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This is for Robin. She knows why.




 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This story takes place in 1998. If you think that's a dumb time to set a story because nothing significant was going on in 1998, then you're forgetting about House of Pain's debut album. And if you're thinking that was in 1992, I'd say you're splitting hairs. And also, fuck off.




 
 
 
 
 
BOOK ONE:
Work’s a Bitch
 
 
“Life’s short and hard, like a bodybuilding elf.”
– The Bloodhound Gang
 
“This job would be great if it wasn’t for the fucking customers.”
– from Clerks





 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
Bingham's
 
1.
It was the summer of 1998, and all was well with the world. 
Philip, with whom all was not entirely well, was sitting in his office. Of course, calling the back room at Bingham’s Bagel Deli an “office” was really more wishful thinking than anything else. It was enclosed by three walls and did have a door, but the door was never shut, half because Bingham’s was too familiar of a place to have closed doors and half because it was impossible to close without removing some of the floor tiles first. The office itself had long ago given up such niceties. There were three tiles missing, and the bordering tiles sloped into the void, creating a pothole in the middle of the floor.
The walls, which used to be white, were now more of a smoky gray – likely due to years of accumulated airborne grease from the days when Bingham’s was Chester’s Weiner Hut, and even way back from when it was Pizazzle’s. Not that this mattered; most of the paint had chipped away long ago, revealing the surprisingly resilient white drywall beneath it. And although nobody but Philip and the Morrissey Anarchist remembered him, everybody seemed to enjoy the appearance of Jason in the plaster. 
Jason first appeared in the plaster back in the mid to late William Era, as it would have been known had anybody chosen to reference it. He came from the wall, arriving as miraculously as an oil stain Jesus, but eliciting far less media attention and virtually no religious adoration. Nobody came to kneel humbly before Jason’s portrait and beg forgiveness for their sins, and the Pope did not come to bless it… not even once. Rather, once the shape in the chipped-away paint was recognized as bearing an uncanny resemblance to the then Bingham’s shift manager, someone had simply traced it with a pencil – following the crescent contour of his largish nose and the profiled angularity of his blocky haircut, around his skull and down the back of the collared shirt he appeared to be wearing – and that was it. 
The miraculous portrait naturally faced East, toward the Holy Land. Jason himself, however, appeared less than pious. He cast a secretive, meddlesome, slightly downcast look and sported an ivory grin (which the artist had also outlined to the tooth) that made the onlooker feel as if his fly were unzipped, or as if Jason were scheming to get it unzipped and then to laugh about it. The somehow devious shadow on the high side of his mutton-chop sideburn (formed by a small line of remaining paint) seemed to underscore his intent for misadventure. And above it all, the artist had written “Jason” in tall, proud, capital letters and had drawn an arrow from this which speared him in the forehead.
Should anyone doubt the power of the miraculous portrait, they needed only to turn around – where they’d see a photograph of Jason in the flesh, smiling in his leering sort of way, that somebody had taped inside of the paper towel dispenser above the vomit sink. When anyone washed their hands, Jason, long since fired, still had a dominating presence: he peered out from his paper towel citadel in his unsettling way, and his miraculous wall portrait loomed from behind. It was a profound experience.
Now, Philip, unmoved by the miraculous presence of Jason, was staring at the screen of the antiquated office computer. He had a problem. 
Philip’s problem, which was not Philip’s problem, was everybody’s problem, really. In truth, nobody at the store cared about the problem because it was omnipresent and immortal, and this included Philip, who had a problem only insofar as he considered it his managerial duty to care. And still the problem persisted.
The problem, if it was indeed that, was that the store was not making any money. It was old news. Old news which was still a giant pain in district manager Wally’s ass... which made it a pain in Philip’s on the days that Philip chose to care.
The phone rang, and Philip grabbed it before it could ring twice. 
“Bingham’s.”
“Is this Philip Martin?”
Philip cradled the phone between his shoulder and ear and leaned back in the chair, which rolled into and became shackled by the pothole. “Yeah,” he said.
“This is Frank from A-1 Exterminators. How you doin’?”
Philip looked at the computer screen, which displayed an Excel spreadsheet filled with red numbers. “Fine,” he lied.
“Dan call you yet?”
Philip sat up straight. The chair remained anchored. “Who’s Dan?”
“Dan? Dan Spykowski. He was the one came and looked in your basement. Dan says you got no rats.”
Philip pulled the phone from the crook of his neck. “Oh, we’ve got rats. I know we have rats. Did he put out any poison?”
“Yeah, Mr. Martin, but like I said, Dan says you got no rats. Dan says you got roaches.”
“We’ve got a lot of things.”
“Since you hired us for rats, I just wanted to let you know you got no rats. Roaches. You know.”
“I’ve seen The Rat myself. I don’t care what Dan says. I know we have rats.”
“You seen a rat, or you seen rats?”
“What’s the difference?”
“Like I say, Dan says you got no rats. You seen a rat once, maybe twice, he’s maybe coming in from next door or something. Dan says he didn’t see no nests or whatnot, so he ain’t living there. Maybe he left, you know?”
Philip sat back. What was the point? The Rat was immortal, anyway. How many times had Philip killed him? Three? Beckie had killed him a time or two, as well. And of course, Trip had killed Squeaky, perhaps the most famous of all of The Rat’s incarnations. Squeaky’s carcass had been on display just behind where Philip was sitting, and yet he lived on today. It was like chasing a ghost.
“Where did you leave the poison?” he asked the exterminator. Philip didn’t have much faith in A-1 and wouldn’t put it past them to leave poison on top of a box of chips in the back stock room.
“All over the basement. Bright orange boxes, you’ll see ‘em. We get ‘em in packs of five, and I think Dan said he used a pack. But like I said, Dan says you got no rats.”
Philip felt suddenly tired. “Did Dan say we got no rats?”
“Like I said, Dan says you got no rats.”
“None at all?”
“None.”
“This is coming from Dan?”
“Right from Dan.”
“And what did Dan say?”
“Dan says you got no rats.”
“All righty then.”
“Bill’s in the mail,” said Frank from A-1, and then there was a click as the line went blank.
 
2.
Out in the lobby, the Anarchist was having problems of his own.
“Vegetables,” the customer in front of him repeated. “Whatever’s healthiest.” 
The Morrissey Anarchist allowed his fingers to linger over the touchscreen of the register, unwilling to take his eyes off of the small blonde man in front of him for more than a second or two. 
The customer was in his early twenties and reeked of marijuana, as usual, and had his hair pulled back into an untidy pony tail, as usual. And as usual, in the opinion of the Anarchist, he was being a whiny hippie fuckhead.
“Which vegetables?”
Jittery eyes, a nervous semi-stagger. “Whatever’s healthiest,” he said.
Captain Dipshit, as he was known among the staff, came in each day and ordered a bagel with vegetables. When asked what kind of bagel he wanted, he said, “Whatever’s healthiest.” When asked which vegetables, he answered, “Whatever’s healthiest.” 
Philip had named him “Captain Dipshit” after the Captain came in one day and ordered a bagel for his dog – a ratty-looking spaniel of some sort who Captain Dipshit informed Philip was a vegan. Philip told him that dogs are carnivores. Captain Dipshit replied that his dog was actually more like a collie, which was clearly incorrect in addition to being confusing. Then he asked to see the day’s avocados, declared that they looked “like a booger,” and tried twice to pay for his food with a gas station receipt.
The Anarchist eyed the Captain. He couldn’t figure him out, and consequently he didn’t trust him. After more than a month and a half, Captain Dipshit had still not decided which bagel was healthiest. He had still not decided which vegetables were healthiest. It was baffling.
The Anarchist glanced down. On the Toppings sub-menu of the register, he touched Pickles.
“I don’t know what’s the healthiest,” said the Anarchist.
“How can you not know?”
“How can you not know?”
“Whatever’s healthiest,” he repeated. A nervous sidestep conveyed the fact that he was in a rush, as was always the case.
The Anarchist pressed: Jalapeño Peppers.
“I’m in a rush,” said the Captain.
Sauerkraut. Bananas.
“Can you hurry?”
Darcy Meyers, A.K.A. “Tits” or “Milksacks,” came over and glanced at the register. She made a face, then looked up, confused. 
“He wants whatever’s healthiest,” explained the Anarchist.
Darcy frowned. “Then you’ll want horseradish.” She pulled a blueberry bagel from the back shelf and began making the Captain’s sandwich.
 
3.
Philip’s phone rang again. 
“Bingham’s.”
“Philip? This is Tracy.” 
Tre Constantine had become “Tracy” when, in an unlikely case of name roulette, Bingham’s had hired a second Tre. For clarity, the original Tre became “Tre C” for a few hours before being slurred into “Tracy” – a name which he inexplicably embraced. 
The other Tre had quit at the end of the year. A good thing, because Philip had felt uncomfortable calling him by the clarifying nickname the rest of the staff used: “Black Tre.” 
“Hey Tracy,” said Philip.
“I’m going to be late to work tonight, just to let you know. I have a paper I need to finish lest I flunk out.” He paused. “Oh, and my washing machine just gave me a message that said, ‘Uneven load.’”
Philip chuckled. “Load.”
 
4.
Darcy, who had felt compelled to sterilize her hands after making Captain Dipshit’s sandwich, re-emerged from the back room wearing a maroon apron, looped over her head and worn as a full smock. She was the only worker who did this. Many wore no apron. Others, like the Anarchist, wore theirs folded over and tied at the waist. Beckie Nichols – who was very tall, very blonde, and very dangerous when angry – wore hers, even during wintertime, over very small shorts. It made her look naked underneath, something which Army Ted had pointed out repeatedly.
The door made a rusty creaking sound, and a familiar customer entered.
“Oh, shit,” said the Anarchist. “Not again.”
 
5.
“Bingham’s.”
“Philip?” said the voice on the other end of the phone.
Philip shifted in his chair, jarring the caster against the edge of the pit and causing his elbow to slam into a roll of register tape, which fell to the floor. 
“Wally?”
“How are things?”
Philip looked at the Excel spreadsheet again. Annoyingly, all the numbers were still red.
“We’re alive,” he said.
“Surprised to hear my voice?” Wally asked, then chuckled.
Many corporate types had their eccentricities, and Wally’s was hatred of the phone. Normally, correspondence between Bingham’s and Wally, the owner’s go-between, was conducted by email. Wally only picked up the phone when he absolutely had to. Usually you heard from Wally when the shit had hit – or was flying rapidly toward – the fan. 
“Yeah,” Philip said, “I’d forgotten what you sounded like. And so calling today... that has to mean bad news?”
“Not great,” said Wally, “but let’s not get all negative. You’ve only been manager for a month or so. Bingham gets that. So yeah, I’m calling mainly because, as you already know, the deli is bleeding pretty bad. But you get a pass for a little while, to see what magic you can do to fix it. Lucky you.”
“Bingham is just going to prop us up while we lose his money? Because I come so highly recommended and can make him rich if he just hangs in there?”
“Because you’re not William,” said Wally. 
Philip frowned. Wally had finally said it. 
“Don’t get me wrong,” Wally continued. “I liked William, but William didn’t understand money. He ordered too much food and let it go bad. He kept it as hot as a sauna in there... except in the summer, when he kept it like a meat locker. He spent thousands of dollars redesigning the place after it had already been redesigned. He even hired that guy who works there ... what’s his name? ... to paint that mural on the side wall of the building, facing the alley off of High Street...”
“Nick.” 
“Yeah, Nick. And is that mural even finished?”
Philip thought of the red side wall of the building with the single black slash through it. It’d been that way for a year now.
“No.” 
“William seemed to think that because none of the checks he wrote bounced, that he could just keep on writing them for whatever he wanted.”
“He wouldn’t pay for the Face-Kicking Machine,” said Philip.
“The what?”
Philip sniggered. Even if he explained the Face-Kicking Machine to Wally, he doubted Wally would find it funny. “Never mind,” he said.
In the intervening silence, it occurred to Philip that the deli was too damn quiet. Something ugly must be brewing. That’s how it worked around here.
“How are the employees treating you?” asked Wally.
“Fine, for the most part. Most of them have been here less than a year, some two years, so I’ve always been a senior employee to them. The problem is with people like Beckie, who have been here as long as I have.”
“Is she the tall, blonde, really tan girl?”
“Yeah. We all went out once when you came in to meet with William. Remember?”
“Maybe. Did she want William’s job?”
“No, she has ambitions beyond managing a deli, unlike me. She won’t be in college much longer, and then she’ll probably move. The job would tie her down. It’s just that she just doesn’t listen all the time.”
“Like how?”
“It’s not important. Beckie’s not a problem. I love Beckie.”
“Give it time. Give it all time.”
Philip nodded – as if Wally could see it.
“And now the bad news.”
“This has been good news so far?” said Philip.
“Okay, then the annoying part of the bad news,” said Wally. “Employee meals are going up in price again.”
Philip moaned. Meals were free across the board not too long ago, and the initial change that required meals to be rung up had caused a stir. There had been an increase three months ago, and that change had damn near dissolved into mutiny. This newest price hike would be extremely unpopular among the college students the deli employed, most of whom had signed on factoring free meals into their pay.
“They’ll be pissed. And they’ll blame me,” Philip said, sighing.
“I know. But do it anyway.”
“I hate you, Wally.” 
Wally laughed. “This is why we pay you the big bucks now, to sometimes be the bad guy. Just keep up the good work... and make those changes, all right?”
“Sure, Wally.”
“Take care.”
“Bye, Wally.”
He hung up and put his forehead in his hands. He was beginning to get a headache.
 
6.
A few minutes later, the Morrissey Anarchist appeared at the office door.
“Philip.”
Philip looked up at the figure leaning against the door frame. The Anarchist was dressed modestly today, his brown hair disheveled and hanging over his forehead. He wasn’t always so sedated. There was a time when he had dyed his hair blonde and spritzed it into sharp quills. 
Philip appraised him for a second before responding. The Anarchist was smiling but seemed somehow troubled. It meant that something was simultaneously amusing him and bothering him. This was normal. For the Anarchist, life’s shittiest moments always came with a hilarious silver lining.
“What?”
“Situation in the dining room.”
“What?”
He shrugged. “Probably best you see it for yourself.”
Philip rose from the chair, which remained imprisoned in the office pothole. The Anarchist led him out of the office and around the corner, past the old Chester’s grill hood and the table that was home to the meat slicer and, of course, the aptly labeled Box Next To The Slicer.
As they approached the work area behind the counter, a single word came from the front room:
“Balls!”
Philip’s eyebrows rose.
The speaker was a disheveled old man wearing a threadbare coat with a yellow shirt underneath that read I got leid in Hawaii. He was sitting in one of the tall red chairs arranged around one of the tall circular tables in the dining room, one leg hanging straight down and tapping against the floor. His other leg was up, long across the adjacent chair – a posture that put his crotch on display, maybe and maybe not on purpose. He was unshaven, with a mess of graying hair. The Anarchist fancied he could see green stink lines radiating from the man even now, but allowed that it might be his imagination. Might.
“Where the FUCK are all the bitches at?” the man bellowed.
Philip turned to the Anarchist. “I don’t suppose this fine gentleman has purchased a sandwich?”
The Anarchist shook his head.
“I’d FUCK a sandwich!” said the man.
The Columbus area – and especially the OSU campus – was filled with homeless people who were, in Philip’s words, “shit out of their motherfucking minds.” Most were harmless, but their lack of normal behavior could shock an entire room into paralysis. If you didn’t watch out, any of High Street’s crazies could take the restaurant hostage simply by sitting down and talking loudly to themselves. Nobody would act. The interloper would simply talk and talk and talk for hours, disrupting the whole day’s business.
There’s a psychological name for this phenomenon of inaction: Diffusion of Responsibility. But locally, at Bingham’s, it was known by another name: Someone Else’s Problem. 
The man in the lobby had been in before. In fact, he’d been in last Tuesday. He’d come through the door and had made the rounds of the tables, hitting each group of dining students up for spare change, and then had stood in front of one of the full-length mirrors in the dining room, making faces at himself and becoming increasingly offended at his reflection. He’d started yelling at himself, then at the employees. Slowly the dining room had emptied. Soon there was only the bum and the employees, all of whom were reading magazines and hoping the problem would resolve itself. 
The siege of bum-on-deli had lasted for three hours. Every time someone new walked through the door, the man would offer to take their hat whether they were wearing one or not and then would follow the new customers around, swearing and stabbing them in the back with an invisible sword. Eventually the newcomers would leave, and the man would resume his station at the door, waiting to offer to take the next person’s hat.
It all ended when someone finally gave the man a hat. He had run off with said hat, hooting with victory.
Now, Philip was shaking his head at the Anarchist. This was bad for business. Why did he always have to be the bad guy?
Philip walked up to the man. 
“You’re going to have to leave, sir,” he said.
The man eyed him. “Are you the president?”
“I’m black and I’m proud,” said Philip, who was Irish.
“Okay,” the bum replied.
As the man walked out, Philip turned to the Anarchist.
“You have to toss those fuckers out,” he said. “Don’t just let them sit here when I’m not around. They smell up the place.”
“You’re just being prejudiced,” said the Anarchist. “You’re a total dick.”
“Two weeks ago, dude shit his pants and hung around here all day because Darcy and Beckie were too timid to throw him out. Then Rich showed up and didn’t throw him out. All day long, more workers came in who didn’t throw him out. Next day there’s a funk in the air and three people tell us that our meat smells like shit. Kid throws up in the bathroom, misses the bowl. Guess who cleans it up?” Philip thrust a thumb into his chest. “And then, after I did it, the air smelled like barf and shit for days.”
“Coincidence,” said the Anarchist.
“Just kick them out. And if they don’t leave, you can hit them with your purse.”
Philip had no tolerance for such crazies. He always threw them out without hesitation. He could throw them out better than anyone else, and there was no nutcase – no matter how nutty – that he couldn’t throw out. Philip had thrown out Cochese. He’d thrown out the Private Dancer. He usually gave Little Johnny Redbeard a pass, but that was an exception. Once, back when Carla worked at Bingham’s, Pissy Pete had thrown a cup of coffee at Carla, and Philip had chased Pete down High with a pipe. That had almost ended badly.
When the bum had gone, Philip hopped up on the stainless steel countertop under the gigantic, chalk-drawn menu board. 
“Did you know that we don’t have rats?” he told the Anarchist.
“Really.”
“So says Dan.”
And for the rest of the day, amazingly, Bingham’s didn’t have rats. The gray-haired bum didn’t return, but Little Johnny Redbeard – who had an intolerable odor but also an epic dwarf beard – did. The spreadsheet with the red numbers on it was washed away by the office computer’s screensaver and Philip forgot, again, to require employees to pay more for their food. Tracy came in for his shift, Captain Dipshit stayed away, and the House of Pain and Vanilla Ice CDs were played loudly. Store regular Tom “Bricker” Brickhouse, one of OSU’s linemen, came in, let himself behind the counter, and made himself two free sandwiches. He chatted intelligently with the staff for a few minutes and tried his best not to look as if he were just a meathead jock, which of course he was. 
Bagels were thrown. Cheese was burnt. And in spite of Beckie melting crayons in the conveyor toaster, nothing caught on fire.
So all in all, it was a good day.
 
7.
That night, The Rat returned.
He trotted into the area behind the counter, his hairless tail whisking up dust bunnies behind him. He moved carefully – hiding, surveying, and sniffing before venturing out into the open. His rat instincts urged caution. Something had changed. There were strange orange boxes in the basement now, and strangeness suggested peril. He should watch himself. 
Death in itself was no concern, of course, but traps were. Even when you were immortal, having your back broken by a spring-loaded metal arm or going into a poison coma sucked. Countless martyrs had learned that lesson throughout history.
He counted his blessings, insofar as a rat can be said to count anything. Bingham’s was a place of untold pleasures. Meat? Yes. Cheese? Yes. Cheetos? Yes. And the basement. The glorious, endless, disgusting and feculent basement, wherein The Rat and his kind could share their spoils and copulate in vast heaps of fur and droppings. The drippings of the soda syrup boxes. The ancient bags of potatoes that the current building’s occupants didn’t know were stashed in a concealed closet. And the crumbs. The vast, vast wealth of disgusting, delicious crumbs. The deli was Shangri-La. It was a Heaven from whose pearly gates St. Peter would not chase him with a broom.
The Rat had one hell of a life.
In fact, he had had many lives. He had been killed many times, and would surely die many more times in the years to come, but none of that mattered. The Rat was immortal and (much like the Dalai Lama) would continue to be reincarnated over and over again but (in contrast to the Dalai Lama) would do so in vast litters of squealing pinkish blobs amidst his mother’s feces. 
But dying was still unpleasant. Reaching the base of the soda machine, he reminded himself to tread cautiously.
An image came to mind of one particular death, at the hands (or the feet) of the one known as Trip. The incident had ended with a boot to the head as one thought
(Must eat and reproduce!)
had screamed through his consciousness. 
Dead with a Doc Martens logo embossed on his skull. Unpleasant indeed.
The Rat proceeded to systematically work his way up to counter-level, past a small piece of white paper bearing an advertisement (Math Tutor – #050 to 895 – 292-5040) which had been taped to the wall behind the bagel shelves. He found a speck of provolone cheese. He ate it, then moved along the steel surface to the chip rack, which had foolishly been left unguarded. He used his claws and teeth to tear into a bag and spilled its contents onto the floor. 
He sat up on his hind legs and looked around, whiskers twitching, in a gesture that might have been called “cute” in just about any other animal. Rats weren’t “cute,” though. Cuteness was beneath them. Rats were devious. And rats were stealthy. 
Now you’d see him; now you wouldn’t.
The Rat was a corner-of-the-eye phenomenon. He was a specter, a ghost. He was seen from time to time in blurry, fleeting visions as phantasmal as Loch Ness monster and UFO sightings... and then, suddenly, he’d appear – real and in the flesh, as if made real by the accumulation of human fear. 
Every few weeks, someone would look in the wrong place at the wrong time and suddenly there he’d be, big and long and gross. The humans would shriek and he would turn to run, dragging his pink tail behind him. Like a good fish story, reports on him would slowly become more and more exaggerated until his already impressive length evolved from nine inches to a foot, to two feet, to the size of Dr. Stank, Philip’s cocker spaniel. Eventually, the frequency and severity of the sightings would reach a head and decisive action would be taken, but it was no use. They could kill him, but he’d just rise again. The Rat was immortal.
The humans had tried everything: rat traps, mouse traps, glue traps, poison. Exterminators had been called out and paid from Bingham’s’ stingy expense account on two or three separate occasions, and each time, the exterminators somehow came on a day of inactivity, with nests freshly moved and loose snacks undisturbed, with pellets laid out of sight and whole families hiding in cubbies that were all but invisible in the labyrinthine basement. Each new solution to the rat problem invited temporary relief, and each new morning brought disappointment with the discovery of The Rat’s night’s work. 
The humans tried to be careful and to prevent The Rat from doing his work, but they were no match for his cunning.
The meats, cheeses, and produce were sealed up tightly in the refrigerators at night. The bananas, which had always been left out on the counter, were put away. The bagels were locked in the cooler and the soda machine was cleaned diligently. Every crumb was carefully swept up, and no trash was left in the trash cans. There was supposed to be no food left for The Rat to live on, but somehow something delicious always escaped the humans’ attention.
Tonight, using his immortal existence to the ultimate, The Rat sniffed at various spots and peed on others before discovering a discarded bagel piece that had become lodged in the drain beneath the soda machine.
Amateurs.
But... now there was an odor. Suddenly, he knew there was more. Much more. Somewhere... 
He sniffed. Listened. Sniffed. 
Yes. There was a strong scent coming from the back room. It smelled like food – and not some farthing, but a feast that would serve him for weeks to come. 
He trotted to the back room, and onto the stainless steel surface of the triple sink. He raised his nose and sniffed the air.
The smell was coming from the garbage can. And whatever was in there was strong.
After taking another brief moment to enjoy the odor, The Rat dropped two more pellet-like souvenirs and dove the three feet to the bottom of the can, into bliss.
The bounty at the bottom of the can was indeed a feast. There was bread. There was roast beef. There was turkey. There was ham. There was mayo, and it was beginning to go just bad enough to be good. 
He gorged himself into unconsciousness, and slept in the bottom of the can until morning.
 
8.
Rich Berman noticed the missing bag in the back trash can immediately. 
He walked to corner of the room, mildly annoyed that the closing crew hadn’t replaced the bag when they’d taken out the previous day’s trash, and grabbed a new bag out of the box above the sink. Walking back to the trash can, he shook the bag hard to open it. But when he went to replace the bag, he saw that the old bag was indeed there, at the bottom of the can. 
He shrugged to nobody, looked at the open bag in his hand, and put it in the can anyway, over top of the old liner in the bottom. Let someone else deal with it. 
Five minutes later, on a trip from the slicer back to the walk-in refrigerator, Rich noticed that the trash bag was again missing. And again, further investigation revealed that the bag was at the bottom of the can. 
“What the tom fuck is this fuckery?” he asked the can. 
The can, nonplussed, said nothing.
Rich reached down, snagged the liner with a finger, and pulled it back up. He had one end hooked over the can’s lip when something big shook in the can, and the liner again shot to the bottom.
Rich screamed. It was a very unmanly scream. Yet oddly, it wasn’t out of character for Rich, who was a Navy alum, stood five-foot-three, and had arms the size of pot roasts. He was, as he told his co-workers, “complex.” And this was true. He had the build of a bricklayer, but would occasionally dance gaily for the entertainment of his co-workers and customers. He always wore a hat and thick-lensed, black-rimmed Buddy Holly glasses – a look you might call “nerdy” if you wanted your anus pulled up over the top of your head.
Rich looked back into the can, already knowing what he’d see. There was a mass at the bottom, around the size of a big hoagie, working the black liners around the can and scratching against the sides. He could even hear squeaking. 
A normal person might have dumped the contents of the can into the dumpster, but Rich wasn’t a normal person. Rich was a fan of professional wrestling.
Where others believed in disposal, Rich believed in figure-four leg locks. 
Where others believed in rat traps, Rich believed in suplexes. 
Where others believed in hiring exterminators, Rich believed in Duane “The Rock” Johnson.
He puffed his chest out. 
“You, sir, have dishonored this deli many times in the past,” he told the trash can in The Rock’s hectoring voice, “and this disrespect... cannot stand.” 
Rich walked to the small cubbyhole containing the syrup boxes that fed the soda machine. It was always sticky over here, something which had not escaped The Rat’s rather limited attention. He brushed aside the clear plastic hoses suckling from the syrup boxes and rolled out one of the untapped, four-foot tanks of carbon dioxide. The effort made his arms strain. The tank weighed seventy pounds.
He hobbled over next to the trash can and, with a grunt, set down the massive tank. He put his hands on his hips. 
He was in the ring. The lights were bright. He was wearing bikini briefs and was generously oiled. The crowd was cheering, jeering for vengeance. Rich cocked his head, pursed his lips in a defiant pout, and thrust his chin in the air.
“You can gather up all of the trash that you want to eat and all of your little shit pellets...” he said in the same slow, booming voice. 
“... and you can cram it all together until it’s in a nice, tight little ball...” 
He grabbed the cold metal cylinder and raised it, muscles twitching with effort, until it was suspended above the mouth of the trash can.
“...then you can TURN THAT SUM BITCH SIDEWAYS...” 
Then, finishing The Rock’s trademark line, he bellowed, “...AND STICK IT... STRAIGHT UP... YOUR CANDY ASS!”
With this, he thrust the tank into the can. Halfway down, he wondered if the tank was the sort of thing you shouldn’t abuse, if it was the sort of thing that could explode. He had a quarter-second to realize he couldn’t stop it anyway, so he let himself enjoy the moment. 
There was a satisfying ...kweeek! as he brought the weight down. It happened at the exact same moment as what sounded like a steak being hit with a tenderizing mallet. 
Then, after brushing his hands together, Rich bowed forward from the waist and flexed for the invisible masses.
 
9.
The next day, The Rat returned. Nobody was surprised.





 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
Captain Dipshit
 
1.
Captain Dipshit was not truly in a hurry, although just about anybody would have assumed from his manner that he was. Across Columbus proper from his usual haunts on campus, he stopped at a McDonald’s and bought a shake. He was not, being the world’s healthiest pot-smoking, glue-sniffing Generation Xer, accustomed to buying shakes, but he had heard in Biology 110 lecture today that shakes contained agarose, which came from seaweed. Seaweed, being a weed, was healthy.
“What kind of shake, sir?” asked the clerk who hated her job. 
Captain Dipshit, loathe to make this sort of decision on his own, snapped impatiently, “Whatever’s healthiest.”
“What, sir?” asked the clerk, who called everyone, even women, “sir.”
“Whatever’s healthiest,” Captain Dipshit repeated with even more impatience.
The clerk thought of saying, “Shakes aren’t healthy, sir” but decided that the annoying man would leave sooner if she just picked for him. She knew that the chocolate shake mix bag had sprung open onto the floor this morning and that Rudy, the slow fry cook, had admirably but ill-advisedly mopped it up and poured it into the machine to save what he considered to be perfectly good shake mix. She hit the medium chocolate shake button and looked up at the nouveau-hippie with the stringy blonde ponytail. “Anything else, sir?”
Captain Dipshit replied that there would be nothing else – no time to say “thanks” though – and took his soiled shake and left.
Captain Dipshit did not radiate impatience as much as sweated it, breathed it, and in turn farted it. Everything was a rush, and he was always eager to move on to the next place so that he could be impatient there as quickly as possible. He was impatient for everything because he had an unwavering conviction that important people were in a hurry, and that if he was to become important himself, his route to it was through the magic of impatience. 
Captain Dipshit had an excellent start in the world of impatience, being the son of a woman who was so impatient to have him that she squeezed him rudely into the world a full month early. 
“There has to be something unhealthy about carrying this much weight around,” his mother said to his father one day twenty years prior to the day Captain Dipshit decided that shakes were probably healthy. His father nodded impatiently in agreement and then turned back to his checkbook and bills where he quickly pasted stamps on the completed pile and pulled a fresh pile toward him.
“Yes, but I don’t have time to talk about that right now. I need to pay these bills,” he explained to her. He reached across the desk for his pen and realized too late that he was already holding it in his hand, and that he had consequently cut a sharp line of ink across the unpaid bills in reaching for it. He reminded himself to slow down, and then reprimanded himself for wasting the valuable seconds that it took to remind himself of it.
Mrs. Dipshit frowned and resolved to get about this pregnancy business, which had already gone on entirely too long. 
After he was born, Captain Dipshit was reared impatiently by his parents and became brilliant as a result. He was so brilliant, his mother decided, that it was entirely unnecessary to force the young Captain to endure the slow, dumb torture of the state school system. Unfortunately, after a few weeks of truancy, the state sent her a notice requiring either her son’s attendance in school or – and this was flat-out unnecesary – her submission of homeschooling paperwork. But her hand was forced, and so she drudged through the paperwork as the lesser of two evils.
The notion that homeschooling was the lesser of two evils was one that Mrs. Dipshit came to doubt almost as soon as she started into it. Had he attended traditional school, the state school system would indeed have forced the Captain to spend a full year on each of twelve grades (death to a quick mind such as his), but the red tape required for homeschooling was almost distracting enough to make up for its relative rapidity. Living in New York, where homeschooling was closely regulated and overseen, was torture. There were forms to fill out and books to buy. There was bureaucracy upon bureaucracy. Mrs. Dipshit spent a good deal of her time at the startup acquiring the information needed to fill out myriad forms.
“How old are you?” she yelled to the boy, who was rolling on the floor by the TV.
“I am four,” he said, tossing toys aside impatiently. He was actually six.
His mother wrote it down, and then sighed as she came across a stumper which would likely require a trip to her wallet. “Do you know your social security number?” she asked him.
“I poop in the potty,” the boy said. Fortunately, this was finally the case.
Even after filing all of the paperwork with the state of New York, the workload on her shoulders persisted. Oversight and testing was pure drudgery. During the first standardized test (overseen by her personally; she had a diploma certifying her to teach “Whatever” that she had made on her home computer), she gave her son a ballpoint pen and a bubble sheet and was pleasantly surprised at the way the Captain chewed on the pen and then discarded it, ignored the bubble sheet entirely, and moved on to swatting at the family cat. Her heart swelled with pride as she watched her son move impatiently from activity to activity and realized that at just past four/six years old, he was already an important person who could spare no time for such an unnecessary assessment of his abilities. 
From that point on, the demands on her time only increased. As soon as young Captain Dipshit began taking the tests, the state took notice of his incredible aptitude and began to send him harder and harder tests. This required Mrs. Dipshit to spend more and more time online and at the local university in order to find the correct answers to the increasingly difficult questions. The more success the frazzled Mrs. Dipshit had in her quest for answers, the more notice was taken by the state of her son’s prodigious brilliance. One day a letter arrived in the Dipshits’ mailbox bearing the seal of the office of the governor. It read:
 
Dear Sir and Madam,
 
I am writing this letter to congratulate you on the achievements of your young son. I hope you realize what a rare talent he has, and how great an achievement it is for you, as parents, to have raised such a child. You have the right to be very proud of your son, and of yourselves.
 
Enclosed is an invitation to the inauguration of the newly-elected members of our state senate. If it is possible for you to attend, I would like at this event to present you with our state’s prestigious Governor’s Award, which I personally give to one individual each year who my staff and I deem particularly worthy of praise in the pursuit of personal and social greatness. Last year’s recipient, Nobel Laureate Dr. Kevin Miller, will also be in attendance, and would very much like to meet your son and extend to him a personal invitation to join the staff of his laboratory at American University. Dr. Miller was particularly intrigued with the report that your son wrote for his fourth-grade science course entitled “The Role of Chromatin Remodelers in PEV-Mediated Gene Silencing in Telomere-Proximal Regions of the Caenorhabditis elegans Genome” and asked me if I thought your son would be interested in a post-doctoral position or even a possible opening for an assistant professor. 
 
I hope that you will choose to attend. Please call my office to RSVP, and I look forward to meeting you.
 
It was signed by the governor. Mrs. Dipshit turned to her son, who had removed his pants and was chewing on the sofa, and beamed. She could hardly believe her son’s achievement in not writing a scientific journal article that had attracted the commendation of the office of the governor. His years of not slaving over books all night long and not driving himself to the point of exhaustion were worth the lack of effort. Although he had given up nothing and not made every sacrifice of himself in the name of his education, he had achieved the recognition that he so fully did not deserve. A mother could not be more proud.
She was so proud that she immediately ran the invitation through the shredder mounted over the study trash can. As an important person herself (although by no means as important as her boy was proving himself to be), she had no more time that she could afford to spend on the support of her son’s education. She had been run ragged in the past few weeks in keeping up with the increasing demands of her son’s limitless brilliance: scanning the internet for trivia, sleeping with faculty from the university for the answers to pages and pages of tests that were, by now, National Science Foundation and National Institutes of Health grant applications and Ph.D. qualifying exams. She had been foolish, however, in allowing her son to write the article which she had Xeroxed from a recent issue of the scientific journal Genes and Development. In writing the article, her son had exceeded even her already lofty expectations and was inviting even higher performance expectations which would take her even longer to fill.
Out of respect for her own valuable time, Mrs. Dipshit pretended on all accounts as if she had never received the governor’s letter. One year later, she received a second letter expressing the governor’s deepest regrets that they had been unable to meet the previous year and making an unprecedented second offer of the Governor’s Award and full tenure at M.I.T. to Captain Dipshit if he would join the governor at the inauguration this year. His mother beamed with even more motherly pride and ran the new letter through the shredder. The Captain’s father fully endorsed the support that his mother was giving young Captain Dipshit.
“You’re an asshole,” he told her.
In the next months, plagued by an increasing fear of further demands on her time, Mrs. Dipshit began to allow her son’s performance to slip slightly, to Ph.D. level. The damage was already done, however, and soon universities, many of them highly prestigious, began to offer Captain Dipshit scholarships. The mailbox was flooded with invitations, awards, and offers of free money. It got to the point where the mailman had to start leaving a good portion of the mail on the ground beside the mailbox because the box itself was filled to capacity. Eventually, the postman refused to continue delivering the Dipshits’ mail because he was carrying twice the mail of anyone else while still receiving the same salary. The post office informed the family that they would have to start coming to pick up their mail if they wished to keep receiving it, and the Postmaster even sent them an angry letter on official stationary which the Postmaster himself, after a long internal struggle, decided to conclude with the simple exclamation “Fuckhead!” 
Mrs. Dipshit began to panic. Like any good recluse, she had had exactly the opposite effect on the public’s insistent eye than she had hoped, and soon began to find her son’s picture on Time, Newsweek, and People with captions like “THE NEXT EINSTEIN?” and “SUPERCHILD.” She could not open the blinds without meeting the unblinking glass eyes of news cameras and could not open the front door without having a bouquet of microphones thrust into her face. They all wanted to know how she did it, what the boy could do, and what his plans were for the future. It was a miserable life, and the entire Dipshit family found themselves unable to move freely and flittingly from activity to activity as befitted a group of important individuals. Mr. Dipshit continued to pay the bills impatiently and was able to impatiently struggle through throngs of reporters to get to his car in order to drive to the post office to get the bills, but he began to find that due to the hundreds of people camping out on his lawn, the grass could only be mowed in a painstakingly measured way. This demanded a degree of patience that Mr. Dipshit was unable and unwilling to devote to any one activity, especially because he had to part the throngs as if he were cutting through the Amazonian bush in order to move forward. He gave it up completely after accidentally running over and nearly amputating the toe of one particularly stubborn newswoman. The problem eventually resolved itself when the grass began to die from constantly being trampled on.
As the Dipshits continued to assert that they had no time to talk to reporters, the zeal of the reporters increased. The trek to the car for Mr. Dipshit’s trips to the post office became more and more difficult, and the post office employees began to spit on him when he came in each day, yelling and swearing at him for making their jobs next to impossible. Eventually, he had to call the Postmaster to complain.
“Fuckhead!” snapped the voice curtly on the other end of the line, and then the connection was broken. Mrs. Dipshit, who had heard the tin-can voice from across the room, fell over in a dead faint.
At the height of the commotion, the entire family crawled out of bed late one night while the reporters were the most dormant, packed a precious few articles in a single backpack, and, on their bellies, snaked their way to freedom through the mud of their own yard, under the news vans and through serpentine mazes of hanging cords. By the time the sun rose the next morning, they were in a new town in a new state – Columbus, Ohio. They had new names and new social security numbers. Captain Dipshit was enrolled in public school for the first time, as his mother decided that his brilliance should be hidden from the world until the Captain had grown old enough and impatient enough to deal with its ramifications by himself.  To further secure their anonymity, Mrs. Dipshit insisted that the entire family wear sunglasses and fake mustaches for a full six months, a practice which finally came to a frightening end when Captain Dipshit brought in a family portrait for a school project and his teacher remarked how unusual it was for both a ten year-old boy and his mother to have full Groucho Marx mustaches. The next day, the Captain came to school sans mustache and glasses and subsequently had to endure rounds of questions as to who he was and what he had done with the mustached boy. Mrs. Dipshit wore hers for another few months just to be on the safe side.
Occasionally, tauntingly, a postcard bearing the seal of the Office of the Postmaster of their old town would come in the mail with only the word “Fuckhead!” written on it in an angular scrawl. This invariably caused Mrs. Dipshit to faint dramatically and, moreover, eerily often onto a protruding countertop or down a flight of stairs. She began to refuse to get the mail at all. If she ever absolutely had to, she would lay down on the ground beside the mailbox and reach up to pull the mail from it so that if another one of the mysterious cards appeared, she wouldn’t fall and injure herself.
Captain Dipshit fared well in and enjoyed school, despite his mother’s fears that its drudging pace would bore her son to tears and force him to turn to drugs. Mrs. Dipshit panicked often about the prospect of her son being forced to turn to drugs, and told him often not to be lured by them to alleviate his troubles. As he entered junior high school, she began to tell him regularly that there were other ways to deal with the boredom caused by his intellectual superiority.
“There are no other ways to deal with the boredom caused by my intellectual superiority,” he told his friends one day over a joint, having figured out that his family would curse the school system rather than him if they ever found out. He also knew that his incredible incompetence in just about every subject would be blamed on the incredible incompetence of the school system.
In high school, his parents’ penchant for healthiness began for the first time to truly make an impression on him, because he discovered that it could save him an enormous amount of time.
“Creamed corn or green beans?” the lunch lady asked him mechanically one day, eyeing him with acute disinterest.
“Whatever’s healthiest,” the teenager replied. He received green beans, which he hated.
“Ham or chicken?” the caterer at his aunt’s wedding asked him on one other occasion.
“Whatever’s healthiest,” replied the boy, who found himself later with ham, which repulsed him.
Healthiness was a tremendous timesaver – perhaps the greatest timesaver ever invented. It also spared him the anguish of deciding what he wanted in just about any given circumstance, which amounted usually to a significant savings of precious seconds and even more precious brainpower. He reasoned that the brain could only have a limited capacity for thought – indeed, a fixed number of individual thoughts – and that once you used it all, you were screwed. The Captain intended on living for a very long time, possibly forever, and was not about to waste thoughts now. If he found himself with a surplus of thoughts when he was ninety, he might splurge and make all sorts of decisions then. But not now. That would be foolish.
In time, he happened on an amazing realization. His healthiness could be even more broadly applicable than he had ever dreamed! Any number of questions could be answered with “Whatever’s healthiest”:
“Smoking or non-smoking?”
“Aisle or window seat?”
“Single or double prints?”
“Will you be paying with cash or a credit card?”
“How many eggs make up a gross?”
“To be or not to be?”
and “What in hell is the matter with you?”
At the peak of his personal revelation, it was an unfortunate coincidence that Captain Dipshit began to be beaten down by the world. Everywhere he went, people began to give him what he didn’t want and to try – probably due to jealousy of his amazing mind – to squash his spirit and personal greatness. 
“These tires are all bald,” a greasy-fingered mechanic reported to him by way of explanation after he skidded off the road in a snow storm. He glanced up at the Captain’s car, suspended in the air at the garage by the massive hydraulic lift, and touched a featureless black tire. “You’ll need all new tires.”
He waited to be sure that the teenager was absorbing what he was saying, saw that he was shifting his weight nervously from foot to foot, and continued, “We recommend the thicker tread tires for the snow, but if you’re pressed for cash...” he smiled deviously, as if passing on a secret, “...the cheaper ones will get you by just fine. What do you say?”
Captain Dipshit barely allowed the mechanic to finish his exceedingly long-winded sermon before succinctly replying, “Whatever’s healthiest.”
The mechanic, who felt that he was being kind in offering to help this unkempt young man, frowned in confusion. “What? I’m asking you what kind of tires you want.”
The Captain repeated that he wanted whichever tires were healthiest and shot sharp, hurried glances around the shop to underscore the fact that he had no more time to waste. Two hours later, he paid the mechanic $650 and drove from the tire shop on his old bald tires, which had been gouged severely with a leather punch to disguise their identity.
Everywhere he went, he was treated rudely and received poor service. He began to look on the world with hurt, mournful eyes which pleaded for an answer to the question of why he was hated because he had been born smarter than everybody else. He felt trampled on and kicked and played the part to the hilt. It was for this reason that he was so relieved to find a similar group of people when he began college at The Ohio State University. They made him feel at home.
His new friends smoked a lot of pot, drank a lot of beer, and oozed intellectuality. They were a group of people who had been born too late to be hippies but liked the idea of free love and Mary Jane and patched bell-bottom pants so much that they decided that they were going to be the new hippies, even though they knew nothing about any wars or peace movements or about protest against anything but not recycling. 
Captain Dipshit found the nouveau-hippies fascinating, with their dirty, tangled dredlocked hair and poems like:
 
“Oh man, this like sucks that the world is so materialistic.
Let’s live in peace with the Earth and, like, eat vegetables.
Peace and love, man. 
Pet a tree.”
 
Although they were obviously not as brilliant as he was, their talent for directionless existence and self-pity was far more honed than his own. They spent long, thoughtful nights high as kites and gorging intermittently on salty snacks as the urges struck them, talking about things that sounded brilliant when they were high, like when someone said, “Man, what if like, God is a plant?” Captain Dipshit sat up straight in stunned awe and stayed that way for some time. He pondered the question for weeks afterward before he was able to fathom a reply. 
After about a month, at another get-together, he pointed slowly and reverently to the Ficus tree in the corner with a bong leaning against it and said quietly, “What if God is like, that plant?”
The room fell into a silence so profound that is was palpable. Nobody dared to breathe, weighed upon by the incredible enormity of Captain Dipshit’s postulate. Then, after a fitting period of respectful quiet, a normally-reserved kid nicknamed Moonbeam walked up to the plant with his head lowered, picked up the bong, and moved it away from the Ficus’s planter. He backed away and returned to his seat, where he resumed his awed meditation.
From that point on, the nouveau-hippie culture recognized Captain Dipshit’s mind as second to none. He organized the construction of a modest but respectful shrine for the Ficus tree and then for the furniture and eventually for the walls as well, since he suggested that God could be any of them just as easily. Soon they left the sanctity of the apartment altogether, reasoning that God in His many forms might not appreciate the noise or the marijuana smoke, even though it was His most divine creation.
It did not take long for the Captain to convert to vegetarianism once he decided that meat was likely not healthy because all animals pooped, and that poop was not healthy to eat. He then reasoned that it was no safer to eat or wear products made in any way from things that pooped, and became a vegan. 
Shortly after making this decision, he attended several vegan events and explained his philosophies to them, and congratulated them on arriving at the same conclusions. At first they were friendly, but after three or four hours of the Captain’s explanations and arguments, they inexplicably became downright nasty.
At the end of most of the events he attended, he walked out to the parking lot to discover that the other vegans had egged his car – quite a feat at a vegan convention, where eggs were a rarity.
The Captain, thereafter restricting his social circle to his established friends and followers in the hippie culture, refined his healthy habits with a zeal befitting his impossibly busy and rushed lifestyle. He had stopped eating meat and cheese and all animal products, and he wore no animal products except for the leather bag that he carried, which was necessary to make him look wisely “Earthy” enough to do his work of correcting the wrong thoughts of most people. He swore off anything carbonated on the grounds that carbonation was not natural, and swore off anything pressure cooked, which was also not natural. He swore off most grilled foods just to play it safe and swore heavily on pot, which was as natural as you could get. When he got the munchies, he ate pot brownies made with vegetable oil, not animal oils or butter or lard. He reasoned that he was the healthiest and most important man alive, as evidenced by his insistence in any situation on whatever was the healthiest and made the healthiest way, and by his nervous impatience in getting whatever was healthiest.
Although he was not a “churchy” guy, Captain Dipshit knew in his own secular way that God approved of his life. He knew that God was impressed with his astute and brilliant perception that He might be a plant, and that He appreciated the way that Captain Dipshit took whatever steps were necessary to keep the Ficus tree free of mealybugs and spider mites, just in case.
 
