can’t believe I didn’t get into it sooner. 

Living in Carrabassett Valley, there are hundreds of miles of mountain biking trails to explore, since they’re really beefing up the area to create some kind of economy for when the mountain has no snow. Our go-to trail every morning is just down the road from my house, and our route could be anywhere from a two to a one-hundred-mile loop, depending on how we’re feeling. And when I say my house, I really should say my mom’s house. She is technically the one who owns it. It’s just the two of us there with Maple and our boy cat named Sue, who I rarely see. 

Anyways, when I fall into a routine, I really like to ride it out. And the routine of starting my day mountain biking, after water and coffee, has really got me energized lately. So even though I’m due at Uncle Larry’s at eight, I’m still gonna head out for a morning ride today. It’ll just have to be a sunrise one this time. 

I drink a glass of water and a couple shots of iced espresso out on the porch, admiring the pinkness of the morning sky. Then, after my customary hit of weed before doing, well, anything, we’re out the door. “Early one today, Maple girl,” I say, clipping up my helmet as I hop on the saddle. 

“Oh yeah mom!” I say back to myself, but in a voice I made up for Maple. “This is great! Let’s go!”

Of course, as I said that, Maple wagged her butt and flashed me the happiest smile there could possibly be in the entire universe. A smile that beamed a love for life. She spun around in place, and I bet you anything she was thinking something very similar to what I said on her behalf. 

About thirty seconds after leaving the driveway, we’re already at the entrance to the trail. The morning grogginess is still leaving my eyes, but through it, I can’t help but notice a big shiny strand of a spiderweb hovering across the entrance. Which makes sense. I gotta be the first one on the trail today. 

Thinking nothing of it, though, I pass through and the spider strand absorbs itself into my shirt and forearms. 

As I’m riding, I realize: it’s wild how active spiders can be overnight. I guess I just haven’t been first on the trails in a long time. There seems to be a crazy number of these thick ass strands hanging across the trail today. 

Oh well, though. They’re harmless. 

After about the tenth strand I bike through, I put them out of my mind and instead listen to the blissful sounds of riding through the woods. Only my own breath, my tires on the dirt, the hum of bike parts, and Maple’s collar clanging as she keeps up behind me. As I ride today, ideas about what I can do with my life start swirling about in my head. I start thinking maybe I should start a business, or move to Portland to get a legit job, or do something with my potential. I don’t know. Maybe something that can help the world in some small way. 

Anyways.

Per usual, it’s a good day in Maine. 

Okay, so I wrapped up my morning ride, and since today’s work involves some manual labor, I decided not to shower. I ate a quick breakfast then biked over to Uncle Larry’s. Maple, of course, came with. 

Now, Uncle Larry has a few acres tucked away in the woods that he’s cleared and turned into a real Maine paradise. It’s got 365 degrees of Maine Privacy, which Uncle Larry describes as the number of degrees around a house a guy can take a piss without any neighbors seeing him. The property has a bocce court and a small swimming pond, both of which Uncle Larry built, and in retirement, he’s really taken to gardening. He now grows most of the vegetables he needs for the year. I’m stationed at the end of the driveway, stacking the heaping pile of wood under its protective roof. Maple, all tuckered out from our ride, is lying on the grass in the shade. 

I’ve been at it for about an hour and just now Uncle Larry decided to come join me and help stack. Honestly, I think he’s bored putzing around the property all day and enjoys the company. We’re shooting the breeze as we stack, talking about the retaining wall he wants to construct next. He always has a project he’s working on. 

As I go to grab another piece of wood, I notice a giant spider hanging out on a beautifully built web. “Woah shit!” I say, surprised by the bug. 

“What is it?” Uncle Larry asks.

“Check this out,” I say, pointing to the spider.

“Dang! Big guy,” says Uncle Larry. 

“Ya no shit.” 

“What? Are you scared? Want me to kill it?”

“What!? No. I only wanted you to see. Big guy built quite the home here.”

“Yeah but it’s on my wood so it’s got to go.”

“Wait. We don’t need to kill it,” I say. “Spiders are cool. They’re mostly harmless. And they help keep other bugs at bay. Here, I’ll take care of it.” With that, I slowly bring my hand to the spider, as if to energetically tell it hey little buddy, hop on my hand, I’ll take you some place safe. To my surprise, the spider actually climbs off its web and right onto my hand. I cup my other hand around it and walk over to the edge of the woods that come up to Uncle Larry’s property. Then I place my hand against a tree. The spider dutifully climbs off and onto the bark. I say, “There ya go, little buddy. Safe and sound.” 

Uncle Larry laughs at me. “You gonna save every little bug in the world?”

“Would if I could,” I say. “Why not.” 

Then I think about it a moment. “Actually,” I say. “Not every bug. I wouldn’t save every mosquito. I know we need them for birds and frogs and what not. But I think we could do without them around us. Fuck mosquitoes.” 



About twelve hours earlier, in Hive0A1347KR, Queen Bean was addressing her Bees with the weekly notes. “I have received word directly from Queen Bruth, of The Bosses, that we are officially allowed to, at least in extremely limited quantities, positively influence humans again. This only happens once every one to two hundred years or so, so this is a big deal. As you all know, we are only allowed to elevate one human per hive.” 

The hive buzzed happily in response. 

“After much deliberation, I am pleased to announce our hive has chosen to upgrade the one and only Joelle Velstar. Many of you are familiar with her already, the one with the dog, Maple. Drone Bees, I want you to inform the spiders along Joelle’s morning bike route that we are to begin upgrading her. After notifying them, please stay and confirm they are properly stringing their strands. Of course, upgrades must be made incrementally, so for this week, please let the spiders know they are to imbue their strands with upgrades in Personal Development Motivation & Discipline. Beyond that, carry on duties as usual. K, love ya honeys. Buh-bye.”
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I am a Tree. 

I am 112 years old.

I am connected to all the Trees on Earth. 

We connect underground and through the air. 

The wisdom of the Trees is within me.

I know and understand everything that has ever happened on this planet. 

Since, you know, we Trees spawned life. 

(Don’t tell the human archaeologists or biologists.)

Or do.

Moving on. 

Let me tell you about the bugs. 

To do that, first let me tell you something about Earth.

Earth is a special planet in this universe. 

Earth is special because it can support complex life.

There are a finite number of planets in this infinite universe with that ability.

We Trees don’t know how we got that knowledge.  

We just did. 

Moving on. 

Complex life is good for the universe.

That knowledge is common sense. 

Complex life allows the universe to be alive, so to speak. 

To know itself.  

Complex life leads to special species like the humans.

The humans are special because they have imagination.

Humans can imagine new things in the universe. 

Once imagined, the humans can make those new things exist. 

Other species don’t have that ability. 

Beavers can move logs and birds can move sticks to change their space. But they can’t make anything new.

Dolphins and octopi are highly intelligent—we Trees would say more intelligent than humans—but dolphins and octopi make nothing new. They are confined to their space. 

Humans are not.

Humans can take ore and make iron. 

Humans can take Earth and make spaceships. 

Particle accelerators.

Digital universes. 

This human ability—imagination—has thus far been shown to have infinite potential, like the universe itself. 

So it could be said the humans are able to infinitely create.

Thanks to the laws of this universe, the ability to infinitely create has its counterpart. 

Which is the ability to infinitely destroy.

That’s why the bugs are here. 

To make sure the humans don’t run amok. 

To protect Earth. 

Which harbors life. 

Which propels everything onward and upward.

And round and round and round we spin. 
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​Jack Telda was remarkably good at compartmentalizing problems. 

He could learn his adoptive father died unexpectedly of a heart attack one day and be five minutes early to work the next. Some might say this ability to compartmentalize is what allowed him to rise through the ranks at Food First Service – FFS for short. To effectively navigate the global world of cheap food, possessing tenuous morals was imperative to someone in Jack’s position.

At FFS, with a title as powerful and meaningless as Senior Vice President of Operations, Jack could stick his fingers into any of the company’s operations he wished. Mostly, he stuck to international operations, considering they garnered a bit more flavor, which is to say, more money. 

Yesterday, ants had attacked Jack and he lit his house on fire. Exercising his ability to compartmentalize, when his wife got home, Jack was on the front lawn chatting up the firefighters. He told Amy the house was on fire when he got home, it must have been a wire or something, and he’d contact their insurance company. He laughed it off and told her to look at it as an opportunity to re-do the kitchen, and everything else for that matter. They agreed she would spearhead the renovations so Jack could focus on work, and they could worry about insurance later. (Jack knew what the insurance company might have to say about the whole ordeal, considering the true source or the fire.) In the meantime, Jack suggested they find a nice temporary spot in the city, Rittenhouse Square if Amy preferred, while things worked themselves out. At this point, he had absolutely no intention of telling her about the murderous ant army.

Amy, for the most part, trusted her husband and took him at his word (though it took thousands of dollars’ worth of couples therapy to get back to that point). There must have been a freak glitch and the house caught on fire. She cheerfully took the news they’d be moving back to the city, back to all the action, if only temporarily. Truthfully, Amy had been going a bit stir crazy in that big suburban house with just her and Jack Jr while Jack was at work. So the more she thought about it, the more this became a blessing in disguise. She couldn’t wait to get back to center city. Maybe Jack would take her out on dates again. Maybe they’d go to a show at Forrest Theatre, like when they first met, when Jack wanted to impress her with his willingness and enthusiasm to see a play. Maybe romance and compassion and fun would return to their marriage, because, God knows, all that had been absent lately.  

Jack looked on the bright side as well and figured his commute would be a whole lot easier. And the fact there were probably a lot less ants in the city than out in the burbs was an added bonus as well. But again, that thought, the one about massive sentient ant armies, was properly compartmentalized. 