2.
Captain Dipshit, whose name was not really Captain Dipshit, was named by the Bingham’s crew in the same way they had named Little Johnny Redbeard, whose name may or may not have been John. All John knew was that that was his building.
“That’s my building!” snapped the dwarf with the bright red beard, liquor breath, and pungent body odor. “I own it!”
Captain Dipshit tried to walk faster without giving up and breaking into a run, but Little John, who scampered like a terrier, easily kept pace with him.
If the High Street Crazies had been a basketball team, Little John would have been its star forward. His insanity and entertainment value surpassed them all – Stinky Ed, Pissy Pete, the Private Dancer... even the fist-pumping Johnny Rocker. He was, in equal measures, both fiery (like his beard) and inviting (like his beard). He could be your best friend, or he could be head-butting you in the groin. But regardless of which extreme he did on any given day, you could rest assured that he was doing it crazily.
It was, in fact, Little John’s hilariously bipolar nature that ensured that he alone among High Street’s crazies was usually welcomed at Bingham’s. Philip liked him because he was confusing to anyone who didn’t know his shtick, and because he made the kinds of customers that Philip loathed so incredibly uncomfortable. Sometimes Philip would even try to tell such customers that Little John was Bingham himself. Whenever he did this, hilarity inevitably ensued.
When Little John was in a friendly mood, he would accost strangers and force them to listen to his stories at great length, keeping them captive by offering them his hand to shake every few minutes. He often did this across the street from Bingham’s, where a stone wall divided the sidewalk along High from a raised grassy area. Someone would sit down to eat their lunch and John would plop down next to them, swinging his short legs and kicking the wall with the backs of his shoes. John’s audience would try to be polite, but would soon get up to leave, at which point John would extend his hand. Most people (and this said something about most people’s politeness versus their revulsion) would shake it, and then John would be free to continue. John’s new friend would start to leave again, John would shake their hand again and tell them that they were an all right guy, John would resume talking, and the cycle would repeat. 
On a good day, everybody that Little John met was an all right guy. On a bad day, he would cuss and throw things.
It was Little John’s tendency to fly off the handle that gave rise to his notoriety. John was a drinker – a heavy drinker – and when he got drunk, he got belligerent and violent. He would punch people. He would jump on furniture until it broke. 
Little John attended every campus party he could find, invitations to attend be damned. In spite of his violence, people rarely threw him out when he first arrived. This was partially because being only three and a half feet tall, he could surf the undertow of a crowd and go unnoticed – but it was also partly because he was, as the kids say, fucking awesome. Even once someone discovered him (usually in the kitchen, climbing the keg), he was usually allowed to stay and party on in his wasted, dancing, punching, fucking awesome way. Eventually, however, as the night wore on, he would punch the wrong person or yell the wrong thing in the wrong person’s face and be thrown down the stairs. Everyone knew that when there was a party, Little John was sure to be there. He would be there getting his ass kicked.
Most days, he was of a temperament somewhere between “friendly stalker” and “angry drunken dwarf.” He was usually ranting about his affluence.
“That’s my building!” he repeated to Captain Dipshit. “I own all this shit!” He gestured up and down the street. “It’s all mine! You know how much money I have in the bank?”
Captain Dipshit did not respond. He looked straight ahead, moving fast, and kept trying to outpace Little John.
“Ten million dollars! That’s right, I’m Donald fucking Trump!” He paused, thoughtful, and then added, “Not literally, of course.” 
The Captain, suspicious that the dwarf was either 1.) jealous of his brilliance like the rest of the world or 2.) out to steal his Lucky Charms, began to bob and weave. Maybe the little man couldn’t corner well and he could shake him like a heat-seeking missile.
“Hey!” shouted Little John. “Can you hear me?”
Little John began tugging on Captain Dipshit’s pantleg.
“Hey!” he said, “I’m talking to you!” 
Captain Dipshit, who would never admit to being in a tizzy, was in a total tizzy as he snaked back and forth down the sidewalk like the dance of a Chinese dragon. This was intolerable. Why did these things always happen to him? 
Maybe they don’t happen to you. Maybe they happen in this place.
Captain Dipshit stopped. Little John, who didn’t stop, planted his face in the Captain’s ass with a grunt. 
Damn. He knew that voice. It was God’s voice. He’d heard it in his head for the first time years ago, when God had called to him from the ficus planter. You didn’t mess with God. God told you that He might be a plant and you acted. God told you to steal that waffle that one time at a Denny’s and you snaked it with your fork when its owner went to the bathroom. God told you that it was okay not to pay your taxes and you tore up your 1040. God told you to smoke up, and you fired a bowl until you were shitfaced. 
Fucking-A right, said the voice of God. And I know what you’re thinking. Yes, this is totally God. If it were your own brain, would it know how many fingers you’re about to hold up behind your back? 
Captain Dipshit put a hand behind his back and held up three fingers.
Three, said the voice in his head.
Captain Dipshit was flabbergasted. That proved it. 
Look, broseph, said the voice of God. Those things don’t just happen to you. They happen here. The weird shit isn’t tied to you. It’s tied to this place.
Captain Dipshit looked up at the window in front of him and realized where he’d stopped. Bingham’s.
That’s ridiculous, he thought.
Are you calling a voice in your head that is clearly the voice of God ridiculous? countered the voice of God, which sounded at least mildly perturbed.
No, no. Of course not.
Captain Dipshit considered. There was a guy he saw on High over and over – the one who wore huge stereophonic headphones and cut-off leather gloves and power-strutted down the street while singing classic rock at the top of his lungs. That was always here, near Bingham’s. The little man with the red beard was always around Bingham’s; he’d never seen him farther than across the street. He’d seen the Bingham’s manager spring through the front door once and chase a guy with a pipe. He’d seen an elegantly dressed but very dirty woman doing a sinuous dance in front of one of the Bingham’s mirrors, her front smeared with what had to be dried blood. You’d think the employees would intervene in such a gross incident and kick the woman out, but they didn’t. He remembered their indifference quite clearly. They’d sat in the back reading magazines and had ignored it all, as if it were going to stop on its own.
All of it here.
A guy had broken one of the mirrors with an ashtray and nobody had blinked until he was gone. The staffers sometimes walked right out front, right onto the sidewalk, and hit bagels across the street with a bat. 
It all happened right here, at or very near Bingham’s, and the world didn’t notice or care. It was as if Captain Dipshit were the only one who was seeing any of it. And, really, maybe he was. Or maybe others were seeing it but were ignoring it. Maybe it was just apathy. That plus a bit of coincidence seemed more likely than the notion that Bingham’s was some kind of a vortex of evil. Occam’s shaver and all of that.
Maybe it’s just apathy and coincidence, he said to God.
Maybe you should stop second-guessing me, God retorted. I caused a forty-day flood, you know. I could fuck you up right now if I wanted to.
Sorry, sorry. You’re right.
By the way, God added, that dwarf just de-pantsed you.
Captain Dipshit reached down, pulled his pants back up, and – quietly, so God wouldn’t hear – considered the possibility. Could God’s voice be right? Could this little part of town be a kind of vortex of oddity and... wrongness, like an Indian burial ground? He didn’t know any Indian people except his neighbor Misha Patel, but he made a mental note to ask her how the burial ground thing worked. You never know.
Here now, with his hand on the door, the notion troubled him. If Bingham’s were, in fact, a den of evil, then he should probably stop eating here. 
Meh, said God. Evil or not, I’m hungry.
How can you be hungry? thought Captain Dipshit.
I mean, you’re hungry, said God, who seemed suddenly flustered.
Little John was tapping him on the backs of his legs, asking just what the fuck was in his fucking ears and if he was a fucking idiotic fucking fuck.
And besides, God said, if you don’t go in, that smelly little guy is just going to keep following you down the street. 
Well, that was true.
But you’ll stay with me? the Captain pleaded. Give me resistance to evil? Maybe give me the strength of twenty men or the power to strike down sinners with bolts of righteousness? 
No, I have to go cause an earthquake in San Francisco. I heard there’s a gay guy living there and you know how I feel about that bullshit. 
And with that, he was gone. 
Captain Dipshit took a deep breath, crossed himself, and opened the door. As he did, his left leg became heavy. Little John had wrapped around it in a bear hug and Captain Dipshit, resolutely ignoring the odd and potentially evil situation, began dragging him like Jacob Marley’s chains. 
“Oh, good!” said Little John. “I own this place too.” 
Mike, known at Bingham’s as “the new stoic asshole employee with the baseball cap,” was behind the counter. He looked over at the new customers as they struggled through the door. Stoically. Assholishly. While wearing his baseball cap. 
He saw the situation for what it was and resolved right then and there to give Little John whatever he wanted for free, forever. 
Captain Dipshit struggled through the lobby toward the counter, dragging the dwarf. There was much huffing and puffing and swearing. None of the customers seemed to care, or even to notice. The realization made Captain Dipshit’s skin crawl. Just like the Private Dancer. Just like the guy who had broken the mirror with the ashtray. There was something wrong here, all right. Where was God when you needed him?
At the front of the room, Mike realized that the customer/parasite would probably want to order food, so once the team gained the register, he switched into customer service mode.
“What?” he said.
In one Gestalt leap, it occurred to Captain Dipshit how odd and how wrong this all was, and with it came the realization that he shouldn’t be here. He should leave. He should run home. He’d just talked to God, he had a headache, and he had an alcoholic dwarf attached to his leg who nobody seemed to see. Nobody was helping him. Was he just supposed to order food like nothing was wrong?
No, he thought. I can’t let them win.
“I guess I want a bagel,” he said. “But make it fast. I have a situation here.” 
Mike, who was enjoying said situation, was in absolutely no hurry.
“We have many varieties of bagels,” Mike said. “Allow me to list them for you.” He adjusted his baseball cap first in one direction, then in the other. He rubbed his chin. 
“Egg,” he said.
“Whatever’s healthiest.” 
“Wheat.” 
“Whatever’s healthiest.” 
“Bialy.” 
“That’s what I want, roast beef on bialy,” said a voice from below the counter. “I own this fucking place!”
“Anything for you,” said Mike, “or just the sandwich for your crotch?” 
Captain Dipshit inhaled sharply as if punched. Then he looked down, shook his leg, then looked down again. It was as if he thought he had something on his shoe.
“There’s a guy down there,” Mike explained.
Captain Dipshit looked at him.
“Right there,” said Mike, pointing.
So this was really happening. That was good. Or was it? Was it better to have a drunk homeless dwarf attached to your leg and not have anyone offer to help you, or to not have a drunk homeless dwarf attached to your leg at all? It was the eternal question.
“Maybe you can help me,” said Captain Dipshit.
“I am helping you.” 
“I mean, with this... situation,” he said, nodding at Little John.
“He’s hugging you. That’s how we roll around this place. I’m barely restraining myself from hugging you right now, in fact.”
“Where’s your manager?”
“Why?” 
“I’d like your manager to throw him out,” hissed Captain Dipshit, finally losing his cool. “For christ’s sake, look at him!” 
Mike leaned forward and looked down. Little John looked back up at him, smiled a black-toothed smile, and unhooked an arm from around the Captain’s leg for long enough to wave.
“That’s really prejudiced, sir,” said Mike. Then he added, impromptu, “You disgust me.”
“I’m a customer here,” said Captain Dipshit. “And this... man... is bothering me.”
“I own this fucking place!” yelled Little John.
The Anarchist, who had overheard the exchange from behind the corner, walked over. “Hey, Mr. Bingham,” he said. 
A look of utter befuddlement crossed Captain Dipshit’s face. The Anarchist saw it and explained succinctly, “He owns this fucking place.” 
But it couldn’t be. That didn’t make sense. The red-haired man was a campus nut, a guy who begged for nickels and had once chased him with a whip and thrown pickles at him. They were obviously screwing with him. 
The smell. The filth. The odor. The insanity.
His headache was getting worse. 
Darcy, who was at the make table and who was sporting prominent cleavage, walked up next to Mike. She leaned over the counter and extended her hand. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Bingham.”
Little John shook her hand. “You have huge tits,” he replied.
“This isn’t the owner,” said Captain Dipshit. “This is a campus bum.” 
“Can’t he be both?” said Mike.
Captain Dipshit rolled his eyes. “This is ridiculous.” 
Little John punched Captain Dipshit in the testicles. “Fuck you, hippie! I’m three foot six, I’m thirty-six, and this is my motherfucking restaurant!” 
The Anarchist, Darcy, and Mike were all smiling mildly. None of this was fazing them. And really, why would it? The woman dancing in front of the mirror, her front smeared with dried blood. The guy who belted out classical rock music on the street. Hadn’t he even seen a fat man walking around wearing a pair of Mickey Mouse ears, a thong, and nothing else? Par for the course. Was it really that inconceivable that Bingham’s owner was a smelly megalomaniac homeless dwarf?
Yes. 
But somehow it wasn’t. Somehow, on some level, it made sense. 
In a vortex of evil, anything goes.
Captain Dipshit looked at Little John, who was covered in what looked like oil stains. Where had he been sleeping last night? He had a crusted-over cut on one of his hands. What had he punched with that hand? 
The fiery red hair. The fiery red beard.
Maybe he’s Satan.
Okay, that wasn’t funny. 
Captain Dipshit felt his heart speed up. No, he willed it. Losing his cool would be letting them win. If they were going to act like nothing strange was happening, so would he. He’d just do his business, leave, and then never come back. He’d had enough bizarreness for this lifetime. 
“Forget the sandwich,” he said. “I’ll just have iced tea.” 
“We don’t have iced tea anymore,” The Anarchist told him. “The iced tea guy was an uptight prick. He came in here and whined and whined, so we told him to go away and then Rich took a past-expiration ham over to his house and dropped it down his chimney, yelling, ‘Bombs away!’”
Mike turned to the Anarchist. “Really?”
“No,” the Anarchist said, chuckling. “We didn’t even know the tea guy’s name.” 
Captain Dipshit, who didn’t need this extra information, switched his request to hot tea.
“I don’t know whose chimney it actually was,” the Anarchist told Mike. Mike nodded. 
“Or just a teabag to go. Like, just hand it to me and I’ll make the tea later.” 
Little John punched him in the testicles again. “You’d better pay for that!” he said. “This is my place and those are my fucking teabags!” 
Captain Dipshit doubled up and fell over. From the floor, looking up, Bingham / Satan seemed to tower over him. Something fell out of his beard and hit Captain Dipshit on the forehead. Captain Dipshit wiped it frantically away and stood back up without missing a beat. None of the employees had reacted, so he’d better not react much, either. 
“One dollar,” said Mike.
“Here you go.” 
“This is a library card,” said Mike.
Captain Dipshit took the card, gave Mike a dollar, and began tapping his foot. It was a good feeling. Familiar. Regardless of whether he was in a den of evil or not, he was beginning to get impatient. He fell into it, looking around with short, birdlike movements. Satan Bingham wouldn’t win this round. 
Mike handed him a teabag. 
“Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a regatta,” said Captain Dipshit with a small, uptight nod of his chin. He bent to address Little John. “And it was nice to meet you, Mr. Bingham.” 
Mr. Bingham feinted at striking his testicles again. Captain Dipshit flinched.
Don’t let them see you sweat, he told himself, regaining his composure. He turned and walked mildly to the door. Once he reached the door and had opened it mildly, he mildly refused to look back. He turned mildly onto the sidewalk along High, and ten seconds later felt the evil pull of the place begin to release him. 
He was still hungry, but he wasn’t going back in there. No way. 
Maybe he could grab a microwave burrito from UDF down the street. It wouldn’t be very healthy, but at least he’d have some sustenance, and he felt like he needed sustenance after what he’d just been through. 
There was a noise to his rear. He looked over his shoulder and caught one glimpse of a fat man wearing Mickey Mouse ears, a thong, and nothing else strolling gaily toward him before turning and breaking into a run.
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He didn’t stop at the UDF to get a burrito. It didn’t feel safe to stop running until he’d put at least another block between himself and Mickey.
After several minutes of all-out effort, he collapsed as he crossed Chittenden, gasping for breath, his heart pounding like it was trying to escape. He didn’t sit. He fell. All of the strength went out of his legs and his momentum pitched him forward. Some basic survival instinct still conscious within him forced his arms out in front to break his fall, but it was unnecessary because an old woman walking a Jack Russell terrier cushioned him sufficiently. 
The collision was ugly and undignified. Captain Dipshit’s head hit her hip and she folded in two, sitting down somewhat on her rear but mostly on a drink carrier she had been holding that contained four thankfully cold drinks from a coffee shop called Java Jive. The Captain accordioned on top of her, his head in her crotch. The rest of his body, stopped by his head, was too out of gas to go rigid and flopped like a bean bag in a partial somersault, his back rolling up the woman’s body, his butt over her left shoulder, his legs limp and heavy. He settled on the concrete with his face up, staring at the blue sky, as the woman’s terrier bit anything it could reach.
When she regained her breath (nothing broken, nothing bruised; the annihilated drinks had gotten the worst of it), the woman yelled, “Bootsy! Attack!” Then she stood up and began kicking Captain Dipshit, who was spent, nearly unconscious, and completely beyond the ability to protect sensitive areas. 
“Get away from me!” she shouted, backing away. She shuffled through her small handbag and removed a small black vial of pepper spray, which she pointed at Captain Dipshit.
“I don’t know you!” shrieked the woman. 
Captain Dipshit tried to reply. He couldn’t. He considered himself lucky to be breathing. He smoked pot constantly, considered potato chips and French fries to be a major food group (potatoes were from the earth, after all), never exercised, and had just sprinted all-out for five blocks. His adrenal glands were out of adrenaline and his blood was acidic enough to burn a hole in steel. He lay on the concrete, legs still in an untidy jumble, and tried his best not to die. 
“What do you want? My purse? You can’t have it!” she yelled, brandishing the pepper spray. 
Captain Dipshit breathed heavily in agreement. 
“Molester!” she yelled.
Captain Dipshit gasped for air in apology.
“Poliiiice!” she shrieked. 
Captain Dipshit indicated that there was no need for such rash action by staying motionless and attempting to remain conscious. 
Fortunately for the Captain (and as observed by the Captain), weird things happened constantly on High. Few people had even noticed the sprinting hippie, the yelling woman, or their collision, and fewer still seemed to think it was their problem. Police remained notably absent. A pedestrian on a cell phone stepped on Captain Dipshit’s outstretched hand as he was walking by, swore in surprise, and snapped at the Captain to watch where the fuck he was going.
Captain Dipshit, managing at last to bring his heart rate below 110 percent of its theoretical maximum, untangled his legs and continued to gasp. 
The old woman sprayed him in the face with the pepper spray and hurried off. 
 
It was five minutes before Captain Dipshit could breathe normally again, and much longer than that before he could begin to open his eyes. In the intervening time, he attempted to splash his face with water from one of the woman’s ruined Java Jive cups (which made the burning worse) and then slumped back against the wall of a building he could feel but not see. He then began to ask the passersby for help, explaining that he’d been maced and left for dead and that he needed help because the naked Mickey Mouse could be here any second. But as soon as he’d told the story, he heard a slurred voice thirty feet to his left begin telling the same passersby that Stuttering John from the Howard Stern show had sodomized him with a toilet brush and that he needed six bucks to hire a limo back to his mansion in Beverly Hills. 
Between the sprints, the fear, and the pepper spray, the next forty-five minutes passed in a series of start-stop clips of disjointed consciousness. He seemed to fall asleep, wake up. Fall asleep, wake up.
A full hour later, as his head and vision began to clear, he discovered that someone had covered him in a ratty blanket. He’d also somehow collected sixteen cents in the Java Jive cup that he was still clutching.
Using the building for support, he got to his feet and brushed himself off.
His legs were still uncertain and his eyes were still watering profusely, but he noticed that in the tussle, the old woman had dropped her sunglasses. They had horned rims and were studded with rhinestones, but when he put them on, the sunlight took on a pleasantly muted quality that didn’t hurt his eyes so much. Plus, with them on, nobody would think he was crying. 
He would have liked assistance, but the one thing a superior mind can’t abide is pity. 
With the adrenaline mostly through his system, he found that he was hungry. The ordeal had taken a lot out of him. He’d been hungry when he walked into Bingham’s (when he’d dragged the dwarf into Bingham’s), and that had been over an hour ago. Between the torture, the antagonism, the exercise, and the trauma, he was positively famished. 
He looked around. Where had the woman come from? He looked at the pavement, where her other three cups and their detritus still lay. Java Jive. 
He didn’t want coffee. He wanted food. 
He rotated and took stock: A clothing store, a hair salon, a Buckeyes pride shop. There was always walking a block back to the UDF, but a burrito wouldn’t really do anymore. Serious situations caused for serious food. 
What he really wanted was a Bingham’s bagel. With vegetables. Whichever were healthiest. That sounded good. 
But that was out of the question. No more Bingham’s food. He’d just have to wean himself off of it. No more steamed bagels, which was too bad. Steaming made the bagels nice and warm and soft. No other bagel place he knew of did that. He’d never seen it before and doubted he’d ever see it again. But that’s how it had to be. There was something wrong with Bingham’s, and they were out to get him. The place was a den of evil. How could you look at the owner 
(Satan)
and doubt it? 
He’d just have to settle. 
He was just thinking that he’d have to hoof it down to Grinders (not exactly a paradise for the discriminating vegan) when a large flashing sign outside of Java Jive caught his eye. It said “3B.” That didn’t make sense, considering that there wasn’t so much as one B in Java Jive’s name.
Maybe it was a joke that he was too lofty to understand. “To be or not to be.” “2B or not 2B.” “3B the number after 2.” Or something. That’s how pop culture worked. 
But then he saw something behind it. Below Java Jive, on the lower level of the same building.
Down a small, not-terribly-obvious flight of stairs was a door, and on the door was a picture of a bagel surrounded by white lines that looked like... steam.
 
4.
The shop, Captain Dipshit learned, was called Big Bagel Bill’s – an alliterative name that was usually abbreviated to “3B.” It was not owned by a Bill or even a William. It’s owner and manager was a man named Dicky Kulane.
Dicky was a gangly man in his mid thirties with dark, somewhat oily hair and a complexion that you could tell had only cleared up in the past few years. His eyes were deep-set and somehow troubling. They seemed to suggest that Dicky knew a person’s motives, and didn’t trust them one damn bit. 
He was tall but habitually slouched, rounding his shoulders forward like a mantis. His movements were small and quick and watchful. Seeing this, and hearing Dicky speak, Captain Dipshit knew he’d found his intellectual equal. Dicky, like Captain Dipshit, was impatient, intelligent, and just a bit annoyed that everyone else was so stupid.. 
The deli itself was deserted. More than deserted, actually. The place looked varnished, waxed... totally unused. It looked like 3B had only recently been taken off the shelf at some big box store that sold delis whole, and that the shrink wrap had only recently been removed. The chairs and booths were firm and glossy because no people had ever sat on them. The tabletops sparkled, because not so much as a tray or a backpack or a cup had yet had a chance to scratch them. The tiles on the floor were new, untouched, without so much as a speck of dirt or debris. It was immaculate. Showroom condition. 
At the front of the room was a small area behind a counter. To the right side of this was a cash register, and to the left was a deli case protected by an angled window made of clear plastic – a sneeze shield. Flanking this were two silver, boxy contraptions that Captain Dipshit recognized immediately. They were steamers. 
When he first came in – after asking tentatively if the place was open because it was so small, so dark, and so poorly marked – he’d inquired about the steamers. Dicky had said that they bathed the sandwiches in hot steam, warming and softening the bagel and anything you put on it and melting the cheese over it all. 
“Like Bingham’s?” Captain Dipshit had asked.
And Dicky’s face had darkened. “Same machines,” he said, which was an odd answer. It meant he knew what Bingham’s was, and that he knew they used the same machines, but it carefully skirted the implication that 3B was like Bingham’s. Answers such as What’s Bingham’s? or Yeah, the same wouldn’t have raised his eyebrows. But this answer Dicky had given suggested that he understood the comparison the Captain was trying to make, and resented it. 
So Captain Dipshit had ordered a bagel with vegetables on it. Dicky, who was working alone, took the order himself. He asked the Captain what kind of a bagel he wanted, and Captain Dipshit said he wanted whatever was healthiest. Dicky had punched a button on the register and had asked which vegetables he wanted. Captain Dipshit said he wanted whichever vegetables were healthiest, and Dicky hit more buttons. Three minutes later, he was sitting down in one of 3B’s booths with a steamed wheat bagel with lettuce, sprouts, cucumbers, avocado, onion, and green peppers. Green peppers? Bingham’s didn’t even have green peppers. 
“Bingham’s doesn’t even have green peppers,” he said to Dicky, who, after completing the Captain’s bagel, had begun meticulously cleaning the make area of crumbs and debris. 
Again Dicky’s face darkened. “They don’t have a lot of things,” he said. 
Strange, this man’s reaction, thought Captain Dipshit. But what was perhaps stranger was his own behavior. He was sitting to eat his bagel. When had he last done that? He’d certainly never sat down at Bingham’s. It was always too loud and too crass of an atmosphere. The place was filled with nutjobs, and the staff was rude and unhelpful. The walls were dirty and the floor was faded and cracked. The booths were splitting and losing their stuffing. It was an unhealthy kind of place, and he’d never wanted to stay.
But what’s more, he never sat down to eat anywhere, no matter whether it was owned by Satan himself (as was Bingham’s) or not. He was too impatient to move on to the next activity, and the next, and the next. Society demanded so much of him, and yet disrespected him so deeply. He had much he needed to do, and had much scorn to endure in doing it.
Yet here he was, sitting.
Here he was, making small talk. 
He never talked to the employees at Bingham’s. He never talked to the employees at McDonald’s. He never talked to anyone who gave him service, beyond the bare necessities. Sometimes, he could get service by waving, gesturing, and grunting, and he did when he could. It was the most efficient way to get things done, as it expended neither brainpower, decisions, nor breath. If you wanted to be healthy, you had to mind the details. He barely talked to his peers (because let’s be honest – he had none) and he only talked to his friends when he was relatively sure their responses would praise him and tell him how awesome he was.
Yet here he was, talking to this deli owner. 
Maybe it was today’s scare. He’d heard about being scared straight (he was pretty sure this involved frightening someone to make them stop being gay, like how you cured the hiccups) and he’d heard about people gaining new perspectives after being scared by a near-death experience. Maybe that’s what had happened today. You enter a den of evil and stare Lucifer in the face, then you sprint yourself to death and get assaulted and left for dead after being chased by Mickey Mouse. That kind of a day was bound to make anyone rethink his priorities. 
Captain Dipshit ran through a quick self-assessment. Had his priorities shifted?
Priority
#1 – Weed
No, they were the same as ever. But there was still something going on here today. Something different. Then all at once, he realized what had changed.
He wasn’t being treated badly. 
He wasn’t being laughed at or mocked. 
He’d asked for what was healthiest, and he seemed to have gotten it with no bullshit, no pranks, no unpleasant surprises. 
Had that ever happened before? He recalled the mechanic who’d sold him the winter tires, the lunch lady, the caterer at his aunt’s wedding, and Bingham’s. Bingham’s. Bingham’s. 
No, that hadn’t really happened much before. 
“So you know Bingham’s,” said a voice at his shoulder. It was Dicky Kulane, who’d pulled up a chair and sat down at the table with him. His voice was deep but tended to warble, suggesting that he was anxious and uncomfortable with social interaction. He also leaned too close when he spoke, as if he were trying to talk low, conspiratorially, and feared being overheard. Both were affects that usually made people uncomfortable, but they didn’t bother Captain Dipshit at all.
“Yeah.”
“Tell me. That bagel you’re eating. You get that over there before, at Bingham’s?”
The truth was that no, he’d never gotten anything remotely like this at Bingham’s. He’d tried, but he’d ended up with jelly and hummus on blueberry, or pickles and horseradish and jalapenos on a dirty napkin. But that was too complicated to explain right now, so he settled for answering the heart of Dicky’s question rather than exploring the full truth.
“Yeah,” he said.
“And how do they compare? This bagel and Bingham’s?”
“This is much better.” 
“And the price?”
“A little cheaper,” said Captain Dipshit. 
“What do you think of the restaurant? The music? The environment as a whole?”
Captain Dipshit looked around and took it all in. The place was immaculately clean. He might even take his sandwich into the bathroom and eat it off the floor later, because that’s what he’d heard you could do when a place was incredibly clean. Either that or do surgery, but he was out of practice with surgery. 
The décor was nice and understated. The tables and booths were arranged into little nooks, perfect for gathering and yet having a decent measure of privacy. The music was soft and mellow – right now, a subtle jazz number. Classy.
“It’s much nicer here,” said Captain Dipshit.
“So why haven’t you been coming here all along?”
The question was the next logical one, and Captain Dipshit had known it was coming. Yet there was something in the way that Dicky said it that was accusatory and unnerving. Something in that wavering, deep voice and in those intense, deep-set eyes was blaming Captain Dipshit for the deli’s emptiness. 
“I... didn’t know it was here.” 
Dicky’s glare persisted for another few moments, and then it seemed to melt into a look of resignation. He sighed and looked around the restaurant. When he spoke next, his voice was different, now talking to and for himself. 
“We’ve been here four months,” he said. “A few of those days, we’ve had a customer. Many days we’ve had none. I don’t understand it. We’re better, cheaper, and nicer than... the competition.” But Captain Dipshit heard what he’d almost said: ... than Bingham’s. That was the only “competition” Dicky cared about – not Grinder’s, not Buffalo Wild Wings, not any of the fast food restaurants. 
“I think you’re hard to find,” said Captain Dipshit, but Dicky wasn’t listening. 
“Those... other places. They’re rude. They don’t care. They just churn through business and treat people badly. I have to wonder, do people want to be treated badly? Are they that dumb?”
Dicky’s tone was equally regretful and indignant, but the fact that he was telling this to Captain Dipshit said that the Captain wasn’t among these stupid, masochistic masses. Captain Dipshit felt validated enough to respond. 
“Yeah, I think most people are dumb... Dicky.” 
He thought that using the owner’s name in such a deliberate manner would feel contrived and fake, but it didn’t. That was another thing he’d never done before – opening himself to familiarity with someone he’d just met. And was he accepting the secondary role rather than insisting on being alpha between the two of them? Yes, he thought he was. But it was okay. Today, he kind of wanted to be led, especially if it was by someone who seemed also to have something against his newly realized nemeses. 
“Should I play down? Should I make my food worse? Should I raise my prices? Should I be rude, treat people like they’re idiots, abuse them, and insult them? Is that what people want?”
“You’re talking specifically about Bingham’s, aren’t you?” said Captain Dipshit.
“Any competitor. Bingham’s is not my only competitor.” 
“But they’re the one you care about,” said Captain Dipshit. 
Dicky’s gaze became less threatening, more familiar. 
“I’d like to make a profit, regardless of how it happens,” he said. “But, true, I also don’t like the people at Bingham’s. At all.” 
“Why?”
Dicky waved him off. “It’s a long story.” 
Captain Dipshit decided that he’d come this far, so he might as well make a leap of faith. His voice unnecessarily low, he said, “Weird things happen there, you know. It’s not a normal kind of a place.”
“They’re intolerable. So rude. So crass. So disrespectful.” 
“No. I meant like...” Captain Dipshit looked around to make sure the store was still empty. “... supernaturally weird.” 
“What do you mean?” said Dicky.
“It doesn’t mean ‘super natural.’ Which is really stupid. I’d be all over something that was super natural, but apparently it means...”
“I know what ‘supernatural’ means.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yes.” 
“Because I didn’t, and I’m...”
Dicky’s look suggested he might be about to stab Captain Dipshit in the eye with a fork.
“I just mean that the things that happen there are... beyond explanation. It’s hard to explain.” 
“Try.” 
“Beyond explanation. Hard to explain.” 
“What is?”
Captain Dipshit thought for a second. “Well, it’s hard to explain.” 
“Are you about to ask me who’s on first?” said Dicky, annoyed.
“First what?”
Dicky sighed. 
“It’s just... weird things, okay? Like the place is a cult. Or a den of evil.” 
Dicky laughed. 
“You wouldn’t laugh if you’d been through what I’ve been through today. Have you met the owner?” 
“Who? Is there a ‘Mr. Bingham?’”
“Yeah.” 
“No. I’ve never seen him.” 
Captain Dipshit’s heart began to pound faster. Had it been real? It was too strange to have been real, which meant that at Bingham’s, it pretty much had to be real. 
Just get on with it, Captain Dipshit thought.
So Captain Dipshit got on with it, and told Dicky all about the little dirty swearing man with the fiery red beard and his encounter today. He stopped telling his story at the point where he walked out the door at Bingham’s, though, and he didn’t tell Dicky that he suspected that the dwarf might be Satan. That all felt too close for comfort, at least for today. 
He did, however, tell him all about the strange things he’d seen in the past (the unexplainable was becoming easier to explain with a little practice) and all of the abuse he’d taken and had seen others take. He told him about the deli’s sloppy work and health habits (nobody wore gloves, face masks, or hairnets!) and about his suspicions that the place might be infested with vermin. It’d be hard for it not to, in fact. The Captain had seen the door off of the lobby in the front and knew where it led. It was often ajar, and once he’d seen Philip take a broken steamer through it and down a flight of stone steps. There was an ancient basement under Bingham’s, and anything could be down there. Mice, spiders, unmarked graves, an altar of sacrifice to the blood god. 
“Okay, that’s pretty messed up stuff,” said Dicky. “I’ve seen a lot of bad behavior at Bingham’s, but none of the stuff you’re talking about. You’re either crazy or I’m not very observant.” 
“Did you used to be a customer there or something?” said Captain Dipshit. Because it sure seemed like Dicky knew the place. He mentioned the steamers and Dicky knew that Bingham’s had two on each side of the make table instead of one like 3B. He mentioned the bubble-head candy dispensers in the lobby near the basement door (part of a “you had to be there to know how sinister it was” story about two employees practically raping the machines) and Dicky nodded, knowing which ones. He mentioned trying to buy iced tea there today, before his flight from Bingham/Satan and mentioned that the place used to sell iced tea, and Dicky said that he knew, and then Dicky looked mad enough to eviscerate the next person he met. Captain Dipshit turned his torso away from Dicky when he saw the look, to protect his vital organs should Dicky snap. 
“Or something,” Dicky replied. 
“You were...?” 
“Never mind.” And again the look in his eyes said to leave it alone. 
“But when you were in there, you never met Bingham?”
Up until this point, Dicky had been tolerant of Captain Dipshit’s eccentricities. Captain Dipshit had told Dicky about the wisdom of impatience and healthiness and Dicky had ignored it. He’d mentioned that he’d uncovered the secret nature of God and Dicky let it go. He’d mentioned being scorned for his unlimited brilliance, and Dicky, who was certain he was a complete idiot, didn’t say anything. But at this, he had to counter the idiocy.
“That’s not the owner. That’s a homeless guy,” he said. 
“It’s the owner,” Captain Dipshit said.
“Will you think about it for a second?” Dicky said. 
But Dicky hadn’t been there. Dicky hadn’t seen the situation for what it was. If the question under normal circumstances was, “Is Bingham’s owned by that frightening alcoholic dwarf,” then of course the answer would be no. But the question was actually closer to, “Is Bingham’s the center of unholiness and sinister happenings?” and so the game changed. The dwarf pretty much had to be involved if you saw the whole truth, but this time it was Captain Dipshit who decided not to push. Dicky hadn’t seen what he’d seen. Once he had, his mind would open, but for now he wasn’t hearing, and wouldn’t.
“I’m just saying, that place isn’t normal,” said Captain Dipshit. 
“Tell me about it.” 
“I mean, it’s.... sinister.” 
Dicky sighed and rolled his eyes. 
“I can prove it to you.” 
Dicky added an exasperated roll of his head. 
“I can. I can go back in there and...” He stopped. And what? First of all, he didn’t want to go back in there, no way. But secondly, what could he do? He really needed to start planning his sentences more. Leaving thoughts hanging like this was sloppy and unprofessional. It was as bad as making decisions and being patient. 
Dicky was looking at him, basically saying the same thing. And what?
“What are your hours, here?” Captain Dipshit said instead. 
“Six to eight weekdays. Eight to eight weekends.” 
“And when are you here? All the time?”
“I have a few employees who work during our nonexistent lunch rush, but I’m here all the time. I have an apartment in the back room. I live here.” 
“Then you’ve got yourself a regular. And so I’ll see you, and maybe within a few days I can help you out with your... marketing problem.” 
“How?”
“Well, I’ll just...” And he didn’t know where that one was going, either. Dammit. He let it hang in the air, uncompleted. Then he got up, cleared his table (another first), thanked Dicky for the bagel, and promised to return. 
Once out on the street, he looked both ways before merging into the foot traffic along High. You never knew what might be barreling down the street around here, and if you weren’t careful, you’d get flattened.





 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
Roger
 
1.
Roger was a tall, gaunt, thin-faced black man of about sixty with dark brown skin and a sallow, mopey expression eternally set on his sad, worn face. Every few days on average, he would drag himself through the door of Bingham’s with a defeated air which clung to him inexorably like a dirty brown cloud. His shoulders slumped and he cast a steady downward gaze as he let the door close behind him and searched despondently for a seat, where he would hang his long tan trenchcoat and place his brimmed felt hat before coming to the counter to order. 
Roger’s wardrobe and manner placed him as a modern-day, black Humphrey Bogart. His intellect, however, seemed to place him at six years old, tops. 
The vast majority of the time, Roger was as exciting and upbeat as a stone. His permafrown persisted no matter what anyone said to him, no matter what chit-chat was attempted to elicit a smile. He got his beverage (medium diet coke, eighty-five cents), said little, and kept his mouth shut – something that ended up affording him dignity. During his sober phase, he seemed to regard words as expensive, and spent them judiciously.
But Roger had a weakness. Her name was Beckie. 
If Beckie was working when Roger came in, he stopped being Humphrey Bogart and started being Jerry Lewis. A somewhat retarded Jerry Lewis.
At these times, his face transformed from despondent to delighted and his voice rose several octaves, becoming nasal. His movements became faster, more purposeful. He waved at Beckie with wild, unashamed arms. And for her part, Beckie adored Roger’s attention despite the fact that it seemed obviously sexual (somewhat retardedly sexual) because he seemed harmless, and because he had the air of the virginal pervert. If she stripped naked and offered him what he seemed to want, it was doubtful that Roger would know what to do with her. Offer to play doctor, maybe.
If Beckie was working during Roger’s visits, Roger’s word-hoarding vanished and he spent his words lavishly, extravagantly, ceaselessly. He’d regale her with tales of his days in the army, of his early work life (always manual labor; Roger didn’t seem mentally ready for astrophysics), and of his daily routine. Especially the latter. Thanks to Roger’s booming, child-like Beckie-voice, the entire staff and front half of the restaurant learned what Roger had done that morning, what he’d bought at the store, if he’d gotten his hair cut (he was bald, but apparently saw a barber anyway) and what he was going to watch on TV later that night.
When Roger came in, Beckie could count on getting nothing done. She didn’t want to be rude, so she’d respond and nod politely to every little thing he said while bagel orders piled up in front of her. Despite her love for Roger, she’d usually end up having to hide in the back after several hours of verbal assault in order to keep things moving.
“It’s for the best,” Philip would tell her. “If he doesn’t go home and watch those reruns of Kids, Incorporated, who will?”
Roger was a padlocked enigma, and Beckie was the key. When she wasn’t around, he stayed locked up tight. The dignified older man was all that appeared... and the slow, bubbly kid who shared his skin stayed hidden deeply inside.
“Diet Coke! Medium!” Roger commanded the Anarchist, sauntering up to the counter in his jaunty, despondent way.
“Hi Roger!” said the Anarchist. It was best to end everything said to Roger with an exclamation point. It’s what Beckie did. Maybe the fun Roger would come out.
Roger said nothing and wordlessly offered him a dirty dollar bill, gazing vacantly into space. He smacked his lips, which were filmed with a white residue.
The Anarchist rang up Roger’s drink, pulled the change out of the drawer, and glanced up to see that Roger was staring at him, stoically tapping the rim of the gallon glass jar which served as the Bingham’s tip cup.
“Thanks, Roger!” returned the Anarchist, still following the exclamation point rule. He dropped the coins into the jar, looked up at Roger’s impassive countenance, and smiled again. Roger, saying nothing, resumed his vacuous gaze, and waited.
After getting his drink, Roger plodded back to his seat on his skinny, uncertain legs and made himself comfortable: sideways in a chair, back against the wall, legs crossed, cigarette in hand, the elbow holding it propped up on the tabletop. He was ready. 
Ready to harass some of the female customers with his innocent, nasal-voiced, old-man charm.
 
2.
Sometime after Roger had settled in and after he’d begun one of his favorite pastimes – violating the personal space of female customers by scooting toward them until he was sitting too close – the front door opened and Captain Dipshit crawled in on his hands and knees.
Nobody saw him enter. This was, of course, the whole idea. Bingham’s front wall from waist-level up was made of intermittently fogged, terminally splintered windows, and the front door was entirely glass. If you stood up, you were sure to be spotted by both people inside and outside of the deli. But if you approached the door on all fours, darted in, and then scampered into a cluster of tables near the outward-facing counter below the windows, you could enter while being kicked repeatedly and smearing your pants with a goo that was reddish-brown and resistant to antibiotics. And also undetected. 
Captain Dipshit had been watching the deli from across the street at the undergraduate library all morning, waiting for a time when it would be safe to enter. He was watching for the dwarf – or for any of the other trademark whackos. But the dwarf troubled him most of all, because it was this small man who was responsible, somehow, for all of it. For Captain Dipshit’s humiliation. For the way the deli was run – the sinister, vaguely evil tenor of the place. For whatever caused Dicky Kulane to hate the place, and for 3B’s total and complete failure. And for the ache in his testicles that had yet to go away. 
Around eleven, Captain Dipshit had seen him – the short, wiry, red-bearded Mr. Bingham. He gone in on the heels of a group of young women, but then must have finished transacting his business early. He’d re-emerged only ten minutes later and had taken up station near the front door, following pedestrians back and forth and trying to shake their hands. Eventually, after drinking something for a while out of a brown paper bag, Mr. Bingham had passed out in the side alley with one hand and one leg sticking straight up against the wall, as if pointing to something up on the roof. Around an hour later, the roof had complied and, in a brisk wind, an avalanche of wet leaves had come tumbling off the roof and had buried all but the arm and leg. Several pedestrians walking by on High had noticed the upraised arm and leg, had done double-takes, and had walked on. One group carrying promotional OSU pennants from one of the bookstores had been more proactive. One boy stuck his pennant in Bingham’s hand and had posed between the spirited pennant-hand and the leg for a photo. 
Devious, this Bingham, thought Captain Dipshit. What was he up to?
An hour or so later, Bingham had emerged from the leaves, dusted himself off, and taken off screaming. There was no apparent reason for this. One moment there was an arm and a leg in a pile of leaves in an alley, and the next there was a small man blazing north on High, running after something or someone, or running from something or someone. Or perhaps on a bank run. The manager, Philip, usually did the bank runs, but it made sense for the owner to do it if he damn well pleased, and this was how Captain Dipshit imagined said owner would do it. And woe to the bank teller who had to wait on him. 
Once the dwarf was gone, Captain Dipshit decided it was safe to cross the street and go inside, as long as he did it quietly and without attracting attention. He’d need to be quick, though. Bingham could return at any time. 
Once inside, a quick scan of the lobby revealed nothing out of the ordinary. The afternoon rush was over, and only a few tables were occupied. There was no red-bearded man, no Private Dancer, no obvious nutcases of any kind. The employees were, blessedly, working. It looked like a deli, in other words. No evil here. So he exhaled and stood up. 
Rich, who was operating the register and saw Captain Dipshit appear as if from nowhere, shrieked. His hat flew off and he bent to recover it. 
Captain Dipshit approached the counter, unsure how to proceed. He knew in general what he wanted, but had no idea how he’d get it. He needed something damning. If he brought something damning to Dicky Kulane, he felt sure Dicky would know what to do with it. In fact, he was beginning to think that Dicky’s intellect rivaled his own, hard as that was to believe. All he needed to do was to get something for Dicky to work with. The rest would follow from there.
What, though?
Maybe he’d discover something disgusting that he could take video of and send to Nightline. Really, Nightline would be the best solution. Anything worthy of Nightline, in fact, would flat-out get Bingham’s closed down, because Nightline was always exposing things that were illegal and/or gross and generally fucking shit up. If he could provide Nightline with something sufficiently disgusting, it would be a slam dunk. Possibly an employee would lose a finger and serve it to a customer in a sandwich. Or maybe there’d turn out to be a child’s potty in use by employees behind the counter. Pooping behind the counter of a restaurant would definitely be good Nightline fodder. It seemed like even odds that this would be the case, so Captain Dipshit had his fingers crossed. 
As he inched toward the counter, he suddenly heard a loud, high-pitched voice come from behind him, asking some young woman how she was doing.
He turned. There was a table of jocks sitting around one of the high-tops and an older black man sitting by himself, smoking. The man took a puff. The jocks seemed to be talking to each other about football. Nobody seemed to own the girlish voice he’d just heard. 
He turned back to the counter. He thought, Fish. If the deli were serving blowfish, they might serve the poisonous gland by mistake and kill someone. Nightline would like that. He doubted that blowfish was on the menu, but there was a lot up on the giant, chalk-drawn menu board that he had been too busy to peruse, so it seemed possible. 
“Do you have classes today, Miss?” said the girlish voice from behind him.
He turned again. The jocks were still discussing football, but now the black man was smiling. The over-white grin seemed to float disembodiedly among a cloud of blue cigarette smoke, like the smile of the Cheshire Cat. 
Turning again, Captain Dipshit thought, Vomit. If any of the employees were vomiting in or around the food, Nightline would certainly want to know. Or if they were serving roadkill. Any of these would do. Captain Dipshit began to get excited. If only...
“I like to watch Wheel of Fortune,” said the voice. “Do you?”
The black man was still sitting in the high chair, one leg crossed over the other, one elbow propped up on the tabletop. Still smiling. He continued. “Do you have a boyfriend? I’ll bet you have a bunch of them, a nice young lady like you!” 
Captain Dipshit looked around at the people in front of him and the people behind him. Nobody was looking at the black man. And what’s more, all of them were men. 
“Are you talking to me?” he asked.
The black man took a puff on his cigarette. Nice and slow. 
“Because, you know... I’m a man.”
“Now what kind of thing is that to say about yourself?” said the black man. 
Captain Dipshit had reached the counter. Rich had recovered his hat and was again manning the register, and the Anarchist was making bagel sandwiches to his right. As the Captain watched, the Anarchist slipped a bagel with meat and cheese into a steamer just like 3B’s and closed the lid, then gave the handle three sharp pumps. Steam rose in a cloud. 
“What can I get you?” Rich asked Captain Dipshit.
“Do you have blowfish?” said Captain Dipshit.
“Do you?” returned Rich.
A puff of blue smoke issued from over Captain Dipshit’s shoulder. “Let me tell you about when I was in the Korean war, young lady,” said the high-pitched voice. “I’ll buy you a medium Diet Coke!” 
“We have tuna fish,” said Rich from the register. “Whether you chose to blow it or not is up to you.” 
“It was in 1961...” said the voice behind him.
“I don’t think we were in Korea in 1961,” said Captain Dipshit without turning. 
The voice was nonplussed. “Well, somebody was.” 
“No,” said Captain Dipshit to Rich. “I don’t want tuna. Blowfish.” 
Now Rich looked defensive. “I don’t take requests.” 
Captain Dipshit could feel his heart starting to pound harder, faster. It was happening again. The odd things. The nutcases. And they were all laughing at him, because they were so dumb and he was so smart. Dumb people couldn’t tolerate being one-upped. They had to blow up the things they don’t understand. Someone wise said that once. 
Captain Dipshit willed himself to be cool. 
“All I’m asking,” said Captain Dipshit after a deep sigh, “is whether or not you guys are pooping in a jar behind the counter. It’s a simple question. And you,” he turned around. “I’m a man.” 
The black man’s eyes became momentarily wide, then settled into drugged stoicism. He sat back down at his chair, recrossed his legs, and resettled his cigarette-arm elbow on the table. Within seconds he’d vanished almost totally behind a cloud of blue smoke, like a magician’s exit. 
Rich said nothing. He smiled politely, as if this were all perfectly normal.
“So, no blowfish?” said Captain Dipshit.
“No blow fish,” said Rich. “Blow goats?”
“I’ll just have a bagel with all of the vegetables on it,” said the Captain. Then inspiration struck him and he added, “And if you’re going to wipe your nose on it, I’d like to videotape it.” 
At this, the Anarchist looked up. Then he shook his head, pinched the bridge of his nose, and sighed with something like sadness. 
“What kind of bagel?” asked Rich.
“Whatever’s...”
“Jalapeno,” said the Anarchist. 
Rich turned his head, quizzical. “We don’t have jalapeno bagels.” 
The Anarchist was already using his fingers to press peppers into an egg bagel. “Sorry, what?” he said. 
All of this had sailed past Captain Dipshit, whose heart was beginning to triphammer in his chest. He could feel his foot wanting to tap, so he let it. He could feel his fingers wanting to jitter, so he let them. He was more impatient than he’d ever been. It had been stupid to come back in here without a sword or a shield or a cross or something.
And now the black man was whistling. Really, really loud.
Captain Dipshit turned and saw that the jocks had left, and that on the old man’s other side were two girls who were chatting to each other. The man had somehow inched closer and closer to them without them noticing. He still sat, he still smoked, but now his shoulder was almost touching that of a girl in a tank top. And he was whistling. Loud. The girl in the tank top turned to look at him, but he was oblivious. 
The whistling was entirely tuneless. It warbled through the restaurant like a physical thing, and one by one the diners turned to look, saw the man’s apathy (or unknowingness; it seemed entirely possible that he didn’t realize that he was whistling), and eventually turned back.
Loud whistle. Puff.
“Whatcha whistling, Roger?” asked Rich.
 His response, so classically Roger in the artistic omission of the article, was simply, “Song.”
Loud whistle. Puff. 
Loud whistle. Puff. 
Then came a cough – the kind that recalls the expression “cough up a lung” because it seems quite literal and quite likely. The cough came from deep down, deep in the man’s chest. If the whistle had permeated the deli’s lobby, the cough actually filled it, spreading through every square inch of airspace and pushing against every inhabitant, suffocating them all with raspy, phlegmy noise. 
HUUGH-HA! HHHRGH! HHKKAW!
The cough troubled Captain Dipshit. Any moment now, the man’s lungs would leap from his mouth and fall onto the black and white tiles. Would he be expected to retrieve them, to shove them back in? No, he didn’t like this at all. 
Then, as abruptly as it had started, the man’s cough stopped and he started whistling again. Whistling and puffing. 
The Anarchist, still working on Captain Dipshit’s lunch, said to himself, “Is banana peel a vegetable?”
Captain Dipshit had a rare clear and cogent thought: Maybe none of this is happening.
The idea had a different flavor than his thoughts usually had. It was almost as forceful as the voice of God had been the other day. It was particularly colorful, particularly glossy around the edges. It seemed somehow more important and more true. 
So he pulled a joint out of his pocket and lit it.
Just as he took his first drag, the Law School Posse walked through the front door. 
The lunch rush was dwindling into quiescence, and the loud lobby had settled as the largest groups had filtered out, returning to class or work or to pressing matters of alcohol and orgies. A few more borderline groups had left during Roger’s inappropriately loud whistling and coughing fits. So the appearance of the gaggle of immaculately combed, buffed, and polished whiter-than-white kids was a shock because as always, they were loud.
“I can’t believe Yale accepted Richard,” said one of them. “And Brown took Nick. HAHAHAHA!” 
The reason that Brown’s acceptance of Nick was hilarious was immediately recognized and declared worthy by the rest of the collective mind. The entire gaggle erupted into haughty chortles. 
Rich heard the chortles and, in his mind’s eye, immediately saw all of them wearing monocles and sipping brandy from froofy decanters. 
Captain Dipshit, dragging again on his joint, had a more troubling thought. Now these people are laughing at me, too.
He began to regret getting a sandwich. He should have just asked some questions, sniffed around the edges for obvious sabotage fodder. He should have put a concealed camera in a hat like the Nightline guys did. That way, he could have gotten some damning evidence and could have come back, confronted Philip, and said, Why don’t you just have a seat over there? Then he could have laid out his evidence and nailed him to the wall with it.
Gotcha.
Gotcha.
But no. Now he was in the place’s vortex again, and things were going bad fast.
He’d already paid for the sandwich. He’d have to wait; he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of running off without it. As soon as it was ready, though, he would go. This time, Bingham’s had won. Bingham’s was going to be a tough nut to crack. Bingham’s, it seemed, was not going to be poop-jar easy. Few things were poop-jar easy anymore in this increasingly unstable world. 
He took another puff on his joint.
One of the Law School Posse jarred Captain Dipshit’s right shoulder in the middle of a diatribe about a professor who was surely a huge faggotty faggot who was involved in all sorts of faggotry. (The notion that this last was a low-brow, low-breeding form of faggotry was, of course, implied and understood by the hive mind.)
Captain Dipshit’s joint fell to the floor, and the apparent alpha of the Posse (a plump, cocky young man that Philip simply referred to as “Super Ass”) stooped to pick it up. Then he smiled at the Captain. 
“Why hello there, young lady,” he said. “Can I have a puff off of your... cigarette?” 
Captain Dipshit snatched it back. 
“No need to get testy,” he said, his mouth pursing.
Captain Dipshit started to reply, but Roger chose that moment to begin laughing for no reason whatsoever.
 The Anarchist slid a paper bag onto the counter and said, “Here’s your bagel. I didn’t wipe my nose on it. I can, though, if you’d like.”
“Did you cut it in half?” said Captain Dipshit. 
The Anarchist felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. This was among the most offensive of the Anarchist’s many unfair and unfounded pet peeves. Other peeves were: not picking up your bagel when you were called, commenting on sandwiches that weren’t yours, commenting on your own sandwich, making special requests, leaning over the counter to watch a bagel being made (known as “vulturing” – the most egregious among the peeves), asking questions about the food, changing a bagel or cheese choice spontaneously (which usually required vulturing), commenting on how busy the restaurant was, commenting on the music, singing along with the music, making music requests, drumming on the counter, placing money on the counter instead of handing it to the cashier, not tipping, tipping the one-cent change from a 99-cent item, opening a sandwich at the counter, bringing a sandwich back to the counter with a comment, bringing a sandwich back to request an additional free item like lettuce, bringing a sandwich back to request a paid topping like sprouts, asking what made sprouts so fucking special over lettuce that the former cost money and the latter did not, making jokes about having “a lettuce on lettuce with lettuce” sandwich to save money, announcing that charging for sprouts was criminal (“they come from the earth, man”), smelling like patchouli, smelling like B.O., being a hippie, commenting on the color of the avocado, asking what was on an everything bagel, asking what the workers’ favorite sandwich was, taking too long to order, ordering a DIY bagel and not starting by announcing which kind of bagel it would be on, breathing too hard, and existing.
To clarify his request, Captain Dipshit made the loathed “cut in half” gesture by slowly karate-chopping the air. 
“I’d love to help you out, but it’s beyond my control,” said the Anarchist, giving the bag a nudge with his spatula.
From the table behind Captain Dipshit, Roger cackled again. This time the laugh rose to a high, girlish chuckle. 
“Now if you’ll excuse me,” the Anarchist continued, indicating the Law School Posse, “I need to assist these fine douchebags.” Then, pitching his voice toward the Posse, he said, “How can I help you, douchebags?”
Roger guffawed. 
Captain Dipshit grabbed the bag, snuffed his joint on the counter, and ran out the door. He ran without stopping, back to Dicky Kulane.
Dicky would know what to do. Dicky would have a plan. Bingham’s had beaten him, but just let them try to beat he and Kulane both.
 