So, after work hours, Jack instructed his assistant to arrange everything, which he did, right away. 

By the time the Teldas drove to downtown Philadelphia, they had a rental suite waiting for them. 

Now today, once again exercising his incredible ability to compartmentalize, Jack put the thought of yesterday’s encounter with the ants on the backburner. There was work to do.

Food First Service’s operations weren’t going to Vice Presidentially Operate themselves. The future farmland in Brazil wasn’t going to magically clear cut itself to make room for pasture. Thousands of cows weren’t going to materialize out of thin air on that pasture and feed themselves, all to be milked and slaughtered. Those cows wouldn’t then turn themselves into beef and bones and leather and ship themselves to hundreds of companies all over the world. Manicured rows of palm trees weren’t going to claim Indonesian rainforest and soybeans wouldn’t go and plant themselves in India. Not without some supervision. 

Now although Jack Telda’s decisions had inherent global ramifications, affecting countless trillions of lives (when accounting for all kinds of life), to Jack, those lives, everything really, came down to how the numbers looked in FFS’s books. Tons of beef and hectares of palm trees and billions of dollars and what not. 

Indeed, despite what happened with the ants, Jack was ready to tackle the day like nothing happened. He arrived at the office his normal overconfident self. 

“Hey how you doin,” Jack said to the front desk lobby person on his way into the building, same as he always did. After hearing “Good, good, you?” Jack said, “You know, another Wednesday,” the same as always, never caring to receive and give an honest answer to that question. Again, the thought of torching his house in a feeble attempt to stave of the ants was nowhere near his mind, properly compartmentalized, not to be mentioned to his coworkers. It was just another Wednesday in Philadelphia for Jack Telda. So, ready to get after it, Jack got on the elevator. 

Up on the 21st floor, Mitch David, a peer, greeted Jack with his customary charm. “There he is! What’s up, Jack? Ya bitch.” 

Jack didn’t want to play along but felt compelled to. To save corporate-bro face. “Who are you callin’ a bitch, Mitch? Your mom knew before you were born what you were destined to be. Mitch the Bitch. You’re playing with fire, bud.” 

“Suck my dick.” 

“Rather not.”

“Your loss.”

These two upper-thirties/lower-forties men, speaking like this, set the tone for the entire office. On account of the open floor plan, at least twelve junior associates heard that exchange. And they heard it, or some variant thereof, daily. Then, every day, after this habitual greeting, Jack and Mitch would walk into Jack’s corner office and shut the door behind them. The associates never really heard them talk actual business.

In Jack’s office, Jack and Mitch settled into their seats. Jack in his cushy leather chair behind his desk. Mitch on the leather couch with a foot up on the glass coffee table. Then right on cue, Jack’s assistant came in with Jack’s morning latte. 

“Hey pretty boy, where the fuck’s mine?” Mitch asked playfully.

Ignoring Mitch, scared, looking at the floor, then to Jack, Jack’s assistant concluded his morning ritual. “Good morning, sir. Your messages are prioritized in your inbox, there is nothing urgent.” He handed Jack his latte.

“Thank you. That’ll be all,” Jack said. His assistant then left the room and Mitch blew the kid a fake kiss as he closed the door on his way out.  

“Come on,” Jack said, “don’t be a dick. You’re gonna make the poor kid piss himself.”

“What! I mean, he doesn’t hold a candle to your last one, what was her name?” Mitch knew what her name was. “Daisy? Ditsy? Dianne?” Mitch was grinning like an asshole.

Now Jack had said this dozens of times over the past few months, but every time Mitch gave him that same fucking look, he felt compelled to say it again, “Dude. You know Amy would kill me if I got another chick assistant, not after she thought she saw us messing around, which you know we weren’t. That chick was trying to get me in trouble. And again, stop being a dick.” 

Mitch puckered up and blew Jack a fatter kiss than the one he blew earlier to Jack’s assistant.

Doing his best to ignore Mitch, Jack reached to grab his latte, but stopped, as there was a fly hanging out on the cup’s rim. He shooed it away, but the fly came back and landed right on the same spot as before. He swatted at it once more, but again, the fly came back and landed on the same exact spot. It appeared to be staring directly at Jack, rubbing its front legs together mockingly. 

“What the hell,” Jack said, and he waved his hand at the fly again, prompting the fly to easily dodge his hand, fly around, and gracefully land on the same spot on the rim of Jack’s cup. 

This happened a few more times. Wave of the hand. “Go away,” Jack would say. Then it’d fly away, return to Jack’s cup, and sardonically rub its front legs right in front of Jack’s increasingly sweaty face.

“Jesus, dude,” Mitch said. “It’s just a fly.”

But Jack didn’t hear Mitch. His compartments were collapsing. Instead, he saw tunnel vision directly into the fly’s beady little eyes. Suddenly images of ants barreling down flashed before him. Sweat leaked from his forehead and armpits as if he turned on a faucet within his body. His heart pounded in his chest. A vein pulsed on
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