3.
Philip, who had just walked out from his office, from dealing with Wally and the spreadsheet and the annoying demands of management, picked up Captain Dipshit’s crushed joint and lit it. 
“Meeting tonight,” said Philip to the Anarchist.
The Anarchist groaned. 
“Annoying shit. You’re going to hate it. Actually, there’s a decent chance I’ll be shoved into a tutu and sent to a biker bar after the meeting.” 
“That bad?”
He took a drag on the joint, held it, released it. “Nah, just numbers.” 
The Anarchist didn’t like having his private time invaded, and evenings were private time because he never took evening shifts. “If it’s just numbers, then post them on the bulletin board and be done with it,” he said.
“Not that kind of numbers.”
“There are different kinds of numbers now?” said the Anarchist.
“Budget stuff. New policies involving you guys paying for meals. Profit and loss. Breakeven percentages.”
“Sounds thrilling.” 
“I may bring some old lady porn,” said Philip. 
Testament to the spirit of Bingham’s, the Anarchist honestly didn’t know if Philip was kidding.
Philip puffed the joint, then removed it from his lips and glowered at it. “This is oregano,” he declared. 
The small slips of register tape bearing the Law School Posse’s sandwich orders began to make their way to the side of the make table. The Anarchist pulled them closer, scanned them, and began pulling bagels from the shelves behind him. 
“Look at this,” said the Anarchist, holding up one of the order slips. “Lox. Who the fuck gets lox here a second time? Once, fine. But then you eat it and you get your ptomaine poisoning and you move on with your life.”
Philip’s head snapped toward the customers, then toward the Anarchist. “Dude! Company pride!” he hissed. Pause. “At least when there are witnesses.” 
 The Anarchist chuckled. “These guys can’t hear us. Their ears are with the rest of their heads, up their own asses. Watch this.” He pitched his voice louder, toward the Posse. “I would like to hit each of you repeatedly in the face with a loaf of bread.”
“HAHAHA!” said one of the beta males in the Law School Posse. “Adjudication.” 
The Anarchist raised his eyebrows at Philip.
“I’ve seen this phenomenon before,” said Philip. “Curious. I had a girlfriend who could do it. I’d have entire conversations with her and then eventually she’d look over at me and say, ‘What?’ She was blocking out the world, but I suspect this is different.” 
“These guys are just gigantic assholes,” the Anarchist agreed.
And they were. Neither Philip nor the Anarchist could put their finger on exactly why the Law School Posse sucked, but suck it did. They committed every peeve of every member of the staff. They ordered annoying food that required additional time (lox was underneath the table, in the fridge, in a plastic container). They vultured over the counter and watched their food being made. They talked loudly about how awesome they were. They talked loudly about women they were currently working on being rejected by. They commented on the music and hence soiled it with their assholishness. They exuded privilege and entitlement. They cut in line. They wore sweater vests. 
“If any of them vulture,” said the Anarchist, “I’m going to open a steamer really fast so that the steamer lid hits them in the face.”
“I wouldn’t advise that,” said Philip.
“Or spray them with the Purple Stuff,” he said. The Purple Stuff was a cleaner of East German origin that cleaned tables better than any legal solvent and hence seemed likely to cause skin burns or possibly gigantism. What made it more perplexing was that the current stock of Purple Stuff in the back was new, and still from East Germany. East Germany had ceased to exist in 1989, almost a decade ago. 
“Again, not recommended,” said Philip. 
“What if we put a sign at the door? ‘By entering these premises, you agree that being punched in the face is totally cool with you and you agree not to sue us.’” 
“I thought you wanted to hit them with the steamer lid, not punch them.” 
The Anarchist shrugged. “Either-or.” 
“I think a sign like that would drastically reduce our customer base,” said Philip.
“We could make it really small. Or write it with white paint on a white sign.” 
Philip had been working on the oregano joint, willing it into marijuananess, and now snuffed it with irritation.
“There are places,” said the Anarchist, “where the shtick is that they insult the customers. It’s what customers come to the place for. So why can’t we maul the customers?”
“I think there’s a difference between verbal assault and actual assault,” said Philip.
The Anarchist stacked roast beef and cheddar cheese onto a wheat bagel and put it in the steamer. “You’re the least fun boss ever,” he said.
 
4.
Roger’s most curious habits involved the bathroom. Every time he came to Bingham’s, he ended his visit with a trip to Bingham’s disturbing toilets. He always snagged the key from the countertop and entered when nobody was looking, vanishing silently from his usual station in one of the high chairs across from the counter while a customer had the crew distracted, or when the lobby was empty and the employees had retired to the back. If you watched Roger, he wouldn’t go to the bathroom. He wouldn’t leave, either. He’d sit and sit and sit and sit, clearly growing more uncomfortable but unwilling to show it through his suave exterior.
Once, months ago, Philip and the Anarchist decided to test Roger and see how far his self-control would go. Roger came in at 10am on a Saturday and took up his normal post. He usually stayed for around an hour – whistling, coughing, laughing, and once examining himself for fifteen full minutes in one of the lobby’s tall mirrors – and then would leave. So at around 10:30, Philip hopped up onto the stainless steel counter behind the make table and register and began watching Roger. Sometimes he watched intently, and sometimes he simply kept Roger in his field of view... but Roger was never out of sight.
By 11:30, Roger’s cough was worse than normal and he was fidgeting, looking up and down and around, as if for help. 
At noon, Philip hopped down from the counter. Roger hopped down from his stool and put on his hat, making ready for a mad dash to the can once Philip was out of sight. But when Philip turned to go, the Anarchist hopped up into his spot and began watching the table next to Roger, apparently interested in the nothingness he saw there. 
Roger bent down to pick up an invisible coin, then climbed up back into his seat. After a few minutes, when it became apparent that the Anarchist meant to sit for a few, he lit another cigarette. 
The day wore on in this fashion, with the Anarchist and Philip alternating turns on the counter, always looking forward amicably and attempting (and failing) to engage Roger in conversation. Customers came and went. Music was played on the overhead stereo system – too loud and too profane, as was Bingham’s custom. 
At around 7:30pm, as the dinner rush was winding down, Philip put Slayer on the stereo and turned it up another notch. 
Roger squirmed in his seat.
The Anarchist and Philip began to headbang to the music and throw devil horns into the air. They’d only headbang one at a time, so that the other could keep an eye on Roger. It was like one of those REM sleep deprivation experiments where researchers place a cat on a tiny island surrounded by water. If the cat falls into REM sleep, its muscles go lax and it falls into the water and wakes up, so that it can regain its perch and resume its hell on earth. 
Roger sat on his red velour island next to the table, muscles tense. Philip, on duty, would look away and Roger would start to rise, but then Philip would look back up and Roger would slide back into his seat, back to his hell on earth.
The Slayer CD, now uncomfortably loud, was into its sixth song (“Criminally Insane”) when without warning, Roger stood up, clamped his hands over his ears, yelled, “I CAN’T TAKE IT ANYMORE!” and ran out the door. 
But if Roger seemed to feel that being caught going into the bathroom was bad, coming out was worse. For one, there was no filibustering. He had to come out eventually. Nobody (shame or no shame) would spend more time in the Bingham’s bathrooms than they had to. 
For another, other people might want in (they were one-person rooms, after all), and the longer he stayed, the more clearly he associated himself with whatever noxious evidence he left behind him. 
And third, whenever Roger left the bathroom, he had to pass the counter on his way to the door. So, to make it quick – like pulling off a Band-Aid – he practically ran out the door after finishing his business. His smooth, Miles Davis gait dissolved into a spastic shuffle where his legs scissored rapidly back and forth with almost no bend in them. When he went in, he took his coat and hat so that when he came out, he didn’t have to pause, to collect, or to dally. He only had to make like hell for the front door.
Once, when Carla worked at Bingham’s, she tried calling after him. Carla was one of only two employees he seemed to like, so it was baffling when he completely ignored her. 
“Roger, where are you going so fast?” she yelled.
And boom, the brown flash is out the fucking door. 
From that point on, it became a game. Once Roger was in the bathroom, the employees would assemble and listen carefully for the squeak of the ghetto door on the ghetto bathroom. As he came out, someone would ask, “Roger, where are you going so fast?” And after it became apparent that he wasn’t going to answer, Tracy tried waiting at Roger’s usual table and handing him a ball cap, pretending that he thought it was Roger’s. Roger deftly sidestepped the extended cap and was gone. Tracy’s hair had practically been blown back by the speed of his passage. 
Speculation began to surface about Roger’s reasons for his runs (literally) to and from the bathroom. Had he wiped inadequately and had soiled undergarments? Had he been raised in a repressed household? Was he jerking it, relieving himself in an entirely different way? Or did he just drop such devastating loads that he felt he had to distance himself, to get away from the scene of the crime? There was one simple way to answer this last, but nobody had the guts. It was like a corpse and a murder, and everybody had enough respect for the gravity of the situation to keep their distance. 
One time, Beckie rolled the mop bucket into the middle of the path, right where Roger would need to do his shameful speedwalk. He stepped around it. 
Another time, Darcy (i.e. “Tits”) laid a chair down across the path. The scenario was absurd; why would a chair have fallen without anybody picking it up? But Roger didn’t stop to ask. Showing excellent agility for his sixty-plus years, he hurdled it. 
Each attempt to foil Roger’s escape – halfhearted, of course, as befitted both the dumbness of the enterprise and the Bingham’s work ethic – was met with failure. Roger dodged, evaded, shuffled, and escaped, always with his eyes on the door and his face carefully set. If they’d shot at him, Tracy began to think he’d somehow dodge the bullets, limboing his way to superhuman speedwalking freedom.
 
5.
The night of the meeting, Roger was allowed to enter the bathroom unmolested. His exit would be similarly unmolested, because he was the last person in the lobby and the store had to close before the meeting could start. So no obstacles were put in Roger’s way, and he would simply be permitted to run to freedom and away from his feculent troubles. It was a crime in a way.
As closing time dawned, Rich arrived. He was wearing his cabbie hat and his usual Buddy Holly sunglasses. In his hand was a slim brown bag. He sat down at one of the high tables to wait, pulled several comic books from the bag, and began to read. 
Tracy arrived, then Darcy. Philip, Rich, and Beckie were already working and took seats as soon as they were finished cleaning up. Others filtered in slowly: Nick, who was the master artist behind the mural and who called his emaciated physique “heroin chic” and Mike, who was as stoic as always. Slate, who lived above the deli, arrived seconds before closing. Then, when closing time arrived, Philip began to wonder if the still-absent Anarchist would show after all of the bitching he’d done about having to be at work late. If not, there would be some ass-handing the next day.
Five minutes later, there was an ascending and descending musical squeak as the bathroom door opened and closed. A Roger-shaped blur darted out and shot past the counter, dropping the restroom key without losing any speed. He moved on rapidly-scissoring legs, holding his arms motionless at his sides and keeping his spine perfectly vertical. He stared straight ahead with tightly pursed lips.
“Roger, where are you going so fast?” Tracy said.
Roger gave no sign of acknowledgment and vanished like a specter into the night.
Philip walked to the front and locked the door, sealing Roger outside and his shame inside for another day. At the same time, the Anarchist came in from the rear, bitching as usual. Philip wasn’t sure what he was bitching about, but overheard enough to assume it was about some asswipe customer. He was already telling Rich about the Face-Kicking Machine. Rich was giggling at the idea.
“Okay kids, I guess we can get started,” Philip announced, lighting a cigarette. “Who’s not here yet?”
“The delivery kid... and Smooth B,” Darcy counted, craning her neck.
“And Trip,” added the Anarchist, pulling up a barstool and seating himself awkwardly behind a towering Beckie.
 “Trip hasn’t worked here in two years,” Tracy said.
“And I’m right fucking here,” said Smooth B, affronted.
Brian “Smooth B” Kerns looked, dressed, and sometimes talked like a 1950s street punk. He wore immaculate black dress slacks and shiny black lace-ups to work under solid, primary-colored dress shirts. Today, Smooth’s shirt was a loud red and was opened at the top three buttons to reveal a bright white undershirt. As was usually the case, he was wearing a silver-studded leather belt around his slight waist. As he settled back, his posture said, My balls have their own balls, bitch.
“Shit,” he said, leaning back into repose. He tucked a loose hair into the shellacked black 1950s be-bop hairdo springing ominously from the front of his head and returned his attention to the book he’d been reading while Philip was talking. It was a paperback whose cover showed grainy stills from disturbing-looking reality horror films. It was entitled Are You Snuff Enough?
“So,” said Philip, pulling up his own chair and sitting on it backward. “Meeting stuff.”
Rich hooted. 
“Let’s lead with the good. We’re about to start our busy season.” 
“That’s not good,” said the Anarchist.
“It is if you like having a job,” said Philip. “We’re on really thin ice. Restaurants are just about the hardest kind of businesses to keep afloat because the profit margins are so small and labor turns over so often. I mean, think about it. How many of you were here a year ago?”
The Anarchist, Beckie, and Rich raised their hands. Philip raised his own.
“Four of us. And of the rest of you, a handful have only been here through the summer. Summer is party time. Fall is work. This is a different place when the students are around. Fortunately, we’re also a different place on paper when fall rolls around, but in the meantime, in the summer, when it’s slow, we’ve got a bit of a problem: apparently Bingham is thinking of closing the place down.” 
Rich shrieked, causing his cabbie hat to fly off and hit the floor. Again.
“I’m not particularly worried about profits, myself,” Philip continued. “Give us an OSU fall with all the students buying books and running back and forth around the Oval and suddenly we don’t look quite as bad when we’ve got a line out the door for two hours every day. But that’s still six weeks or so away, and I have two full monthly profit and loss reports to file before we get to a good one in September. So while I’m not particularly worried about making money in the fall and therefore for 1998 as a whole, I am worried about making it to the fall.” 
The Anarchist said, “Doesn’t Bingham get that the school year is the busy time?”
“No, honestly. I loved William, but he was shit as a manager from a business perspective. We bled like a pig over the past two falls and the past two springs. Too much food purchased, too many bagels going hard and stale, bad cleanup leading to rat incursions, too many people working at once. He let us all eat for free – and, this’ll be fun for you noobs to hear – he even let us eat free when we weren’t working. Dungeonmaster Eric used to come in on his day off, make a dozen sandwiches for him and his roommates and guests, and walk out with a giant paper shopping bag full of food. William always had two or even three extra people working than were needed, because he liked the company and didn’t understand numbers. He bought supplies from the most expensive vendors, spent extravagantly to decorate, and was dumb about energy. This building leaks like a sieve, but William just turned up the heat in the winter to compensate. Twenty bucks for weatherstripping and a few tubes of caulk combined with a non-tropical thermostat setting could have saved this place thousands.” 
Rich giggled. “Tubes of cock.” 
“So... no faith from management. From where Bingham is standing, things aren’t going to get any better. But as far as I’m concerned, things are only going to get better. Much better. I’ve got William’s old problems mostly handled, so give me a few hundred customers a day and this place becomes a decent investment.
“Now,” he said, “that’s all just background. I want you guys to know that as far as Bingham is concerned, we’re a big old expense item, so it’s our job – all of our jobs – to show him that we’re not. And because we still have six weeks before we can show him that we can be profitable, we need to show him that we can be minimally unprofitable. If we can keep the bleeding to a minimum, I can hopefully convince Wally to convince Bingham to at least let us have a go at the fall.” 
The Anarchist, usually sarcastic and annoyed, was uncharacteristically serious. Beneath his caustic exterior, Bingham’s meant a lot to him. Not as a business (he could give a shit about the deli’s profitability or anything that Bingham himself might have cared about), but as a community. The crew was his extended family. And as much as he hated the deli’s customers, Bingham’s was the best and most fun job and work environment he could possibly imagine. 
“Is it really that bad?” he asked Philip.
“Pretty bad. Bingham’s like a recluse or something, so I can’t really know what he’s thinking, but Wally talks like it’s an any-moment thing.” 
The room was quiet except for Smooth B, who flipped a page in his book and said enigmatically, “Women love men who kill.” 
Philip shifted in his chair and fumbled his cigarettes out of his pocket. He lit one, dragged on it briefly, and then set it in the crook of an ashtray at the table beside him.
“So. Number one is that there are going to be some cost-cutting measures. Employee meals are now a twenty percent discount. For those of you in the room who are math majors, you’ve currently been paying half price, which is fifty percent off. Meals are also now full price if you come in when you’re not working. No discount. And don’t give me that look, Beckie. I eat here too. This sucks for all of us. Also, we’re going to start weighing our meat.”
Rich snorted.
“I hate this one, personally, because I think that the fact that we stack ‘em tall is why people like our sandwiches, but all of these orders are coming from Wally. Two ounces per sandwich. There’s a little digital scale by the make table now. Use it. Two slices of cheese, except for the sharp cheddar with those fucked-up tiny slices. Four of those. And one more thing: no more overtime. You’re scheduled to leave at two, the clock’s going to punch you out at two, all automatic-like.”
“Do we still have to punch in?” said Beckie.
“Yes.” 
“So basically, they want to stop us from getting an extra few minutes on the end, but if we’re two minutes late, they want to make sure we don’t ‘steal’ those few cents.”
“Coming from Wally. Don’t blame the messenger.” 
“This is bullshit,” said Beckie. She crossed her arms, crossed her legs, and sat back, looking toward the door. 
Philip continued. “Number two is....”
“Number two,” Rich giggled.
“.... is to enjoy the last weeks of summer. Once the fall rush hits, things need to move faster around here.” He looked at Slate. Slate was six-two, two-fifty, and played bass in a punk rock band. He hated the customers more than even the Anarchist and was in love with the slicer. “That means no playing Scrabble behind the counter,” Philip told him. 
“When it’s slow?” said Slate.
“Maybe. Let’s see what happens.” 
Slate sighed.
“Last order of business. We’ve got a rat problem.” 
The Anarchist barked laughter. 
“Yeah, I know,” said Philip. “But let’s pretend that this is a rational situation. Let’s pretend that there’s a hope of stopping him.”
Mike, who had only worked at Bingham’s for a few months, said, “Him?”
“The Rat,” said Tracy.
“We have a rat?”
“Yes. And no matter how many times we kill him, he comes back,” said Tracy.
“So there’s more than one rat.” 
“No. Just the one.” 
“But you’ve killed it.” 
“Brutally. Repeatedly.” 
“And there’s still a rat problem.”
“Correct.”
“So there’s more than one rat.” He looked at Nick, who, as always, looked as if he were on barbiturates. “Am I not saying it right?”
Tracy sighed and shook his head.
“Regardless,” said Philip, “closing crews, sweep everywhere. Every corner. Check under the make table; shit falls there all day long and then festers. Put the chips into that big Tupperware thingy under the counter; if you leave them out, The Rat will rip them open. Bagels all go back into the walk-in. Use the Purple Stuff liberally. Just make sure you only do that after the food has been hermetically sealed for the night. Otherwise we’ll start causing genetic mutations and birth defects and shit.” 
Philip stopped, took a final drag on his cigarette, and snuffed it. 
“That it?” said the Anarchist.
“I guess,” said Philip. 
“Sucks,” said Beckie.
“Really just the meals,” said the Anarchist. “The clock thing won’t really matter day to day.” And listening to this, Philip thought, Him of all people being the voice of optimism and rationality. He who wanted to slam people in the face with the lids of the steamers. He must get how serious this is.
Beckie scoffed, not wanting to hear it. 
The meeting wrapped up with an anticlimactic sense of resentment. Slate went back upstairs, Philip went into the office to answer some emails and do some bookkeeping, and the rest of the employees grabbed drinks without paying for them (the new policy couldn’t possibly extend to drinks, right?), and walked out through the back door which let out into the 2-car parking alcove off of the alley where Nick had begun his grand red-and-black mural over a year ago. 
Just a few blocks away, planning had begun to help Bingham’s maximize its financial difficulties.





 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
Dicky Kulane
 
1.
Big Bagel Bills – or “3B,” as it was known by its owner, its employees, and the two dozen people who had located and patronized it in its four months of existence – wouldn’t have existed if it weren’t for spite.
The new deli, located on the corner of Chittenden and Pearl just one block east of High Street, was opened shortly after Bingham’s stopped carrying iced tea. The timing wasn’t a coincidence. Dicky Kulane, 3B’s owner and chief perpetrator, had worked for the Green Leaf Tea Company as a roving salesman prior to opening his own deli, and Bingham’s had been one of his clients. 
Bingham’s was the client Dicky hated – and this was saying a lot because Dicky was a star to most of his clients, who always did exactly what he told them to do. 
Dicky was good at sales because he was intimidating, and this was a lucky break because Dicky wasn’t violent or even overtly threatening. Not yet, anyway. He was just odd, as is any kid who is voted “Most likely to climb a bell tower with a rifle” in high school.
Bingham’s was the reason Dicky no longer worked for Green Leaf, and it was the reason 3B had opened its doors. It was the reason 3B steamed its bagels instead of toasting them or serving them cold. It was the reason Dicky Kulane had an ulcer. 
3B, in turn, was the reason that, in a few short months, Bingham’s would cease to exist.
Here’s how it started.
 
Dicky, like Captain Dipshit, had been raised with the knowledge that he was very, very intelligent. Unlike Captain Dipshit, however, Dicky’s intelligence was verified by legitimate tests that he took himself. He was particularly adept at math and science, and routinely won various science fairs and invention conventions growing up, until he reached high school and his projects began to take on an evil feel. Once he crossed from science into evil science, the boards of the various science fairs and invention conventions became wary and began to give him “good effort” ribbons instead of first place trophies. Such token ribbons seemed to strike the necessary balance between awarding him high marks (which were inappropriate, given the evil) and disqualifying him (which seemed somewhat dangerous, given his temperament). 
Dicky was intelligent, but he ended up selling tea because he was socially retarded. He didn’t understand how normal people interacted, and he didn’t know what he should say (and not say) at what time, in which situation. He didn’t have friends because he was too strange, and he couldn’t date because he was both aggressive and awkward. Despite his aptitude, he nearly failed all of his classes in high school because he crossed out errors with the zeal of a CIA censor (a process which took several minutes per word but resulted in a completely indecipherable black bar of solid pencil graphite) and because he couldn’t speak the language of any test that wasn’t conducted on a bubble sheet. In physics, for instance, he could calculate how high a rocket would go given X amount of solid fuel burned with 100% efficiency, but he used up all of his test time attempting to explain how the flight would be affected by any payload you added (nitroglycerine in the cone would require counterweights at the base, for instance) and would depend on the angle of flight (toward the school or toward the house of the girl who laughed at his haircut).
All through school, his teachers didn’t know what to do with him, so they passed him based on his test scores and based on the fact that they were mildly afraid of what might happen if they didn’t pass him. Scuttlebut in the teachers’ lounge was always the same: “Richard Kulane is smart... but there’s something wrong with that kid.” 
So Dicky floated on through, making his own somehow evil projects (“Genetic mutation in practice” and “What will shrapnel do?” were 1980 and 1981’s disturbing non-winners), and coming up with various schemes. 
His junior year, he changed large amounts of money into Canadian quarters as a moneymaking venture. At the time, he could get eleven Canadian quarters for two US dollars, so he got vast rolls of Canadian quarters at the bank and began attempting to pay for everything with them. The whole effort fell apart if he attempted to buy anything over a dollar, so the process was incredibly slow. He’d pay for school lunch with one US dollar and a Canadian quarter. He’d trick his acquaintances (“friends” was too strong a word) into giving him a dollar for four quarters here and there until they caught on. But by and large he had to parcel them out, and he abandoned the venture when, after two months, he’d realized a profit of $2.14.
His senior year, he decided to see how low ultralight planes flew and how far in the air buckshot would fly. He did these investigations in tandem by standing in his backyard with his father (who always had wires coming out of his head; an oddity that was never explained even to Dicky) and firing shotguns at the planes. There was no harm in this, really, because the law said that private property was three dimensional and therefore extended up from a taxpayer’s yard. So if Dicky and his dad could hit the planes, then the planes were in their airspace anyway. 
After graduation from high school, Dicky applied for a CalTech postdoctoral position. Because Dicky had neither a doctorate nor an undergraduate degree, he was not accepted. Defeated, Dicky mailed off several vaguely threatening letters to CalTech’s postdoctoral committee, handwritten in his clumsy, careful lettering and censored with those heavy, inscrutable boxes when he made mistakes. The letters never made it to their addressees because the secretary who opened them sent them to the FBI. Something about the handwriting and the censor blocks convinced her that they were written by a serial killer. 
Since a postdoc at CalTech was out of the question, college was out of the question. So Dicky got a job in a restaurant, because a girl whose window he’d been peeping through (nothing sexual. That would be creepy. He just watched her read in her bedroom for a few hours each day) worked there. He was eventually let go because several customers complained that their waiter seemed unbalanced. It was nothing they could put a finger on, but they’d ask for bread and Dicky would give them a look, or they’d send a steak back and Dicky would stare at the bread knife for a few tense seconds before taking it. He’d introduce himself and gaze for too long at the table’s woman, or he’d lean too close and invade personal space. He’d breathe heavy. He’d give them their change entirely in Canadian coins.
After a few starts and stops, Dicky ended up in sales, where invasion of personal space and a vaguely (but non-definite) threatening manner was an asset. Dicky did well in sales. His customers always bought and bought quickly just to get rid of him, and he never had any complaints because they somehow felt that he might set their building on fire if they expressed doubts. And so, through this delicate balance of service and fear, Dicky entered his brief golden age.
Normally, Dicky’s client interactions went like this: He’d come in. The employees would run to the back to get the manager. Dicky would ask the manager if he needed more tea. The manager would say, “Yes, yes, whatever, just don’t hurt us,” and Dicky would walk out with another sale. It was easy. He was a rockstar.
Bingham’s, however, wasn’t easy. There, he wasn’t a rockstar. Bingham’s, in fact, didn’t seem to notice his sales prowess or even like his company’s product. Every time Dicky went in to get Bingham’s biweekly tea order, he’d discover that tea hadn’t even been brewed for sale. 
“You aren’t brewing the tea?” Dicky would ask Philip. 
“Nah,” was a typical Philip response. “Nobody buys it.” 
“How can they buy it if you don’t brew it?” Dicky would counter.
“Why should we brew it if people won’t buy it?” Philip would reply.
“How much tea would you like to reorder?” Dicky would ask.
“Ask me in two weeks,” Philip would say.
Every time, it was the same. Only once in a blue moon would Bingham’s place an order, yet every two weeks, Dicky was expected to return. Every time he showed up, he’d find that no tea was ever made. The translucent white plastic tea reservoir (on the front: Green Leaf is Your Health Oasis, and below that, a small flier had been adhered that read MATH TUTOR – #050 TO 895 – 292-5040) was always in the back, on the wire shelves above the triple sink, upside down and bone dry. The stock of giant tea bags was never depleted.
“So do you ever make tea?” Dicky asked once.
“Pretty much never,” said Philip.
“But two months ago, you placed an order. So sometimes you make it. Did it sell two months ago?”
Philip looked at the Anarchist. “Did you make tea?” he asked.
“No,” said the Anarchist.
Philip pitched his voice to Tracy, who was using the slicer to trim the extra length off of a leather belt. Because the slicer only had so much depth, the process was moving along slowly. He was chopping off quarter-inch segments one at a time and was tossing this confetti into The Box Next to the Slicer.
“Tracy! Have you ever made tea?”
“Sure.” 
“Here?”
“Sure.” 
“Iced tea?”
“Oh. No. Only individual cups of hot tea. You told me never to make the iced tea because the tea guy was a prick.”
Philip flinched. 
“I never said that,” Philip told Tracy, jerking his head toward Dicky so that Tracy could see.
“Oh, right,” said Tracy. “That was Danny who said that. Danny who we fired for stealing steamers.” He paused to think. “I never make the tea here because... because one time I made it and a lot of people got sick.” It was true, too. Slate, who loved the slicer but hated the feel of the food, had become particularly disgusted with the roast beef one day while slicing and had thrown the entire uncut beef into the tea reservoir. Nobody drinks that shit anyway, Slate had said. But they had, and the result hadn’t been pretty.
“The tea is making people sick?”
“Only when we brew it,” said Philip with a shrug.
“So why did you order the last time? Why don’t you cancel with the company?”
“Sometimes, employees need to ship things through customs that are best packed in the distracting scent of tea leaves,” said Philip.
“Are you kidding?”
Now it was Tracy’s turn to signal Philip to be quiet.
“Of course I am,” he said, chuckling.
So each visit, it was the same drill. Into the deli. To the counter. There’d be at least two lazy employees reclining in the back, just out of sight from the front door, sitting where the overstock Styrofoam cups were stored. They were always reading or, increasingly of late, playing Scrabble. They did this while they were on the clock instead of prepping, or cleaning, or... or making tea. Meanwhile Dicky, who (let’s face it) was smarter and better than them, was working hard just trying to keep food on his table, pounding the pavement on useless errands like this. And none of them cared. None of them realized that they were lazy and inferior wastes of space, and none of them seemed remotely bothered by the fact that their behavior, as lazy and inferior wastes of space, was crapping on him, his job, and his company.
“I don’t suppose you need any tea,” he’d ask the employees.
“No,” one of them would say, without looking up from their book.
“Why don’t you brew some right now, and see if anyone buys it?” Dicky would say.
“That would require getting up,” they’d reply. “So you see the difficulty of the situation.”
This made Dicky fume. He worked on commission. And even accepting that, accepting that Bingham’s would never order, the bigger insult was that his repeated useless trips meant that he was simply wasting his time. If Bingham’s wanted to stop carrying tea altogether, fine. If they wanted to start selling tea, then all the better. But they would commit to neither. They existed in limbo, refusing to cancel their reorder check-in but refusing to make (and hence buy) any Green Leaf product. And the company, in its hippie wisdom, didn’t believe in minimum reorders. “Let it be what it’ll be,” one of the executives was reported to have actually said in a board meeting.
So every two weeks for over a year, Dicky went into Bingham’s. And got madder and madder each time.
The situation – and the place itself – was beyond understanding. Bingham’s was staffed by layabouts. Slugs. Wastes. Human trash. Dicky most respected intelligence and innovation, but given that he was currently in foodservice sales, he’d settle for seeing a solid work ethic. He got up each day at 5am, hit the gym, walked the dog, and began his route. He doubted that these... these people... would ever know the value of hard work. And if he... he!... had to work this hard, than these idiots should have to, too.
Dicky complained to his manager about Bingham’s, asking if he could stop checking in, or at least check in less frequently. His manager told him to try harder. The customer was always right, he said. 
Not at Bingham’s, though. Dicky had been in often enough to know that the whole organization scoffed at both ends of the food chain. They treated their suppliers (like Dicky), like total garbage, and they treated their customers like total garbage. Dicky had once seen a woman complain about the music, and had watched Philip tell her that she could go elsewhere if she didn’t like it (and it was, Dicky remembered, a particularly offensive verse, repeating FUCK YOU I WON’T DO WHAT YOU TELL ME over and over). During that same trip, while Dicky had been working in vain to sell tea, he’d watched a call ring in to the back phone, and watched Philip take it. It was clearly the same woman. He knew because he’d heard Philip tell her, “If you want to speak to the manager about the music, that’s me. Yes, I’m the guy who told you he didn’t care what you thought when you were in here.” At which point she must have hung up because he stood there for a while, asking the dead phone, “Hello?”
The problem with Bingham’s was that the whole place, both collectively and as individuals, had no basic human decency. But he was told that the customer was always right, and so he tried anew.
“How about I make the tea for you?” he asked Philip during his next check-in. “I’ll get the reservoir for you and brew it. No problem.” 
“No thanks.” 
“People might like it,” he said. He turned to the line of customers and asked, “Would any of you like iced tea?” 
A few people nodded and said they would. So, with an air of resignation, Philip had gone to fetch the reservoir from the back. Dicky felt as if maybe this would be the moment he turned the corner, that he solved the persnickety Bingham’s dilemma. 
Two weeks later, he returned to find the tea unmade, the reservoir in the back, on the wire shelves, bone dry. And now those little white “math tutor” fliers were on the sides, back, and bottom as well as the front. 
So Dicky repeated his offer to Philip, and again made his plea to the customers in line. Again customers said they wanted tea. But this time, Philip said they were too busy because the lunch rush was on. And besides, the tea reservoir was, indeed, just a reservoir. You had to brew the tea using the coffee machine, and it was currently brewing coffee. Decaf was set to brew next.
“You can make it when all of the coffee is done,” Dicky said. 
“We’re too busy,” Philip repeated. “No order today. Check back in two weeks.”
Two weeks later, Dicky came back and found the tea reservoir still stowed and the stash still untouched. So he let himself behind the counter and began to brew the tea himself.
“What are you doing?” asked Philip.
“I’m making tea,” said Dicky in a defiant, pouty voice.
“You can’t do that,” said Philip. “That’s our tea.” 
“Not if you don’t brew it,” said Dicky.
“Perhaps you don’t understand how ownership works,” said Philip.
“If you don’t brew it, it just sits back there and rots,” he said. “This is good tea. You don’t give it a chance.” 
“Who are you, the tea rights committee?” 
“I’m brewing it,” said Dicky, his face set. 
“You owe me a teabag,” said Philip. 
“I don’t owe you anything. You never brew it. I’m just doing what you should have been doing all along, every day.” 
Philip grabbed Dicky’s arm and tried to pull it away from the coffee machine, where he was devoutly brewing.
“Give me those tea bags.”
“No.” 
“Give them to me,” said Philip.
“No.” 
And in the end, because the customer was always right, Bingham’s hadn’t sold even the tea that was already brewed, had gotten a case of free tea bags, and had gotten Dicky fired. 
The Green Leaf executive hippies told Philip how sorry they were about the incident.
Philip graciously accepted their apology.
And Dicky was suddenly unemployed, baffled, and angry.
He had done nothing wrong. They were the ones who had broken the social contract. They were the ones who kept wasting his time, kept disrespecting his effort and his hard work. They were the ones who never sold anything – not because the tea wasn’t good, but because they were too lazy to brew it. They were the ones who laid around the entire day, letting the deli become filthy instead of doing their jobs, playing their offensive music (“Treat ya like a gas can – take your ass and fill it”) and disrespecting both the customers (who gave them the patronage they needed to stay in business) and the vendors (who sold them what they needed to stay in business.) They had done wrong here, not him. Yet who was out on the street? 
The real insult was that the company had sided with Bingham’s. The company had, in fact, fired him based on no more than Philip’s phone call. 
Really? After all the work he’d put in?
After all the early mornings and late nights, out pounding the pavement for those damn hippies? After his best-in-territory sales awards? After his nearly total and complete record of customer satisfaction? It was a fine how-do-you-do.
They had fired him, supposedly, because the customer relationship was sacred. Because the customer was always right.
Ha!
It was ironic that the customer Green Leaf had fired him over didn’t seem to believe that at all. Bingham’s was a den of disrespect. A group who treated their customers like hell, and who believed that they were always right. 
If Dicky owned a restaurant, he’d do things differently. He’d treat his customers with respect.
And that made a twisted kind of sense, the notion of Dicky opening a restaurant. So, unemployed, a brand new venture seemed to make as much sense as anything else. Rather than getting another sales job, he’d open a restaurant – and not just any restaurant, but a bagel deli. Why not? He had some capital saved up and had good enough credit to get a loan. He already knew the lay of the land. He already knew the suppliers, and by stunning example, he knew exactly what not to do.
What Bingham’s did wrong, he’d do right. He’d treat his customers like family. He’d advertise and seed word of mouth and would offer specials designed to lure them in early. He could even budget for it, and plan to lose thousands of dollars during the first months so that he could hook people and get them used to his restaurant over Bingham’s. He’d offer free food. Free drinks. Free kids’ meals. Free coupons. He’d offer bonuses if customers brought him the “B” restaurants page out of the phone book. That idea was especially tricky. When customers brought him the “B” page, they’d essentially be removing Bingham’s from the book for him. 
So Big Bagel Bills was formed. And Bingham’s decline thus became only a matter of time. 
Unfortunately, starting a restaurant didn’t go as well as Dicky had planned. For one, the building he rented used to be a dry cleaner, so people kept bringing in clothes. When the first few people came in with bags of shirts and pants, he simply told them that the dry cleaner was gone. As time wore on, he became less patient and tended to snap at them. Hadn’t they figured it out yet? Sometimes, he wouldn’t catch a dry cleaning customer in time, and they’d leave their laundry at the front, on his counter, with a note. So he’d call them and tell them to come back and get their clothes, and instead of thanking him, they’d usually get angry. They’d be annoyed that the dry cleaner was gone. They’d be annoyed that Dicky and 3B had moved in. They’d be annoyed that they’d lost time. They’d be irritated that their shirts weren’t done and that they now had to find a new cleaner. And Dicky would say, when they’d come in, “Hey, want a free bagel?” And more often than not they’d be too annoyed to take him up on it, and when they did, they did so grudgingly, as if they were doing Dicky a favor, and they never returned. 
The other problem was employees. After spending time at Bingham’s, he knew exactly the type of people he didn’t want to hire. He didn’t want lazy, do-nothing, unmotivated, crass, disrespectful people working in his deli. So, with these standards in place, he opened the door to applicants and found nothing but lazy, do-nothing, unmotivated, crass, disrespectful people. There seemed to be nothing else. Apparently this was what college bred today – at least when hiring at five dollars an hour. 
So he settled. To be cautious at the startup, he only hired two employees. They weren’t any better than those at Bingham’s, but Bingham’s didn’t have Dicky to oversee the operation.
The two kids he hired weren’t in college (and hence could treat the job like a nine-to-five), so Dicky give them a full load and staggered their shifts so that just the two of them could cover the entire day. Paul, who was fat, annoying, and deluded about his prowess with women, worked from 6am until 2pm. Plato, whose real name was Michael but who refused to be called “Michael” because it was a base name that didn’t do justice to the superior philosophical intellect he seemed to think he had, worked from noon until 3B closed at eight. Dicky, who had turned a small back room with a locking door into his apartment (really just a bed, a TV, a computer, and some random furniture), worked the entire day. On Saturdays, Paul worked from noon to three and Dicky covered the rest by himself. On Sundays, the same deal went with Plato. 
The arrangement made sense because it skirted overtime (Paul and Plato were required to clock out for an hour lunch during slow times on weekdays) and because his presence in the deli for almost 100 hours per week meant that laziness and disrespect from his employees could be kept to a minimum. Plus, it ensured that there were three workers on during the busiest times, which would be enough until the crowds became overwhelming.
The arrangement did not make sense for only one conflicting reason, and it was that nobody ever came in to eat.
In retrospect (retrospect meaning “too late to get out of the lease”) the building was probably to blame. It was a block off of the main stretch on High, but this shouldn’t have been a death blow because it was visible from High. What was more problematic about the building was that it placed 3B mostly below the street, in a sort of split-level layout. There was a coffee shop called Java Jive above Dicky’s restaurant, and Java Jive was big and loud. It was so big and loud, in fact, that its presence spilled out onto the street in an untidy sprawl of sidewalk tables and chairs that were occupied in all seasons, despite the chilliest and blusteriest of Ohio winters. From this sprawl, customers climbed a giant central staircase of eight steps to enter Java Jive. To get to 3B, they had to know about the two smaller side staircases that went down eight steps, and the one on the right was mostly obscured by Java Jive’s handicap ramp. 
To compensate for his lack of visibility, Dicky had a gigantic sign constructed that said “3B” in flashing orange lights, and had it installed near the sidewalk.
Immediately, the eye-catching sign worked wonders. Business at Java Jive nearly doubled. Customers sometimes asked why the sign said “3B” instead of “2J,” but the Java Jive employees never seemed to know. “It’s a marketing thing,” they usually said. 
Dicky, who had no experience with marketing and who hadn’t thought to add a few words of explanation to his sign (“downstairs” or even “fresh bagel sandwiches”), couldn’t figure out why nothing was working. And nobody came in who could explain it to him, except for his dry cleaning customers.
“Can I have heavy starch on these shirts?” such a customer might say.
Honestly, 3B’s location problem didn’t seem to Dicky to be a huge deal even before he bought the sign. Sure, Java Jive dominated the entrance, but that was simply an annoyance – another example of a business run by inconsiderate, disrespectful assholes. 3B’s service was orders of magnitude better than anywhere else on campus – unfathomably better than Bingham’s in particular. Their food was better, too. Their atmosphere was better. They had advertising in the local rag papers. It should have been a slaughter, and death to Bingham’s – obvious visibility or not.
But it wasn’t a slaughter. It wasn’t even close. 3B was circling the drain, and Bingham’s continued to thrive. Why? 
Maybe people like being abused, he thought.
No, that couldn’t be it.
Or maybe they’re just incredibly, incredibly stupid.
And oddly, as inconceivable as it was, some combination of the two just might be true. The public didn’t want quality. They wanted bad treatment. They wanted disrespect. They wanted mediocrity. And (or?) they didn’t know any better. They’d stick their faces into a running fan, and say thank you. Tell a person there’s a fly on their nose and give them a flyswatter, and they’d hit themselves in the face every time. 
Was that it? It seemed so bleak and so nihilistic, so pessimistic about humankind and whatever future it might have. But based on his experience in life so far, it just might be true. He was always smart, and just about everyone else he ran across was unfailingly stupid. 
Stupid masochists. They were choosing Bingham’s over 3B over and over and over, with no end in sight. He hated that it made sense. He hated that it might have been his own underestimation of mankind’s stupidity that was doing him in.
It had been four months, and 3B was out tens of thousands of dollars – much of it right out of Dicky’s pockets. The loan payments and labor costs and utility bills were becoming harder and harder to handle. Dicky had known it would be a rough start, but he’d known (known!) that it would pick up, and then he’d start at least breaking even. He hadn’t anticipated this total and complete absence of customers. He hadn’t anticipated this kind of bleeding.
Idiots. The world was full of idiots. 
And then he thought of how it was in high school, with those idiots. With his plans and schemes and with the vague fear everyone seemed to feel around him.
Drastic action might just be required. Maybe a bit of sabotage.
That would be cheating, sure, but it was just righting a wrong. It was leveling the playing field, allowing the two rivals to compete on even ground. He’d hoped to compete on the basis of the free market, but the public apparently didn’t know what was good for it. Give people a choice between crap and goodness, and they chose crap if it was more conveniently located. Just look at McDonald’s. There McDonald’s was, on every street corner. Disaster food, and not even good food. But it was right there, and so it prospered. 
Forget marketing, positioning, service, food, and environment. The problem, Dicky realized, was simply that Bingham’s existed. 
And then he thought, just for fun, just to indulge in fantasy a bit: What if it didn’t exist?
If Bingham’s went out of business, the dislocated customers would need to find a new place go to. And what was a cleaner, fancier, nicer, more friendly Bingham’s? Why, that would be 3B. Dicky even steamed his bagels, just like Bingham’s did.
If – and this was purely hypothetical, of course – if Bingham’s went out of business, it only made sense that their customer base would head the few blocks down to the only other bagel deli on campus. He could probably even put a sign right on the front of Bingham’s soaped-over windows to make sure they knew where to go, and what the replacement deli offered. And if – just if – that happened, Dicky would easily recoup his labor and loan and utility costs. It would only be a matter of time before he began to come out on top, actually making a profit. 
If only Bingham’s wasn’t there. Its presence was a public distraction that he would never be able to overcome, because people were lazy and incredibly stupid masochists.
Too bad the place existed.
For now, anyway.
 
2.
On the other hand, Tom “Bricker” Brickhouse was glad that Bingham’s existed. He’d been coming in for months now, and things just kept getting better.
Bricker, according to Philip, was at least eight feet tall and weighed five hundred pounds of pure muscle. In reality this was probably an exaggeration. Bricker played football for Ohio State. He had, in all likelihood, had no choice in the matter. When he was born, he probably weighed thirty pounds and had to be cut from his decimated mother and excavated using a crane. When the doctor put him in the bedside bassinette in the delivery room, Bricker had probably flattened it, at which point scouts from various colleges likely pushed their way through the door, slapped helmets and pads on the gigantic child, and carted him off to training camp. 
The first time the Bingham’s crew had seen Bricker, he’d come in with a motley assortment of other gigantic football players. The group of five men had been so massive, in fact, that Philip had expressed serious doubts that the ghetto floor in front of the ghetto register would be able to hold their massiveness and keep them from plunging into the ghetto basement, where their lower halves would be investigated by rats while their upper halves would no doubt continue ordering food, the tops of their heads now even with the heads of the rest of the customers. 
Philip had called this group “The Meathead Pageant.” 
The Pageant hadn’t returned, but Bricker had. Philip, never willing to abandon a prejudice before its time, remembered Bricker when he returned and continued to mock him privately. Once, attempting to give exact change, Bricker had paid $3.75 for his sandwich instead of $3.85. This naturally proved that jocks were stupid. 
Bricker began to win Philip over once he started talking about how funny it was when people hurt themselves. 
“That kid,” Bricker told Darcy, Beckie, and Philip one time, gesturing to a departing Captain Dipshit, “I saw him flatten some old lady down the street the other day. He speared her in the gut with his head.”
Darcy, who had recently had her hair dyed jet black and cut into a bob with dramatic Bettie Page bangs, giggled ferociously. “What, on purpose?”
Bricker had sat down in Army Ted’s usual chair opposite the counter and, Philip felt sure, was making it scream in pain. He took a bite of his bagel and half of it disappeared. “No, he didn’t see her. He was sprinting full-out, like the devil was chasing him.” 
“Maybe the devil was chasing him,” yelled Slate, who was out of site around the corner. He was slicing, massaging his lover the slicer with a greasy wad of corned beef. 
“Anyway, he just barreled into her. Knocked her onto this tray full of drinks she’d just bought. The drinks sprayed over the entire corner. The kid and the old lady kind of made this ball of humans and crashed to the ground, and then she got up and started yelling at him. Then she kicked him and pepper sprayed him.” 
“Oh my God! Were they hurt?” said Beckie. She was wearing her apron, as usual, over her extremely short shorts and, as usual, looked naked underneath. Her long legs were so tan that they looked black.
Bricker chewed. “Oh, for sure.” 
“The old lady too?”
Bricker shook his head. “Only enough to be funny. She ran off, and then he began pouring what was left of her drinks into his eyes to wash out the mace, yelling about Mickey Mouse. I’m not kidding. Mickey Mouse.”
Philip found himself becoming interested in his behemoth customer. “Where were you?” he said.
“Sitting at Java Jive, like twenty feet away.” 
“Did you help them?”
“No,” said Bricker. He unslung his backpack and opened it, removing a small envelope baring the logo of a pharmacy photo center. “I did take some pictures, though.” 
Bricker was a genetics major, like the Anarchist. This bothered the Anarchist because he himself was the smartest person he knew (and was also the best writer he knew), and there was no way that some stupid meathead jock could do what he did. Yet when he mentioned it to Bricker to attempt to discredit his obviously bullshit story, Bricker confirmed his course load, which was essentially the same as the Anarchist’s. Well, it was harder. Bricker was taking an advanced linear algebra class too.
“Just like a jock,” said the Anarchist. “Only here for football. He’d have a hell of a time if he were taking anything difficult.” 
Beckie opened her mouth to say something, but the Anarchist stopped her.
“Have you ever noticed how he’s... all dumb and stuff?” he said.
“No,” she said.
Bricker’s standard order was a Tom’s Turkey and a large Dr. Pepper, but following the discovery of his course load and after some non-subtle quizzing to make sure he understood what he was being taught (a process that was conducted with many behind-the-hand Durr, I’m big and dumb comments), the Anarchist reluctantly showed Bricker respect via food by double-stacking the meat on his sandwiches. “You’re a big boy and you need your nutrition,” he told him.
As Bricker expressed more and more behavior that could only be described as “assholishly delightful,” his sandwiches grew until they were triple-stacked. He had to eat them by dissecting them with a fork. Sometimes there were two such sandwiches, like half a cow’s worth of turkey. A customer, watching Bricker, had made this observation once. Bricker just pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. 
Eventually, the initial exchange between Bricker and any employee became “How many?” followed by an answering number. Sometimes, when he was particularly famished, Bricker would get as many as four sandwiches. This got expensive for Bricker until a day came that, during the lunch rush, was particularly vulture-heavy. The counter opposite the make table was lined with waiting customers who leaned over it, standing tall and stretching their necks to watch the Anarchist and Darcy work, pointing at this and that, correcting and altering orders, asking for more of item X and less of item Y, and so Bricker, at the register, knowing the crew’s intense and unfair hatred of vulturing, simply sidled his massive girth down the length of the counter, wiping them away from the counter and onto the floor like bugs off a windshield. Bricker acted like he hadn’t noticed the people he’d displaced and began whistling, with an oblivious, dumb look on his face. There were many, many nasty looks thrown at the big man now dominating the vulturing space, but nobody was willing to say anything. 
Bricker, for his part, soaked it up, loving the hatred bathing him as he stood at the counter. He loved more than anything else to be an asshole. 
From that day on, no matter how many Tom’s Turkeys Bricker ordered, the Anarchist always gave them to him on the house.
“You keep counteracting customer douchebaggery with your own douchebaggery and we’ll give you a medal,” the Anarchist told him.
Philip didn’t know about Bricker’s free food, but he suspected, and didn’t try very hard to find out if his suspicions were true. Everyone else knew. It made sense. Bricker was performing a service, much like the gross pedophile who cleaned the deli’s bathrooms. He deserved compensation. 
Darcy proposed making Bricker the official Bingham’s mascot. He could stand at the front of the restaurant in a giant bagel outfit and block the entrance. Bricker was already large; putting him in a round outfit would make him positively impassible. Philip argued that keeping customers out, attractive as it may be, might hinder the deli’s goal of making enough money to remain open until the fall, and Darcy reluctantly agreed. 
So Darcy proposed an alternative. Bricker could frisk the customers instead of shutting them out, which had its own kind of hilarity. Bricker refused this idea. “It’d mean touching dudes’ junk,” he said. Then Darcy proposed that after frisking the customers, he could frisk her, and jumped up and down to make her massive breasts jiggle and her Bettie Page hairdo bounce. Bricker was picking up the ghetto phone (the one next to the Box Next to the Slicer) and was trying to locate a costume shop that would fabricate a bagel doorman outfit when Philip came back and told him to get his big dumb meathead ass out from behind the counter because he didn’t work there, and told Darcy to get back to work. Bricker sighed. Darcy bounced. Philip went back into the office. The ghetto phone, which had maybe a week left of useful life in it at all times, fell off the hook and onto the counter. A shard of plastic broke off of its casing, giving it a newly and expanded level of ghettoness. 
Deli life rolled on.
 
3.
While Bricker sat inside, making the Bingham’s chairs protest under his weight and abusing Bingham’s clientele, Captain Dipshit took up station outside. 
A week ago, after Captain Dipshit had run back to Dicky Kulane following the Roger incident, screaming again that he was losing his mind or that the place wasn’t right or possibly both, Dicky had had an idea. Captain Dipshit was usually the one who had all the ideas (he was the only person he believed was truly competent, after all), but Dicky was smart, and probably because he was disturbing and seemed both unstable and violent, Captain Dipshit tended to respect and trust him. You had to respect a person who seemed likely to firebomb an orphanage if it looked at him the wrong way. Damn orphanages, thinking they own this town. 
Besides, Captain Dipshit no longer really trusted his own judgment when it came to Bingham’s. He’d failed to impatient his way through his regular lunch order, time and time and time again. He’d been mocked, time and time and time again. The place confused him and made his head spin. He saw things there – things that couldn’t be real. He had delusions. Just the other day, he’d been convinced that Bingham’s owner was a short, smelly homeless man. (Which, he thought now, wasn’t to say that Bingham, whoever that was, was not a short, smelly homeless man. It was entirely possible that he was. Likely, in fact.) But Dicky had insisted that that particular short smelly homeless man wasn’t the owner, and the Captain had to trust that Dicky knew best. It helped that Dicky had told him, more than once now, “I always know best.” Then he’d told Captain Dipshit about this time in high school when some kid had thought that he knew best, and had mocked Dicky, and so Dicky had taken a mace to school in case he needed to correct him. 
Mace? Captain Dipshit had said. It seemed an odd choice of weapon for the revengeful school misfit, yet he knew first-hand how crippling mace could be. 
No, a mace, said Dicky. Like, from medieval times. 
Captain Dipshit had looked it up on the internet. A spiked ball at the end of a handle, like a hammer you might use if you really, really hated nails. He wondered where Dicky had gotten a mace, and decided not to ask. The rule was, you don’t ask someone who would think to procure a mace why or where they procured one. Same thing went for an iron maiden or a guillotine. It was best to play it safe with people who owned any of them. 
Honestly, setting aside the question of who created the plan, Captain Dipshit wasn’t entirely sure whether the fact that there even was a plan had been his idea or Dicky’s. When, exactly, had they formed a partnership to “get” Bingham’s? It didn’t make sense. He hated Bingham’s, but he hated and/or disrespected most things. The list of people he’d need to settle a score with was very long, and he was a very impatient and hence very important person. It was better to run from your conflicts than to settle them. 
Yet when he’d gone back to 3B again and again, and he’d been losing his mind and out of breath, newly harassed, newly disturbed by something that always, always seemed to happen here, in this damn restaurant, Dicky had finally said Okay, this is what we’ll do. This is what we’ll do to fix the situation.
And so Dicky had begun with a question. He said, How do we get rid of them?
And Captain Dipshit had said: Nightline. Catch them pooping in jars.
And Dicky had sighed, and rolled his eyes, and left for a while, and finally come back, sighed again, and said, We get rid of them by putting them out of business. 
And Dicky had then asked Captain Dipshit, his dim-witted apprentice, And how might a restaurant go out of business? 
And Captain Dipshit had said, They could get infested by thousands of rats which spill up from the basement and take over the lobby. Some madman could plants bombs in the basement.
And Dicky had sighed, had grabbed his coat, had gotten in his car, had driven around with the top down for long enough to clear his head, had taken a walk, had meditated, had prayed, had gone to visit the graves of dead philosophers, had gone to Kinko’s to make some copies, had filed his taxes, and had come back and had said, calmly, repressing his irritation, That’s the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever heard.
And Captain Dipshit, eager to learn, had given the question back to the master: So how does a restaurant go out of business? 
And Dicky had said, Simple math.
The restaurant industry had paper-thin profit margins, Dicky explained. You had to be very good to run a successful restaurant. There was an art in labor and marketing and the food itself, of course, but ultimately it all came down to math. A restaurant that could bring in more than it spent would flourish. A restaurant that spent more than it brought in would fail. 
How do we increase Bingham’s expenses? How do we reduce their profits? Dicky had said. Those are the questions we need to ask.
Captain Dipshit asked if it was even feasible to cripple Bingham’s by messing with their profits and expenses. Even if they operated far in the red, the place could limp on forever. It might not be enough. What was the point?
And that dark, orphanage-burning, mace-wielding look had again crossed Dicky’s eyes and he’d said, Well, even if they stay open and 3B runs out of gas and has to close, it’ll be fun to make them squirm, just for the hell of it. You want to know the truth? I’ll admit I have an axe to grind.
And Captain Dipshit, who thought this axe might be a literal rather than metaphorical axe, took a step back. 
So Captain Dipshit had taken up station outside of the deli, around the corner, in the small alcove off of the alley between Bingham’s and the book store next to it on High. The pile of leaves that the owner (ahem... the homeless guy who was not the owner) had laid in the other day was only twenty yards away, but Captain Dipshit was invisible in the alcove as long as the Bingham’s crew didn’t come out the back door and into the alcove to throw trash into the dumpsters. And the crew was lazy. He’d been in the alcove on and off for three workdays so far, and he’d only ever seen them take the trash out at night. Apparently they piled it inside, near the door. 
Filthy. Lazy.
Unhealthy. 
Dicky had said, We’ll find ways to cost them money. And if we can save 3B money at the same time, all the better.
And so the first day, Captain Dipshit had intercepted the 7-Up delivery man. The 7-Up truck had parked in the alley and the driver had offloaded ten flats of Snapple onto a dolly. The delivery man had begun wheeling the dolly down the alley, toward High, toward the front door, when Captain Dipshit had stopped him and waved him back.
“Hey,” he said. “Back door. All deliveries at the back door from now on.” 
The delivery man had turned, severely put-out, and had pulled the dolly toward the back door. Then he looked at the back door, which was closed and locked, and then at Captain Dipshit.
“Well?” 
“Well what?”
“You going to let me in?”
“Why?”
“To... deliver?” he said. 
“No. Just leave them out here,” said Captain Dipshit. 
This had seemed odd to the delivery man, but he got paid as long as there was a signature on the delivery slip, and leaving them here was indeed faster. He pulled a clipboard off the back of the dolly, extended it, and said, “Sign here.” 
So Captain Dipshit had signed, and the driver had offloaded the Snapple, and for the several minutes it took to re-secure the truck’s stock doors and re-stow the dolly, the delivery man had studied Captain Dipshit, still standing by the back door with the flats of Snapple. His gaze encouraged the Captain to open the doors, to do the normal thing and take the delivery inside. But Captain Dipshit just stood there and, when the delivery man looked over, waved. But again, the signature was on the slip. Going in to ask would be slower. So he drove off, shaking his head. 
Moments later, Dicky, who had been waiting around the corner in Pearl Alley, barreled down the connector in a beaten-up red truck with the words Ain’t no Benz or broke-down Jeep stenciled on the doors in white paint. As he approached, Captain Dipshit noticed a window decal on the rear windshield that read I know it’s cute but don’t call me daddy.
The window rolled down and Dicky stuck his head out. 
“Not a word. This is one of my employees’ trucks. He calls it the Get Laid Mobile, but I’m pretty sure the only people getting laid in it are the drunk kids who use the open bed to screw in after the bars kick them out.”
 “This truck is releasing an unhealthy amount of pollutants,” said Captain Dipshit. “I’m quite uncomfortable standing beside it.” Now that he was taking action that stood to hurt Bingham’s, he was regaining some of his old, comfortable habits. His foot was tapping and he was looking side to side impatiently. 
Dicky cocked his thumb over his shoulder. “Put those drinks in the bed of the truck. I just saved a shitload on my drink order.” Then he paused, thinking. “All but one case,” he added. “Go throw one case into their air conditioner.”
“Done and done,” Captain Dipshit sang, and ran back to the alcove behind the deli. 
That was the first day.
The second day, he’d intercepted the meat order. 
The third day, today, he’d arrived early and had intercepted the bagels themselves. How could a deli function without bagels? They’d have to run out and buy bagels, and they’d do so from the UDF down the street at greatly inflated prices. 
Captain Dipshit cackled, imagining himself like the Grinch who stole Christmas.
But now it was afternoon, and the giant football player was inside again, and, when he dared to look in, he could see all of them through the window, laughing and carrying on. It was as if they hadn’t been robbed at all. Just as the Grinch had been unable to best the Whos, it almost seemed as if Bingham’s wasn’t being affected by his little acts of sabotage.
They laugh without meat.
They laugh without bread.
They laugh without Snapple, or soft drinks instead. 
And what happened next? Well at Bingham’s they say that the Captain’s impatience grew three sizes that day. 
He sat in the alcove, on top of the dumpster, waiting and tapping his foot and willing the entire endeavor to hurry up, because the job was getting tedious. He had things to do. He had places to go to hurry through tasks. He had classes to ignore because he was busy missing things in order to accomplish various degrees of rushing. 
He willed himself to calm down. He’d just have to wait. As impatient as he was to get on with it, he’d just have to wait. They couldn’t go on like this forever. So he’d hang out in this alcove, and he’d steal and he’d sabotage until something did happen. 
Then, indeed, something did happen, as Johnny Rocker rounded the corner.
 
4.
Bricker had left an hour ago. Darcy and Beckie’s shifts had ended at around the same time. Philip, who worked more hours than anyone else because he had to pretend he was in charge and knew what he was doing, was back in the office, on the phone. Slate was still working, and after two hours, was still doing the slicing. As if to prove that his love for the slicer was unique and special like a flower, the odd man out had been removed. Inexplicably, the Box Next to the Slicer had vanished.
Mike, the Anarchist, and Smooth B had relieved the lunch shift workers. The Anarchist was restocking the Snapple re-delivery that Philip had called for late yesterday when the normal order had failed to arrive. The re-delivery had shown up a few hours later in the day, the delivery guy telling some bullshit excuse story that just made him look incompetent at his job. Then the tower of drinks had stood behind the counter until just now, which made the Bingham’s workers look incompetent at their jobs. Or possibly lazy.
Smooth B was reading another glossy paperback. This one was called Plastic Surgery Disasters. Smooth was spending most of his time on the breasts section, because, as he said, “No matter how much tits are a disaster, they’re still tits.”
Mike was pretending to clean the lobby tables, but he was actually only out there because the Hot Diet Coke Girl, who had tits that were not a disaster, was sitting near the front window. 
“Hey, look at this,” said Mike in his usual bored voice. He was holding up a copy of the Columbus Dispatch which had been abandoned in one of the corner booths.
“‘Quayle announces bid for 2000 presidency,’” the Anarchist read. “Oh good God!”
“No,” Mike replied, walking up to the counter. He tapped the space above the Dispatch masthead. “This.”
Across the lightly-perforated top in measured capital letters was the handwritten imperative: Make more white babies. 
The Anarchist took the newspaper. “Another one. Did you see who was sitting there?”
“No. It was in that booth we can’t see from behind the counter.”
“Damn. There’s a movement afoot.” And there was, too. Philip and the Anarchist had been finding White Babies missives recently, all deliberately and carefully penciled out at the top of the Dispatch. The paper was always left where someone would find it, and turned so that whoever found it would see the message. Sometimes it was simple, like the one Mike had found, but sometimes statistics and other factoids were added. The most recent had been, Heads of household: Black - 44%, White - 56%. Today’s discerning racist demanded facts. Empty bigotry was so 1995.
Philip emerged from the back and walked up to the Anarchist, who said, “Make more white babies.” 
Philip was carrying his backpack. “Maybe when I get back. I need to run to the bagel place. And then to the meat place.” 
“They won’t re-deliver?” 
“No. They’re like, ‘It’s not our fault your delivery was misplaced.’ And I was like, ‘Bitch, we never got it, so you misplaced it.’ And they’re all like, ‘We’ve got your signature right here,’ and I’m like, ‘Bitch, where did your driver supposedly leave this phantom delivery to go with this phantom signature? Did he give it to us where he was supposed to, the same place as usual?’”
“Did you really say ‘bitch’?”
“No. But it was in my tone. They knew I was calling them bitch.”
The Anarchist nodded.
“Anyway, they both said the same as 7-Up said yesterday. The driver left it with someone at the back door. I asked them to describe the person, and they said it was this ratty blonde woman who smelled like B.O. I asked if this mystery person – probably some innovative bum – came out through the back door to meet them, or if they’d rung the bell to summon her. I asked if the woman then took the order inside. They didn’t have an answer for that. Then I asked them if they thought it was weird that some smelly woman was just hanging out, waiting for them in the alley, took the order in an unusual place, and then just continued to stand there with it until they drove away. They got all quiet. And I was like, so bring me another, and bring it inside this time like you’re supposed to, bitch.”
“But they still won’t redeliver.” 
“They will at our normal time. So for meats, that’s Thursday, and for bagels, that’s tomorrow morning. As you can see...” He gestured at the bagel shelves, which held a few bags of stragglers from the previous day. “... we probably shouldn’t wait. So I’m taking a field trip.” He hiked his backpack further up on his shoulder. 
“Annoying.” 
“Not really,” he said. “You guys don’t need me. This gives me an excuse to leave in the middle of the day and go pick up that new paintball gun they’re holding for me all the way up near the bagel supplier. I was wondering when I’d find the time to go get it. Some homeless woman has forty pounds of processed meat and two hundred bagels, and I get to leave. That’s win-freakin-win, baby.” 
After Philip left, the deli churned through the slow afternoon. The Hot Diet Coke Girl left, which made Mike sad enough to actually clean the tables as he’d been pretending to do. Smooth finished his “bloody tits book” and left it in the store’s library next to the coloring book that Beckie and Tracy had made obscene. A few customers came in who were only mildly annoying. One asked to have her sandwich cut in half, but none vultured. Even the Anarchist, who was a very unforgiving audience, considered it an acceptable level of annoyance.
“Man,” said Smooth B after the lobby was again mostly empty, “That one girl came in with all the Tommy Hilfiger shit on, I was about to smack her upside her head. ‘Bout the only thing stoppin me was the fact that she had a great rack.”
The Anarchist, who hadn’t yet finished stocking the Snapple, pushed the unopened skids of bottles under the steamer table for someone else to deal with. 
“You only think about two things, don’t you?” he said to Smooth B. “Sex and death. And really, the way you do it, it’s kind of just one combined, super-gross thing.”
“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Smooth clarified, “I’m not sayin I’d wanna fuck her up the ass. I’m just sayin she’d like it.”
Outside, the afternoon was winding down into early evening, but the air was still hot and shimmering. It wouldn’t be this way for much longer, thought the Anarchist. Soon it would be the autumn that Philip was so eager for, and the leaves would be turning and the place would look properly collegiate. The students who came in would wear long sleeves and long pants and then jackets, and they’d be in by the hundreds during the lunch rush. The place would be busy, all right. Philip couldn’t wait. The Anarchist, who would be graduating in the spring and then moving on, wasn’t as sure. Anything that was a “last” was uncool.
The strutting, air-drumming figure of Johnny Rocker danced past the front of the store, singing at the top of his lungs as usual. Then two passersby stopped where the menu was posted on the window and all four of the workers whispered at them to go away. They did.
Despite the music coming from the speakers, the place seemed unnaturally quiet.
“I think the air conditioner’s broke,” said Smooth B. “I’m hot as fuck.”
 
5.
Captain Dipshit was standing in the alley, minding his own business, when he was assaulted again.
Just before it happened, he was thinking about how he couldn’t keep stealing deliveries forever. How much was he really hurting the place? And how long would they be fooled? Did he expect that they would just not track down the source of the delivery problem? They were evil assholes, but they weren’t stupid. This was an annoyance – a temporary inconvenience – and nothing more. 
At that moment, without warning, Johnny Rocker rounded the corner. 
Johnny Rocker was a man in his late 40s who loved classic rock music. He loved it so much, in fact, that he seemed to spend his entire day doing nothing other than power-strutting around Columbus singing it at the top of his voice. He wore jeans, T-shirts, work boots, and huge black stereophonic headphones. The headphones were plugged into a CD player that, being an early Sony Discman, had to be held level to keep from skipping. Both of Johnny Rocker’s hands wore black leather gloves, and he kept the left hand, holding the Discman, steady at waist-level. The other hand was as free as Lynyrd Skynyrd’s free bird. That wild child played air guitar, air drums, or air harmonica, fist-pumped, and made devil’s horns. 
You could walk right past Johnny and he’d never see you. His eyes were on the road, on his goal, and on 1978. He looked fierce, and pissed. He was a man on a mission, jamming in a private world that pedestrians assumed existed beneath his headphones. You could never hear Johnny’s music. All you could hear – from several blocks away – was him bellowing along.
When Johnny Rocker rounded the corner from High into the short connector, Captain Dipshit jumped in surprise, then was immediately alarmed. This man wasn’t strolling. His eyes were steely, fixed on Captain Dipshit. He was coming fast, and he was yelling.
“Hey, how are you?” Captain Dipshit said, pitching his voice so that the man, who was still at the other end of the alley, could hear.
No response. 
“I’m just having a smoke,” Captain Dipshit said. “Good place for it! Private back here.” 
But the man was hearing none of it. He was shouting something Captain Dipshit couldn’t make out – something about how bad he had been. His legs and arms were pumping. He was holding something in his left hand. Was it a weapon? The Captain was toward the rear of the connector alley and Johnny was still near the front. It was too far to see. 
“Did you need something from me?” he said, now starting to get nervous.
“I SEE – A BA-AD MOON A-RISIN’!” Johnny Rocker bellowed. “I SEE – TROUBLE ON THE WAY!”
“I don’t want trouble,” said Captain Dipshit, beginning to take a few steps backward. He didn’t want to run. He hoped to slip around the corner onto Pearl with dignity, and then run once he was out of sight. But the man was closing fast and Pearl was a good fifty feet away. Dignity might be secondary to saving his skin.
“I SEE – EER-RTHQUAKES and LIGHTNIN’!” he shrieked, brandishing a fist. “I SEE – BA-AD TIMES TODAY!”
“There’s no need for that...” 
“DON’T GO ROUND TONIGHT!”
“I’ll... I’ll just go,” he said. The man’s arm was up, now flexing, now hitting his chest. A fire blazed in his eyes. 
“IT’S BOUND TO TAKE YOUR LI-FE! THEEEERE’S A BAD MOON ON THE RISE!”
Captain Dipshit, who didn’t know much about classic rock and thought that Pink Floyd was Hello Kitty’s brother, swallowed his dignity and ran. 
Behind him, Bingham’s dumpster protruded into the connector. With his eyes still on Johnny Rocker, Captain Dipshit didn’t see it until it was too late. As he turned, he struck the dumpster hard and knocked himself unconscious, then fell face-first into a puddle of ancient Pizazzle’s pork fat that had leaked out of the Lloyd’s Inedible Grease barrel. 
Johnny Rocker strutted past him as he collapsed, turned onto Pearl Alley, and was gone.
 
6.
Dicky Kulane was leafing through a hunting catalog, trying to decide on the perfect crossbow for home protection, when his door banged open and Captain Dipshit literally fell into 3B. 
“What the hell is the matter with you?” Dicky said. Then he went back to his catalog, turned two pages, marked his place with a carry-out menu, and walked over.
Captain Dipshit was practically in the fetal position. He was out of breath, soaked with sweat or urine or both, and was babbling more incoherently than usual. When he sat up at Dicky’s not-terribly-patient urging, Dicky saw that the right side of his head was covered in dried blood. His hair was matted with it. Everything on him was sticky and – Dicky could swear – smelled like bacon. 
“What happened?”
“Someone attacked me. A guy. Hit me with... I don’t know, a pipe or something.” 
“What guy?”
“I don’t know. A Bingham’s guy.” 
“The manager?”
“No.” 
“One of the employees?”
“No.” 
“Who, then?”
“How should I know? Someone they hired, maybe. He was dressed like a roughneck. Had these cutoff gloves on and came right at me, yelling. Three days of missing deliveries and I guess they got pissed. I turned to run and he hit me, hard.”
“Are you sure?”
Captain Dipshit pulled his matted, bacony hair aside and showed Dicky a three-inch gash in his scalp. “I don’t know, what do you think? Maybe you’d like to handle the stakeouts from now on.” 
Dicky sat back. This was unexpected. Matters of profit and loss were one thing and business was another, but violence was something entirely different. Not something he himself had a huge problem with, mind, but these were a bunch of idiot college kids. He’d visited Bingham’s every two weeks for a year. He knew these kids. And sure, they didn’t have it in them to try to kill anyone... but the bigger issue was that they simply didn’t care enough to do something like this. Bingham’s was a shit college job, the kind where you punch your ticket each day and you screw around and make five bucks an hour. You do the job and then you go home. Why would they care enough to... to feel the need to take revenge?
He wanted to question Captain Dipshit further and get at the truth, but the scalp wound spoke for itself. 
He’d think about it later. For now, two things were clear: One, no more direct interaction. It was too dangerous. The kid would surely never go back, and Dicky wasn’t about to head over and start stealing things himself. And two, none of that mattered anyway, because it simply wasn’t doing enough damage. Cheating a competitor out of a few hundred bucks here and there as a way to put them out of business was like trying to empty a pond with a teaspoon. 
But how to think bigger? 
And, really, was it still worth it?
This had been his idea, technically, but really it was this idiot kid who had started the ball rolling. Dicky had started 3B, and he hated Philip and all that Bingham’s stood for (and all it got away with without effort while he worked his ass off), and he was about to go down the tubes, and he could use the advantage cheating gave him, and (let’s be honest) he kiiiiiind of wished the place would burn down with at least a few of the most annoying employees trapped inside. But he was always a working man. You got up early, you rolled up your sleeves, you put in your time, and you laid down at the end of the day satisfied that you’d done a good day’s work. You didn’t escalate. You didn’t sabotage. 
Well, normally that was the way things worked, but this kid was so unhinged. Dicky hadn’t had to really, truly make any sinister plans. The kid was riled up and wanted to do something, so Dicky had simply made a few suggestions. 
He wasn’t really breaking any rules. The kid was breaking the rules. He just wasn’t bothering to stop him.
It wasn’t fair to steal merchandise that someone else had paid for. Dicky would never do anything like that. But the kid thought the place was evil and wrong and sinister, and he’d had no such qualms. And hey, if the stuff was going to get stolen anyway, another establishment might as well benefit from it. No sense in wasting it. 
But if the kid was through, maybe it should end here and now. Because if it didn’t end, that would mean that it was continuing under Dicky’s power. It would mean crossing that line. It would mean ceasing to be an ethical businessman and starting to be a... a dick.
Well, Philip was a dick. 
And that other kid, the one who got mad when someone simply watched him work? He was a dick.
Come to think of it, everyone who worked there was a dick. 
And the entire deli, if it had a personality as a whole, as its own entity, it would have the personality of a dick. That could even be the slogan. “Bingham’s Bagel Deli: We’re total dicks.” 
They laid around. They didn’t do their jobs. They were rude. They were unaccommodating. They disrespected their suppliers, like Dicky in a previous life. They played offensive music no matter what anyone said. They were arrogant. They thought they were smart, and that everyone else was stupid. They laughed when bad things happened. What a giant building full of dicks. 
Well, he could be a dick. It was in his name. He’d be good at it, too, like a superhero.
Dicky “Giant Hairy Dick” Kulane, throbbing avenger of rightenousness.
“Okay,” he said, helping Captain Dipshit to his feet. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”





 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
Army Ted
 
1.
“Fucking Russians, man!” yelled a voice.
The Anarchist looked up from the magazine he was reading and saw that faithful regular Army Ted was sauntering through the front door, going on about something with a smile on his face. 
Ted was the store’s biggest enigma. He was a spy (so said legend) and had been a key player in most of the top-secret military operations that kept America from falling to terrorist plots (according to rumor). He was married to a French model who had become a top-tier lawyer (apparently) and lived a life of leisure, spending copious time on his yacht in the Caribbean (reportedly). 
He always got a medium Diet Coke, no lid. And in apparent contrast to his cosmopolitan Rambo Playboy life, he spent most of every Wednesday sitting in a bagel deli in Columbus, Ohio. 
Ted was a tall, skinny man with knobby knees and short graying hair who had a spring in his step and an airiness in his attitude that made him seem fully twenty or thirty years younger than the fifty-five or sixty that he probably actually was. He always wore baseball caps which were too stiff, and always sported a devilish grin that made the girls cover their breasts self-consciously. 
Over his shoulder was eternally slung a faded-blue canvas pack. He wore short sleeved T-shirts whenever it was warm enough, and wore them most often tucked into smartly cinched, brown-belted khaki shorts from which his emaciated legs and thick knees protruded like sticks with bulbous tumors. 
The Anarchist studied him carefully as he approached. The game had begun.
As retardedly stupidly moronically idiotically obviously false as Ted’s tales of grandeur were, he told them compellingly and with a level of detail and sincerity that was disarming. Ted wasn’t like Roger, despite the similarities in their regular orders and their old-guy perv appeal. Ted was sharp, engaging, and from all appearances totally sane. He could be your fun uncle, who went out drinking with the younger guys and flirted inappropriately with college-age bartenders. He could be your dentist, or your co-worker in an office. He could be your black ops savior, combating evil and communism (synonymous, really, even in 1998), with James Bond gadgets, on missions of espionage. 
“Those Russians aren’t shit!” Ted said as he reached the counter. He was smiling as he ranted, giving the impression of someone who has just been baffled by a great epiphany. “We used to think they were this huge, menacing power, that they were going to take over the world. Well, you know what? They’re not shit!”
Tracy found Ted particularly enjoyable. Watching Ted now, he nodded his agreement.
Then Ted switched tracks, forgetting this sudden revelation about his former nemeses as he remembered something more pressing.
“Oh, hey,” he said to Tracy, his smile doubling in width. He winked. “Did I tell you about that girl who came in here last month while you were gone?”
Army Ted had in fact told the story to Tracy, and to the Anarchist, and to Philip, and to Rich, and to several customers, and to a now-fired delivery guy several times. A pretty young girl had come in and ordered a sandwich. While waiting, she had spent a considerable amount of time adjusting her stockings by hiking up her dress under the counter. Her adjustments weren’t visible to the crew, but she hadn’t seen Ted behind her, perched quietly at his table like a fly on the wall. According to Ted, she had displayed “a lot of great ass.”
“That’s something I’ll never forget,” he said, shaking his head at the memory. “But, right, the Russians. You remember the Russians?” 
Tracy allowed that he did, in fact, remember the Russians. 
“You remember how scared we were of them? Old Ivan?”
Tracy said that he knew an Ivan, who worked at a body shop off 16th, but that he’d never been particularly frightening.
“Old Ivan used to have us shitting in our britches.” Ted adjusted his own neatly belted khaki britches for emphasis. “Missile drills, fallout shelters, Cuban crises and all that. But they were all just a bunch of... of not shit!” 
Tracy told Ted: Just like the Wizard of Oz.
Ted explored and reveled in his rant, visiting such scenic Russian clichés as standing in line for toilet paper, wearing fur Cossack hats, being watched 24/7 by the KGB, the Berlin Wall falling, and borscht. “How could they be a big, bad threat when they can’t even get toilet paper?” he mused. Finally he concluded, again (with feeling this time) that they “aren’t shit.” 
Everything about Ted was a mystery while simultaneously not being a mystery at all. Beckie and the Anarchist, who headed up the Ted Investigation Unit, knew virtually nothing about him. Lesser investigators pointed out that they knew virtually nothing about Roger or any of the other regulars either, but Beckie and the Anarchist knew that this was different. 
They didn’t know about most of the regulars because those relationships were simply dispassionate customer-merchants relationships. By contrast, they didn’t know about Ted because he was hiding things from them with super-agent stealth.
“Why haven’t we been able to figure out where he grew up, where and when he served in the Army Rangers, and where he lives?” Beckie said to Philip when Philip questioned the legitimacy of her quest to uncover Ted’s secrets. 
“Where do I live?” answered Philip.
But that was different, and everyone knew it. Everyone. Beckie, the Anarchist... everyone. Everyone, including the Anarchist. And what’s more, Beckie knew it too. 
At the counter, Ted allowed one last wave of chuckles to pass and then seemed to let the Russians (who weren’t shit) die into the back of his memory. Instead, he relived the story about the girl and her ass, and then ordered his drink. 
“Eighty-five cents,” said the Anarchist. Tracy was already filling the cup. No surprises here. 
Ted reached into his back pocket and pulled out a beat-up brown wallet. Several cards inside had jarred loose, so Ted re-adjusted them. His license, which was loosest, fell to the floor. He picked it up and put it on the counter while he searched for a dollar to pay for his drink. 
At that exact moment, Beckie emerged from the back room. She saw what had happened and what gem was, against all odds, sitting on the counter. It was like discovering radium or penicillin by pure chance. She almost wouldn’t let herself believe it. 
The Anarchist, after fighting down a Raiders of the Lost Ark don’t-look-directly-at-it-or-it’ll-melt-off-your-face moment, was trying to make out the information on the license as he took Ted’s dollar and made change. But it was no good. The counter was at gut level and he was too high above it. He was back a few feet as well, thanks to the register’s intervening bulk. The license was tantalizingly close, but he wouldn’t be able to read it without leaning forward. And that, of course, would let Ted know that they were onto him.
But with Ted’s name, with Ted’s address? Oh, the layers of the mystery they could unravel!
Maybe if he dropped something. That way, he’d have an excuse to lean forward.
With something like a convulsion, the Anarchist belched Ted’s change into the air. It was briefly aloft, then fell into the gap behind the register. 
 The Anarchist leaned forward, eyes on the license. But Ted said, “I’ll get it,” and leaned in. When he straightened up, the license was gone. Ted re-folded his wallet and stuck it back into his pocket. 
The Anarchist looked at Beckie, then back at Army Ted. Ted was giggling.
“What?” said the Anarchist.
“Russians.” 
As Army Ted settled into his usual chair opposite the counter (the one Bricker had weakened and made cry the other day with his massiveness), Philip walked in from the back and called to Tracy, the Anarchist, and Beckie. 
“Look at this,” he said, handing the Anarchist a piece of paper. It said:
 
Philip,
 
Good effort over the past few months, but I’m afraid it hasn’t been enough. Bingham saw the P&L from last month and didn’t like it at all. Apparently he’s tired of the restaurant business anyway... his real estate investments are his real interest, and restaurants are tough to own and manage. He’s pretty much looking for an excuse to close the place down. I convinced him to give you a little more time, but the conditions of that agreement are kind of tough.
 
So here’s what needs to happen. I know it’s not pretty. 
 
1. All food is increasing in price by 30%. You’ll need to calculate it yourself, and change the menu accordingly.
 
2. Extra meats and cheeses are doubling in price, from $1.55 to $3.10 for meats, and from 50 cents to a dollar for cheese. 
 
3. We no longer give cups of water free. Those are now 50 cents. 
 
4. If a customer complains that their order is wrong, try to talk them into taking it anyway. I know, I know. Just try it, within reason.
 
5. No more loud music. Bingham says it drives people off. I’ve attached an approved music list. Play only these CDs.
 
And yeah, I know this is ridiculous, but these are ridiculous times. We’ll talk soon.
 
Thanks,
Wally
 
“Um...” said the Anarchist. 
Beckie was looking over the approved music list, which had been in Philip’s other hand. “This,” she said, “is all musicals.” 
“Like... musical music?” said Tracy.
“No, like musicals. West Side Story. Cats. Rent.”
The Anarchist craned over her shoulder to read the list himself, disbelieving. “That doesn’t even make sense,” he said. “The other stuff, fine. But how are musicals going to help business?” 
“I guess he thinks Rage Against the Machine is driving people off,” said Philip. He shrugged. “You haven’t heard the Bingham stories I’ve heard. He’s a recluse. He’s almost ninety and the people who work for him think he’s going a bit Howard Hughes. So let’s not pretend this all has to be logical.” 
“Are we going to do this illogical crazy-old-man stuff?” 
Philip shrugged. 
“This is insane,” said the Anarchist. “Increasing prices this much isn’t going to make us profitable. It’s going to sink us. Nobody will pay it.”
“The wrong sandwiches thing has potential, though,” said Tracy. He was thinking that he could finally make a pickles-and-peanut-butter sandwich and someone might have to take it.
Philip pulled the spare calculator from beneath the bagel shelves and began typing in prices, making a list of the new ones on the back of the email printout. “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said. “When the boss says do it, you do it. Maybe he knows something we don’t. He is a bazillionaire, after all.” 
“Or he just doesn’t care anymore and wants his restaurant venture to be over with already,” said the Anarchist. 
“Or that.” 
“Tracy,” said Philip. “Take ten bucks out of the register and go see if the CD exchange has the Guys and Dolls soundtrack.”
“Hey!” shouted Army Ted from his perch. “Guys and Dolls. I played the lead in that on Broadway. Just for one night, though. See, there was this East German agent in one of the VIP boxes...”
 
2.
Fortunately for Dicky Kulane, Philip’s predecessor was an early adopter. 
At the time when William was managing Bingham’s, Hotmail, the first decent web-based email service, was growing in popularity. For the first time, email users could get their messages anywhere, from any computer, just by visiting Hotmail’s web site. This was revolutionary for anyone who traveled – a group that did not include William, whose idea of an exciting cross-country trip was playing Risk and conquering the far east. But William liked gadgets. He liked to try things when they were new, while he could still claim cooler-than-thou bragging rights. 
Had William been content to be less cool than the other nerds he knew, he would have run Bingham’s email through an on-computer program like Eudora. It would have been simpler and less cutting-edge. It also would have made Bingham’s email much, much harder to hijack.
After Captain Dipshit’s encounter with Johnny Rocker, Dicky had decided that all bets were off. He was just poking them, but they were the ones who had gotten violent. They were the ones who had gone too far. And never mind that he didn’t entirely believe anything that Captain Dipshit said, including the story about being attacked by a yelling man in hood clothing. This was war, and if someone was going to assume secondhand hearsay that might in some way circumstantially indicate possible things that Bingham’s maybe had done wrong, then Dicky felt that it was only fair to retaliate. In force, if necessary.
So he’d gone into his old files, and looked at his old emails from back when he worked at Green Leaf. Not many customers were as email-happy as Bingham’s; Dicky distinctly remembered that. Prior to the turn of the millennium, email was still a relative novelty. You couldn’t assume that any particular person had an email account or, if they had one, that they checked it. Almost all of Dicky’s old customers called their orders in, but not Philip. Philip had always emailed them. 
And what else had he said, about his own boss? 
Dicky was good at trivia, and he easily remembered that boss’s name. He searched for messages from Philip with “Wally” in the body, and at last found one throwaway line from the emails that came up:
 
yeah we do everything on email because wally hates the phone.
 
And at the bottom of that email:
 
Powered by Hotmail at Hotmail.com
 
Yeah, he thought he remembered that, too. His brother’s kid used Hotmail because he was spending a semester in Europe and had to check it from libraries and schools whenever he could find them. He said it was a lifesaver, and much better than toting around a laptop and trying to find a local ISP. He’d suggested it to Dicky, because Dicky used a home computer and, at the time, a work computer. He frequently needed something out of a work email for home use, or vice-versa. Hotmail put it all in one place, accessible from anywhere. 
Dicky had thought that sounded risky, having all of your personal details and orders and business information out there on some website. What if someone hacked in? And the kid assured him that it wasn’t that simple. There were encryption standards. Secure Socket Layers. Whatever else. 
But the strongest door in the world opens easily if you have the key. All the Secure Sockets and encryption in the world didn’t mean anything if you got the password, and it just so happened that Dicky employed a hacker who could do things like breaking passwords. He knew this because Plato was always bragging about his hacking prowess. Plato was a William Gibson cyberpunk fan and kept saying how some day he’d be able to take his hacker extraordinaire brain online, hard-wiring his cerebrum to the net by jacking in directly.
3B’s other shift worker, Paul, had overheard this comment. Paul was fat, dumb, and resented Plato because he was pompous. Paul suggested that Plato shouldn’t wait, that he could get started by jacking in the other direction. You know: off.
Plato had some piece of hacker magic that made short work of Bingham’s password (Dicky laughed when he saw what it was: BAGELS) and had another piece of hacker magic that redirected mail sent from the Bingham’s Hotmail account to Dicky instead of to its intended recipient. He set a filter that forwarded Bingham’s new email to Dicky’s account and deleted the original, ensured that the filters could be overridden when desired, logged out, and clapped his hands together as if to declare, Veni, vidi, vici.
And just in time, too. Mere hours after Plato had shoved himself in the middle of Bingham’s email business, a message arrived from Wally. 
You done good, yada yada yada, Bingham pleased, yada yada yada, you’ve got six more months to make it profitable so keep it up, yada yada barf.
Ten minutes after the encouraging message had bounced into and out of Bingham’s Hotmail account without leaving any footprints, Dicky had logged in, spoofed a new “from Wally” message in its place, and begun cackling in spite of the seriousness of the situation. 
Captain Dipshit had been reading over his shoulder. After Dicky had written four mandates that would drive customers away in droves, Captain Dipshit suggested a fifth. “Tell them they have to play musicals over the stereo,” he said. 
Dicky was confused, but for once wasn’t annoyed. It was probably all of the blood in the water that was making him feel so chipper and cheery. “Why?” he said.
“To see if they’ll do it.” 
“But why? It won’t drive customers away.” 
“It might.” 
“And it won’t increase expenses, or decrease profits.”
“But it’ll piss them off,” said Captain Dipshit. 
And at that, a realization popped into Dicky’s head. If he’d been in a cartoon, a light bulb would have appeared over his head. 
This could be fun. 
It didn’t have to just be about getting the upper hand. It didn’t have to just be about retaliating for their below-the-belt assault on the smelly dumb kid. It didn’t have to be just numbers and profits, and making sure 3B’s loan payments got made while Bingham’s slowly drained out of the campus foodservice equation. Some of it could be just... just screwing with them. 
Would they go along with it? Well, why wouldn’t they? The email came from the boss, and nothing contradictory came from the boss. If Philip emailed the boss, he’d hear more of the same in reply. The only thing that could upset the system would be if Wally dropped in (which seemed unlikely) or if one of them picked up the phone. Would that happen? Probably not from Wally’s end, because Wally hated the phone. Philip had told Dicky that himself. 
Would Philip pick up the phone? 
Well, why would he? Wally hadn’t gone dark; he kept sending email. And email never really got hacked in quite this elaborate of a way, so nobody would suspect that it wasn’t Wally who was sending the messages. 
So Dicky let himself have fun. Prices crept up, but employees also had to start wearing nametags. New unpopular service policies were enacted, but hairnets also became mandatory. Food quality was lowered, but the male crewmembers were also asked to start wearing makeup.
“Makeup?” said Plato, watching Dicky at work. 
“Well, foundation, anyway,” he said. And when Philip replied in protest, Dicky spelled it out:
 
Just trust me on this, Philip. We’ve been getting complaints here at corporate that you guys look like greaseballs. Nobody wants greaseballs touching their food. Bingham isn’t asking you to wear lipstick here. Just a light foundation to reduce the oiliness of your problematic T-zones. 
 
A few days later, after Paul returned from a trip to Bingham’s and reported that they had actually done it, Dicky sent:
 
Actually, we are going to need you to wear lipstick after all. No less than ten people have called our main number on the menu and complained that with the foundation only, you guys look like the ghosts of cheap whores. 
 
He tried to stay reasonable in his demands, but it was hard because Bingham’s just kept complying with them. The kids either wanted to keep their jobs or wanted to keep the deli alive more than he’d anticipated, and “Wally” painted a pretty clear picture: The place was weeks or even days from closing; the financial crisis was very bad; Bingham had an itchy trigger finger and didn’t really even want the place anymore, anyway. Hell, you could get people to do all sorts of stupid, embarrassing things for a Klondike bar. What was a little bit of humiliation if it might save your favorite place in the world from the axe of its uncaring and senile owner?
Besides, Dicky told himself, there was a business reason for all of this. He couldn’t order Philip to cut employee pay because most of them worked at minimum wage already, so he needed some other way to make them disgruntled. The angrier the employees were, the more they’d start to quit (leaving Bingham’s short-handed) or the more they’d turn on Bingham’s itself. No love from management would lead to sabotage, theft, and backlash against the customers. Minimum-wage foodservice workers were notoriously petty and disloyal. Cut my free meals? they’d say. Okay, then I’m stealing chairs for my apartment. 
So far, according to Paul, no chairs had been stolen. And although Bingham’s had implemented everything that Dicky had demanded, the flow of customers didn’t seem to be decreasing. Employees didn’t seem to be quitting – at least not the main ones, who Paul saw regularly. One thing seemed to be happening, though. They seemed to be surlier with customers. But it was hard to be sure about that, given the background level of surliness that always existed at Bingham’s. 
Dicky wasn’t concerned. If things didn’t move in his direction at first, he could always just turn up the heat.
 
3.
“You guys look like a bunch of fairies,” said Army Ted, sitting in his usual chair with his canvas pack slung over the seat next to him. “Are you going for a kabuki theme in here or something?” 
“We’re pretty,” said Rich, using his fingers to smooth out his oil-negating T-zone makeup. Rich was about five-three and built like a fireplug. With his nametag, his hairnet, foundation, and lipstick, he was nothing short of surreal. Yet oddly, it didn’t seem to bother him at all. 
Smooth B, who was working with him, was less forgiving. 
“Man, this is bullshit,” he hissed while adjusting his hairnet on his shellacked ‘do. “I ain’t in fuckin Mel’s Diner.”
If Rich was surreal, the customer reaction to the new policies was downright bizarre. The total daily customer count was holding steady – still low because it was summer, but not decreasing despite the higher prices, the looser standards, the idiotic-looking employees, and the joyously enforced “we won’t correct your wrong order” policy. Because of the steady numbers and because of the 30% across-the-board price hike, Bingham’s profits were up over 30%. Philip began to believe that maybe, somehow, Bingham and his idiotic ideas had some sort of a basis in real business... but that didn’t make him like them anymore. 
“Why are these people paying these prices?” Philip asked the Anarchist. “Why are they tolerating the shitty music, the refusal to fix their orders, and the retarded policies?”
“Because they’re idiots,” said the Anarchist, who was looking in a mirror. He was trying to pull his hair through the hairnet so that it’d vanish onto his scalp. 
“Did another restaurant close nearby, and we’re getting their refugees? Did some food critic write us up as a ‘must visit’? Is there a weeks-long campus event going on that I don’t know about?” 
“This fucking hairnet is never going to vanish. It’s just giving me big mall hair,” said the Anarchist.
Beckie, who had taken a few marketing classes, thought that the steadiness of the customers was due to a sort of “Nordstrom effect.” The place had raised prices precipitously – too much to be reasonable. It wasn’t the kind of price hike you made to fight inflation. It was the kind of price hike you made to declare, “We’re now fancy, motherfuckers.” Everyone wanted to be in on something that was fancy, and would pay to do so.
“You know how those high-end stores really do it, don’t you?” asked Army Ted after overhearing this discussion. “It’s economic manipulation by the CIA. With so much work going to China for cheap, the government wanted to give people a reason to keep shopping in the USA, so they started to fix prices and act as anonymous buyers, which leads to a critical mass snowball effect if done in the right areas...” 
And then for the next ten minutes, while the employees battled a line of customers, Ted droned on from his chair. He knew about the plan because he was involved in structuring the whole thing. Then Libya got involved on China’s side and there was some sort of a covert ops mission required. This was all back when Ted was married to Sandy Duncan, of course, and before his current wife (you know, the model/lawyer), and Sandy got mad when he had to spend so much time overseas, but he pacified her with some of that high-end, pricey merchandise. But of course, the joke was on her because of the price-fixing, and really that four thousand dollar necklace was worth about five bucks, picked up from a homeless street vendor. 
When the line had died down and Ted had gone, Beckie and the Anarchist palavered in the back over a battered blue notebook. On the cover was a photo of Ted with his arm raised, his pack slung across his chest. Below it was the title, “Official Army Ted Investigation Unit Records.” 
Beckie was scribbling in the note about Nordstrom’s, the CIA, China, Libya, and, of course, favorite recurring character Sandy Duncan.
“Sandy again,” said the Anarchist. “Makes me wonder what he has going on with her. Who name-drops Sandy Duncan?”
“Do you think this was before or after he lived next door to Clint Eastwood? Because that was a Sandy thing,” said Beckie.
“I mean, was Sandy Duncan hot once upon a time? If you’re going to invent someone as a recurring character, how about Cindy Crawford or Elle McPherson?”
Really, the T.I.U. investigation record was just mental masturbation, and both of them knew it. Practically every week, Ted dropped a new bomb or at least a nugget or two, and every week, they faithfully recorded it. But the net effect was just a bloated record of everything Ted had said. They weren’t investigating. They were taking dictation. 
“Why is he doing this?” the Anarchist said. “It’s not only to impress us if you’re going to pull out Sandy Duncan over and over. I mean, dude. Sandy Duncan?” 
“Maybe she has a lovely personality,” said Beckie.
“What?”
“Well, maybe she’s just so charming that he couldn’t resist. Maybe he’s not as shallow as you think he is.” 
“Wait... are you giving me logical reasons he’d tell us about Sandy Duncan, or are you instead, in some bizarre world scenario, giving me reasons that he might have married her?”
Beckie shrugged.
“Because let’s be clear. Army Ted wasn’t actually married to Sandy Duncan.” 
Again, Beckie shrugged. 
“And he didn’t really manage the Sex Pistols. Or orchestrate the demonstration that ended in the destruction of the Berlin Wall. And I’m even going to say that there’s a decent chance that his wife, if she exists, probably doesn’t actually have supermodel friends who visit all the time and then spend most of their time while they’re at Ted’s house in tight tops and short-shorts, doing yardwork.” 
Beckie looked disappointed. Of course it was all bullshit, but sometimes you just played along for the fun of the game. But lately, the Anarchist had had no patience for games. It was this new, aggressive management that was souring his mood. Hairnets. Washing all dishes twice. Musicals on the stereo. Apparently, uniforms due in the mail any day now. It was enough to make a guy lose his mind. 
“Let’s do something,” he said.
“Like what?”
“Something to move this... this investigation forward, instead of just recording things Ted says. Look some stuff up. Research. Make phone calls. Let’s figure out what’s up with Ted, for real. Is he just deliberately fucking with us, or is he crazy? I want to know if it’s deliberate fabrication or not.” 
And that was what it was really all about, in the end. He was being screwed with by Wally and Bingham, and he’d always felt screwed with by the customers. If Ted was a whacko, then fine. Bingham’s had many whackos. But he was in no mood to be screwed with, deliberately and maliciously, from another direction right now. So if Ted just thought he was being funny, the Anarchist wanted to know about it. He wanted to know why Ted felt the need to tell his tales. 
And as long as this mood persisted, he frankly wanted Ted to knock it the fuck off. He’d had enough ill-conceived hilarity in his life of late. 
“Okay, then what about the license? What did you see?” Beckie asked.
“He took it away before I could really see much. All I could make out was his photo. And Ted. His name really is Ted.” 
“How could you see ‘Ted’ and not see his last name?” 
“I knew what I was looking at. I expected to see ‘Ted,’ and the vague letters I could make out seemed to be ‘Ted.’” 
“You must have gotten am impression of his last name too, then,” she said.
He shrugged, then pointed at the T.I.U. journal. “It’s in there.” 
Beckie turned a few pages in the notebook, going back to the day Army Ted had put his license on the Bingham’s counter. “‘Lindy? Landry? Gandry?’” She looked up. 
“All I could tell was that it was maybe five or six letters long and ended in Y. The middle of the word, between the initial capital and the ending Y, was flat and uneventful. No T’s or I’s or Y’s or B’s or G’s, or anything tall or low. Could have been ‘Randy’ for all I could tell.” 
Beckie pulled a phone book from the shelf. She checked for Lindy, Gandry, and Randy with no luck. There was one Landry, though, first initial T. 
“T. Landry. East Sycamore Street. Is that German Village?” 
“Yeah, it is,” said the Anarchist. He picked up the ghetto phone, heard static, and jiggled the off-hook button. He hung the phone up, waited a few seconds, and tried again. Still static. 
“This phone is ghetto as fuck,” he said. “Do you own a cell?”
“No. You don’t either?”
“I’m thinking of getting one when I go off to grad school in Cleveland next year, but no,” he said. “Does Philip?” 
“No. I was out with him the other night and we were drunk and in imminent danger of being raped (Philip first) and I asked him if he had one to call a cab.”
“And did Philip get raped?” he asked.
“Only slightly, and I’m pretty sure it was on purpose.” 
The Anarchist sighed. “This will be so much easier when robots take over the world in 2001. Or when we discover that giant thing out near Jupiter and go through it and meet the Stanley Kubrick space baby.” 
He picked up the phone a third time. This time he got a dial tone. He dialed the number for T. Landry, talked to someone for a few minutes, and then thanked them and hung up. 
Beckie said, “Well?” 
“Tina Landry. Age 97. I know because she told me no less than four times that she was 97 and still lived on her own.” 
“No sons? No grandsons, maybe?”
“One son. Thomas. Coached the Dallas Cowboys for a while. Apparently pretty famous guy. Wore a hat.” 
Beckie rolled her eyes. “If she claimed to be Tom Landry’s mother, that actually sounds totally like something I’d expect from a member of Ted’s family.” 
“I don’t know, she knew his stats and would be about the right age,” he said. “Besides, if Ted’s name really was Landry, don’t you think he’d have told us by now that Tom Landry was his brother or dad or uncle or something?”
Beckie shook her head, resigned. Then she said, “What about his wife?” 
“What about her?”
“She’s supposedly a lawyer. And her name is Yvette. How many lawyers named Yvette do you know?”
“Almost none,” said the Anarchist.
She leafed through the phone book, this time in the Y section. 
“No ‘Yvette Whatever Law,’” she said. “How about big firms?”
The Anarchist nodded. “He said she works in a firm. Near City Center. Remember when the president was in town last year, and he called Ted and wanted to hang out, so the whole group with the secret service agents and whatnot went to pick up his wife and then went to City Center to hit an Orange Julius?” 
Beckie stood up straight. “Of course!” She leafed through the phone book, to the yellow pages, to the red-bordered ATTORNEYS section. 
“There appear to be eight billion attorneys in this city,” she said. 
“People are idiots, so they need lawyers to validate their idiocy,” said the Anarchist. “Someone eats the BHT drying agent that comes with electronics because it doesn’t say ‘Do not eat this’ on the outside, then sues the manufacturer. Someone spills coffee on themselves and it’s someone else’s fault. I mean, just look at our customers lately. They all need lawyers.” 
“Did someone spill coffee on themselves?” 
“No, but it’s only a matter of time.” 
Beckie closed the phonebook and returned it to the shelf. It appeared as if Ted had outfoxed them yet again.
“Damn,” she said.
 
4.
Army Ted showed up intermittently over the next few weeks, always flashing a smile at Beckie (“He’s gloating because he bested us,” she said with a sneer) and telling Tracy about the girl who had displayed so much great ass, ordering his Diet Coke and occasionally bitching about the Russians or some other deposed world power. 
One day, Ted and Roger came in at the same time and warred briefly over seating, as the regular spot of both was the same – the center table, most directly opposite the crew. Eventually, they were both outfoxed by Bricker, who also liked that table and who had no qualms about sniping it while Ted and Roger were facing off. 
While the three of them sat at their tables – Ted, Bricker, and Roger, from left to right across from the register – the CD changer, on shuffle, began blasting the “When you’re a jet, you’re a jet” number from West Side Story and Bricker, who had come around in recent days after initially declaring the musical theme “faggy,” suddenly leapt to his feet and began doing his best Broadway impersonation of a gang member with a switchblade, singing along and springing from one side of the imaginary stage to the other. Roger, whose foot was tapping because he needed to get into the bathroom but couldn’t do so without passing in front of both Bricker and Ted, suddenly clamped his hands over his ears, yelled “I CAN’T TAKE IT ANYMORE!” and ran out. Captain Dipshit had been peeking through the front window and saw the whole thing. As Roger streaked past him, he fell over in a dead faint and struck his head on the window molding outside, leaving a welt he would later blame on an unseen assailant. 
The new customers were even worse than the old customers in the very irritable opinion of the Anarchist. He had a theory about why this was, and had honed his theory in the recent weeks as Wally emailed with another two price increases. 
The old customers had been an undifferentiated pool of people – students, faculty, parents, Columbus citizens. The only thing all of them had in common was that they were hungry, and that they had walked past a deli. The new prices had applied a filter to this undifferentiated clientele, and now the people who remained (and proliferated; they seemed to tell their friends) had another thing in common: they were all dumb enough to pay two or three times what they had been paying just a month ago. 
Since the food quality had remained the same at best – and decreased in some cases; Wally insisted that to make the budget stretch farther, they were to purchase day-old bagels from their supplier – this willingness to pay such prices indicated either a wealthier clientele than he’d figured or a quantum leap in stupidity. 
The Anarchist was on track to graduate summa cum laude with distinction (“Cum,” said Rich with a snicker) and, in his own opinion, was generally smarter than anyone, anywhere, ever. He had no problem coming up with theories to explain life, but the things he saw weren’t always obvious to his less-gifted co-workers, so he tried his best to explain the theories to them in terms they would understand. 
“You see,” he said to Philip, “what it is, is that they’re stupid.” 
“I get it,” said Philip. 
“Because they’re paying more. For the same or worse food.” 
“I understand,” said Philip. 
“And that makes them stupid.”
“You think I’m not very smart, don’t you?” said Philip. 
“They’re... super dumb,” explained the Anarchist.
And they were. Nobody could really deny it. Somehow, the new atmosphere (“musicals, high prices, shit breaking everywhere, and bad service” said Darcy brightly, shaking her ample chest) had given the place a reputation, and a decent one at that. It was as if the place had stumbled on an untapped niche – people who would pay for the honor of putting up with anything. And the sad part was that most of the people who came in were the same people as before – still students, faculty, parents, and Columbus citizens. This meant that the correct explanation involved stupidity rather than wealth.
“That can’t be it,” said Tracy to Mike, who at the time was being particularly stoic under his baseball cap. “Maybe they just really, really like our food. Maybe they just like how this is a cool place where people can come and have fun and be treated with dignity.” 
A small blonde girl came up to the register behind Mike, holding a bagel open on a sheet of foil.
“This is the worst sandwich I’ve ever tasted,” she said. “This bagel is as hard as a rock.” 
Mike turned from Tracy to the customer.
“Fuck off,” he said. 
He turned back to Tracy. “You were saying?” 
Dicky Kulane had been right about one thing: the changes intended to demoralize and humiliate the crew had soured the mood in Bingham’s. But – and about this, Dicky had been very wrong – the bad vibes hadn’t caused anyone to quit and it hadn’t turned the crew members against each other, against Philip, or even agains Wally, who seemed to just be the messenger. Bingham, who was the source of it all, was so indistinct as to be a figment of someone’s imagination, so there was no point hating him. So the only place for all that negativity to go was toward fatalism, toward a feeling that there was no point in doing anything right. 
Or to put it another way, all of the bad juju coalesced into what the Anarchist called “a culture of what-the-fuck.” 
Mop the floor when someone spills a drink? Let it be. What the fuck; we have to wear hairnets. 
Be nice? Why the fuck should I? We aren’t allowed to accept tips anymore.
Show up on time? What the fuck for? The place is about to self-destruct anyway.
Work well and efficiently? What the fuck are they going to do, fire me?
Strangely, the effect was liberating. With Philip and Wally appearing to be just messengers and Bingham being a mere concept, the only place to direct anger was at the customers – which was something that most crew members had been looking for justification to do anyway. 
Mere annoyances became screaming headaches. The smallest inconvenient request from a customer became a rage-inducing event. Every peeve felt justified. Asking for extra lettuce? What a load of crap. Changing a bagel in progress? Ugh, infuriating! Not responding when your order was called? Absolutely intolerable. 
“Bill!” Beckie called one day after completing a sandwich, reading the name off a slip of register tape. 
Nobody appeared, so she yelled again. “Bill!”
When Bill remained absent, she set Bill’s bagel on the counter, for Bill to claim at Bill’s leisure, and set to work on the next order in line. 
“Peter!” she yelled after completing the new bagel. Then, noticing the unclaimed, foil-wrapped sandwich still lying on the counter, she added, “and Bill!”
“Mia!” yelled the Anarchist.
“BILL! I have a Tom’s Turkey on onion with provolone for BILL!”
“Mia!” the Anarchist shouted into the face of Mia, who he hadn’t noticed.
“It’s Maya,” Maya told him.
“Whatever,” replied the Anarchist. 
“BILLLLL!” Beckie screamed. She glanced around the lobby. No heads turned. 
“Screw Bill,” she said as she pulled the bagel down and tossed it onto the back counter.
“It’s been fifteen minutes and I haven’t gotten my bagel yet,” Bill complained a short while later. 
“Bill?” Beckie inquired.
“Yes?” replied Bill, as if he wasn’t sure.
“I called your name a while ago, six or seven times.” 
“Well, you must not have said it very loudly,” replied Bill, who then stalked off.
“Ridiculous,” Beckie spat to the Anarchist. “I’ve been saying for years now that we need pagers here like real restaurants have. The kind that buzz and light up when your table is ready. But William wouldn’t buy them despite the fact that he bought everything, and Philip won’t buy them, and now we’ll never get them.” 
Beckie’s face was creased and ugly as she worked through the rush. Bill had really gotten to her. A lot of things had gotten to her, and to the Anarchist, and to Slate, and to Philip, and Darcy, and Tracy, and Smooth B, and to the rest in the past weeks of unreasonable demands from management. The only person who seemed unperturbed was Rich, who smiled at everyone and giggled at anything even potentially sexual or scatological. 
“You know what would be better?” said the Anarchist. “Shock collars. Like the ones that keep dogs from leaving their yard.” 
Beckie was still working, still fuming. 
“You order your bagel, we give you a collar. And when your order is ready, the collar shocks you. Hard.” 
This seemed to lift Beckie’s mood, so the Anarchist went on, explaining how the collars would of course lock in place, and couldn’t be removed while they were active. Maybe Bingham’s could install a large Family Feud–style ring-in buzzer at the front, and you’d need to tag it to turn off your collar. The mental image was delightful: a lobby filled with customers, convulsing as they were electrocuted, all fighting each other to be the first to reach the big button. 
In Philip’s opinion, the sadistic atmosphere of late was both over-the-top and dangerous. Tough times or not, difficult higher-ups or not, this was still a business and he was in charge. They’d always been annoyed by customer behavior, but customers were what made the place run. If they’d had more customers to begin with, they’d never be in this mess. Why did the customers never show up back then, which led directly to the staff hating and plotting against customers today? Stupid fucking customers. They should all be beaten with a wet loaf of bread.
“These people should be beaten with a wet loaf of bread,” said Philip, looking out at the surprisingly full lobby. 
“Man, that’s not fair,” said Smooth B.
“I’m not going to do it,” said Philip. “It was just a joke.” 
“No, I mean it’s not fair that you’re saying it. Just the other day you yelled at Beckie for saying that some guy should be hit with a wet bagel. That’s essentially the same thing.” 
“Beckie didn’t say a guy should be hit with a wet bagel. Beckie hit a guy with a wet bagel. There’s a difference.” 
Smooth frowned and shrugged at the same time. “Pfft.” 
Beckie was particularly volatile. Just the other day, she’d thrown a sandwich at some guy because he wasn’t listening for his order. Then, when Philip had told her from across the make area that that was definitely not cool, she’d thrown another at him. He’d threatened to fire her, which of course he’d never do. And she’d said, “You’d better, because I’m not quitting, and who knows what I’ll do next.” There’d been a wild look in her eye, something that said that she didn’t mean it, but kind of also did. 
Tempers were short. Patience was something that had to be spent wisely. 
With Beckie moved to slicing duty as a time-out, Slate took over her spot at the make table. Slate hated touching the food, and had been wearing latex gloves when he worked for months now. The rest of the staff didn’t – or, at least, hadn’t until a Wally mandate suddenly required it. Slate began to double-glove, stating that if the glove didn’t fit, he must a-quit. It was supposed to be an OJ Simpson joke, but it was neither clever nor funny.
The only person capable of maintaining any real levity was Mr. Cynical himself, the Anarchist. As it turned out, he really only deserved partial credit for lifting the mood under tense circumstances because he lifted it by proposing bizarre and violent ways that those tense circumstances could be made worse. 
He proposed:
Electric shock collars that buzzed people’s necks when their orders were ready. Opening the steamers quickly when people vultured over the counter, thus hitting them in the face. Spraying people with the Purple Stuff. Hitting people with spatulas. Constructing a giant bar at waist-level at the make table that, when pushed in by the people making sandwiches, would push out a similar bar on the outside of the counter, to silently nudge customers away. 
“Think of a pass-through drawer at a locked-down convenience store, or at a prison,” he explained to Philip. “One side pushes in, the other pushes out.”
“Why?” said Philip.
“Or maybe a cow-catcher on the front of a train,” said the Anarchist. 
A Plexiglas shield separating the workers from the customers. A giant fan that would blow people back and into the walls. Velcro on the floor which matched that on required booties. A sloth. 
“A sloth?”
“That one was Beckie’s idea,” the Anarchist told Philip. “She wants a sloth. She wants to take all of the tiles out of the suspended ceiling but leave the grid, and then get a three-toed sloth and let it hang out up there.”
“Again I must go back to: Why?”
“Because sloths are hilarious.” 
“I don’t think it’s in the budget.” 
“Well not right now, but look around you,” said the Anarchist. “Bingham-style business works somehow. I’ll be honest; I’d pretty much assumed that Bingham was either senile or just a seriously adept asshole, trying to sink the business in the funniest way possible so that he didn’t have to decide because it would die on its own. But maybe he really does know something.” 
Philip looked around. The lobby was relatively busy. Busier than a summer day should be. Add in the fact that everything now cost, on average, 250% of what it used to cost, and Bingham’s numbers for August were going to look very good indeed. Then fall classes would start, and it would only get busier. 
“This begs a question,” said the Anarchist. “What exactly will these people put up with? Let’s pretend that the crisis passes and Bingham stops putting the screws to us a bit. Maybe we get our meals back, maybe we get our tip jar back, maybe we get overtime back. Maybe they let us play House of Pain on the stereo again, or maybe if they don’t allow it, maybe we just do it because we damn well feel like it. Maybe the place is making money, and they let us be a place that just sells bagels again instead of an ant farm. When that happens, what of the customers? They’ve proven they’ll accept rude treatment. They’ve proven they’ll pay more for less. They’ve proven that they’re as dumb as marketing campaigns assume people to be. So I ask... when this financial crunch is over, what of them?”
Philip didn’t have an answer. “What of them?” 
The Anarchist gave Philip a level look. “All I’m saying is, I’m kind of curious just how much they would put up with,” he said.





 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
The Ghetto Phone
 
1.
“Oh you goddamn fucking son of a bitch!”
The Anarchist cried these words not in surprise nor agony but with total poseur premeditation as he stumbled out from the back, nearly slipping in the everpresent patch of melted ice at the foot of the ice machine. 
Darcy turned, gave him a raised eyebrow. 
“The Rat is back there again,” he said.
“And the hysterics?” 
“It’s a line from The Shining. My favorite book. I saw The Rat when I was washing dishes and was like, ‘Dammit!’ but nobody was around to hear me say it all dramatic and shocked-like, so I was going to come out here and tell you guys, ‘Dammit! The Rat is back there again!’ But then I remembered that I’ve always wanted to use that son-of-a-bitch line, so I decided to lead with it. Was it suitably dramatic?”
Rich applauded. 
Jenny, the new girl who also worked at Java Jive down the street and routinely stole drinks for the crew, did not applaud. She was in the middle of making a Giant Beefy Weiner sandwich (a new specialty) and screamed, dropping six ounces of hot meat onto the floor. 
The moment’s chance for immaturity was not lost on Rich, who immediately said, “You just dropped six ounces of hot meat onto the floor!” and giggled. 
“This place has rats?” said Jenny.
“Just one,” said the Anarchist.
“Well, no, there has to be at least...” Darcy began.
“One,” the Anarchist repeated.
Jenny was slim and dark, with brown hair and a subdued wardrobe. She wore black cat’s eye glasses over sarcastic brown eyes and today wore a black shirt that simply read I shot the sheriff. She had already stepped outside of her cool zone by screaming, so now that she had composed herself, she wasn’t about to deal with the rest of this issue girlishly. 
“I do seem to remember Philip saying something about an exterminator,” she said.
The Anarchist scoffed. 
“Don’t be such a nonbeliever,” Rich said to the Anarchist. “We’re gaining ground. We’ve killed The Rat way more than normal these past few months.” 
“I thought you said there was just one?” Jenny said. 
“There is,” said the Anarchist.
“But he rises again and again,” Rich clarified. “He’s a turd that won’t flush.” 
Darcy tried to interject, but the Anarchist stopped her. He turned to Jenny. “Imagine a world without boundaries. A world where an immortal rodent rules, and others cower in his shadow.” 
“What are you talking about?” said Darcy. 
“You have to imagine me doing that as a voiceover for a dramatic movie trailer. I’ll admit it loses some of its punch without music and jump-cuts.”
 Darcy turned to Jenny. “We’ve only ever seen one rat, but then someone kills it and only then do we see another, and so on, but only one at a time. These guys...” She jerked her thumb toward the Anarchist and Rich. “...like to pretend it’s only one immortal, regenerating rat.” 
Jenny shrieked and dropped more meat. Rich giggled, but refrained from commenting. 
“I don’t like rats,” Jenny said.
“Well, that’s good,” said the Anarchist, “because we only have one. You won’t have to deal with the plural.”
Again Darcy tried to say something to Jenny, but this time it was Rich who stopped her.
“The Rat is just a part of life here,” he said. “Like the ice machine. Are you afraid of the ice machine?”
Jenny, composed again, gave him a level look. 
“Or the slicer. Are you afraid of the slicer?” 
“You goddamn well should be,” said the Anarchist, rubbing a bandage on his index finger against his thumb. Just the other day, he’d been cleaning the slicer and it had bitten him. The wound had bled for hours, the same as every time anyone other than Slate cleaned it. Looking at it now, he could tell it was looking at him, sizing up his weaknesses. Waiting.
“I didn’t sign on for rats,” said Jenny. 
“You’ll get used to it,” said the Anarchist. “He’s hardly threatening. If you see him, kill him. That’s what we do. I think it’s what he expects. In fact, you see him and don’t kill him, he’d probably be offended.” 
“He’s like a pet,” Rich added. “Except that instead of walking him or playing fetch with him, we kill him.”
“We? You mean, you’ve all killed rats here?” said Jenny.
After a moment, Darcy nodded. Both Rich and the Anarchist opened their mouths to correct her improper use of the plural, but at that moment Philip emerged from the office holding a newly delivered box.
“You guys won’t believe what just arrived,” he said.
 
2.
The changes at Bingham’s over the past weeks had not only affected the humans. They had affected The Rat as well. 
In an effort to level out the insanity he was sending Bingham’s way, Dicky Kulane tossed something into each email to Philip that sounded “managerial” as a kind of sanity control rod. At first, this “managerial stuff” was numbers – profit, loss, budgets, and financial welfare, discussed in a vague enough way to pass for legitimate. But after time went on and the deli’s business didn’t seem to decrease, Dicky shifted to talking about operations: Be sure to make a bank run daily. Watch your portion sizes. Order more light bulbs. Clean thoroughly. And more and more often, as Dicky ran out of ideas, “cleaning” had become the path of zero resistance. He told Philip time and time again: Clean, clean, clean. Philip, trying to be the good soldier, had cleaned... and he, in turn, told the Anarchist, and so the Anarchist had cleaned. And both of them had, in every spare moment, told the others to clean. 
Philip, who wrote up the profit and loss reports, thought that the place would be in the clear once Bingham saw what kind of money Bingham’s had been bringing in lately. The latest hadn’t so much as raised an eyebrow. There were problems here beneath the surface, said Wally, and because both Philip and the Anarchist loved Bingham’s, they tried to polish their way to its salvation. 
Tables were doused with the Purple Stuff, both on top and underneath. Gum was removed from under chairs. Velour was shined and glossed. Steamers were picked clean with brushes and toothpicks. Equipment was moved nightly so that all of the crumbs and specks could be recovered and discarded. The nozzles on the soda machine were removed and soaked overnight. Closing crews got down on hands and knees to scavenge every scrap of dirt and food from underneath make tables, under the slicer table, under the beverage coolers. 
The Rat was not pleased. Every night he found less, until he began finding nothing at all. He even died once from starvation. Philip found him after that, put him in a plastic bag, and wore him as a hat the next day until Beckie hit Philip with a broom and made him stop. Then, when The Rat rose again, he was still hungry. So hungry. 
The night before the Anarchist saw him while washing dishes, The Rat was near collapse. If this obsessive level of cleanliness persisted for much longer, he might even need to leave. He might need to move out into the streets, and into alcoves. It would start getting cold outside soon. He didn’t want to have to leave the warmth of Bingham’s, no matter how pleased Philip and the others might be at their long-awaited victory, but it looked like that’s how this adventure might have to end.
But then he smelled something. Something distant and far off... but definitely there. 
Perhaps his sense of smell had become more sensitive after searching so long in vain, and perhaps that was why he detected the odor, faint as it was. But smell it he did, so he followed the odor. His stomach growled. His clawed feet made whispering sounds on the stainless steel of the counter as he walked.
The scent drew him behind the soda machine, where the syrup hoses dove through a hole in the tile floor. The hoses eventually resurfaced in the corner near the office, where the syrup boxes and the tank that Rich had used to decisively flatten one of The Rat’s prior selves were situated, and near the mysterious portrait of Jason in the plaster.
The scent was coming from the hole beneath the soda machine. And it wasn’t just soda syrup either, as adequate as that would have been under the dire circumstances. It was meat.
Meat.
The hole was an easy spot for the humans to miss. A strong stroke of the broom would send dirt – and any food scraps riding shotgun along with it – into the hole. And so over time, a little more meat and a little more cheese and a little more produce had been piled into the hole. Nobody thought of the soda system unless it stopped working, and nobody ever moved the soda machine to clean behind it because it was too damn heavy. Most of the crew didn’t even know the hole was there, and certainly nobody ever tried to clean it out. But now it held what amounted to a feast. 
Salvation.
The Rat squeezed into the hole. It was dark in here, but for The Rat, who spent the majority of his existence in dank and gloom, it was no problem to locate the food on smell alone. There was a lot at the bottom of the hole, muted with time and mold. But the smell that had drawn him in was closer, fresher. A piece of turkey that had begun life as part of that day’s lunch rush had fallen on a wire. The wire came from the next counter over, and joined the soda tubes as they entered the pit. The fortuitous turkey slice had wrapped itself around the wire and now hung as if on display, like a skinned duck in a Chinese butcher shop. 
The Rat devoured the turkey and in the process, gnawed the wire beneath it nearly in half.
The wire, which came from a Bell service box in the basement, began to fail. 
Within three days, Bingham’s would have no phone service at all.
 
3.
The next day, after The Rat had been given his temporary reprieve from a second fatal round of starvation, Philip set the box on the counter in front of Darcy, Jenny, Rich, and the Anarchist. He’d already cut the tape, and re-opened the package by pulling the flaps out of the way. The four workers gaped at what was inside. 
“I’m not wearing those,” said the Anarchist.
Inside the box were roughly a dozen nested hats, each bright red with several giant white spots. Rich, who was a video game junkie, immediately pointed out their similarity to the mushrooms in the Super Mario games. Each hat had a long, skinny bill. Next to the stack of hats was a collection of what appeared to be plastic bagel sandwiches, each with a stick protruding from one end. On further inspection, these sticks turned out to be springs that had been wrapped in thin cardboard sleeves to prevent damage during shipping. On the tops of the hats was a slot into which the spring-and-bagel assemblies fit. 
“The rest of the uniforms apparently got held up in Duluth. They’ll be here in a few days. Wally told me not to worry. For now, we can wear just the hats.”
“I’m not wearing those,” the Anarchist repeated. 
Rich had removed one of the plastic bagel sandwiches from the box and was moving his finger into and out of the hole in its middle, giggling. 
“This is a joke, right?” said Darcy.
“Apparently not. Wally says that Bingham has this idea that a consistent appearance in a restaurant makes it seem more trustworthy. Like a franchise that has been around the block.” 
The Anarchist shook his head. “He’s lost his mind. They’ve been beating us over the head with ridiculous cost-saving measures, and now he’s spending on uniforms. And, he’s doing it for a restaurant he seems sure he’s going to have to close down soon. That’s insane.”
“That’s exactly what I said to Wally, and he replied right away, like instantly, like he was just sitting there waiting for my message. He said that Bingham had these laying around from another bagel store he’d ordered for a few years ago, but which he decided not to reopen after a fire. He wants us to wear them, to make us seem more ‘established.’” 
After a verbal struggle with the Anarchist, Philip sent another email to Wally protesting the hats. As expected, Wally reiterated that they absolutely must wear them and said that this theory had been tested and proven to increase revenue in Bingham’s other restaurant holdings. He added that there had been a large “corporate expense” just recently thanks to Bingham’s follies in the past (an expense Wally refused to elaborate on) and as a result, the new income had in no way taken Bingham’s out of the danger zone. Its closure was as imminent as ever, and if Philip was a team player, he’d get his people to wear the hats.
Wally concluded the email by reminding Philip to make a bank run daily and to keep the place as clean as possible. 
By the afternoon, Philip, trying to lead by example, had mounted the spring bagel on the top of one of the hats and was wearing it himself. Darcy, Rich, and Jenny had joined him. The Anarchist, who worked until four, and Beckie, who came in at two, stolidly refused to wear them. Slate argued that because he was still doing the day’s slicing and wasn’t interacting with customers (he was only through the cheeses by noon), he should be exempt, and refused to wear his, too.
At 3pm, Philip emerged from the office holding a printed-out email and showed it to Beckie, Slate, and the Anarchist. It was from Wally, and said that Wally’s Aunt Sharon had come in today and had called Wally to tell her that she’d been in the little deli he managed in Columbus. She had mentioned the very nice hats, but asked why not everyone had been wearing them.
There was then much anger and managerial remonstration in the email, and a command that should some of Philip’s employees refuse to comply with management’s wishes, that he was to fire them.
The Anarchist filibustered for twenty minutes and sneaked out to go home early. Slate began stocking in the back after finishing the slicing and argued that he was now completely out of sight and hence wouldn’t wear his. Beckie, unable to argue her way past Wally’s email, donned her bagel hat and became surlier than anyone had ever seen her. She shouted at her co-workers, shouted at employees, and shouted at Philip. Philip said he understood her frustration. Beckie told Philip that he could shove both Wally and his policies right up his fat ass. 
After the morning employees had left, Tracy and Smooth B came in for the dinner shift. Tracy saw the hats and, without knowing what they were, put one on for kicks. Smooth B read the note (the strongly worded note) that Philip had left and reluctantly put his on. He also noticed the Super Mario resemblance that Rich had seen. 
“What am I, fucking Toad?” he said.
This remark caused Tracy to bounce and jump around him for the rest of the evening, making video game sound effects.
 
4.
Dicky was torn. The staff had worn the ridiculous hats and that was great, but his email interception plot as a whole was a miserable failure. The employees were angry and embarrassed, and the deli’s quality was down the tubes. Yet revenue wasn’t down. How was Bingham’s ever supposed to go out of business if customers kept coming? How was 3B to take over and become profitable if the steady stream of customers kept paying more and more money?
Then he remembered something. Income was only half of the equation. 
The other way to sink a business was to spend, spend, spend.
 
5.
The next day, Tracy asked Philip what exactly the men in the lobby with the industrial dollies were up to.
“They’re delivering a handmade cherrywood bedroom set,” said Philip. 
“To the lobby?” 
“Wally says the place needs more ‘homey charm.’” 
As they watched, two customers sat down on opposite sides of a low dresser and set their sandwiches on its top. After using a napkin to saturation, one of the customers opened one of the dresser drawers and tossed the napkin inside, then, surprised, removed a pillowcase and began wiping his face on that instead. 
“That looks expensive,” said Tracy.
“Not for corporate,” said Philip. “The money for it came out the safe. You’d be surprised how much is in there lately.” 
“Not as much as there was yesterday, apparently,” said Tracy as the movers began placing a headboard for the set’s bed. 
“Especially after the Faberge eggs I bought to hang from the light fixtures,” agreed Philip.
 
6.
Captain Dipshit had begun walking by the store regularly. He never went inside anymore, but severely enjoyed watching the action through the windows. The place was turning into a zoo. The other day, he’d seen the dwarf inside, bouncing on a bed near the windows. The little man had fallen off and crashed to the floor, then had laid still for thirty seconds, apparently unconscious, but then had climbed back up and resumed his trampoline antics. 
When Captain Dipshit told Dicky what he’d seen and how happy it was making him, Dicky snapped at him. 
“But we’re getting them back!” said Captain Dipshit, who only had personal motives for interfering with Bingham’s. 
Dicky, who had both business and personal motives, was at the end of his rope. The place was doing better than ever, and Dicky only had himself to blame. 
The situation was maddening. He’d done everything wrong. He’d vastly increased prices, lowered quality, and lowered service. He’d increased expenses and decreased morale. He’d made the place unprofessional and made the employees unhappy and mutinous. Why wasn’t it working? How much would customers put up with before leaving? How much would employees put up with before setting the place on fire? He had pushed as hard as was sensible – and, to tell the truth, well beyond. 
And there was something else, too. Something troubling.
Back in school, the district psychologist had declared Dicky “unstable.” The boy liked dissecting things in science class for all the wrong reasons and kept proposing school projects that involved blowing things up – blowing up a cinderblock, blowing up an effigy of the principal (“For fun, you know?”), blowing up a storage shed that was still in use by the janitor. When called to the office to discuss his predilection for detonation, he justified his projects in disturbing educational terms. This would demonstrate how much poison gas would be required to cause one hundred fatalities, he might say. Or, This explosion would teach lessons about primary and collateral damage, but also demonstrate the ratio of dead to wounded. 
During Dicky’s four years in high school, the district went through three psychologists. They didn’t retire; they mysteriously transferred. One of them got himself unlisted in the phone book. 
So Dicky had always had that area of instability, and he knew it. It didn’t matter. All genius was troubled. As long as he kept a close eye on what fascinated him and in what way, he could avoid the actions that tended to attract unwelcome attention.
But this Bingham’s business was unhinging him in much the same way as it was unhinging his idiot accomplice. Making his instabilities unstable.
Dicky went into a creative fugue when he wrote as Wally. Because he knew that his subconscious mind desperately needed an editor, he’d forced himself to come out of this semi-trance before sending the emails, just to be safe. And with a cup of coffee and five minutes’ perspective on what he’d written, he sometimes found things that were inappropriate. As time went on, there were more and more such things. Over the past few days, he’d had to remove several of his best but most potentially problematic managerial suggestions. “Try killing yourself” and “Try killing each other” were two notable edits. 
He had to be crafty but reasonable. Devious but level-headed. 
But if he stayed reasonable, what was left? 
He’d strung this out too far. He should never have interfered. Before all of this email business, all Bingham’s had on him was one humiliating job experience and one humiliating job loss, plus a smattering of petty frustrations and unjust anecdotes. 
But now he was in too deep. He was like a gambler down thousands of dollars and losing more all the time... but unwilling to make those losses final by quitting. 
It shouldn’t be this hard to fail. 
Dicky himself had failed miserably at 3B, and he wasn’t even trying. But as surrogate manager of Bingham’s, he was accidentally brilliant. Here he was, actively trying to ruin a business... and nothing he could do could so much as ding it.
At this point, there was really no reason to hold back. He could propose whatever he wanted and if they refused, they refused. It certainly couldn’t make things any worse.
So if he couldn’t propose violence, he’d propose the absurd. He’d propose the sure-to-be-effective-if-they-did-it.
He asked himself: What’s one thing that, without question, would drive customers away in droves and ensure that they never ate at Bingham’s again?
He opened a new email. Might as well shoot for the moon.
 
7.
“Oh, that is it!” Philip yelled when he read Wally’s latest email. “I’ve had just about enough of this profit-increasing strategy bullshit! First the dumb hats, then that idea to grease the floor behind the counter for ‘increased movability,’ then the secret bank accounts that you can’t withdraw from, and now this. I’m calling Wally. I’ve had it!”
He stalked over to the Ghetto Phone, almost running down the life-sized cardboard standies of Mel Tormé and Barbara Streisand that Wally had ordered him to put up to increase “celebrity appeal.” He picked up the handset and angrily punched Wally’s number.
“Hello?” said Wally from the other end of the line.
“Wally? This is Philip at Bingham’s. I just got your latest email, and there is just no fucking way I’m going to start serving possum. Or mouse. Or pigeon. Maybe you’ll want to fire me over this or whatever other bullshit policies Bingham is giving you to hand to me, but I just don’t care anymore, and if you do fire me, maybe the health department would like to know what you have in mind. Things are too weird around here nowadays, Wally. Don’t give me ‘profit and loss.’ Since when did you decide to start running a circus? You want to know the truth? I think you’re screwing with us. Maybe you bigwigs are having a nice big laaaaugh at the idiot kids in Columbus before dropping the axe. Why? I don’t know, but...”
“Hello?” Wally interrupted him.
“I said, you’re out of your minds, and if you think I’m going to...”
“Hello?” Wally interrupted him again.
“Hello?” Philip asked. “Hello, Wa...”
At that moment, Wally rudely hung up on him.
“Son of a bitch!” Philip growled, incredulous. “This phone is totally fucked!”
“I didn’t do it,” said Smooth B, who was wearing one of the Mushroom Kingdom bagel hats. He kept swatting at the plastic bagel when it bounced into his field of vision, like a cat with a toy.
Philip called to the Anarchist. “Hey, come here a sec. Do you know anything about phones?”
“Yes,” said the Anarchist. “You talk into the bottom and words come out of the top. If you press the numbers on that pad for long enough, somebody says hello to you.”
“Come over here. These things have been going for months now. I just called Wally and he couldn’t hear me.”
“And you were talking into the bottom part?”
Philip looked at him.
“Okay, fine. Take it apart,” said the Anarchist. “Maybe something’s loose.”
“Just rip it open? What if we break it?”
The Anarchist gave him a stoic eye. “Did you just express concern over breaking a broken phone?”
“But what if, you know, a pro could fix it and we ruin it?”
“Did you just express concern over a phone that during the past months has been taunting and mocking you with its shittiness? A phone that, in a monarchical kingdom with you as its liege, you would convict to torture and death, and show no remorse?”
“You’re right,” he said. “Fuck this phone.” 
The Anarchist was ahead of him. He pulled at the plastic seams on the handset to no avail. “Do you have a screwdriver?” he asked. 
“In the tool box.”
When the Anarchist came back with the screwdriver, he wedged it between the interlocked plastic pieces of the handset. It cracked open with a loud snap. Jenny, who was waiting on a customer, looked over curiously.
The Anarchist frowned at the two pieces of the severed phone and its spilled innards. He had knocked a chunk out of the already pitted plastic casing. “Quality construction,” he decided, and proceeded to poke around in the wires directionlessly.
“Any ideas?”
“This looks kind of broken, don’t you think?” he asked Philip.
“Yeah, but I think you just did that with the screwdriver.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”
“But it’s the wire running to the mouthpiece! Didn’t you say that Wally couldn’t hear you talk? It seems logical that this was the problem.” The Anarchist believed that he always knew the solution better than anybody else. Of course that was the problem.
“It sure won’t work now,” Philip told him, “but I think you just snapped it. I think there must be another problem.”
“Well, we can try, right? Do you have any wire? Maybe I can... you know... splice it.”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“No wire at all?” he looked around. “How about we break something else and use the wire inside of that?” He eyed the toaster, the ice machine, the slicer, and Smooth B.
“There might be some wire in The Steamer Graveyard,” Philip said.
The Anarchist felt a chill run through him. The Steamer Graveyard. “Do you want to go get it?” he asked.
Philip shook his head. “Nah.”
The Anarchist paused for a second, wary.
“Fine,” he said. 
He turned and walked toward the back, past the grill hood and the ice machine, past the vomit sink, the office, and the miraculous portrait of Jason in the plaster. He paused in the back room. Ahead of him to his right was the long, steel triple sink, and to the sink’s left was the garbage can that had been the temporarily final resting place of The Rat incarnation that Rich had flattened with the carbon dioxide tank. 
The Steamer Graveyard.
“Dammit,” he said aloud.
He walked through the back room and toward the outer door that opened into the alcove where the employees parked their cars. The beaten and dented back door was not tightly sealed (why should it? It too was ghetto), and he could see the white side of Philip’s car through the cracks where the weatherstripping had degenerated. He swallowed, cautiously pivoted to his right, and descended the ominous, dirty steps into the blackness of the old basement.
As soon as he was underground, the air changed. It became moist and cool, and blackness wrapped around him like a shroud. There were no lights, and this was the domain of The Rat. The Anarchist shuddered at the idea.
Once he reached the bottom, he pursed his lips, squinted, and felt along the wall for the light switch. He ran into a few spiderwebs and something gooey before finding what he was looking for, and turned on the light.
The gloom did not vanish; it merely retreated like a vampire backing away from a cross.
The entire basement was lit by three naked lightbulbs. All hung from wires, not fixtures, and the building inspector would have had many problems with each. The light from the bulbs, which were spaced evenly down the length of the rectangular main room, did not penetrate the darkness that huddled in the numerous side chambers. 
The basement was a dungeon. Not much more than a double-wide hallway, it snaked and turned past the smaller sub-chambers. There were many such sub-chambers, and each had its own sub-chambers, many of which interconnected. The entire area somehow covered a space that (with a respectful nod to the house in House of Leaves) seemed much bigger than the floor above. In some of the small, dank auxiliary rooms were pieces of rusted-out furniture and the ancient remnants of Pizazzle’s gigantic deep fryers. Some of the paraphernalia seemed completely alien – troubling heaps of corroded metal which seemed not to have an earthly origin. 
Somewhere down here lurked the ominous industrial bagel slicer. The Anarchist could feel it watching him.
He followed the folds of forgotten space, wondering for the hundredth time what the space was designed for. A basement with so many chambers? Why? It recalled the horror movie mainstay of the abandoned mental hospital in which unthinkable things had been done. 
He passed rat nests and rat pellets that hadn’t been there when A-1 Exterminators had paid their fruitless visit. He heard unsettling scratching and dripping sounds. In some spots, standing water covered the ground. 
Forget embarrassing hats, he thought with a shiver. If Wally and Bingham had really wanted to torture us, he would have told us to move down here.
Almost at his destination, he shied to the side of the corridor as he passed the Lair of the Air Conditioner Queen. It was a dark place, cramped and ruled by a foreboding blue metal hulk and meshed with crisscrossing serpentine vents. The vents weaved and bobbed among one another (weaved way more than was necessary or efficient, in his opinion) before entering the walls and ceiling. Woe be to the person who had to change the Queen’s air filter every few months, as there was barely room to move below her entangled arms. 
As the Anarchist passed, the round logo on the Queen’s front gazed through the door at him like a single unblinking eye.
The Steamer Graveyard itself, located at the end of the basement’s main room (and very near the basement’s other entrance, he remembered with irritation) was a monument to the shitiness of American workmanship. Bingham’s had been in existence at the time for four years, but more than fifteen steamers, all broken beyond repair, stood three high in a wall of spent merchandise. They sat one on top of another like fallen bodies in a mass burial pit, facing the Anarchist with their black handles pointing at him like diseased tongues. A naked bulb cast a cone of light on the dead.
The Anarchist did not waste any time. He pried one of the steamers open, removed a length of wire, and retreated up the front stairwell.
He crossed to Philip, who was still examining the phone’s shattered innards, and announced that he had found some wire.
“Give it a shot,” Philip told him.
The Anarchist held the massive, heavy-gauge steamer wire next to the delicate wires in the phone. “I may have miscalculated,” he said. He tried to twist them together and discovered that he couldn’t bend the steamer wire at all.
“I’ll get the pliers,” Philip said.
The pliers were moot. Philip made a U-bend in the end of the thick, six-inch steamer wire, but could not twist it. So instead, he wrapped the tiny wire from the phone around it several times, then duct-taped it in place to keep it from moving around. The end result looked like a flower vine trying to climb a sequoia tree. He repeated the process on the other end of the steamer wire, effectively but almost certainly ineffectively re-attaching the mouthpiece unit to the rest of the phone. 
When he was finished, he set the phone down on the counter to admire it. The green rubber-coated steamer wire bulged from the delicate circuitry of the handset. The Anarchist and Philip stared at it as if they expected it to do a trick.
“That phone is ghetto as fuck,” Philip said.
“That is the most ghetto phone that I have ever had the pleasure to see,” said the Anarchist.
“Think it’ll work?”
“There’s only one way to find out.” He tried to re-mate the broken halves of the handset. The green wire protested.
“Fucking wire.”
“Fucking ghetto wire.”
“Try pushing... yeah, like that.”
“Here?”
“Wait, no. There. Right.”
“Oh to hell with it. Let’s just use it like it is, without the casing on it. We can wrap it in duct tape or something.”
“Whew,” Philip whistled. “Hard core ghetto.”
“Let’s just see if it works first. Is it plugged into the wall?”
“Now it is. Here.” He jiggled the off-hook button. “Anything?”
“Not yet. Wait. Dammit! Wires came apart.”
“Here. You hold it up and jiggle the button, and I’ll hold the wires together.”
“Won’t you get shocked?”
“From a phone? No.”
Jenny was staring at the tangle of arms and bodies. She elbowed Smooth B and pointed to it. Smooth B squinted, then shrugged.
The Anarchist pulled the handset away from his ear. He looked at Philip. Then, with a flash of mutual comprehension, they both looked at the ailing phone.
“Should we smash it?” Philip asked.
“I don’t think we have any choice,” the Anarchist replied.
 
8.
After the phone had been smashed into many humiliated pieces in the back alley and the handset with its shattered hangers-on had been heaved into the overhead electrical wires, Philip came back into his office, sat down in his chair, rolled into the ghetto office pothole, and picked up the phone. 
There was no dial tone.
He jiggled the off-hook button, already suspecting that he may have been guilty of executing an innocent piece of telecommunications equipment. Still nothing. 
That was it on Bingham’s phones. There was (was) the Ghetto Phone near the slicer, and the office phone. There were no others to try, but it didn’t matter. If the office phone was out, phone service in general was out. The office phone had never been a problem. 
Philip didn’t own a cell phone. He didn’t think anyone at Bingham’s owned a cell phone. The odd miscreant who actually had a regular phone was something of a catch for the deli. Fully half of the employees on the phone list were listed as NO PHONE, though Philip suggested this was because they didn’t want anyone calling them from the official phone list, asking them to pick up shifts.
Meh. 
He could call Wally when he got home, as long as he remembered to write down Wally’s number before he left for the day. Or he could just say fuck it and not call Wally. His moment of wanting to yell at the boss had passed in the excitement surrounding the attempted rescue and subsequent mercy killing of the Ghetto Phone. Wally’s loyalties and/or his insanity were pretty clear. It would be satisfying to have his say, but...
Meh. 
... but he didn’t really care anymore. No matter how many hoops he jumped through, Bingham’s was going to close its doors. No matter how much he complied, nobody here would have a job much longer. And what was worse? They wouldn’t have this place anymore. Screw the job. Bingham’s – as a friendly, family, slacker way of life – was what mattered. And that was gone very soon. He could wrangle all the business and wear all the stupid hats Wally wanted and nothing would change. He was tired of doing things that made him feel like a stooge and a sell-out. 
So Wally was telling him to save money by slicing up roadkill. Sure, it was bizarre beyond belief. Sure, it was infuriating. But it was also moot. It didn’t matter what ridiculous thing Wally told him to do now. Bingham’s wanted to die and was apparently determined to do so with or without Philip embarrassing himself or his co-workers. So, he’d let it die.
Thanks to the cable modem connection (another William early-adopter triumph), the lack of phone service wouldn’t stop him from going online and sending email. He opened a new window and composed a message:
 
Wally,
 
I tried to call but our phones are out. If I think of it, I may try to call you when I get home. Or you can call me. Whatever.
 
But I’m done doing the stupid shit you and Bingham keep dreaming up for us. You can fire me or you can leave me here. I’ll stay until I hear different. 
 
If Bingham wants to close the place, let him, but you can stop sending demands. I’m done.
 
Philip
 
It didn’t take long for a reply to come. When it did, it said that things were more dire than ever, and the deli would certainly be closing within two weeks if certain measures weren’t taken. Then it listed the measures, and suggested that Philip reconsider. 
Philip closed the message and turned off the computer. He took off his mushroom hat and walked back out into the lobby, to make bagel sandwiches for what seemed likely to be one of the last few times.
 
9.
Philip didn’t tell anyone about Wally’s final demand, his own email back to Wally, or Wally’s reply with its dire two-week prediction. He simply announced that there would be a party on Friday night, didn’t give a reason, and invited everyone to come. 
There was something about the tone of Philip’s announcement, though, that must have suggested that something untoward was going on. Normally, the Bingham’s parties were drunken, stoned affairs. The night usually reveled on with increasing debauchery until only the most hard-core participants remained, usually having breakfast at a Bob Evans before finally going to sleep. Normally, somebody baked pot brownies or packed a bowl before the night was over. One time, an ex-employee known simply as “The Doctor” had even whipped up what he called his “Green Dragon Brew” – a concoction made by shaking a bottle of whiskey over a moss-like wad of marijuana for hours on end. 
The party that Philip held following Wally’s latest message was, by contrast, far more subdued. Everyone seemed to sense the spirit of what was coming, what was being celebrated, or perhaps what was being mourned. Fewer people came. Intoxicants were less pervasive. Beckie, in a fit of inspiration, even thought to bring the Bingham’s Sexual Harassment Log.
The Sexual Harassment Log was an exceedingly immature, politically-incorrect record of every out-of-context remark ever uttered within Bingham’s’ walls. Beckie’s favorite page, however, had nothing to do with Bingham’s or with double entendre. The page had once been part of The Big Book of Pictures to Color but now, transplanted, resided inside of the Log. The picture was of a cartoon sheep (little more than a simplified, cottony cloud) and a mottled Holstein cow. The two were standing end-to-end in a sunny meadow, the cow’s head at the sheep’s hindquarters and vice-versa. The animals were licking each other’s coats with their oval-ended cartoon tongues in what seemed to be a subtle piece of sexual innuendo. Beckie had colored it and had transferred it to the Log, declaring that if a children’s coloring book picture of barnyard animals engaged in a thinly-veiled sixty-nine was not sexual harassment, then nothing was.
Once the party (which despite everyone’s best efforts felt more like a vigil) was well underway on the deck of Philip’s apartment building, Beckie handed out Xeroxes of the sheep and cow picture. “So that you never forget me,” she explained. The gesture, which was supposed to be funny, had a feeling of sending off and of departure, but nobody bothered to point it out. There was an unspoken truth being honored. Everyone seemed to understand.
After some sedate discussion in which business at the deli wasn’t so much as mentioned, Mike grabbed the Log and declared in his stoic, uninterested voice that he was going to kick things up a notch by reading a few verses.
He read, “Beckie: ‘Hey Philip, there’s something between your legs.’
“Beckie: ‘Now I’ve got white goo all over my hands!’
“Beckie: ‘Oh great. I’ve only been here five minutes and I’ve already been logged twice.’”
He stopped. He scanned the page, then flipped to the next page. 
“Okay, pretty much all of the entries in here are Beckie,” he said. “I’m bored.” 
Darcy took the Log and began to leaf through it. “Why are Philip’s entries so blatant?” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“Most of the quotes in here are things that were taken out of context, but listen to Philip’s: ‘I have big balls.’ ‘My dick itches.’ ‘This is like that time I shit my pants.’”
Tracy set his beer on the deck and eyed Philip. “You shit your pants?”
“Not since I’ve been running the place, I’m happy to say.”
Tracy continued to look at him expectantly.
Philip took a sip from the longneck bottle he was holding. “It was back when William was the manager. I had been sick for a week. I was hung over, too, and then all of a sudden...” He paused to let this sink in. “Anyway, I told William that I needed to borrow his car to go home and change. He laughed at me and said, ‘No way, Toby! You’re not getting shit in my car!”
Darcy cocked her head. “Toby?”
“William called me ‘Toby’ because he decided that it was the ultimate fat kid name.”
“Ah.”
“Anyway, he eventually let me go but made me sit on a collapsed cardboard box.”
The next five minutes passed in a serene, reflective calm, as always tends to happen at parties after someone tells a diarrhea story. The night was warm, the air clean and surprisingly quiet for a Friday on campus. 
It was nice, thought the Anarchist. All of them together, hanging out as friends. There was no stupid deli business. No demands from Wally. No asshole customers. This was like Bingham’s at its very best. The good of Bingham’s without the bad. Bingham’s when it was slow, when High Street was mostly abandoned and the crew lounged inside, wasting the owner’s money by sitting on the counters and reading, playing Scrabble, or just bullshitting. 
“Wouldn’t it be great if this was what work was like?” he said. “If we could just go in and hang out together but not have to serve anyone?”
Jenny, who had been mostly quiet in the corner, shrugged. “Yeah, sure. You may be overlooking the idea of how a ‘job’ works, but sure.” 
“The other day,” said the Anarchist, “this guy asked me to add sprouts to his bagel as I was making it. Which is annoying. So I told him that sprouts cost fifteen cents extra, and he huffed and nodded, and so I added them. Then, as he’s reaching into his pocket for change, he suddenly stops and looks at me and says, ‘You shouldn’t charge extra for sprouts, man. They come from the earth.’ I shrugged and told him that cows also come from the earth and that he was welcome to raise either rather than paying us fascists for them. But he looked all grumpy and there was a line at the register, so I just wrapped up his bagel and gave it to him without waiting for the change that I figured wasn’t coming anyway.”
“You gave him sprouts for free?” said Philip. “You owe me fifteen cents.” Then the smile that was on his lips soured at the edges and he added, “Well, you owe Bingham.” 
“But he wasn’t done. Dude’s like five-four, hair up in what looked like one giant knot that was probably supposed to be dreadlocks. Smells like total shit. Like literal shit. I’ve got maybe four bagels going and I just wanted the counter space free. But I’m working on the other bagels and he’s still there. He’s watching me and he goes, ‘Is that the knife you used to cut my bagel?’ and I say yeah, it is, and he says, ‘You just used it to cut that sandwich with meat.’”
“Uh-oh,” said Beckie. 
“I told him, ‘We wipe the knives after using them to cut anything other than plain bagels, so rest assured no meat or meat juices got into your bagel.’ And it was true. I was wiping. Diligently. But the guy’s like all angry, and he demands to see the manager.”
Philip laughed. He tended to do what Wally told him, but he wasn’t any more sympathetic to customers than anyone else. He’d fix what was wrong, but wasn’t a fan of self-important, indignant blustering, which is what almost all demands to see the manager amounted to. The customer might as well have asked to see the Tooth Fairy for all the good it would do him.
“I told him you weren’t in. You were in, but... you know.” Philip nodded his thanks. “So then he gets all mad and red-faced and asks for the management phone number. There’s like three people behind him waiting at this point, and I’m losing track of the sandwiches I’m making. So I finish one of the sandwiches up and look at the name on the ticket, and before I reply to this asshole, I yell over his shoulder, like ‘AL!’ or whatever the name was, so that we could keep things moving, and the guy flips out.” 
“Why?” asked Tracy.
“He thought he was being yelled at,” said Beckie, who had been there when it happened.
“So at this point, the guy starts yelling, saying that he wants to fight me,” said the Anarchist. “He’s yanking at the knob on the door in the counter, but it’s all ghetto and you can’t open it unless you lift straight up while pulling, and so all he’s doing is shouting at me and shaking the whole counter, and one of the bags in front of him falls off and splits open on the ground. Al’s bagel, I think. So Al comes over and asks where his bagel is, and I tell him that I have to make another because this dude knocked it onto the floor. While this is going on, some fat lady sidles over next to the yelling kid and plants her foot on what used to be Al’s bagel and the next second, she’s fallen on her ass, and starts yelling at me too, like the bagel on the ground is my fault.”
Darcy lit a cigarette. “I think the people coming in are getting dumber,” she said. “Or at least more annoying and less logical.”
A few quiet seconds passed. The Anarchist’s story was apparently over, and nobody cared enough to ask how it resolved. Probably the three customers fought each other.
“I may be done,” said Mike. 
“You’re going home?” said Beckie, protest in her voice.
“No, I mean that I may be done at Bingham’s. Talk about ‘less logical.’ Look at us, staying here with all of this crap. I mean, I like you guys, but... hairnets and stupid hats? Tasteless uniforms? Fucking The Music Man on the stereo? It’s not exactly the job I thought it would be.”
“I may be done too,” said Beckie. This was no surprise. She’d balked at the perfectly rational increase in employee meal costs way back at the meeting and had been a ticking bomb ever since. 
The Anarchist was shocked. He was determined to go down with the ship. 
“Beckie!” he blurted. “What about Roger? He’ll die without you. Like, literally die. We’ll come in one day and he’ll be on our floor, dead. You want that on your hands?”
“I’ve got one year of college left. I’ll get an ulcer if I have to spend it like this,” she said. “Work used to be fun-annoying. Like, the customers mostly sucked, but it was a job, and was as good as a job could be. We could play whatever we wanted on the stereo. We could throw the rotten avocadoes into the wall of the bookstore across the alley. Cool people worked there. Now the people are all that’s left, and they’re barely cool because all of them are wearing dresses and mushroom hats with bagels on springs bouncing around on the top.”
“Then what about Ted?” said the Anarchist. “We’ll never uncover his secrets. He’ll win!”
Beckie shrugged. 
Jenny laughed. “Army Ted. I’m getting to like that guy. You know how he jaywalks over from the undergraduate library all the time? Just saunters right across High, barely even looking around? It’d be hilarious if one day he was halfway across the street and then he just got hit by a COTA bus.”
The Anarchist and Beckie both stared at her, mouths open. 
Jenny waved them off. “I like him, okay? But just picture it: He’s jaywalking, that man purse thing over his shoulder, his skinny legs, his flat baseball cap, and then, all of a sudden, WHAM!” She chuckled. 
It looked like nobody was going to respond, but then Tracy said, “Oh, I get it” in an attempt to end the awkward silence.
Philip leaned toward Darcy and, without asking, took a cigarette out of her pack, put it between his lips, and lit it. “Wally wants us to serve roadkill,” he said. 
Nobody reacted. Nothing was a surprise anymore.
“I told him no. I also told him that I’m telling him no from here on out. You all can do what you want, but my days of sucking his cock are over.” 
“So, you’re quitting too?” said Beckie.
“No. I’m just not listening anymore.”
“You’re going to go to work and not listen? To... what? Change things back to how they were a few weeks ago?”
Philip leaned back, put his feet up. “I was thinking of going a bit further in the other direction.” 
Beckie made go-ahead hand motions. “Like...?”
“Well, let me put it this way. Have you ever seen that episode of The Simpsons where Homer quits his job, and on his last day, he goes through the factory playing Mr. Burns’s head like a bongo drum?”
Tracy, who was a huge Simpsons nerd, said “Bees are on the what now?”
And the Anarchist, who always played this game with Tracy, countered with, “Trouble a-brewin.” 
“You want to play Wally’s head like a bongo?” said Mike.
“Everyone has a last-day fantasy. They want to quit and go out in a blaze of glory. They want to do something ridiculous to get themselves fired. They figure they’re out anyway, so why not do what they’ve always wanted to do? Think about it. What have you always wanted to do?”
The Anarchist immediately thought of the Face-Kicking Machine, but restrained himself.
“Someone yells at you for charging for sprouts. What would you really like to tell them? Someone leans over the counter. That bothers some of you for some reason I never really understood, so what would you like to do to them? Someone eats three-quarters of a bagel before declaring it inedible and asking for a refund. Someone’s just plain annoying, because you’re the clerk and they’re the customer, and the customer is always right. Wouldn’t you like to... you know, metaphorically play their head like a bongo?”
Philip was feeling reckless. It was his job to be the level-headed one, and here he was proposing mutiny. It’d been months since he’d been just another carefree employee, expected to mock customers and to hate them for the smallest imaginary offenses. Nowadays, the Anarchist was the impatient one. Slate was the hater. Mike was the asshole. Beckie and Darcy were the secretly sly and devious ones. Rich was the irreverent one. But Philip was none of these. Philip was Mr. Responsibility. It was his job to contain all of the animosity that came with serving people who often took the concept of “serve” too literally. 
But in spite of that, he was still Philip. He was still the same person he’d been those few months ago. Boss or not, he didn’t enjoy being mocked or played with. He didn’t like it when people treated him like a jerk or a fool. He didn’t like being a pawn in someone else’s stupid game. 
But there was more to his current anger, and what it was had only dawned on him a few hours earlier, as he’d been preparing for the party. 
Philip had been asked to do stupid things just like everyone else, sure. But he had also been told to require the others to do stupid things. He had gotten it from both ends, taking orders from Commandant Wally and passing those orders on to the hapless underlings. He had been both a fool and a stooge. And as much as Philip hated mindless conformity, he hated being an agent and an enforcer of mindless conformity even more. 
“I think you’re proposing things that you’ve told me in the past not to do,” said the Anarchist. “Things that, I’ll add, I’d only been joking about.” 
“I’m just feeding you back what you said to me the other day,” Philip said. “You wondered what these people would put up with. What I’m suggesting is really just an experiment to find out.” 
Darcy smoked. Philip sipped his beer. The Anarchist, who was almost a teetotaler, sipped on a Diet Coke. 
“I do like the idea of being able to play House of Pain again,” said Tracy. “‘Boom Shalock Lock Boom.’”
The Anarchist turned to Tracy. “‘Excuse me, senora. Are you a whore-uh, are you a lady? Is it Erica Boyer or Marsha Brady?’”
“And M.C. Hammer,” said Tracy. “I miss Hammer. ‘Please Hammer, don’t hurt ‘em.’ Which I’ll admit I never understood. Isn’t Hammer benevolent? It should be like, ‘Hey Hammer, thanks for helpin’ ‘em.’”
“And Vanilla Ice,” said the Anarchist. 
Darcy shook her head, then interrupted Tracy and the Anarchist’s reverie. “Why are you two obsessing on the music?” she said.
“I’ve had enough of the Lieutenant of Inishmore and I now know in excruciating detail what I’d do If I Were a Rich Man,” he said. “You don’t understand complex souls like Tracy and me. Our rockstar lives have been atrophying and becoming significantly less awesome during the months we’ve been unable to rock out to the dope rhymes of Everlast.” 
Darcy turned to look at Tracy.
Tracy nodded, then rapped, “I’m Irish but I’m not a leprechaun. If you want to fight then step up, and we’ll get it on.”
Beckie turned to Philip. “If we all stay, and none of us quit, and all of us refuse to do that stupid Wally stuff, it’ll be like an inverse strike. But just like a strike, we’d have to all do it.” 
“No problem here,” said Mike. 
Everyone looked around the rough circle at everyone else. One at a time, they all nodded. 
“And the head-bongos?” Beckie added.
Philip lit a new cigarette. He pinched it between his thump and forefinger and held it from underneath, like a Nazi in a movie. 
“There’s something you all should probably know,” he said. “The store’s closure is imminent. Like, imminent. The last email from Wally essentially said so. Well, technically it said that if we didn’t do a bunch of stupid shit, the place would close. But – and you can call me a skeptic – somehow I don’t think doing this latest round of stupid shit would make a difference. None of this adds up. We’ve almost tripled prices over the past few weeks, and we’re getting just about the same number of daily customers. So profits are up from where I’m standing, yet every time I report better profits, Wally tells me about something big on his end that offsets it. No matter how well we do, no matter how well this stupid, improbable shit actually works, it’s like paddling upstream three feet from Niagara Falls. I’d have to be stupid at this point to not see what’s actually happening.”
The Anarchist shrugged and shook his head. 
“Bingham wants the place closed. He’s wanted it closed for months. At first, he wanted it closed because it was losing money, but Wally held him off. He must have finally decided that it’s time, though, and he’s probably committed. Maybe he has his eye on a nice little commercial rental he’ll buy once he liquidates Bingham’s. Maybe he’s even put down a deposit on it, and can’t back out now. So the place has to close, and all of this is just... just for show. It’s like some kind of idiotic game, with us in the middle. It’s not about profit and loss. It can’t be. The losses are too coincidental, and too big.” 
“How long before it closes?” said Darcy.
“Wally is always vague. Maybe two weeks? The game has to be getting old for him. Eventually he’ll just drop the axe and end it.” 
Beckie took a deep, slow breath. “I don’t want the place to close,” she said.
“I don’t think it can be prevented,” said Philip. 
“Just to play the devil’s advocate,” said Mike, “is there any chance that we could stop the place from closing by continuing to listen to Wally, but that we’ll screw it up by going back to how things used to be?”
“... and beyond,” said Darcy.
“Yes, and beyond.”
The Anarchist set his Diet Coke down and looked Mike in the eye. “Are you seriously asking if we might be able to save the old homestead by slicing up and serving roadkill?”
Mike shrugged and adjusted his baseball cap. “Had to ask.”
Tracy scooted into an upright position and waited until he had everyone’s attention. 
“So let me just get the tally,” he said. “We have a restaurant that’s going to close no matter what. We’re tired of being screwed with. We miss our terrible rap albums. We’d rather be fired than quit, but we can’t all be fired if we’re all doing the same things wrong. They’d just have to go ahead and close it, but that’s inevitable anyway. Is that about right?”
Philip nodded.
“So what are we looking at, here?”
“Civil disobedience.” It was Darcy.
“Simpler than that,” said Beckie. “I’d say that we’re looking at anywhere from a few days to a few weeks in which nothing we do, right or wrong, matters. It’s like when a defensive penalty is called after the snap in football. Might as well shoot for the moon, because it’s a free play. If you screw up, you can erase it by accepting the penalty.” 
Mike turned to her, impressed. “I forget that your major is sports journalism. I’ll admit that I’m a little bit turned on right now.” 
“I have some stuff I’d like to try, and see if it matters,” said the Anarchist.
“Trouble a-brewin,” said Tracy.
The smallest of smiles crossed Philip’s lips. “Let’s do it,” he said. “Let’s do it all.”
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“Why do I smile at people who I’d much rather kick in the eye?”
– The Smiths
 
“We are the knuckleheads.”
– The Bloodhound Gang





 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
The Storm
 
1.
The dream is always the same. 
In the movie, in Risky Business, which the Anarchist had watched before going to bed, the dream is Tom Cruise’s dream, and he’s walking in on some hot naked chick in the shower. That would be better. There were no hot naked chicks in the Anarchist’s dream, and what’s more, it couldn’t “always be the same” because he’d never had the dream before. But the dream didn’t seem to know that, so the phrase ran circles in his head, oddly appropriate considering the risky business currently in the works at Bingham’s.
In the dream he was in a field of newly reaped corn, in Kansas. He knew it was Kansas. There was a red barn in the distance, maybe a half mile away, and next to the barn were two silos. At first, the feeling of being in the open was disorienting, but then he looked into the sky and saw a huge black storm, bigger than anything that could ever exist in real life, bigger than life itself, hungry and somehow sentient, and his disorientation dissolved into terror.
Someone was at the barn, calling to him, telling him to run for the cellar. So he ran toward the barn, away from the storm. The noise from behind him grew until it was as loud as an oncoming train, and he looked back to see that the storm was devouring the world as it rolled forward. Giant chunks of field, of existence itself, were flying into its unfathomable blackness, and what was left behind was a featureless gray nothing. 
He awoke with his heart pounding, the instinctual fear of pursuit still heavy upon him. 
In the dream, the feeling had been that the storm would devour everything, that the storm was the end of time itself. But now, as the fog passed, all he could hear were two other lines from the movie, from Risky Business.
Sometimes, you’ve just gotta say, “What the fuck.”
and
Time of your life, huh kid?
 
2.
The huffing fat man placed a sandwich on the counter and said: “I didn’t want mayo on this sandwich. Make me a new one.”
Slate glared at him. He was not in the mood for this son of a bitch. He knew this son of a bitch, too, because he’d been in before and always made a bunch of son-of-a-bitch demands. Slate had known he was a son of a bitch from the first time he’d seen him, months ago. You could always spot the sons of bitches because they walked differently and spoke differently and carried themselves as if they had something to prove, because their daughters were sniffing glue (the daughter had ordered earlier and glue-sniffing seemed beyond doubt) and they needed to let people – people like minimum-wage deli workers – know that they were in charge of their world, by God. 
And plus, Slate had no tolerance for anyone who interrupted a game of Scrabble. He hated the fat man instantly.
“Did you tell us not to put mayo on it?” Slate asked.
“No. But I don’t want it.”
Slate gazed at the fat man’s table and realized that his wife was Dreadnought, a customer of particular annoyance who had been coming in at least once a week for months. Dreadnought always explained that the presence of a tip jar was inappropriate because it implied that people should tip and that anyone who didn’t tip was a skinflint. She always used the term “skinflint” and didn’t appreciate being labeled as one. Slate wondered how she’d feel about being labeled “dreadnought.” 
“Well,” said Slate, “the sandwich comes with mayo. If you don’t tell us ‘No mayo,’ we assume that you want it.”
“You should never assume anything,” said the man. “Do you really think that every person who walks through the door wants mayo? And really, does it matter what you assume? If a customer isn’t satisfied for whatever reason, you should fix it.” And with this, he nudged the offending mayo-bagel with only one finger, as if he were afraid of catching something from it.
The Anarchist stood at the make table, watching the exchange and feeling surreality surround him. Last night’s talk had been heartfelt, and even in the light of day everyone had agreed to immediately revoke all of Wally’s rights to tell them what to do. The hats, hairnets, and nametags were gone. The props and the new, strange furniture were in the dumpster out back, having been dispatched by the sledgehammer that Philip called the store’s “crime fighter.” Darcy had cried when she learned this. She’d needed a new bedroom set. Why would they destroy it? Philip had said that it was tainted, and then Rich had made an immature “taint” joke.
The old music was back on the stereo (House of Pain was seeing extensive play) and the old attitudes and policies were back, but that was as far as it had gone. Somehow, at the store, in the daylight, with aprons on and spatulas in hand, the idea of “going a little farther” had dissolved into an old and enticing fantasy, but nothing more. Obviously nothing more. There was a firmly established rut right here, with annoying customers on one side and disgruntled but willing employees on the other side. It was hardly the Time of your life, huh kid? but what was he supposed to do, now that he was here and the fat man was, as always, being a total douche? Slam his head into the steamer?
The Anarchist nodded to Slate, and made the man another sandwich.
While the Anarchist worked, Philip emerged from the office and hopped up onto the countertop near the soda machine. He didn’t say anything, and the silence in itself was strange coming from Philip. The Anarchist wondered if Philip was feeling what he was feeling – a sense of late-night foolishness that looked dumb in the light of day. It was as if they’d gotten drunk and made out with the Devil, but then they’d woken up next to the Devil in the morning and had stumbled away embarrassed and with a hangover, saying, Don’t call me, Satan, I’ll call you. 
Five minutes later, the fat man was back. This time, he was carrying the new three-quarters-eaten bagel in front of him like an offering. “This is wrong!” he spat. “It was supposed to have avocado on it!”
Slate raised an eyebrow at the Anarchist. The Anarchist poked around for the discarded order ticket, scanned it, and shook his head: No, it wasn’t supposed to have avocado on it.
Slate looked down at the two or three remaining bites of sandwich the man was offering him, cradled in shaking foil. 
“I’m... sorry?” said Slate. He wasn’t sure what was expected of him at this point. The man hadn’t paid for avocado. He hadn’t noticed until now that he didn’t have avocado. The avocado was kind of gross today anyway, and the man had no sandwich left to put it on. Was Slate supposed to give him a few slices to go?
“I want a new sandwich,” said the fat man.
“But sir,” said Slate, “you’ve almost finished it.”
Sir, yet, thought the Anarchist. He found himself chuckling. Old conditioning really did die hard. How many annoyance clichés was this man hitting? It was like he’d been sent from God to be the ideal idiotic customer, and he’d come the day after Philip had, after a few beers, suggested that they spend their last days at Bingham’s dealing with idiotic customers in rather radical ways. But here they all were, right back in their old fun-but-aggravating roles. Today was work. Tomorrow would be work. Eventually Bingham’s would close, and they’d all be a little sad, and that would be the end of it.
“I just now noticed,” said the fat man. “But so what if it’s almost finished? If it’s wrong, it’s wrong. And if it’s wrong, you need to do it again.”
Philip watched the exchange, saying nothing. The Anarchist couldn’t read his mood. Was he angry? Irritated? Indifferent? Tired?
Slate looked over at the Anarchist. The Anarchist nodded and made a sandwich with avocado. 
As he worked, he glanced at the waiting family – the large woman who had a problem with being a skinflint and the daughter who looked about twenty, was rail-thin, and had the conversational skills of a glue-sniffer. The girl had a nose ring and was wearing a J. Crew shirt. The combinations of people and fashion at the table were all wrong. 
One of the steamers ran dry. The Anarchist opened the hinged lid and rested it against the inside edge of the wood countertop, then pried open a spring-loaded valve with his thumb, shoved a large black funnel into the hole it revealed, and began to fill the steamer from a jug of distilled water. 
The fat man was vulturing. “What is that? Oil?” he asked in a voice that said he was prepared to be annoyed with whatever answer he was given. 
The Anarchist did not look up. “It’s water.”
“Water? How does that work?”
“It becomes steam,” said the Anarchist. That’s what happens when you heat water.” 
The answer was pushing it. He expected a rebuttal, but the man said nothing as he took his sandwich and returned to his table. Even the snide answer felt strange, but it was all he could muster. And still Philip looked on.
During the next ten minutes, the fat man returned three more times:
“The floor over there is filthy! Send someone out here to mop it up!”
“My wife is offended by the music. Turn it off!”
and “It’s too damn hot in here!” This last was delivered amongst much gross sweat, all of which had appeared only after the man had begun eating.
After every complaint, the Anarchist looked at Philip and Philip nodded immediately, without the slightest bit of hesitation: Do it. 
And yet, still, Philip looked angry. He watched the man eat with his face set, his mouth a straight and tense line, his eyes staring, boring into the man. The Anarchist knew he shouldn’t try to talk to Philip. He could read that much from his body language, at least. 
What was going on in his head? Had Philip settled into the new-old normal? The Anarchist thought not. Some kind of over-the-top retort was definitely coming from Philip. If the man persisted, it seemed certain that Philip would tell him to fuck off and to shove his fucking order right up his fucking douchebag fuck ass. And he’d use those words too. You could tell. He might even add “sir” at the end to make it worse, more vile: Fuck off, sir.
After finishing his meal, the fat man visited the counter one final time. Dreadnought and the anorexic daughter stood behind him. Their table was still littered with wrappers and garbage, because it wasn’t their job to clean it up. 
“I want my money back,” said the man.
Slate looked at Philip. The fat man saw the look and also turned to Philip. He raised his eyebrows expectantly.
Philip hopped off the counter, his expression unreadable. “Why?” he asked. “We did all you wanted. We gave you three sandwiches. We cleaned up. We adjusted the temperature. We even turned off the music.”
“Because the food was horrible and the service was lousy. Our table was dirty, and there’s garbage all over the floor in here. It’s loud, and the help is rude.”
“But we fixed it,” said Philip. “We cleaned your table before, and I suppose we’ll have to clean it again. We picked up the garbage, despite the fact that you put most of it there yourselves. We made it quiet. I don’t know how you define ‘rude,’ but we did all you asked. ‘The customer is always right,’ yes sir. And as to the ‘horrible food’?” He shrugged, then nodded toward the littered table. “Well, you did eat it all.”
The man was disarmed by Philip’s directness, but pulled himself up tall and declared, “I’m not satisfied.” 
Philip came closer. “But are you ever? Was there anything we could have done that would have satisfied you, or was this a losing battle from the beginning? I’ve seen you in here before, and if I could be so presumptuous, I think I’ve gotten a bead on you. So this time, I made a bet with myself that you’d be exactly like you’ve been. I knew you’d complain and probably ask for a refund. And look; I was right. Despite our rising to your every little demand.” 
The man seemed not to know what to say, so he settled on, “Who the hell do you think you are?” 
“I’m the manager,” said Philip. And the emphasis on the last word was like the emphasis you’d put on king.
“You’re just a bunch of jerky kids,” said the man. “This generation, I’ll tell you. No respect. All attitude. You’re just a bunch of...”
“Tell me,” said Philip. “Is it a control thing for you? Do you want to try to control us because you can’t control your daughter? Do you think you’re better than us? No, wait... I know the answer to that one; clearly you do. But then tell me this: You’ve been in here several times before. Our prices have nearly tripled. If rudeness bothers you, we’ve been ruder as the prices were rising. If quality matters, our quality has been slipping. Things in here have become so stupid as to be comical, and not in a good way. Yet, you keep coming back. So what would it take to drive you away? And would you ever be driven away, or is this an interaction you need, so that you can order people around who won’t talk back, and control people who will, to a certain degree, allow you to control them? How much higher could we raise our prices and keep you coming in here? How much worse could our service be before you stopped coming instead of just making your little demands? What could we do to you before you backed off and never came back? What exactly would you put up with?”
The man’s face was red. He looked ready to explode. The situation had spiraled out of his control, and he didn’t like it. 
“Who are you to talk to me like that?” he said. “I’m an office manager downtown. I do real things. I don’t just sit around and do nothing all day, drinking and partying, being lazy and pretending to ‘go to college.’ What exactly are you training for, for the rest of your life? Will you even graduate? Will it matter? Or is this your future, working in a deli forever? Don’t talk to me about being out of control. I must make ten times what you make. I’m the reason you’re able to stay open, you insolent little shit. If it weren’t for me and my money...”
“You haven’t paid us any money,” Philip reminded him. “You and your wife have both weaseled out of paying before, too. You’ve gone through three of our sandwiches, and that’s just your portion of the meal. You’re not the reason we make money. You’re the reason we’re going under.”
The man’s eyes burned. “What kind of people do you have running this place? I have never seen such insolent, disrespectful, unaccommodating...”
He stopped speaking when Philip tensed up, reared back, and smacked him across the face with the back of a metal spatula.
The fat man stared at Philip, slowly bringing three fingers to his cheek to touch a reddening spot. His wife’s eyes bugged out in shock. The anorexic daughter looked like she was going to faint.
“Wh...? Ah...?” the fat man mumbled. 
There was a moment of tense silence. The Anarchist looked at Philip, who was still steely, still stoic. He hadn’t hit the man hard, and he hadn’t hit him in anger. He’d hit him to see what would happen. 
Was this serious? Was this dire? It seemed very, very wrong, but still the Anarchist couldn’t decide. 
Slate, on the other hand, had decided. Following Philip’s lead, he reached into a bin in the back of the make table and pulled out a hard-boiled egg, leaned forward, and smacked it against the fat man’s forehead. Most of the egg dropped to the floor immediately, but some of the yolk stuck in a yellow circle, like a Hindu dot. 
The fat man gaped at him – not with anger, but with incredulity. His jaw was hanging open. He was outnumbered. Not in a fighting sense, but in a sanity sense. He didn’t need to be saved, but he could use a bit of confirmation from those in charge that this wasn’t, in fact, the way things were supposed to work, but no such confirmation came.
Sometimes, you’ve just gotta say, “What the fuck?”
The Anarchist grabbed half of a cucumber and shoved it into the man’s open mouth.
“Oogh,” the man said around the cucumber. 
Then, unable to comprehend this startling turn of events, he slowly turned around and plodded out the door. His wife and daughter followed him, leaving the store eerily silent.
Philip felt a sudden chill run through him. He’d known what he was doing. It had been done in cold blood, if there could be such a thing when no actual blood was involved. He’d been provoked, but he’d been provoked many, many times before. Something – common sense, human decency, his paycheck – had always stopped him. There was a social contract in place, and he’d just violated it. And sure, some people didn’t understand the social contract. Some people robbed and raped and killed... and assaulted with spatulas... and there was even a word for those people. They were called sociopaths.
So this is what the fantasy feels like when it becomes reality, he thought. Is it sweet?
Not really. He’d probably be sued. Maybe arrested. Funny how that never happened when you were bullshitting through wouldn’t-it-be-great-if scenarios over a few beers at 1am. 
He’d hit a man with a spatula. The others had smashed him with eggs, stuffed a cucumber in his mouth.
And the store was filled with witnesses.
He tried to think quickly, already regretting what had just happened. How could he salvage the situation? He opened his mouth, not knowing how to begin, but wanting to explain it away somehow, anyhow. He had to try. 
“I...” he began, to the staring crowd.
The rest of what he said was lost in a tumult of sound. The customers – some standing, some sitting, some climbing onto the tables – were all applauding and whistling.
 
3.
Tracy walked through the front door in the mid-afternoon, still smarting from the way Army Ted had eluded him earlier. Tracy had noticed Ted across campus in the morning and had decided on impulse to trail him. He had lost him immediately, as if Ted had known that he was being followed.
That Ted knew or cared that he was being followed was, of course, ridiculous.
Nonetheless, Ted seemed to shake everyone who tried to track him. Years ago, Carla had attempted to suss him out at the undergraduate library, where he seemed to spend the better part of most days, but each time she tried, he vanished into the stacks. Beckie had spotted him at the theater, but had lost him when he entered the men’s room and never reemerged. Philip had seen him jogging, but Ted vanished into thin air after rounding a corner. The corner offered no doorways through which Ted might have scrambled and had no windows through which Ted might have climbed. All that confronted Philip as he screeched to a halt were a full dozen of the mocking math tutor fliers, staring blandly at him from behind a sealed and immovable ventilation grate. Philip wondered where Ted had gone. He also wondered just how the hell the new math tutor fliers had gotten behind the ancient grate. 
As Tracy entered Bingham’s, he saw Philip and Philip alone. There were many other people in the store, but Philip stood out because he was entirely immobile. He was standing behind the counter, very much in the way of the others, staring not so much at the front of the store as through it.
Philip was immobile because he was in another place. Specifically, he was seeing himself in jail. A few minutes ago, he had watched himself be sued and broken down to living out of dumpsters to survive. He had seen the fat man and a sleazy lawyer come into the deli, hand him a summons (he supposed that was the way it worked), and say smugly, “You have been served.” Then he had watched his arrest. It was conducted not by policemen but by Nazi Gestapo officers who goosestepped into the store wearing broad-hipped black pants and grabbed him by both arms. And now, he was seeing himself in jail. Philip Martin, assault. Philip Martin, guilty as charged by the Thought Police of believing that The Customer Was Not Always Right.
Tracy poked him. “Hey. What’s up?”
Philip blinked.
“Hey,” Tracy said again. He continued to poke.
“What?” Philip asked.
“What me? What you? You look like you’re going to pass out. Rough night last night? Not quite sober yet?”
“What?” he asked Tracy again.
“Are you all right?” He turned to Slate. “Is he all right?”
“I think he’s having trouble making the leap from fantasy to reality,” Slate decided after a contemplative moment. He set down the knife he had been holding and snapped his gloves with satisfaction. The rest of the crew had stopped wearing the gloves almost immediately following the fall party at Beckie’s, but Slate refused to give them up.
“What does that mean?” he said. 
Philip had shaken some of the cobwebs from his head and had slumped against the back countertop. He sipped on a mammoth cup of Mountain Dew.
“We just enforced the new policy,” said Slate in a matter-of-fact tone.
“You don’t mean the new new policy, do you?” said Tracy. But of course, he knew it couldn’t be. That had just been drunk talk. That was just venting between friends. That wasn’t serious, and everyone knew it.
“As new as they come,” said Philip. He sounded remorseful, almost sad. Tracy didn’t like the tone at all.
“You mean you...”
“I hit a customer with a spatula,” he said. “Then, these two guys decorated him.”
Tracy was afraid to ask what “decorated” meant, but in spite of Philip’s dire state, he couldn’t suppress a bark of laughter. 
But of course, he knew that it was no laughing matter. It was one thing to talk about turning dreams into reality, but it was entirely another thing to actually do it. 
Tracy could manage only a whistle. He couldn’t believe it, but he believed it all right. Slate and the Anarchist looked amused, clearly unconcerned with what “decorating with malice” might mean. And why should they? If trouble came, it’d be a slap on the wrist for them. It’d be different for Philip. Philip was the manager. On top of the fact that he’d actually hit someone (which had to be worse than “decorating”) he would also, in a way, be responsible for the actions of the others. It was his deli. It was on his shoulders.
“Why don’t you come to the bar with me?” said Tracy, indicating the back door and the sleazy bar beyond it down the alley. “You could probably use a drink.” He looked around. “And I don’t think you’re helping much here, anyway,” he added.
Philip agreed, and they walked to the bar in silence. After five or ten quiet, meditative minutes, Tracy said, “Tell me what happened.”
Philip did.
 
4.
Philip was the closest thing Bingham’s had to a principal, or a mom, or a boss, or any other form of killjoy authority figure. But given that Philip never showed up on time, sometimes showed up high and/or drunk, and abandoned the customers every Friday for a weekly deep-fry hedonismfest in the back room that he called “FryDay,” he wasn’t much of a killjoy. He was “responsible” at best... and really, that was a matter of semantics. 
And so, with the sole bastion of restraint at Bingham’s barely coherent at the bar down the alley, the other employees began to test their limits. And why shouldn’t they? They had implied permission. Philip had done what he shouldn’t have done, so “shouldn’t do” became fair game for everyone else. 
Get in while the getting’s good. Life’s too short, and they were invincible. 
Carpe diem, and all that. 
 
Ray Sapperstein, known to Philip and a few of the others as Super Ass, alpha male of the Law School Posse, was flying solo today. This was unusual. Much like an individual member of the Borg collective, Ray was uncomfortable being cut off from other minds that he could direct and take credit for. Often, when he was on his own without his faithful crew by his side, he would make a witty remark and nobody would laugh. He’d make a comment about someone who was a big faggy poseur and nobody would murmur in agreement. It was like traveling through open space without a spacesuit. Without your protective bubble of controlled environment, you were totally exposed. It could suck from a validation standpoint.
Earlier, at the book store, Ray had told a clerk that that he didn’t want the second edition of a certain law ethics book because one of the authors had joined up with the firm of Rowen & McCoy. And yet they’d credited him with a book co-authorship! Could the clerk believe it? The clerk didn’t laugh as expected, and didn’t seem opposed to believing it. 
Walking down High afterward, he’d overheard a car stereo with an improperly balanced equalizer and saw that it was one of those overcustomized jobs with the stupid nonfunctional spoiler. He’d been in a crowd waiting to cross 12th and had remarked about the substandard custom jobs being done these days in aftermarket shops for low-end cars. Yet nobody even turned to look at him, let alone express murmurs of agreement. 
The day was annoying. His errands were boring. He’d just grab lunch and go home. Or better yet, he’d grab lunch and head back to the law library. Mark would probably be there, studying. Ray hadn’t used his quip about the ethics book author at Rowen & McCoy on anyone other than the bookstore clerk yet, and it was far too insightful to go wasted. 
So he walked down to Bingham’s. 
As he opened the door and began walking toward the counter, he noticed that the old tasteless, classless music had returned. He sighed.
Bingham’s had good food, but Ray knew better than to try to be witty and charming with the people there. It was a base restaurant. Ray had high-society tastes but a student’s budget, so he often had to settle. It wasn’t too bad. The employees were slow and talked like they were total idiots, but it was cheap and he was always able to get what he...
A clerk in a red shirt came running toward him holding what looked like a wet, brown wasps’ nest. 
“Incoming!” the clerk yelled. The giant object was suddenly airborne. It landed at his feet with a Thock! and a spray of what looked like brownish blood.
The clerk in the red shirt dropped his head in disappointment and said, seemingly to Ray, “C’mon, Doris! Catch it!”
“Little help?” said a voice behind him. It was another employee that he hadn’t noticed. The one with the baseball cap. So this was the Doris who had missed the catch by at least a full yard.
Ray looked at the object at his feet. Whatever it was, it was oozing, and it had spattered his khakis. He looked up, totally baffled.
“Little help?” Baseball Cap repeated. He pointed down, indicating the thing on the black and white tiles, as if he thought Ray might not have noticed it. “With the roast beef? Little help?”
“Oh my God!” Ray exclaimed, melting into schoolgirl revulsion. “There’s a beef on the floor!”
“Little help?” the kid with the red shirt was now saying.
“There’s a beef...!” Ray spat. “On the floor!”
“I know,” said Baseball Cap in an expressionless voice. “I’m embarrassed. But who knows how far an uncut roast beef will fly? Who has a frame of reference for such things?”
“It most certainly should not be there,” said Red Shirt, nodding at Ray. “But now it is. You see it yourself. What a sad state of affairs.”
“Pick it up!” Ray said. And all of a sudden, he realized that it was blood that had spattered his slacks, and felt nauseated.
“I’m afraid it’s out of my hands,” said Red Shirt. “In fact, it was supposed to end up in his hands...” He indicated Baseball Cap. “...but I guess it wasn’t meant to be.” 
“I have dreamed a dream,” said Baseball Cap, “but now that dream is gone for me.” 
Ray was about to say something (not sure what, though) when a voice to his left said, “The avocado on this sandwich is brown and disgusting.”
The employees looked toward the supplicant. It was, of course, Frat Douche, who always complained about the avocados. Slate, above all others, hated Frat Douche. One day last month, Frat Douche walked in, in the afternoon, to complain about the avocado that had been on his sandwich that morning. It was like a mushroom, he had said. Do you dislike mushrooms? Slate had asked. It was tough and completely inedible, Frat Douche had said. Did you eat it? Slate had asked. Yes, Frat Douche had said, then had stomped his foot for no reason at all. 
Do you want another sandwich?
No. 
Do you want a refund?
No. 
So what do you want?
I want to let you know how bad it was.
Every time after that, the staff showed him the avocados before he ordered, and every time, he complained afterward anyway. 
It was like tire rubber. It was brown and squishy. It had spots in it.
Why did you get it if you thought it was going to be bad?
I didn’t know it was going to be bad. 
But he should have known, because every time, his criticism was about visible attributes. Things you could see. 
No matter how fresh the avocados were, he complained. He was like an avocado savant. A connoisseur. He could probably tell you about vintage. Age. Area of origin. 
He never wanted a refund.
So what do you want?
I want to let you know how bad it was.
Slate, never one to miss an aggravating encounter with Frat Douche, had appeared behind the Anarchist and the felled roast beef. 
“I’ll give you two choices,” Slate told him. “Either you can take the sandwich as it is and leave now, or I can give you a wedgie.”
Frat Douche looked up at Slate, thoroughly confused. Slate outweighed him by seventy pounds and could definitely enforce a wedgie, but that wasn’t the point. Why was “wedgie” entering the conversation in the first place? It didn’t make sense. More: it wasn’t in the realm of sense. Slate might as well have said, “You’re in a room, but lorem ipsum wrench and a waffle.”
“No,” he said, deciding to hit the reset button, “I’m saying that the avocado...”
“I must warn you,” Slate told him, now looking down at his watch, “you have only ten seconds to decide. The default answer is the second one. Because you have had nothing but contempt for our precious avocados in the past, you should consider yourself fortunate that I am giving you the option.” Then, to the Anarchist, who, sporting an evil grin, had stationed himself behind the customer: “Maestro, ready yourself, if you please.” 
The Anarchist hunkered down.
Frat Douche shook his head, helpless.
Slate was still looking at the watch on his cocked forearm. “You now have six seconds. Five. Four.”
“But... the avocado...”
“Three.”
“Surely you can’t...”
“Don’t call me Shirley,” said the Anarchist from behind him.
“One,” said Slate. 
“... avocado...”
“Sorry. Time’s up.” Slate flipped a finger at the Anarchist, who thrust his hands into Frat Douche’s pants and pulled. After a satisfying five inches, there was a thick stop as the undergarment wedged itself firmly in the cleft of Frat Douche’s buttocks. 
He let out a yelp. 
He turned to the Anarchist, who shrugged.
Then, just as the fat man had done earlier, Frat Douche turned, winced, and ambled out the front door.
Ray Sapperstein, A.K.A. Super Ass, looked at the employees. He felt as if he were the one who had gotten an out-of-the-blue wedgie. 
“Can we help you?” said Mike. 
Ray instinctively pivoted and stuck his hands on his rear. No crotch-digging for him, thank you very much. Then he looked down at the sagging hunk of bleeding meat at his feet, which he had forgotten about. 
Oh, right. That didn’t make a lot of sense either.
“Why don’t you clean off those tables over there?” the Anarchist suggested, handing him a rag and a bottle of purple solution. 
Ah. Something that didn’t make sense. That was unusual. 
Ray looked at the Anarchist, helpless. The Anarchist was smiling mildly. 
“I’ll have ham and cheese on wheat,” said Ray. He was nowhere near the register and nobody was asking for his order, but it was all he could think of.
“I figure you owe us,” said the Anarchist, ignoring him. “You guys always pay for your food, but you don’t pay us to clean up your mess, and you always leave a huge one. Maybe if you tipped us, it might be different, but of course that doesn’t happen. So it’s only fair that you clean off all of the tables in the place, right? Yeah, you see what I mean.”
Mike reached behind the counter and grabbed a putty knife. He handed it to Ray. “Don’t forget the boogers underneath,” he said. 
“And another thing you could do? See where the tables are all pushed together, like all of the tables in that whole area in one big blob? Of course you do; you and your buddies did that yesterday. Maybe you could put that all back.”
“While singing,” said Slate.
“In a falsetto,” said Mike. “And the song should be, ‘I feel pretty.’” 
Ray was dumbfounded. Less than five minutes ago he’d been ready to grab lunch and run to the library for some witty put-downs, but now he stood in the middle of the tiled floor among maniacs, holding a dirty rag and a spray bottle, having witnessed a wedgie. He shifted his feet and felt himself kick the oozing beef on the floor. It was decidedly squishy.
“I’ll tell you what,” said Slate. “I’ll give you two choices. Either you can clean up a bit, or we can douse you with condiments. You have ten seconds to decide. And I feel obligated to warn you, the default choice is the condiment bath.” He bent his arm and looked at his watch.
“I have to go,” said Ray.
“Eight seconds.”
“I’ll... I’ll just...”
“Six seconds. Five.”
“I have to go,” he repeated. “I have a... a briefing.” He winced. It was the best he could manage under the strange circumstances.
“Two seconds. One.”
 
Fifteen minutes later, Ray was on the sidewalk outside Bingham’s. His sweater vest was speckled with roast beef drippings. His hands were filthy from cleaning, his fingernails tinged a strange purple. And his pride was bruised. From feeling pretty.
He decided to forget the library, and to forget Mark, and to forget making the most of the witty remark about the ethics book’s co-author. 
Maybe he should call it a day and just head home. Yeah. That made the most sense. 
What a strange day this was turning out to be.
 
5.
After spending nearly two hours at the bar with Tracy, Philip went home. He ate a snack, had a fitful and unsettling nap, took a cold shower, and finally decided to return to Bingham’s to catch the evening shift and to face the music, if there was music to be faced.
When he walked in, he could tell that something was different. The deli appeared normal, but it smelled like rebellion. There was a smirk on every face, a glint in every eye.
“What?” he said, looking from one face to the other.
It was the Anarchist who answered. “That fat guy came back. He just left ten minutes ago.” 
Philip cringed. “To take legal action? To file a police report?” he said.
The Anarchist shook his head side to side, still smiling. 
“No,” he said. “To eat dinner.”
 
6.
That night, the Anarchist had another dream. 
He was on a sailboat in a blustery wind. It was a long boat with tall sails and with the spinnaker foolishly raised despite the blackening skies and the fierce and growing gale, in the middle of an endless ocean. Huge waves struck the sides of the boat and crashed over the rails. It was hard to see, hard to keep his balance. 
The ship’s captain and the only other person aboard was Joe Pantaliano, dressed in the dark, slick, and somewhat shimmery suit he’d worn as Guido the Pimp in Risky Business, black dress shoes on his feet, a silver gun tucked into his belt. He was soaked, battered, beaten around by the waves. He couldn’t keep his footing either. A wave would strike the side and toss the boat and Joey Pants would go with it, falling to the deck and crashing into the rails, almost rolling over the side and into the surf but then recovering, standing back up, taking the wheel. He wasn’t wearing a life jacket. And he was howling with laughter. 
To port, only a few miles distant, the clouds broke and there was sun on the water. To starboard was the blackest storm imaginable. The wind poured out of the storm like water from a waterfall, and Joey Pants laughed and laughed as he kept trying to steer into it. 
Time of your motherfucking life, huh kid? he kept shouting 
As he yelled, over and over, the Anarchist could barely hear him over the noise of the waves and the howl of the wind. Joey Pants kept trying to fight to steer close to the wind, into the storm. As he did, crosswinds kept making the ship heel, hard, the rails in the water on the leeward side, the sails kissing the waves, the mast jerking up and down like the beat of a metronome. 
The Anarchist yelled at the captain to steer downwind, to ride with the flow, to let the boat go where it wanted to go, to where things were safe and not so unpredictable. And the captain just kept laughing, kept yelling, kept turning into the roiling storm. Again and again both of them fell, neither of them wearing harnesses or life vests, fighting into the wind, fighting to stay upright, fighting to be heard.
The Anarchist kept shouting that if they went downwind, they’d be safe. 
And Joey Pants kept saying that he knew, he knew, and that he totally agreed, and that he was doing his best to avoid that bullshit, and then he wrenched the wheel, trimmed the sails, and tried, yet again, to steer as close to upwind as the sails would let him, directly into the maw of the storm. 
 
The Anarchist awoke with the sun in his eyes. The apartment was quiet. His heart was pounding, but not from fear. From exhilaration. 
After the tympani in his chest had settled, he looked across the room with foot-dragging irritation. Somewhere, in the mountain of papers on his desk, there were several grad school applications that had been mocking him for weeks. He’d sworn that today – which he had completely off from both school and work – was the day he’d finally fill them out. Finally look through his options for next year. Finally take some proactive action. Finally pretend to be an adult.
Next year was still a question mark. He wasn’t sure what the next step would be, after he graduated and the free rides ended. But you didn’t find these things out by sitting on your hands. There were people in the world who got up, did only what was in front of them, and then went home and went to sleep so that they could repeat it the next day. You’d get trapped if you lived that way. You’d get trapped into a no man’s land of living by default if you... if you ignored your grad school applications until it was too late. 
He willed himself to get up, to walk over and start filling the damn things out before he got distracted by something else. 
Ugh. Fucking boring.
But what was he going to do, work in a deli forever? He sat up and steeled himself as if he were going to jump into a pool of ice water. 
Let’s do this thing, he told himself.
He’d spent too much time over the past few weeks hanging out and goofing off. Too much time pursuing hobbies. Too much time talking to people on the internet, and too damn much time writing short stories that never got published. Too much time at Bingham’s. Sure, Bingham’s paid the bills, but only insofar as a college student with parental support can be said to need to pay the bills. It wasn’t important. It was a distraction.
He tried to psych himself up. 
C’mon. Grad school apps. Today! Hoo-rah!
Sufficiently psyched, he got up, walked past his desk, and gave the stack of paperwork the finger. Then he got dressed and climbed into his car to drive to Bingham’s.
Screw responsibility. The applications could wait another few days. 
Sometimes, you’ve just gotta say, “What the fuck.”
There’d be time for regrets later.





 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Discovery
 
1.
“People are stupid.”
“Fucking-A right. Amen.”
The Anarchist waved a dismissing hand. “No, no,” he told Philip shortly. “I know what you’re thinking, but that’s not it at all. I don’t mean, ‘There are a lot of people in the world, and they are unintelligent.’ I mean it as a philosophy. A way of existing. Plan your life around this: People are stupid. People are cows.”
Philip had a few drinks in him. Drinks always greased the philosophical wheels. “Explain,” he said.
“Ask yourself: Why does that crystalline drying agent that comes packed with electronic equipment say really big on it, ‘Do not eat this’? That warning isn’t on there by accident. It’s on there because once upon a time, someone tried to eat it, or else the company was worried that someone would. But why in hell would anybody eat it? Who would think that their new stereo came packed with a snack? Stupid people, that’s who.”
Philip nodded. 
“And why, pray tell, do sweepstakes entry forms send those ‘personalized’ letters that are so obviously form letters that it makes you feel like throttling Ed McMahon for sending them to you? The ones with your full name spelled out over and over again in huge, bold letters? ‘Dear MR. PHILIP MARTIN: You may have already won ten million dollars! The prize computer has indicated that MR. PHILIP MARTIN may already be the winner. Just think about it, MR. PHILIP MARTIN – all of that money just for you. What would you do with it, MR. PHILIP MARTIN?’ Like they’re trying to make it look like Ed McMahon wrote that letter only to you, off of his own personal typewriter. I used to wonder why, if the sweepstakes companies wanted you to think that, they would not just use your first name: ‘Philip’, instead of ‘MR. PHILIP MARTIN’, and why they wouldn’t just print it in the same type style as the rest of the letter. It used to really confound me. I knew that everybody would see right through what the companies were doing and realize, just as I did, that it was a patronizing, insulting ploy. Did they really think we were stupid enough to fall for that kind of transparent bullshit? Those letters used to make me so mad, with Ed on the front of the envelope and my name spelled out over and over again on the inside, trying to make me believe that Ed was my best bud. Trying to make me believe that I had any better chance than anybody else, assuming I wouldn’t realize that my odds in the sweepstakes were in no way privileged. And then do you know what? It all clicked: People are stupid. 
“Sweepstakes companies aren’t dumb. They make millions and millions of dollars above what they give out when somebody does win. That’s no coincidence. They write those intolerably bad letters because people subconsciously want to believe that someone is paying attention to them. Someone thinks they’re special. So the company puts their name in lights, aware that people won’t believe it at a surface level, but knowing that they’ll badly want to – and therefore will – believe it at a subconscious level. Who are they trying to appeal to? The dregs, that’s who. The people who are the poorest, whose outlooks are the bleakest, who believe that they have no way out of their situation. Those people see Ed McMahon as their angel. Deep, deep down, they want to believe that Ed wrote just to them, to give them a chance to change the cards that they were dealt. Not through hard work and self-empowerment – an approach which seems futile and impossible – but through free money.”
“But it’s so obvious,” said Philip.
The Anarchist shook his head. “People don’t notice it. They don’t fucking notice. I refused to believe that for a long time. It’s too sad. It’s disturbing to believe that people will really fall for stuff like that, but they do, over and over again. People are stupid. It always comes back to that.”
Philip nodded. “Same thing with politicians. It’s a cliché that politicians lie, but they keep doing it, promising not to raise taxes and promising to balance the budget. And everyone always falls for it.”
“Did you every read 1984?” asked the Anarchist.
“Once, but it was a long time ago.”
“Winston realizes that if there is to be an uprising, that it has to come from the Proles, the repressed masses that represent eighty percent of Oceana’s population. What’s worse, he realizes that it is entirely within their grasp, because they outnumber the ruling Party four to one. If only they would realize what was going on and unite, they could change their world in an instant. But they never do. They never can. And it looks like the reason is that they’re not allowed to organize, but the bigger reason is that most people don’t look further ahead than just the next few hours or days or weeks. Rising up involves delayed gratification, fear, risk, and stepping into the unknown. That’s hard. So even though the status quo sucks, it’s easier to believe all of the promises and affirmations of Big Brother and the Party than to stick their necks out. It’s easier to remain asleep.”
“But we’re not asleep. We’re not sheep,” said Philip. “Is that your point?” The Anarchist was a raging elitist. Of course that was his point.
“It struck me as odd that that guy came back in yesterday,” he said. “That he just became a customer again, and didn’t make any sort of a complaint. Didn’t that surprise you?”
Philip thought of the fat man, then of his own certainty that he’d crossed a dangerous line and would have to pay for it.
“Of course.”
“It didn’t surprise anyone else. We started screwing with people yesterday morning. Today, a lot of those same people came back in. They’re adapting, is all. Just as you can adapt to a lie here and a lie there from your nation’s leaders and just as the Proles could adapt to a Ministry of Truth here and Doublethink there, so too can people adapt to a bit worse service... and a bit worse service... and then to being told to scrape the boogers off of the tables. The fact that it seems strange to you means that you’re in the minority at work nowadays, my friend.” 
Philip shrugged. 
“It doesn’t bother you?”
“Why would it?” said Philip, taking a drink. “Work just got fun again. It’ll be fun for a bit longer. I’m planning to enjoy it.” And that was the truth. You could be a cow or a sheep or any other barnyard animal, and you could do what you were told all of the time even if the person doing the telling had just slapped you with a spatula, and maybe that made you apathetic. But you could be apathetic while not doing what you’re told, too. Philip was living proof. He didn’t give a shit about being normal, and he didn’t give a shit about people who were normal doing their creepy normal thing. The Anarchist thought too damn much, always with his hands in everybody else’s business no matter how much he talked about living and letting live.
“I don’t get the world,” said the Anarchist. “I wish I could just enjoy it like you. But I’m too baffled. It makes me angry. When I cross the street against a ‘Don’t Walk,’ I get the nastiest looks from the people who are waiting for it to turn even though there are no cars in sight. I’d never put up with what our customers put up with, or let someone else decide how my life was going to unfold.” 
“Yet you graduated first in your class in high school, went to college, and are going on to grad school, just as a guidance counselor must have once suggested,” said Philip.
“That’s different.”
“How?”
“The dumb people are the ones content to just let life happen. I may be within a system, but I’m kicking its fucking ass.” 
Philip lit a cigarette. “Why did you go to college?” he said.
“Because... because I wanted a degree.” 
“Are you asking me or telling me?”
“Telling.”
“And what are you going to do with said degree?”
“Grad school,” said the Anarchist. “You know this.”
“Ah. So you went to school so that you could do more school?”
“Again, different. What’s the path of the sheep? It’s the default path, the path of least resistance. I’m taking the path of most resistance.”
“Are you?” said Philip. “Seems like semantics. On one hand, what you’re doing may be a lot of work, but on the other hand, I’d say that a good argument could be made that you’re just (and you know I’m just busting your balls when I say this, and that there’s no disrespect intended) doing what someone else told you to do.” 
“Nobody told me to do this.” 
Then Philip said something that surprised him. “Do you like the idea of working in a lab in grad school, and in whatever comes later?”
He hadn’t thought about that much, as hard as it was to believe. He was good at it. It was a solid
and
rewarding career path. It made sense and had a future. But like? Well, sometimes yes and sometimes no.
“And might it not be harder and less default, but maybe more rewarding,” Philip continued, “to do something with the rest of your life that you actually do right now and enjoy in your spare time? Something with computers, maybe, or writing?”
The Anarchist gave a small nod, conceding a point well-made.
“You’re not as dumb as you look, my corpulent friend,” said the Anarchist. “But I like a lot of things, and some make for a better future than others. And I do like science. I do like the idea of working in a lab. And if I want to do that, and to get a job spending my days figuring out how to create the mutant frog people that this world so sorely lacks, this is how I need to go about it. I get one vocation, and the rest of the things that I enjoy become hobbies. I’m a Renaissance man. But the people I’m talking about? The sweepstakes-entering, Ed McMahon-loving, BHT-eating motherfucking sheep that the new Bingham’s has apparently accidentally filtered out and purified in droves? They get a job at Arby’s and make burgers for forty years. They don’t get Ph.D.’s.”
“Ah. And so going to grad school next year versus being at Bingham’s this year is you deciding to leave the Arby’s path behind.”
“Correct,” said the Anarchist, but the thought made his stomach uneasy. He didn’t want to leave Bingham’s. It was home. The crew was his family. Philip was his brother. So why did that dead-end, sheeple path feel so much better at a gut level than heading off for a higher degree and a career filled with cutting edge discoveries?
“So what of these... these sheep we’ve inherited?” said Philip. “You seem to have settled in quite nicely to abusing them.”
“It’s hard to feel sorry for someone who literally takes shit and comes back for more,” said the Anarchist, and he meant it. Philip knew he meant it. Another of the Anarchist’s biggest pet peeves was people who used the word literally incorrectly, so when he said that they took shit and came back for more, he meant that Nick somehow brought a donkey onto campus and stopped at Bingham’s, that the donkey relieved itself on the floor, that Slate shoveled the manure into garbage bags and handed it out as prizes for lucky customers, that Slate encouraged the customers to come back later for more chances to win, and that many of them did. 
“Meaning?”
“Meaning that I’m not a mean-spirited person...”
Philip started to say something, but the Anarchist rolled on.
“... but you were the one who proposed living it up in whatever time Bingham’s had left. ‘Going out in a blaze of glory’ and all that. And you were the one who started this little sociology experiment by hitting that asshole yesterday morning. And so yeah, I kind of want to see where it goes. Isn’t this fascinating you? I’ve always said that people are stupid, but can you believe just how stupid? Just how eager and willing they are to do what they’re told?”
Philip nodded. “Not to make more out of this than it is, but you know that sociology and psychology are my majors, and so to me, this is kind of like one of those sadistic Milgram experiments where they’d put people in terrible situations and trick them in order to see how they’d react.” He took a sip of his beer. “Maybe I could even get a final thesis out of this.” 
“I think we’re doing the world a service,” said the Anarchist. “We’re identifying a segment of the population that will do almost literally whatever they are told, neglecting common sense and rational thought. Think of the applications. The post office will never again want for talent.” 
“And it’s fun,” said Philip.
“It’s fun,” the Anarchist agreed. Really, all of this talk was just justification. Philip was asking the Anarchist if it was okay to slap people with spatulas and throw things at them, and the Anarchist was explaining why doing so was in the best interest of mankind. The Anarchist, in turn, was asking Philip if it was okay that he was a conceited, intolerant fucker, and Philip was telling him that it was totally cool and that really, he had little option to be otherwise. 
“And they have been bastards to us in the past,” Philip added. 
“We’ve been getting paid,” the Anarchist pointed out.
“Yeah, well,” said Philip. “They still suck.”
“We’re not really hurting anyone. The spatula thing was the closest to actual violence, but it was just a tap. The real wound was to his pride. And after the wounds some of these people have inflicted on us over the years – the hippies who yell at us for serving meat, the faculty who give us that dumb kid sneer, the preppie kids from frat row who treat us like vending machines instead of people who might appreciate please, thank you, and dignity, the bums who spit on us, the asshole parents who tell us we ‘did this wrong’ even when we didn’t, the people who take an error as an affront and get angry as if we were out to get them – after that, I really feel like this is just evening the score.” 
“And they can leave, too. It’s not like we’re putting people in chains.”
“Yet.”
After a pause, Philip said, “Of course, if people do keep coming back...”
“People aren’t that stupid.”
“Aren’t they?”
They exchanged a glance. They weren’t, were they?
Philip finished his beer and set it down with finality. “Whatever,” he said. “The way I see it, if people are stupid enough to eat BHT and pour hot coffee on themselves and then be surprised that it’s hot, if they’re stupid enough to shove their hands down garbage disposals and spend sweepstakes money before it never arrives because Ed McMahon says that they may have already won, if people are dumbshit enough to lay in the middle of the road because they saw it in a movie, then they’ve got it coming.”
“Just let people try to be sheep around us,” the Anarchist said. “Just let them try it. We’ll ring their bell.”
“Fucking-A.”
“Fucking-A right.” What was wrong with a little humiliation and mocking? Nobody was really getting hurt. This was their blaze of glory. This was the crew delivering some last-minute comeuppance for every dropped drink that someone had left on the floor until it’d attracted ants, every cigarette they’ve found snuffed on a table, every unfounded and indignant complaint they’d endured, every demand they’d been given. What goes around comes around. 
And sure, it was selfish justification, but what the fuck. This was all about choice. They could choose to be dicks. The customers, for their part, could choose to leave. And of course they would, probably well before Bingham finally dropped the axe and closed the doors for good.
Yes, the Anarchist thought. This was all very fucking-A right indeed.
 
2.
The reprieve lasted longer than anyone anticipated. Wally had said that the deli’s closure was more imminent than imminent (and had emailed several reminders about this recently, and Philip had replied to each with funny photos of cats), but the imminent closure never came. Every morning, Philip expected to arrive and find the doors locked. Every afternoon, Philip expected Wally to walk in and end it. Every day, Philip expected a certified letter in the mail. But word never came.
And so the experiment continued.
The next few weeks were a blur. The new policy spread like wildfire, ignited cautiously at first, then more aggressively as time wore on. Those who had attended the fateful party on Philip’s apartment deck were the first to institute it. Later, as they warmed up to the idea, the others followed. It was a revolution.
Bricker, for his part, was all too happy to assist. Bricker had never worked at Bingham’s, but, as the Anarchist pointed out, he was a towering son of a bitch. Others agreed, and so Bricker was made the Bingham’s bouncer. If anybody complained about the way they were being treated, it was Bricker’s job to throw them out in the most insulting way possible. Philip had encouraged this. It was, however, Bricker’s own idea to begin gluing things to people.
Ordinarily, the thought of emerging from a place of business – any place of business – with a foreign object adhered to one’s self or wardrobe was unanticipated and novel. This was the hook. Bricker, showing his intellectual side in addition to his dumb jock side, adapted with unbridled creativity to the new project. He loved to abuse people, and had found a way to get Ohio State to pay him to do just that. The Bingham’s Revolution (or, as he liked to call it in a fit of scholarly haughtiness, the Bingham’s Civil Uprising) offered him an opportunity to express his assholishness in ways that he had never dreamed of before. He did not get paid for his position as bouncer. He was simply a man who had passion for his work.
As compensation, Philip withdrew petty cash from the register (what the hell, might as well add misappropriation to the list of charges) and authorized the purchase of a uniform for Bricker. The uniform consisted of Bricker’s own black dress pants and the sanctioned top – a black, tight-fitting T-shirt which read in forbidding blocky white type: FUCK WIT ME AND GET YOSEF KILLT. Philip had bought the shirt from an inner-city garage sale. It was two sizes too small. 
Bricker took his new job very seriously. He would stand stiffly at the left side of the doorframe, his giant arms (made more giant by the too-small sleeves of his uniform shirt) crossed across his barrel chest, feet planted like iron girders and his eyes staring straight ahead. His short hair made him look military. He was a black specter, a towering presence at the entrance that suggested that once inside Bingham’s, you’d best watch that you didn’t GET YOSEF KILLT. Bricker kept his black attire immaculate and free of lint because he felt that he looked more menacing that way, like a mysterious, short-sleeved Man in Black. On the heels of this thought, he requested and received additional register funds to purchase a $95 pair of Ray-Bans. His stony, expressionless eyes concealed behind the opaque lenses, he became even more of an intimidating super-asshole. For Tom Brickhouse, it was the perfect assignment.
Bricker used his shadowy image to the hilt. His presence was never acknowledged by the Bingham’s staff in any way, and customers noticed uneasily that the guard kept odd, irregular hours. They wondered amongst themselves if the giant man was affiliated with the deli at all. If not, if he was not bound by some legal covenant to the establishment, then he might be a lunatic. Columbus had plenty of those. 
Bricker played on all of this. From time to time, simply because he could do it, he would ask people for money – five dollars, ten dollars, twenty. He never demanded it (that might have been construed as robbery) but instead simply asked, “Can I have some money?” He usually got it, and spent it on small plastic figurines of Smurfs, which he used to decorate his post outside the restaurant.
The gluing had come totally out of the blue. One random Tuesday, Bricker had marched through the door in full intimidator regalia holding a tube of bathroom epoxy and had stated simply: “Today, some bitches are gettin’ glued.”
And glued they got. The first victim was a loud, skinny woman with a buzz cut who was angry because the staff was being insolent. She said, “I want to speak to the manager!” in a gruff voice. It was Bricker who responded. He walked up behind her and in several quick, deft movements, picked up a fistful of stray M&M’s from the candy machine catch trays, dotted each with epoxy, and pushed them firmly into the pinkness of her scalp, visible and leering beneath her crew cut. The woman spun and, not to be intimidated by the bouncer, began to yell about her rights into the space between his nipples. Bricker answered by gluing a disposable aluminum ashtray to her forehead, and then shuttling her out the front door. As they passed the entrance, Bricker silently directed her attention to a small sign that had been tacked to the red door frame: 
 
Notice
 
By entering this establishment, the consumer waives any and all responsibility on the part of the staff or management for inconvenience, incurred expense, or injury caused by thrown food or by various glues.
 
Thank you for your cooperation
– Mgr
 
The gluing became more and more creative as the days drew into weeks. Fliers, mints, action figures – all were fair game. Soon, Bricker began bringing objects from home to add variety. He was immensely satisfied in his work, and a genius at it.
Realizing that their time was greater than anticipated, Philip passed around word that this wasn’t a free-for-all. There was to be order here. First and foremost, their jobs as employees of Bingham’s was to insult the customer. Yes, they made food. Yes, they adhered things to people and people to walls. But these people were still customers, dammit, and at Bingham’s, rule number one was “The customer is always mocked.”
Philip’s interpretation of this rule was to cut two large circles in the seat of his jeans and boxers and to display his buttocks proudly. Each day he stood before a mirror with his ample hindquarters facing it, bent back like a pretzel with a lipstick and a grin, and wrote messages on his hair-strewn cheeks. The first day, he had opted for simple: HI on the left cheek and THERE on the right. The next day it was ASS MAN, then GIMMIE KISS, then the long-winded I SCRATCH ‘EM BEFORE I MAKE YOUR FOOD, and then finally PART THE WAVES, which Rich not-so-secretly found more ominous than funny. 
Philip often wore a T-shirt with the open-cheeked pants that he had bought at the same time as he had purchased Bricker’s uniform. It displayed a mall booth silkscreen photo of an anonymous, toothily-grinning old woman in the center of many cartoon firecrackers. Rockets were splitting open around her in yellow starburst explosions, spilling their confetti guts. Above the woman (who hadn’t bothered to remove either her ostentatious flowered hat or her leopard-print purse before posing for the photo) was the attribution: TOO HOT TO HANDLE. 
The Anarchist took the new Bingham’s imperative as a license to indulge his love of nonsense. One day, he decided to adopt a different random phrase each hour as the only thing he would say, no matter how agitated customers became with him.
“Have you seen the bugles blow in Tipperary at twilight?” he said for one stretch. 
Dicky Kulane, who had infiltrated the deli in an identity-concealing wig and glasses in order to determine why Philip was suddenly refusing to send Wally anything other than photos of cats, was particularly confused and annoyed by this phrase. He’d had an embarrassing childhood incident involving the World War I song “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary” that he didn’t like to talk about, and suspected that this kid saying it to him now might be a deliberate affront.
“What the hell did you just say to me?” he said, glaring.
“Have you,” the Anarchist repeated patiently, enunciating, “seen the bugles blow in Tipperary at twilight?”
But it made no sense. And looking around his surroundings, he realized that none of what he saw made sense. A few weeks ago, Philip’s angry remonstrations to Wally had ended and he’d gone silent. Then Philip had become flip, and finally he’d begun sending cats. Paul visited Bingham’s for him, but what Paul reported back was nonsense. The place had gone crazy? The employees were somehow assaulting people? But that was ridiculous. The place should be demoralized. Angry. Closing its doors. And Dicky should be gloating. Smiling. Reaping the spoils. None of that was happening, and he didn’t understand why. He had to see it for himself. 
“I need to see the manager,” he said, groping for a reason. “I want to talk to him about... running some advertisements.” 
The Anarchist smiled and swung an arm toward Philip as if on a hinge. “Have you seen the bugles blow in Tipperary at twilight?” he said.
When Dicky turned, he found himself face-to-face with his nemesis. 
Philip should have been broken. Pathetic. Emasculated and beaten. And it was going to be so sweet, Dicky had thought before leaving 3B. He hated Philip. Philip, who personified everything he hated about Bingham’s – the lazy, arrogant, good-for-nothing attitude, the disrespect, the contempt for the needs of others. 
Today, Philip was wearing Bermuda shorts and a third garage sale shirt which proudly proclaimed: I THE JIGGY MOTHERFUCKER, and the face that greeted Dicky’s stare was not defeated or beaten. It was joyous. 
Dicky’s disguise was odd but definitely opaque; there was no way Philip knew who he was. Not that he’d care or probably even remember, Dicky thought with irritation.
“Are you the person who runs this... this shithole?” he said. 
Philip pointed to the legend on his shirt. “I is.”
Before Dicky could say more, there was a loud, staccato racket from the toaster, through which the Anarchist had just run a string of Chinese fireworks. The toaster was consumed in fire. Bursts of flame belched forth from the opening in its front, a spray of fine paper bits on its exhaled breath. Black smoke signaled that the toaster’s innards had taken a serious hit and that it would require medical attention, stat. 
“Have you seen the bugles blow in Tipperary at twilight?” the Anarchist asked the toaster in a taunting voice. He had always hated the machine, which broke monthly. Now it would never break again.
Dicky’s brief Bingham’s tour concluded with a monstrous man in black gluing an empty pizza box to his back.
 
After a week and a half of operation under the new policy, Philip was shocked beyond belief that the influx of customers had not decreased. This was especially baffling because most of Bingham’s business came from repeat customers, not from random passersby. He had seen a clear course of events in his head on the evening following his spatula-slap encounter with the fat man. The crew, blaze-of-glorying, would indulge their unrestrained animal natures for a brief period, saying the things that they had always wanted to say and doing the things that they had always wanted to do. Then, within a week, the regulars would stop coming back and would likely begin to call the police and file lawsuits. Upper management or someone (anyone) in a suitable position of authority would come in and shut them down. Then, after having gone out with a bang, the splendid saga of Bingham’s would be over. Most likely, they would hurt legally for it. This last didn’t bother Philip as much as he thought it should have. He was young, and the damage was already done. So in for a penny, in for a pound.
But none of that had happened. Business had been steady. No matter how many people were epoxied to their seats or directed to lick the windows clean, no matter how many were told off, they kept coming back. And sure, some never came back, but those who did come back brought enough friends to make up for it.
One day, at the end of the night, when the register was reset and the daily totals were tallied, Philip found that the last ten days had brought an average of around $200 extra per day. That was not a lot, and was likely due to a burst of unseasonably summery weather – something which tended always to increase business. Still, it was curious...
As to the absence of intervention by the authorities, that was easily explainable. Army Ted had kept them away.
“I know guys at the police station and my wife knows most of the lawyers in town,” Army Ted explained, sipping his medium Diet Coke. “She’s president of the law association. Back when she was a model, she’d slipped and fallen on a runway that was greased with butter of all things, as part of some crap fashion show with a cooking theme. She’d broken an ankle. The show was here, in town, and because the show was a high-profile affair, dozens and dozens of lawyers had contacted her and tried to get her to sue the designer who’d set up the show. She told them all no, and said that it was a ridiculous idea. She said, ‘I was dumb enough to walk down a runway that had been greased with butter wearing high heels. I’m not going to try and get money out of someone because I was too dumb to refuse.’ And two years later, when she was back in town with her law degree, they all remembered her and that made her popular enough to be elected to the head of the association, and she told me, about you guys, that...”
Ted went on, explaining the lack of lawsuits, the lack of assault complaints, the lack of so much as a corporate shut-down from above. Philip and Slate scoffed. Rich giggled. Darcy shook her head. The Anarchist, Tracy, and Beckie pow-wowed over the T.I.U. official record book and made notes, trying to determine if it was true.
“Of course it’s not fucking true,” said the Anarchist.
“Ludicrous,” said Tracy.
“But he tells it so compellingly,” said Beckie. 
But what alternative was there? The idea that Army Ted was a super crime fighter hero awesome radical federal spy agent was insane. The idea that people were simply too dumb or too lazy to complain was insane. You could flip a coin. 
Only Jenny had a coherent thought on the matter. 
“It’s going to be so goddamn funny when that guy gets hit by a COTA bus,” she said. 
Regardless of the reason, the fact remained: Bingham’s was still standing. Wally blustered, but no closure came. Customers bitched, but nobody with authority came in to put an end to what they were bitching about. The lobby stayed mostly full. School was starting, new customers began to filter in, and many of them stayed and became regulars.
The crew had left the starting gate at a sprint, expecting to have a short run, and found that they were unprepared to face the extra time. The Anarchist had a solution. A plan was needed. If they were going to keep at this insanity, he said, it only made sense to go for the gusto. 
The gusto project, which wrestling-loving Rich termed “Bingham’s Smackdown ‘98,” began with the installation of the vulture bar. The cost was low because Smooth B had questionable access to a load of lumber and because all of the labor, conducted after hours among clouds of marijuana smoke, was done by the employees themselves. Even Bricker attended, and the Anarchist began to call him “Boxer” which was not (as many assumed) a reference to Mike Tyson, but rather to the horse character in the George Orwell novel Animal Farm. Tireless and possessed of immense brute strength, the Anarchist saw in Bricker the unquestioning, unintelligent dedication of Orwell’s equine strongman, whose motto was “I will work harder.” While Bricker was strong, he was not unquestioning, not unintelligent, and not even very dedicated. He did not like to “work harder.” He did, however, understand the reference. He decided to ignore it and to settle for throwing nails at the Anarchist when he wasn’t looking.
When the vulture bar was completed, it worked exactly as the Anarchist had described weeks ago. When customers leaned over the counter, vulturing over their orders to the point of extreme irritation, the employees making the food used their abdomens to push against the protruding bar on their side, which caused a corresponding and hitherto-concealed bar on the other side to push the customers away. The rule was that the bar could only be used silently, without comment. You were not allowed to push people away with malice. You had to pretend you had no knowledge of what was happening on the other side of the counter, as customers floated backward, tripped, and fell.
“Why is that funny?” Philip asked.
“It’s random,” said the Anarchist.
“Exactly. And so why is it funny?”
“Because it’s random,” repeated the Anarchist.
“Where is that damn COTA bus?” Jenny pouted as Army Ted again crossed the street without bodily harm.
Within hours, naturally, the vulture bar sported several fliers that said Math Tutor – #050 to 895 – 292-5040. This was welcome, as it meant that the ecosystem had accepted it.
But best of all in the early weeks was the Ghost Employee. 
The Ghost Employee, like most of the strangest ideas, was Tracy’s invention. The role was excitedly played by Dungeonmaster Eric, a slight, balding man with a curious gaze and an odd sense of humor. Eric didn’t work at Bingham’s anymore, but he, like most Bingham’s ex-employees, had never left entirely. Eric loved Bingham’s, and leapt at the opportunity to do his part for its evolution and/or annihilation.
Eric’s job as Ghost Employee was simple. He was to masquerade as a regular customer, and to stand in line with all of the others as if waiting for his food. Then, at a random moment, he would grab a Nerf bat and begin hitting people with it.
“Provo!” the Provo Girl shouted at Mike just before noon on an otherwise uneventful Friday. 
“I keep telling you,” said Mike, “we do not have a cheese called ‘provo.’” He looked up and over her shoulder at Eric, who was three customers behind her. Eric looked totally innocuous. He gave himself away only to the trained eye by his lifted, evil eyebrow. 
“I had it just last week! Provo cheese! Provolone!” the girl screeched.
“Which is it? Provo or provolone?” said Mike, unperturbed.
“YAAAAAA!” wailed Eric, exploding to life. He reached behind the corner table and grabbed the Nerf bat, which was gleaming white plastic wrapped with an ectoplasmic green foam. He drew back and whacked the Provo Girl resoundingly across the temples.
“Owww!” she wailed. She turned to Mike, who was ostensibly in charge here, for help. Mike, not a good actor, tried to look shocked and was only able to achieve a look that suggested that his bladder was full.
“YAAA!” Eric shouted again. Nobody was moving. Tracy had expected a room-clearing melee, but this would work too. 
The Provo Girl grasped her head, her eyes wide in shock.
Eric dove into the part. He squatted like a hunting caveman and bared his teeth under a folded brow. He waggled his tongue crazily. He surveyed the turbulent scene for a second and then leapt gracelessly into the air with a high-pitched wail that immobilized his next victim – a woman in a pink pantsuit who was trying to creep away. Eric whapped her twice about the neck.
The customers in line began to break from their trances and look around like frightened birds. Some crouched and some watched the hooting maniac with a wary, frightened eye, praying that immobility might save them. A man with scraggly beaded mats of hair and patched bell-bottoms said, “Weak, man,” and shuffled for the door. Eric sprinted to the door ahead of him, to cut him off.
“Ooga!” Eric belched, poking him in the gut with the end of the Nerf bat. He squinted one eye down to a slit and stared wildly at him with the other. 
The man crouched down, as if ready to play leapfrog. “It’s cool, man,” he said. “You’re cool. I respect our differences.”
“Ooo!” Eric grunted in his best Neanderthal. Then he leapt off of both legs at the same time, planted a hand on the man’s head, and valuted over his back. Eric pirouetted on landing, extending the bat and, as the man stood, struck him in the small of the back. The man curled around in surprise, uttering a grunt. 
With another successful kill under his belt, Eric whooped back to the counter. Then without warning, he sprinted for the door, felling three more and knocking a bagel from the hands of a fourth. He was last seen running past the front window and down High with his hands waving over his head, screeching like a chimp.
“Wow,” said Beckie, peeking through the mail slot cut into the door in the counter. She was, as Tracy had suggested, crouching behind the counter, pretending to be surprised and frightened by the outburst. “He’s just made to do that, isn’t he?”
“What?” said Mike, who was still at the register, drinking a Snapple.
When Beckie stood back up, she saw that the store had cleared out completely. But they’d be back. They always came back.
With their lawyers.
But no, that never happened. That wasn’t going to happen, she told herself. Even though it should happen and even though it would happen if... you know... if Army Ted wasn’t keeping the authorities at bay.
As if to comfort her in her moment of trepidation – to assure her that some things were in fact constant in her rapidly evolving world – she realized that the lobby wasn’t completely empty after all. In the corner opposite the counter was a cloud of blue smoke, and in it sat Roger, the permafrown set on his lined face. 
The cherry on his cigarette, tracing a hypnotic arc in the air as he tapped his foot slowly on the crossbar of the high chair, was like a metronome, counting off the seconds to some impending explosion. Beckie could feel it coming. She stared at Roger’s impassive, unnoticing face, the deep jowls at the corners of his mouth. She followed the bobbing cherry, waiting, and feeling each beat like a time bomb in her chest.
Tick, tock. Tick, tock.
 
3.
Later that afternoon, Philip came back from the bank run and announced to Tracy, the Anarchist, and Darcy with a hint of pride that he had truly, completely hit rock bottom. 
He had been walking down the street, his backpack on his back, the zippered bank bag buried at it’s bottom. A guy had stopped to ask him for directions to Bingham’s Bagel Deli, which he’d heard from a few people was kind of a crazy place. Philip had told him that it was indeed kind of a crazy place, that he was the manager, and that he strongly suggested the guy not go to Bingham’s right now because it had just emptied out and the employees tended to hate the first customer to arrive after a lull because that customer made them stop reading, stop goofing off, and start doing work. And oh, did they hate doing work, so who knew what they’d do to that first customer?
They’re your employees and you’re telling me this? the man had asked. 
It only seems fair to warn you, Philip had said, and then had wished the man good luck if he decided to go. He warned the man to watch out for anyone looking to glue shit to him. 
Philip had then turned to walk away. He’d only taken two steps when his drinking binge from the previous night had caught up with him all at once, within the span of one or two seconds, and he’d leapt for the closest receptacle he saw, which did, luckily, happen to be an actual trash can instead of some lady’s purse, and he’d heaved until the nastiness was out, and then he’d wiped his mouth without shame and walked on, and then, after a few more steps, he’d thought to look back and there had been the man who’d asked for directions, who’d seen it all.
“So much for our five-star rating,” he told Tracy, Darcy, and the Anarchist. “I hope that guy’s not a restaurant critic.”
With that, Philip announced that he had a turd “playing turtle” and was going to head to the bathroom to force it to make up it’s mind.
The man must have been scared off, because bank runs took a good fifteen minutes and Philip had run into him on the outbound trip, and the store had remained empty. Blissful. Beautiful.
Tracy soaked it in. Forget beaches at twilight. This was bliss. An empty store, an irresponsible and disgusting boss, fun co-workers, and a good book. As fun as the place had been lately with all of the new policies, it was still best like this: empty, quiet, and... and normal.
The Anarchist broke Tracy’s reverie by walking out from the back room with a huge canvas fire hose. 
“I love the lulls,” he said, not explaining the hose.
“Yeah,” said Tracy, deciding to ignore the hose. Maybe it would go away.
“It would be so great if places like this didn’t require customers,” said the Anarchist. “Why can’t someone invent a chain of restaurants where the doors are always locked? I’d work there forever. Yessir, give me a shift with no customers and I’d be the best worker ever.”
“So you’d... what? ... just clean for your entire shift?”
“Clean?” said the Anarchist.
Something moved in the corner of Tracy’s eye. At the front. And with it came an instinctual feeling of danger. He told himself: Don’t look. Don’t make eye contact.
The Anarchist saw it too. He sat down, lowered his head, and watched the door with his peripheral vision. 
There was a dumpy-looking couple walking slowly by the front window. As Tracy and the Anarchist watched/didn’t watch, the two people turned toward the door. They didn’t advance and they didn’t walk on. They were talking to each other. Contemplating. 
One turned to the other and said something. The other shrugged and said something back. The first said something else and gestured first at the door and then down the street.
“Don’t look now, but...” said the Anarchist.
“I see it,” Tracy answered, his eyes on his book.
“Go away... go away...” the Anarchist whispered.
The couple had moved away from the door and were now looking at the giant menu that was adhered face-out on the window.
“Shit!” hissed the Anarchist. “Beckie forgot to take the menu down!”
Even with the craziness lately, evasion was necessary, because nobody wanted to have to work.
What was happening at Bingham’s was a game. Everyone understood that. And every game had to have rules. The rules said that the crew could do pretty much whatever it wanted, but no matter what they did, the game was still played in a deli, meaning that there were workers and there were customers. Food was served. Money was paid. Those were the rules of the game, just as gravity was a rule of life. You can choose your career in life, and it can be whatever you want, but you can’t choose to float. Similarly, in the Bingham’s Rebellion game, if customers came in, the crew would need to deal with them. And that would suck, because right now it was so quiet. So peaceful.
“I’m going to sneak over and lock the door,” said Tracy. 
And this was borderline as far as the rules were concerned, but it would also be pretty funny. Normally the Anarchist would allow it, but right now it was too risky. Tracy would never make the front door before they came in, and once they came in, they’d be customers. Game over.
There was a Pavlovian squeak of the door (Pavlovian because the noise itself triggered an automatic annoyance response in all Bingham’s workers), and the two customers began walking the twenty feet between the door and the counter. Stupid smiles on their stupid faces. Walking along stupidly. Surely thinking stupid thoughts, on their way back from somewhere stupid. Maybe going to watch some stupid TV shows later at their stupid house in Stupidtown. Unaware that their stupidity had just ruined a perfect, peaceful moment. It was as if they thought the place was a fucking restaurant, and the people who worked in it were there to serve them.
That was when the Anarchist turned the hose on them.
He did it so quickly and so smoothly that Tracy never saw it coming. All of a sudden he was leaning back, the canvas hose cradled in both arms, bracing himself against the pressure. His face was wild, mouth wide and lips pulled back to reveal flashing teeth. He looked at the ceiling, shook his head back and forth, and brayed laughter.
“YA-YAAA!” he yelled.
The hose gushed an incredible amount of water. The pressure wasn’t as high as it could have been, but it was high enough to arc the thirty feet to the customers. What was it hooked up to? Tracy followed it with his eyes and saw that he could only tell that it ran to the back, into mystery.
The two writhing would-be customers were holding their hands in front of their faces, yawing with surprised mouths, still advancing.
The Anarchist hooted with abandon, splaying his feet wide and shaking his hips like Elvis. He redoubled his effort to focus the spray, to drive them back.
“AWWW-AWWWW!” he shouted, Sam-Kinison-like.
They turned. Slipped. Fell. Rolled all the way to the door, against the door. Got to their feet, and reached for the door handle. Missed it, fell again. One tried to help the other up, but the floor was a high-pressure river, a giant Slip-and-Slide. Eventually the sheer weight of the water (and also their bodies) against the door forced it open, and they rolled out onto the sidewalk. 
Once outside, the couple stood up, shook themselves off, and walked south down High Street as if nothing had happened.
The Anarchist cranked the hose off. 
Tracy and the Anarchist surveyed the store. Tables were toppled. Water was absolutely everywhere.
Tracy said, “I’m not cleaning that up.”
Then Philip decided the cleanup issue for them (decision: nobody would clean it up; the floors were fake wood that wouldn’t warp and most of the water was running either outside or into the basement) by bringing them the news from the bathroom.
 
4.
Across the street, perched on the stone wall in front of the undergraduate library where Little Johnny Redbeard had made many a reluctant friend, sat a man named Chuck Fink.
Chuck was the author of a small but fanatically read column in the Dispatch called “Fink’s Fluff.” “Fink’s Fluff” was just what its name implied: a weekly “fluff” journalism feature that Chuck’s more scholarly colleagues detested. Chuck didn’t cover car crashes and terrorism and corruption. He covered pet adoption fairs. Hookers with hearts of gold. He wrote about philosophical bag ladies, nostalgic businesses, and particularly artistic graffiti. 
Chuck’s colleagues detested Chuck’s column because its readership was extremely large, fiercely loyal, and very vocal despite the general shittiness of Chuck’s journalism. Once, during a contract dispute, the Dispatch had rejected Chuck’s salary proposal and the paper had announced that the column would regrettably no longer be running in the Dispatch. Chuck himself wrote a letter to the editor on the matter (which, to its credit, the Dispatch ran without bias), complaining about the paper’s unfairness. In response, the “Fluffers” (Chuck thought that was hilarious) organized a protest and made the paper’s existence hell until it caved to Chuck’s demand and brought the column back on board. None of this surprised Chuck. You don’t fuck with the Fluffers.
Chuck found his stories by keeping his ear to the ground. When someone mentioned something trivial but vaguely interesting, Chuck checked up on it. One quick phone call or trip and an hour of writing later, he was done and his work was submitted – a work-to-completion ration that was fine by Chuck who, much like the Bingham’s crew, wasn’t big on effort. 
He’d heard about Bingham’s a lot lately. It was a campus fixture, really no more remarkable than Grinders or BW3 or any of the other local restaurants. That is, until recently. The things he heard about it now were piecemeal, like rumors. He didn’t know anyone who had eaten there, but he knew a lot of people who knew people who had eaten there, or knew people who knew people who had eaten there. And the tales he’d heard about Bingham’s, they were like fish stories, surely exaggerated. 
Aggressive, in-your-face service. Over-the-top rudeness. Borderline assault. Hell, actual, literal assault. 
And the people who walked by the place reported that it was always packed at lunchtime and dinner. They always said something like, I keep meaning to try it, but haven’t had the guts. 
It didn’t sound like a place you ate food. It sounded like a trial you endured, to see if you could take it. The way people talked about Bingham’s, it was like they were talking about one of those masochistic obstacle courses like a Spartan race, where people dove into pools of ice water and weaved through vines of live electric wires. 
And now, he’d met the manager. The manager had essentially confirmed what Chuck had heard.
I wouldn’t go there now if I were you. It’s quiet and empty right now, and they always hate the first customer after a lull. Who knows what they’ll do to that first customer?
And then the manager had vomited into a curbside trashcan, wiped his mouth, and walked on as if it was nothing out of the ordinary.
The manager’s warning hadn’t deterred Chuck from Bingham’s. Quite the contrary. He was more interested in the place than ever, but he decided to heed the warning and let someone else break Bingham’s afternoon quiet spell.
So he’d walked down and sat across the street, waiting. In his bag, he had a camera with a telephoto lens. He got it out, snapped a few shots, and watched for the opportunity for more.
Just a few minutes after he’d set up shop on the stone wall, two people stopped in front of the store, considered briefly, and then went inside. 
Then something interesting had happened. He couldn’t be sure exactly what it was from his position across the street, but it looked as if the two people were writhing in agony. They were shielding their faces, sliding all over the place as if on
(a wet spot.)
Right. That was it. That was kind of what it looked like, like they had slipped and fallen. But they were also holding their hands in front of their faces and jerking around kind of like if
(they were being sprayed with a hose.)
But that didn’t make a lick of sense. And yet, that was what it looked like, at least from where he was sitting. And then sure enough, the sidewalk in front of the door began to grow dark, and he could see a river of water spilling through the cracks around the door, across the sidewalk, and into the gutter along the street. 
He took some photos.
The door banged open and two doused and dripping people tumbled out onto the sidewalk amidst a great torrent of water. With the door open, Chuck could see the offending hose in action, and then it was shut off, its job done.
The people shook themselves off and walked away. 
More curious than ever, Chuck, who was wearing belted khaki shorts, a T-shirt, and a hat, shouldered his camera bag and began to jaywalk across High toward Bingham’s, just as a mysterious Army guy with a similar appearance often did.
 
5.
The Anarchist felt a pang of regret that Philip hadn’t been around for the hose-soaking and made a mental note to repeat it for him. Then he sighed as he glanced up to see Army Ted walking over from the undergraduate library. It’d have be later. He couldn’t spray Ted. You didn’t spray a spy with legal connections out the front door. It was bad for business.
Just then, Philip burst from the back room, brandishing the broken-off handle of the toilet plunger like a sheared Olympic torch, hooting with what could only be described as victory.
Just as Chuck Fink walked through the door, Philip thrust his chest out and wagged the plunger handle at Tracy and the Anarchist. “Fucking-A right! Who’s your daddy? Who’s your daddy, bitch?” 
“All right, all right,” the Anarchist said to him. “We’ll figure out who your daddy is. Just what are you talking about?”
“Oh, man,” said Philip, breathing hard. “Come with me. You won’t believe this.”
Philip led them through the back room, past the triple sink, and through the door that opened into the other end of the bathroom hallway. Tracy remembered the urgency with which Philip had entered the bathroom earlier and had a moment of terror. How had that plunger broken? What had he been trying to force down the drain with it?
 
From the lobby, now in front of the counter, Chuck watched the three employees enter the bathroom. He looked behind the counter and saw the hose. It wasn’t a garden hose as he’d imagined. It was a giant fire hose, the valve closed but still full and fat. He turned around to survey the damage. It looked like a hurricane had hit the front room. Chairs and tables were overturned, debris was all over the place, and everything was soaked. 
Chuck pulled his camera from its bag and began taking pictures. The lobby. The hose. The insulting decor that had appeared of late, all of which had been placed at Darcy’s rather perverted suggestion and supervised by her personally: a blown-up, larger-than-life photo of Philip’s naked ass dominated the coffee cream-and-sugar station. Black rubber dildoes hung from the ceiling like cocoons and sagged from the walls like inverted coathooks. There was music on the overhead speakers – some rap album that, as he listened, finished “Kiss Me Where It Smells Funny” and transitioned into “Lift Your Head Up High and Blow Your Brains Out.”
As he took it all in, already beginning to write a column in his head, he could hear wild commotion coming from the bathroom. What exactly was going on here?
 
When Tracy and the Anarchist entered the disgusting and confining men’s room, they immediately noticed two things. The first was that there were strips of toilet paper carefully laid on both forward-jutting prongs of the U-shaped toilet seat, as if the thing that had happened had occurred just as Philip was dropping trou and preparing to place his ass, duly protected, on the seat. And second, there was something large and brown in the middle of the floor next to the other half of the plunger. 
“Is that...” And Tracy was about to conclude with something gross when noticed the tail, and realized what he was actually seeing. 
It was The Rat. Dead. Again. Bludgeoned, by the appearance of things, as there was no blood. The two newcomers surveyed the room like a crime scene. 
See the bottom half of a plunger near the body, Watson? That must have been the murder weapon.
But surely no man could fell a great rodent with a plunger, Holmes.
Once all other possibilities have been eliminated, whatever explanation remains – however improbable – must be true, Watson. And so we must conclude that this was done by an extremely talented assailant, unusually adept at plunger marksmanship. 
And likely with his ass out, Holmes. Look at how the toilet was prepped. 
And so it was, as Philip told the tale. He had indeed dropped trou and was in a semi-squat, halfway down, when he’d heard rustling behind the trashcan. Then he’d seen The Rat emerge from behind it, fully sixteen inches with the tail, and had grabbed the only weapon he saw and began to do battle, his pants and belt still jingling about his feet as the two scrambled around in the cramped, tiny room. It had taken Philip several hits before his foe was destroyed, as he was beating him with a weapon that had all the rigidity of Silly Putty, but each hit stunned The Rat for a second (“like playing freeze tag,” Philip explained) and eventually he’d hit him with enough force to overcome the less-than-suitable bludgeoning surface of the plunger and had sheared the thick handle in two with a decisive, end-of-Street-Fighter FINISH HIM! blow. 
Philip added that this incarnation of The Rat had been a worthy foe and that, in homage to the large amount of squeaking that had transpired during both chase and battle, he was posthumously naming this one “Squeaky II” after the most notorious Rat incarnation in Bingham’s history.
 
Philip, Tracy, and the Anarchist emerged from the bathroom and, having failed to prop open the door to the back, had to return to their posts by walking through the lobby, past Roger and Ted’s usual seats. 
And speaking of Ted, where was Ted? The Anarchist had seen him crossing the street just before heading to the murder scene.
Then he noticed that there was some imposter in Ted’s place. Trying to look like Ted, in belted khaki shorts and a hat, with a bag slung over his shoulder. Another mortal foe of the deli and its beloved regulars, perhaps. 
“You’re not Army Ted,” said the Anarchist.
“This is the guy who watched me barf,” said Philip, still without shame.
“I’m Chuck Fink,” said the newcomer. “I’ve been wanting to see this place and talk to you guys.”
They were the only four people in the lobby. Between the barfing and the hose-soaking and the Rat-shitter incident, none of the three employees had any animosity or energy left to hate Chuck, who shared some sort of kinship with them simply by being present during Philip’s moment of triumph. All three were all on highs, and when you’re on a high, anyone nearby who isn’t a major douchebag is cool. And besides, Chuck didn’t seem like a customer. Customers didn’t introduce themselves and offer to shake hands.
Oh, right.
The Anarchist shook the hand that Chuck had been holding out, waiting. Tracy followed suit. Philip indicated Squeaky II, whose corpse he held up by the paper-towel-wrapped tail, as a reason for not shaking. Ordinarily, a bathroom-related rodent kill was something Philip would try to hide, but this was the new Bingham’s. All bets were off, and it didn’t seem to make a damn bit of difference as far as business was concerned. 
“I was wondering if I could talk to you guys about your... your unique way of doing things,” Chuck said. “For the newspaper.”
Philip thought for a moment and shrugged. They all would (should, anyway) be fired or arrested soon for assault, extortion, sexual harassment, health code violations, insubordination, and not following the golden rule of The Customer is Always Right. What further harm could negative publicity possibly do? It might be fun to have five minutes of fame. Ten seconds of fame, whatever. 
Sometimes, as it was said in high society, you just had to express your predilection for not giving a fuck. It would be something to stick on his wall and discuss with his mother when he was doing time, wedded to a cellmate named Rocco.
“All right,” said Philip. “What do you want to know?”





 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
Bialy Dreams
 
1.
“Is it: asking to have a bagel cut in half?” Darcy was asking the Anarchist.
“No, but I really, really hate that. Especially when people do the karate chop along with it – the universal ‘cut in half’ gesture.”
“Is it playing with the rubber dinosaur puppet that sits on top of the little tip jar?”
“No.”
Darcy frowned and rubbed her chin, allowing her index finger to linger over the healed piercing in her lower lip. She was discovering, much to her dismay, that she was not very good at “Name That Peeve.”
“Is it asking where the straws are while standing right in front of them?” she asked.
“Nope,” replied the Anarchist with a smile.
She shrugged. “Okay, I give up.”
“My selected favorite pet peeve of the day is...” he said, drumrolling his fingers on the counter, “... asking what a bialy bagel is!”
“That’s not fair! That’s a legitimate question!” Darcy pouted, stomping her foot. She was disappointed. The Anarchist had told her that he would choose a pet peeve that he found especially irritating, and if she could guess it, he would cover her Saturday shift so that she could go home and have angry sex with Lint.
“It’s a peeve,” he told her. “It’s not supposed to make sense. I also get really agitated when people don’t order right away, and go sit with their friends first.”
“Really? Why?”
“Because as soon as I’m done making their food, I can forget about them. But if they hang out in the corner before ordering, then I can’t rest because I have unfinished business. I know they’ll come up eventually; I just want to get it out of the way ASAP.”
But Darcy didn’t really care. This situation was maddening. So much for her trip. So much for her few hours of loveless passion with ex-boyfriend Lint. And it was a bullshit peeve, anyway. 
“How could you possibly be annoyed by someone asking what a bialy bagel is?” she said.
“It’s an unnecessary question.”
“How is it unnecessary?”
“Everybody knows what a bialy bagel is.”
“What about the people who don’t know what a bialy bagel is?”
The Anarchist opened his mouth and then allowed it to close. “I hadn’t thought of them,” he said.
It was at that exact moment that the girl at the front table – the one who had come in earlier and not ordered right away – walked up to the counter. After perusing the menu, she asked, “What’s a bialy bagel?”
Darcy glanced at the Anarchist, but he was holding it in, trying to behave.
“It’s a flat bagel that’s baked instead of boiled,” she told the girl. She picked up one of the browned discs and held it high, waving her hand across it like Vanna White. “It doesn’t have a hole. It has onions, poppy seeds, and all sorts of other toppings on it.”
 “And cornmeal on the bottom,” the Anarchist added.
“And cornmeal on the bottom,” Darcy repeated. She patted the Anarchist.
“What is this?” the customer asked, picking up and playing with the dinosaur puppet. Then, before Darcy or the Anarchist could respond, she craned her neck up over the attractive bouquet of drinking straws (on the box: Unwrapped drinking straws – for pure pleasure) and continued, “And my friend wanted me to get her a straw. Where are they?”
The Anarchist could take it no more. He nodded to Bricker at the front door who, at the signal, sneaked up behind the girl. Within seconds, he had glued her to the empty filing cabinet that he had pushed up near the counter for just such an opportunity. 
“Wha?” said the girl.
“Come with me, ma’am,” answered Bricker, slipping an industrial dolly under the cabinet and canting it back so that the girl became slung across it like a burlap sack.
“Was that really necessary?” Darcy asked Bricker as he returned to the counter.
“Was what necessary?” asked Kato, who was standing behind Bricker.
Bricker, who had not noticed Kato, spun around with his glue tube cocked and ready. Then he saw who it was and relaxed. Kato, like Roger, Ted, and a few others among the old regulars, was on the store’s Do Not Fuck With list.
Kato hadn’t been coming to Bingham’s as long as Roger or Ted, but he’d been coming in for long enough to have become one of Tracy’s favorites. Tracy had to argue hard for Kato’s inclusion on the DNFW list because Philip hated him. Kato always got a plain bagel with cream cheese. A lot of cream cheese. Kato would vulture intensely as his bagel was made and would coach the maker through the process, simultaneously encouraging their efforts and asking for more. “A little more,” he’d say. “Can you put a little more on there? Maybe a little more than that? And just a tad more on that side? Yeah. Thanks. Good job.” And normally this kind of behavior would irritate anyone enough to shit literal bricks, but somehow it didn’t burn coming from Kato, even for the Anarchist. 
Both Tracy and the Anarchist went out of their way to indulge Kato’s cheese lust, testing to see how far it went. Both had taken to cleaving an inch-thick section off of the huge rectangular block to start, and still Kato asked for more. So they’d gone to an inch and a half, then two inches, and still he asked for more. One day Tracy had cleaved a full third off of the giant loaf of cream cheese and had pinched it between the two halves of a bagel. The creation stood over six inches high. Kato was delighted when he saw it, but then, upon further consideration, said, “You know what? Can you spread just a little more on that one side? Great job. Thanks.”
Tracy wasn’t sure why he liked Kato. Perhaps it was his long, wild, fried mane of hair. Perhaps it was the nervous and jittery way he shot past the front windows at all hours in tiny 1980s shorts, speedwalking somewhere urgently. Perhaps it was the way he always, always, always smelled like sunscreen. But probably, it was the way he nodded vigorously while simultaneously advancing his head forward every single time he said thanks. 
“Nothing. It was nothing,” said the Anarchist, in answer to Kato’s question about what Bricker had felt was necessary. Kato had seen the entire thing. He’d been directly behind the girl as she’d peeved the Anarchist into ordering her gluing. He’d watched her rolled out on a filing cabinet. But nothing fazed the old regulars anymore. For one, Bingham’s had always been weird, and this was just another level of weird. But more importantly, they were all weird themselves.
Kato ordered his usual bagel. The Anarchist pulled out an unopened brick of cream cheese, removed the wrapper, smashed half of a bagel onto each end of it, and wrapped the entire thing in three sheets of foil. He handed the 18-ounce package to Kato.
“Thanks,” said Kato, nodding vigorously while advancing his head past the plane of the register.
“I called the TV station,” he said, tucking the massive cheese log under his arm. “You know, to complain about the advertisements they keep putting at the bottom of the screen?” 
That had been a Tracy thing. Kato was good-naturedly indignant about the ads at the bottom of his TV screen, so Tracy had suggested he call the station. Just for the hell of it, to see if Kato would do it. Kato was like a pet to Tracy. Like most of the best regulars, he was a bit off, and you could sometimes convince him to do dumb things. Kato always wore a sweatband on his head, so one time Tracy had convinced him to wear a fedora during his daily walks instead because he said he’d heard they absorbed sweat even better than a headband. Kato had done it.
The Anarchist exchanged a few token words with Kato about the TV station, but inside he was feeling nostalgic. Kato had been here before the craziness and the added stupidity, and Kato would be here after the craziness, if there was an after. And what was more, Kato’s aroma of sunscreen was making him think wistfully of the beach, in the waning warmth of summer. He closed his eyes and imagined that he could hear the ocean waters crashing against the shore in rolling waves of foam. He could almost feel the water splashing his ankles.
“You’re standing in the pool,” Darcy informed him. He looked down and saw that he was knee deep in the “therapeutic spa” that Philip had brought in. It used to be a mammoth cow trough, but Philip had been using it recently to bathe behind the counter.
The Anarchist shook his leg off and pretended that he hadn’t noticed. He eyed Kato, wondering if he was somehow responsible for the pool snafu. But really, ending up in a cow trough for no reason was par for the course nowadays.
Nothing in the Anarchist’s world made sense anymore. None of it. The Anarchist had imagined that the initial skirmishes of the Bingham’s Uprising would clarify life for him by proving that there was, in fact, a limit to people’s stupidity and blind conformity. He’d imagined that testing those limits might – in a perverse and backward sort of way – help restore his faith in humanity. But instead, things had just gotten more and more bizarre.
And amidst the bizarre? Business was up. Way up. With OSU back in session and the fall season in bloom, the store was doing close to twice the business it had been doing last fall. People were not being driven away. They were being drawn in.
And that didn’t make a lick of sense. You could only throw up your hands and default to the unsatisfying conclusion that people were stupid.
Management, on the other hand, wasn’t stupid.
Philip had received an envelope from Wally the previous day which enclosed two slips of paper: a bonus check and a letter. The letter explained that because the deli had been doing so well, the staff had earned a reward for their hard work. It was to be spent however Philip and the rest of the employees desired. Philip himself was being given a raise. 
Philip had stared at the letter long and hard, trying to glean just what was on Wally’s mind. In the letter, Wally had not mentioned rescinding the closure of the store. Why would he go from “imminent closure and you’d better comply or else” to “cheery good wishes and here’s a bonus”? The switch was downright bipolar. The letter was one Philip might have expected had none of the events of the past month ever occurred... and yet, they had occurred, hadn’t they? Reality was so hard to get a handle on these days. 
Really, the letter sounded like the old Wally. The good Wally. And it was nice to hear from the good Wally, because the Wally of late had been an unreasonable prick. Philip had always liked Wally, and he hadn’t enjoyed loathing him over the past few months. 
But so much about the letter didn’t make sense, just as Bingham’s success recently didn’t make sense. Where was Wally’s apology for all the stupid things he’d made them do, and all the jerky, unreasonable things he’d said in demanding that they do them? Where was his anger at Philip for ignoring his instructions, and then for ignoring Wally entirely? 
It was a bit schizo, but really, the situation was probably difficult for Wally. Wally had only been the messenger. His demands to Philip and the crew had come from Bingham, and so Wally had ended up between a rock and a hard place. He probably didn’t want to be a dick to Philip, but his job was probably on the line, too. 
Bingham had commanded Wally. Wally had commanded Philip. Philip had ignored Wally, and business had doubled. So were Wally and Bingham happy about the doubling, or mad about the insubordination? Was this a victory or a defeat?
The note and the check suggested that things had settled on a net positive, he decided. The deli was profitable, so the past was forgotten.
But then, Wally didn’t know why business had doubled, did he? He probably thought that it was due to an especially good football season, or to one of the competitors closing down. Anything but the real reason. 
On the heels of this came two thoughts.
One, the store wasn’t going to close after all. This should have been good news, and it would have been good news just a few short weeks ago. But coming now, after all sense had been thrown out the window, it was troubling. It meant that there was now no defined end to what had been intended as a brief, brilliant flash of chaos before the end. And if the store’s closure wouldn’t force them to stop what they were doing, would they be able to end the crazy, risky, and probably illegal activities at Bingham’s on their own? Or had they started something that had gained too much momentum to stop?
The second thought was that after enough time, Wally was gong to get curious about why the bank deposits kept getting larger. He’d start to ask questions. Maybe he’d pay a visit. And maybe he’d hear through the grapevine about the rebellious little deli that people heard he was in charge of at Ohio State. Someday soon, Wally and Bingham were going to find out just what Philip had been doing with Bingham’s restaurant, his reputation, and his name.
And then the shit would hit the proverbial fan.
 
2.
Dicky Kulane sat in his chair. The experience was painful. His arms were rigid and tight, straining on the armrests, threatening to lift him from the chair by sheer force. His teeth ground against one another like tiny mortars and pestles. 
The newest intercepted email from Philip to Wally read:
 
Wally,
 
I got the check today. Thanks for the bonus. I guess this means that you’re not going to fire me for refusing to do that stuff that you told us to do? And I also guess it means that the store is staying open? No hard feelings, I hope.
 
Take it easy,
Philip
 
It was bound to happen sometime, Dicky told himself. It was inevitable that one of the parties involved in this little game would eventually break through the fragile wall he’d built between them. 
But did it really matter? The whole venture was a failure, and he’d essentially given up anyway. He hadn’t bothered to write to Philip recently, because all he ever seemed to do was to make himself feel stupid and to make things worse. He had simply tried to keep Wally and Philip as virtually separated as possible, deleting emails from one or the other and replying as needed. 
Intercepting email hadn’t been enough, though. The bank deposits alone would, of course, tell Philip’s bosses the good news.
??The good news??
It was supposed to be the other way around. The higher-ups were supposed to notice as the deposits got smaller and smaller, not bigger and bigger. They were supposed to realize that something was wrong with their email amidst the fury and tears of ruin, not with jubilation. 
Dicky had seen what the place had become for himself, and Paul still visited almost daily and reported back. It was turning into anarchy down there. Out of control. Why nobody had intervened, he couldn’t imagine. He thought about calling someone to file a complaint himself, but what would he complain about? He hadn’t been assaulted, and he couldn’t complain that the Bingham’s crew were assaulting others because those others kept going back of their own accord. By now, the customers knew what they were in for when they stepped through Bingham’s doors. Even most of the new people knew what they were in for, thanks to the rather rose-colored, whitewashed article that had appeared in the Dispatch. Bingham’s was becoming a hotspot. A “thing.” 
But dammit, someone must have a problem with all of this. Dicky couldn’t be the only sane person in a town filled with infuriating idiots. 
But then he realized: of course, there was someone who would have a problem with it, if that someone knew what was going on. That someone could end it all. And if it were ended, there would still be displaced masses of customers with nowhere to go. Dicky could still funnel those masses through his doors if he played it right. Bingham’s, which he had grown to loathe with violent, almost homicidal intensity, would still end up decimated. The crew would still be just as out of sorts. In fact, if it did end now, the final result might be even better than Dicky had intended. Closed was one thing, but closed with the crew arrested, sued, and/or publicly humiliated was much better.
Dicky opened a window in Hotmail and composed a new email to Wally:
 
Wally,
 
I got your letter but we’ve run into some seriously bad stuff here and need your help... how soon can you visit? It’s urgent!
 
Philip
 
That’ll do it, he thought to himself. That’ll fix their wagon, by God.
 
3.
Chuck Fink’s article had been out for two weeks. Because Bingham’s was gaining a cult reputation around town, the column appeared above the fold on the front page of the culture section instead of its usual location on page two, and business had picked up accordingly.
The Bingham’s staff didn’t know what to think of their sudden minor fame, but eventually settled on being proud. Slate cut the article from the paper (title = “Zany Deli Offers Respite from Boredom”) and tacked it up on the end of the old grill hood between the photo of Vanilla Ice at the Grammys and the disturbing new drawing that nobody would admit to having committed, which showed one man lifting his shirt while another knelt behind him with his tongue pressed against the first man’s back, with the caption, Welcome to FREAKHAM’S.
I want to lick your fucking spine. 
The publicity caused by the article had exactly the opposite effect of what would have been sensible. Given the frank descriptions of abuse, profanity, and obscenity at Bingham’s (now complete with rude service and unreasonable prices!), you’d think people would stay away, but that’s not what happened. Instead, business boomed.
As the deli gained in popularity, the employees themselves began gaining in notoriety. Philip was recognized the most, but the people who recognized him weren’t sure why he seemed familiar. It was like being a minor actor with a minor part on a minor TV show. People looked at him with tilted heads, and sometimes asked if they knew him. Philip told these people that he was a famous axe murderer. Sometimes he farted at them.
Groups began to arrive at the deli buzzing with excitement. Some arrived giggling amongst themselves, pointing at the employees and whispering in each other’s ears. Some came out of curiosity. Still others came because they were compelled by suspicion bordering on disbelief. Bingham’s did not discriminate. No matter why they came, all were treated equally horribly.
Still, the new sense of semi-permanence troubled Philip. He felt like they were walking a razor’s edge of luck. Their current streak of zero comeuppance was like being on a roll at a casino, but every smart gambler knows that if your luck gets hot, you have to quit while you’re ahead. If you play for long enough, the house always – always – wins. 
But the hours when Philip contemplated taking it all back and returning to the old, non-crazy Bingham’s turned into days, which turned into weeks. Would it be smart to cash in now, to simply drop it all and show up tomorrow ready to serve normal food to normal people in normal ways? Absolutely. But somehow it never happened.
And so he played along, exhilarated and worried at the same time, and when he needed a break from it all, he went back in time by sitting in his office.
When Philip was in the office, time stood still. It was as if he were sheltered in the unmoving eye of the storm that raged around them. Nothing changed here. The chair still slid into the pit. The computer remained an antique. Pictures still hung in a jumble on the corkboard tacked to the wall – a mess of gone but never-to-be-forgotten faces. William. Carla. Trip. He looked at the pictures and felt a surge of melancholy. As great as things had been recently, Bingham’s today was so unbelievably different from the Bingham’s of the past. As much as had changed for the better, so much had been forgotten. So much – and so many people – were gone from this place forever.
But the office... the office would always be there. As everything around him changed, the office would remain as it always had been. Nobody would ever fix the hole in the floor or paint over the holy portrait of Jason. The phonebooks and long-forgotten files which stood unheeded on the shelves behind his head had been there since long before Philip had arrived, and would be there long after Philip had departed. 
The office was an immutable force. Everything else could change, but the office would always be there. The office would never leave him. 
He bent down to tie his shoes (a difficult proposition given the wobbliness imparted by the pit’s hold of the chair’s caster) and something caught his eye. Tucked deep under the desk was small rectangle of paper that read: Math Tutor – # 050 to 895 – 294-5040.
As usual, there was no way the flier should have found its way into such a remote, deep location in the heart of a private business. 
It would seem that there were other things that would never change, as well.
 
4.
The Rat did not like the increased number of customers. Sure, more humans in the store meant more food, but it was all very unsettling. He felt stressed. He felt the need to organize, to plan. The time for action was coming.
The changes at the deli had begun slowly. First, one human had come into his basement domain and had poked around among the Great Food Machines, aligned in their glorious shining towers. Then, shortly thereafter, the freezer upstairs had been fixed and the dry goods – inedibles like Styrofoam cups and plastic cutlery that had been stowed in the inoperable appliance – were moved into the basement. Humans now regularly invaded The Rat’s domain to retrieve the supplies. Rats were nocturnal and, for the most part, tended to sleep during the day. But with the incursions and the racket upstairs, the sleep they could manage was sparse and unrestful.
Squeaky II had infiltrated the realm of the two-legged on a mission of reconnaissance. Unfortunately, he had become trapped in the defecation and urination chamber (humans apparently confined these activities to one room) and had thus met his end. The movement had suffered a setback.
The Rat’s current incarnation, who would come to be known in the annals of rat history as Squeaky III, would not make the same mistake. Humans were to be avoided – until sufficient numbers of rats had organized, that is. And contrary to what some of the humans above believed, that number was already large, and growing.
Squeaky III sat at the top of the front stairway, looking into the main dining room and listening. He could understand nothing. One thing was certain, though. These new humans – this infestation – would have to go.
And he was just the rat to make it happen.
 
5.
Over the course of September and into October, the staff of Bingham’s became local celebrities. Two more reporters stopped by to do follow-ups to Chuck Fink’s article, both mentioning that Bingham’s story was not nearly as enticing as the fact that disrespect apparently bred popularity. Only the Anarchist’s girlfriend saw a speck of precedent, having once gone to a restaurant in Oklahoma whose theme was abject rudeness, including denying their customers permission to use the restrooms. She said that maybe this was the reason that the deli was doing well – people got a kick out of the theme.
But Bingham’s was not about themes. Themes, as Smooth B was fond of observing, blew ass. If the deli were to go on operating (legitimately) on a “rudeness” theme, there would be no fun in it. The customers – the very same idiot customers against whom the staff was revolting – would once again begin to enjoy themselves. The cardinal rule became: The Customer Shalt Not Enjoy Himself. Come Hell or High Water.
Still, customers returned. Fanfare took on new levels, spurned by (apparent) public support and by the inflated profits from which Philip skimmed in the name of “store improvement expenses.” Rich and the lanky artist Nick, fresh from a weekend outing in the woods playing paintball wargames, suggested that Philip use some of the money to purchase paintball guns that the staff could use to shoot customers 1) randomly or 2) to drive them from the store as the Anarchist had done with the hose. The increased business meant increased work, and the logical way to alleviate the stress that accompanied it was to shoot people with exploding balls of paint.
Bricker was promoted to doing double-duty. He began acting as Tip Enforcer, dressing head-to-toe in 1970s pimp regalia – long, brightly-colored coats, tall shoes, ostentatious sunglasses, and lots of faux gold jewelry – and backhand “pimp slapping” people who refused to tip. He usually colored his performance with such clichéd expressions as “‘Sup wit chu, you stupid bitch?” and “I’m gwanna stick my boot right up you ho ass!” 
The other major investment began with Rich, who lobbied for, received, and then set up wrestling mats and turnbuckles to create the Bingham’s Smackdown Ring. 
The mats were laid in front of the counter. The turnbuckles were arranged around the mats in a rough square that was bordered by the counter on one side and ropes on two more, with the fourth side left open to allow a line to form at the register. As soon as the makeshift ring was in place, Rich began swapping out occasionally with Dungeonmaster Eric in the role of Ghost Employee, clotheslining and DDT-ing customers at random. 
The mats saw their first real usage one day when Rich stalked over to Frat Douche, grabbed his trunk, hoisted him so that his body was inverted above Rich’s head, and fell backward with him onto the mat in a perfect suplex. Then, after Frat Douche was down, Rich stalked around him and then fell on him, driving “The People’s Elbow” into his gut.
Rich, usually impervious to nerves, was nervous that night. He had finally gone too far. The public wouldn’t stand for physical assault. And so he waited out his next shift expecting a complaint, an arrest, a summons, whatever – but instead Frat Douche returned, slightly bruised but otherwise unhurt. He didn’t mention the incident the previous day. He placed his order, and was surprised when he was treated rudely.
The entire staff, baffled, took this as a sign that it was officially Game On. If a person would return after being thrown to the mat and elbowed in the gut, then the new customer pool was either composed of masochists or irretrievably stupid. If it was the former, then there was no harm in giving the people what they wanted. If it was the latter, what Rich and the others were doing boiled down to nothing more than natural selection.
Philip, ever the responsible one, was slightly more cautious. He made the warning sign at the front door bigger and more obvious. He changed its wording to include terms like “gross bodily harm” and “possible elbows to the face.” He even issued a press release indicating that shit was about to get real at Bingham’s. The Dispatch, having been flooded with interest following its other Bingham’s stories, eagerly printed it. 
This done, and with consciences sufficiently beaten into submission, employees became more bold. Rich began doing flying wrestling moves, springing and flipping end-over-end from the turnbuckles and countertops to tackle customers in mid-air. The use of the paintball guns became decidedly less discriminate. 
And still, people came in droves. Requests for interviews increased. Beckie said that she even saw a blip in the nether-pages of USA Today about a small deli in Ohio that was taking a “controversial approach to foodservice.” National A.M. radio show hosts and news channels began to mention in passing that they had heard something funny from Columbus that could not possibly be true. 
They seemed to be getting away with it. They were, in fact, becoming a bit of a sensation.
“Maybe we could be on MTV,” Darcy supposed, wagging her boobs for dramatic effect. Her shirt had been carefully chosen for the occasion: Got Milk?
“MTV. Psssh,” scoffed Slate. “I used to watch 120 Minutes because they used to show good punk videos from unknown bands late at night. Now, they’re trying to make it all commercial.” He crossed his arms, displaying the Descendants tattoo on one beefy arm.
Beckie, who was nearby, rolled her eyes. She was annoyed with Slate. Philip had given Slate a promotion and the title of “Assistant Manager,” which had made him power-trippy. “Why would we be on MTV?” she asked. “MTV is for music.”
And then, as if by a divine act of providence, the CD player rotated the M.C. Hammer disc into playing position, and played “Here Comes the Hammer.” 
Philip walked in as the song started and Tracy, at his spontaneously bizarre best, sang an impromptu parody.
“Uh-oh, uh-oh uh-oh uh-oh, uh-oh, uh-oh! – Here comes the manager,” he sang.
Soon, the entire staff was rapping along with Tracy’s simple alteration of the lyrics and Philip was grooving, placing his palms on the back of his head and thrusting his hips forward, strutting and grinding. 
When the song ended, everybody was laughing, and everybody had the suspicion that the situation was nowhere near as funny as they thought it was.
Yeah, they should be on MTV, Tracy told Darcy.
And yeah, they should make an MTV-style video, and it should be a Hammer parody, and it should be “Here Comes the Manager.” The video would be Philip dancing badly amidst whirling spatulas and pumping steamers. The supporting cast would wear sequined outfits and flashy sunglasses and high-topped sneakers.
The group, he said with a laugh, could be called “The Bialy Pimps.”





 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
Wally
 
1.
It was nearly noon, and Wally was sweating.
He wasn’t sweating because of the weather. The day was an in-between, a warm but not hot day that perfectly straddled the newly ended summer and the beginning fall. Wally’s sweat was entirely non-atmospheric. It had only been a week since Philip’s last email, and surely whatever was so dire at Bingham’s couldn’t be affected by the fifteen-minute delay he’d had due to an accident near the state line, or to the construction just outside of Pittsburgh, or to the few minutes he’d been unable to resist spending to stop at a Dunkin Donuts. But still he worried, obsessing over every second now that his destination was so close.
Philip, on the other hand, didn’t usually understand urgency. It was one of the reasons Wally got along so well with him in their working relationship. Wally’s responsibilities to the deli were remote, and never very time-sensitive. Philip got around to his own responsibilities approximately whenever he felt like it. And whenever Wally had had something that felt urgent and had discussed it with Philip, Philip had always acted as a foil to Wally’s worry, infecting every conversation with a laid-back, let’s-have-a-beer-and-chill-out-first vibe that made whatever had seemed so pressing feel less dire. They should have been an odd couple, but the arrangement worked, and made sense.
That is, until two months ago. All of a sudden, in early August, Philip’s messages had become... different. A bit ruder. A bit more resistant to requests. 
Or it could have been Wally’s imagination. 
They hadn’t had much need to exchange email during that time, but there was always some routine communication – primarily the same old issue of keeping the deli open for long enough to reach the busy season. And so Wally had emailed a few times with gentle reminders and things to keep in mind, and Philip’s responses had been terse, almost flip. 
Wally would email him about Bingham’s reaction to the July P&L (neutral) and then to the slightly better August P&L (mildly positive), and Philip would reply with “Just wait until you see what happens next” or something similar. Mood was always hard to read over email, but he swore Philip was now annoyed by Wally’s good news and pleased when the news was neutral or bad. Once, after a few odd-vibe emails, Wally had overcome his revulsion of the phone and had tried to call Bingham’s, but the Bingham’s phone was either constantly busy or out. He could try to find Philip’s sometimes-connected home phone number, but the endeavor soon began to feel like paranoia, so he let it go. It was fine. The bank deposits crept up even during the last weeks of the slow summer, so there couldn’t be too much amiss, if anything.
But this last email had him baffled. “Seriously bad stuff”? What could be so seriously bad that Philip wouldn’t just explain what it was? Why the mystery? And why did Wally need to visit? Why hadn’t Philip just picked up the phone? Wally tried to call Philip, but the deli phone remained out and Philip’s sometimes-connected home number was, unsurprisingly, disconnected. Wally sent a few emails, but no reply came. Over the past week, Philip had gone completely dark.
So he’d decided to pay a visit just as Philip had asked. And, he told himself as he started again to worry, there was nothing out of the ordinary about a trip. This was all totally routine. It wasn’t a terribly long drive, and he was overdue for a visit anyway. His last visit had been over six months ago.
Still, that strange email gnawed at him. Urgency from the guy who didn’t understand urgency (even using the word “urgent”), a mysterious situation that was apparently too ominous to even briefly explain, and that troubling week of subsequent communications blackout.
There was no reason to sweat the lateness of the day at this point, after waiting a week and driving the four hours from Pittsburgh... but still, worry ate at his stomach. In his final approach to the deli – now just twenty minutes away barring a detour – every second seemed to count.
 
By the time he arrived on campus (and was forced to park three blocks away; something big must be happening on High Street), he had calmed down somewhat. 
Philip was surely adding urgency to a matter that would be better described as “pressing” or “bothersome.” Or, if the situation was truly urgent (or had been; a week had passed since Philip’s email), he’d surely already dealt with it through more appropriate channels. If there was a gas leak, Philip would call the gas company. There hadn’t been a fire because the insurance company would have called Wally, but even if there had been, Wally was hardly the most appropriate first-responder. If there had been an incident in the restaurant, such as a serious slip-and-fall or a holdup, then Philip would have called the police or the company’s lawyer, and it would already be in the process of being dealt with. 
Whatever was going on, Wally decided, willing away his fear, was either not truly urgent (a sudden and severe lack of customers, for example) or had already been dealt with. Here and now, Wally’s job would probably be simply to act as Philip’s security blanket, to tell him that the company had his back and that it would all work out.
He strolled along the sidewalk, forcing himself to enjoy the beautiful day and the academic feel that the college had in the fall. 
Then, as he approached Bingham’s, he saw that there was a news van on the curb out front.
That was troubling.
It shouldn’t have been troubling, though. The van could be there for anything. It could even be there for something good. Maybe one of the employees had saved a little old lady from drowning. Maybe the mayor was giving Philip the key to the city. Maybe there was a madman inside with a gun, and the place had been under a week-long hostage siege. 
But there was something else. In addition to the news van, there was a long line out the door. 
The line snaked along the sidewalk, past the small alley that boasted Nick’s almost-mural, then past most of the front of the book store across the alley. And what’s more, it was an exclusive-looking line. Purple velvet ropes enclosed the first twenty feet, and another velvet rope at the front of the line hung like a sash across the door. Beside the door, with his hand on the brass rope stand, was a huge doorman dressed in black. 
Wally cupped his hands on the glass and peered through the front window, but still couldn’t tell what was going on inside. All he could see were customers at the counter along the wall, eating and turned around to look toward the counter area. 
Wally’s worry melted into curiosity, even eagerness. Whatever was so urgently wrong must have been resolved, because business seemed to be booming.
He approached the doorman and cleared his throat, causing several people still waiting in line shout at him to wait his fucking turn like everybody else. The doorman, who was wearing opaque black sunglasses, looked down. Wally noticed that his too-small shirt read BALL STOMPIN’ SQUAD.
“Yes?” he said. 
“What’s going on here?” Wally asked.
“Takin’ care of business,” said the doorman.
“Do you... work here?” He didn’t know how else to ask. Of course he didn’t work for Bingham’s, because Wally would have had to approve it and handle the paperwork. Whoever was in charge of whatever was happening inside must have arranged for the ropes and the doorman, but Wally didn’t know what that event was. And that was strange. Certainly Philip could authorize some kind of minor news event without Wally’s go-ahead, but it seemed like the kind of thing you’d be excited about, the kind of thing you’d mention to your boss. 
“My name is Wally,” he explained. “I’m the district manager. Philip’s boss. Do you know Philip?”
“You’re Wally?” The bouncer pulled his Ray-Bans down on his nose and looked over the top of them. 
“Yes.”
The bouncer seemed suddenly
flustered. Then he stammered, “I’m sorry, but do you have an ID on you?”
An ID? What was going on here? 
Wally looked through the fogged windows and could now see Philip. He was cavorting and doing something that Wally couldn’t quite make out. “You need an ID?” he said. “Why would you need an ID?”
The doorman looked down at Wally to remind him which of them was bigger, but kept the respectful tone in his voice. “I’m sorry, sir,” he said, “but there have been a lot of... changes since you were here last.”
“So I see.” Wally pulled his driver’s license from his wallet and showed it to the doorman, who surveyed it for a moment and then handed it back. 
Wally raised his eyebrows. “Okay?”
“Of course, sir,” the doorman said, unclipping the velvet rope. “Go right on in, sir.”
Wally walked through the door and looked around. There had been changes, all right. 
The suspended ceiling panels had been removed, leaving the grid of supports hanging empty from the original plaster ceiling. The plaster above seemed to have been cleaned and painted. The effect was odd, making the room feel both taller and somehow modern, the empty grid echoing the nouveau design of the nearby art building. 
The entire store had been redesigned, and the effect was grotesque. The walls had been painted a stark red and were covered with photos of Philip’s ass – some social candids, some Polaroids, some artfully-done black and white boudoir portraits. Droopy rubber phalluses were affixed to the ceiling and walls. The stiff plastic cousins of these were glued along the half-wall that made up the counter, all protruding toward the customers in line, all on and running. The clattering noise they made as they tried to shake free from their epoxy was like the chatter of a thousand sets of teeth, filling the air with a buzz that made the room seem tense, as if it were on a countdown to explosion. Bongs hung like strange chandeliers. Inflatable sex dolls occupied several of the chairs in their unabashed, gape-mouthed nakedness – something which the standing customers seemed to resent, but similarly seemed to know not to disturb. Novelty store fake dog-doo sat on all of the tables like centerpieces. The walls and ceiling were peppered with what looked like exploded, high-impacted fruit. The floor seemed slick and oily. Gigantic rubber novelty asses (had they been cast from Philip’s?) were stuck to the counter between the dildoes in taunting moons. Some areas looked wet. Bagels littered the corners. Banners, both proud and somehow mocking, hung from the naked rafters like wash on a clothesline. HAIL THE BIALY PIMPS, they said, and WHO’S YOUR DADDY? WE ARE!
But before rage could choke him, Wally noticed something else – something which seemed as incompatible with the insulting decor as oil was with water. 
All of the tables were full. All of the chairs were occupied. Every one.
Wally had never seen that before. Even during the biggest of rushes, the numbers in the customer parties never perfectly matched the number of chairs around each table, so there were always empties. People were always leaving as new customers arrived. Food was a transaction: in, eat, and out. But the way the lobby was filled, it looked like what you’d expect at a show. People were coming, eating, and staying. Spare chairs had been co-opted by other tables. Some people, able to snag a chair but unable to find a table, were sitting in the open. Others around the room were standing, waiting for a chair to open up. 
The entire room was abuzz, alive with activity. Conversations mixed with the hiss of steam from the steamers. Knives and spatulas clanged. Steamer lids banged. There was an insectile buzzing from the vibrators mounted on the counter, and from time to time, a startled shout would leap above the background murmur as someone backed absently into one of them. The music, which today was Rage Against the Machine, was screaming one unpunctuated sentence – “FUCK YOU I WON’T DO WHAT YOU TELL ME!” – over and over again, an adamant refusal that echoed Wally’s refusal to believe what he was seeing.
In the middle of all of it was the TV crew, and under its hot lights was a figure Wally knew on sight but could not name. Then it came to him: Slate. Slate was talking into a bouquet of microphones. The onlooking reporters smiled and nodded, soaking up his every word. Wally had seen this behavior before, on his wife’s gossip TV shows. The reporters were not here to do a smear piece on the monstrosity that Bingham’s had become. They were here to dish about celebrities. 
Wally’s mind was reeling with irreconcilable emotions: anger, fear, confusion, panic. He didn’t have the slightest idea what to do. And Philip had called him into this mess? Why? Had he thought it would be fun, that Wally would be pleased? Wally was not pleased. Wally felt like he was having a heart attack, but before he did, he had to find Philip, and kill him.
But there was more, as little as he wanted to admit it. There was another emotion fighting to be heard as well. It was excitement. 
What he was seeing was intolerable, but what he was seeing had, according to this past week’s bank deposit, nearly tripled their profits.
His business mind couldn’t help but be intrigued – enough to blunt the sharpest edges of his anger. What had Philip done to pull this off? And how, pray tell, had he done it? Philip’s education was fluff: psychology and sociology. He wasn’t in business. Yet, what Wally saw was a stroke of business genius. 
Unauthorized, yes. Disgusting and obscene, yes. He needed only to look around to see sex, nudity, profanity, and obscenity. 
But genius nonetheless. 
He walked forward, and found himself standing on something soft and yielding. He looked down. It was a gym mat.
Then, as the crowd ahead of him parted, he saw Rich’s small body gripping a kid twice his size in a figure-four leg lock. The captive was sweating and struggling, but Rich held firm, flexing a twitching, tattooed arm as he gripped the edge of the mat to keep the tension on. He was yelling at the other kid to tell him that he was the master, that he was the best of all time. Oooh-yeah.
Then Philip’s decidedly less agile form flew across his visual field, flying like Superman as he leapt from the countertop. Philip tackled a large woman and as he did, there was a pff! pff! as Mike fired two paintballs in rapid succession, then switched to singles, aiming for the backs of the people toward the front. Some of the balls that missed their targets exploded against the windows in pasty red starbursts. The people who Mike hit screamed; there was cussing and shouts of You can’t do that and You’d better hire a lawyer and then red, disheveled customers scrambled through the door past a courteously-drawn crushed velvet rope. Once some went out, the doorman allowed others in to take their place. 
The mundane business of the store seemed a blasphemous contrast to the violence and chaos and tasteless décor. Wally could hear the fuh-whump, shhhk! of the register opening and being slapped shut, and he could see four workers making sandwiches. They’d even had to open the never-used second make table on the register’s other side. That’s how dedicated the ever-responsible crew was to getting food out fast to the hungry customers while shooting them, tackling them, and bombarding them with dildoes.
Wally had never been so torn. This was a travesty. It was legally actionable. It was morally wrong. And, at the same time, it was apparently an incredibly brilliant strategy. 
Just as his simultaneous anger and amazement reached its peak, a balloon filled with mayonnaise hit him in the neck. He turned, and saw that something large was coming at him.
It was Philip. And when Philip saw who it was that he had hit with the balloon, he stopped in his tracks and the evil smile fell from his lips. He lowered his raised arms and froze in place. Rich saw it, and released the customer he’d been wrestling with. The customer ran out the door. Slate saw Rich, and the reporters saw Slate. Behind the counter, Beckie saw Philip and was one of the few who recognized who Philip had just seen. She froze, the others froze, and Darcy reached up and snapped off the stereo. All eyes turned to the two people face-to-face on the wrestling mats, suddenly deathly quiet. 
“Wally?” said Philip with disbelief. He had to spit the word out to make it pass his lips. It felt like it didn’t want to go, like it weighed a ton.
“Philip,” Wally said coldly.
“Shhlucck?” said a third voice from above. 
Wally could hear something over his head – a light crunching sound, like someone eating a salad. There was a snap, like that of a breaking twig. Something fell on his shoulder. It was a leaf.
Wally looked up and met the bulging eyes above him, the long, hairy arm clinging with its three splayed toes to the overhead scaffolding. The other hand held a leafy branch. The thing chewed a few more times and then, seeming to capture the store’s suddenly negative vibe, stopped chewing, and just stared.
“Philip?” said Wally. This time, it was a question.
“Sssshhhlpp?” the sloth replied.
The world became suddenly swimmy, and Wally went gratefully into unconsciousness as he fell to the floor in a jumble of lifeless arms and legs.
 
2.
When Wally came to, he awoke dazed, as if from a dream. And he had been having a dream, he remembered. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. He was... somewhere. Somewhere loud and crazy, like a concert. And Philip was there. 
Only as the world cleared, he realized he wasn’t in his bed. There were people above him and he was... on the floor? But it was too soft to be a floor. It was squishy, like a stack of blankets. Or a mat.
He took inventory of his surroundings: High tables. High chairs. The smell of cooking food. Philip.
Philip.
So that hadn’t been part of the dream.
Reality fell into place piece by piece. The last thing that clicked was that he had been angry. He was at Bingham’s, and he was supposed to be angry.
“Wally? You okay?” said Philip. 
Wally sat up. Philip was kneeling beside him. Customers and a few members of the crew stood in a ring around them. Everybody had stopped what they were doing and were watching the couple on the floor, sensing that this particular casualty was different from the others. Something was wrong.
“I’m okay,” said Wally, shaking off the last of the cobwebs and standing, “but you’re clearly out of your mind. What the hell have you done to my restaurant, Philip?”
“Um...” Philip stammered. Then he realized that there was no eluding the truth. Wally had seen it all. And also, he thought, fuck Wally. Wally had driven them to this. “Well, it’s the new plan,” he said.
Wally glared lasers at Philip. “The new plan?”
“Yes. We didn’t like your way of doing things, so we decided to do them our own.”
“You didn’t like my way of doing things? And so you did this? Have you had an embolism, Philip? Did you catch crazy from the homeless people who come in here? Oh, you’re gone. You’re so gone. All of you. This is... criminal, what you’ve done here. What you’re doing here,” he corrected. He looked at the dildoes, Rich in his wrestling singlet, the snipers with the paintball guns. “If this leads to any legal action or charges, you can bet we’ll be contacting you again,” he said.
“Wally,” said Philip .
“Look at this place!” he said, throwing his arms up in exasperation. “You’ve destroyed and defaced property, harassed customers, assaulted customers, skimmed funds, no doubt...”
“Wally, listen,” said Philip.
“How long has this been going on? Two weeks? A month? No wonder your emails have been so strange. You’ve lost your damn mind!”
“My emails?”
Wally shook his head, unable to process the situation. Ten minutes ago he’d been worried that something dire had happened at Bingham’s, but it turned out that... well, it turned out like this.
“Why would you do this, Philip?” he said, just as confused as he was angry. “You were on the upswing. I had Bingham all turned around. I’d gotten you the time you needed. You’d kept the store from closing, which always seemed like a really important thing to you. How could you turn around and piss it all away? And how could you do this to me, Philip? I’ve been your only ally at corporate, and now how am I going to look? Is this how you treat your allies? Don’t you see what kind of a position this puts me in?”
But the new Philip didn’t take well to tongue lashings. He remembered the fire he’d felt on the night of the party and on the morning he’d slapped the fat man with the spatula. He’d been mad as hell and unwilling to take it anymore then, and he’d be damned if he was going to let Wally absolve himself of his part in this now.
“It’s your own damn fault, Wally!” Philip snapped. “If you were so fucking worried about what was going to happen to you and your deli, why did you start making such idiotic, impossible demands? What was I supposed to do, if I wanted to keep my job? Was I just supposed to sit there and let you continue to make us to wear makeup and embarrass ourselves? When I finally got the uniforms and discovered that they were fucking dresses, was I just supposed to put one on without asking questions?”
Now it was Wally’s turn to be on the ropes. “Wait... what?”
“And really... was I just supposed to slice up possum instead of turkey to save Bingham a buck just because your high and mightiness said so? Before you get too loud about what I did, ask yourself what the health department might have had to say to you if I’d told them about that little brilliant business move.”
“Wait... possum? I never...”
“I tried to work with you, Wally. I sent you email after email after email to try and reason with you, seeing as you’d clearly lost it. I...“
“Philip, What the hell are you talking about? I never...”
“... tried to work this out. I tried to play by the rules for as long as I could, but you just kept pushing and pushing and pushing, and I know that all of this...” He swept his arms around the store. “... is a bit of an... an overreaction, but we’re human beings, and we got pissed off, and you did that to us, so don’t you fucking dare act...”
“Philip.”
“...like you’re totally and completely innocent, when, if anything...”
“Philip.” 
“... you were the one who shot first, and we weren’t about to just sit here and...”
“Philip!” 
Philip stopped mid sentence, his face red and his breathing heavy. His mouth hung open. He let it close.
“I never told you to do any of those things,” Wally said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Part of Philip, watching Wally during his tirade, had already figured that out, but the rest of him wasn’t ready to relinquish his anger just yet. He wasn’t ready to let Wally off the hook. He wanted to be furious with him, to yell at him, to finally have someone to yell at. He wanted to keep his enemy concrete, and real, and present, right here, right now, in front of him, because this was a catharsis that needed to be released before Philip exploded or broke apart.
“Of course you did,” said Philip. “You told us those things, and a lot more.”
“When? How?”
“Email. For... months now.”
“Show me,” said Wally.
 
3.
Both Wally’s and Philip’s anger collapsed as they sat in the office, Philip in the chair and Wally hovering over his shoulder, Hotmail open on the screen. Wally denied sending the messages in the Bingham’s inbox, and Philip believed him. Part of him had known all along that something was very wrong. Wally had always been cool, and the emails of the past two months had been very uncool. And in a way, it was nice. Sure the situation had gotten out of hand, but Wally had never been the dick Philip had thought he’d been. Wally had always been on his side. It was maddening to be played, but it was far better to be played by a stranger than by a friend.
 From his end, Wally explained that for the past two months, the “Philip” emails he’d been getting had been increasingly snide, increasingly incompetent, increasingly negative, and increasingly self-deprecating. In one email, “Philip” had said that he knew he was too fat, and so if Wally wanted to fire him, he’d understand. In another, “Philip” had admitted to having had intercourse with bagels in the past, and then had made a joke about how small your manhood had to be to manage such a feat.
 Wally was still angry that the deli had gotten so out of control (most people would quit if they thought their boss was being unreasonable rather than start a rebellion), but he saw how bad Philip felt after learning that a massive, cruel joke had been played on him, and let it go. The problem would need to be addressed, and it would be addressed, but that came later. First, they had to mend the wounds and stop the bleeding, and so far, interestingly, there had been no harm done.
 And really, that was the most perplexing thing. As the two settled down for dinner at El Vaquero, sufficiently far from Bingham’s to let their nerves and tempers cool, the no-effect issue was the one that kept coming up.
 “It’s just crazy,” said Wally. “Now that I’ve seen all you’ve done and read that newspaper article, I can’t believe that nobody has taken any sort of action against you – Bingham’s, or you personally. I mean, even if your core audience won’t complain, I’d expect opportunists. People looking for a reason to file a lawsuit.”
 Philip took a sip from his glass of water scratched his head. “That’s what I kept asking,” he said. “Why aren’t people suing us? And why are they coming back? Would you keep going to a place that did to you what we do to our customers?”
 “No, but...”
 “So I kind of figure they’ve got it coming,” said Philip. “And you see how it’s making the store money. Lots of money, in fact. Today’s deposit was almost five times normal. And that’s just with the normal crew. I could hire more people if you want, increase crew to make more food and make more cash. You’d get a raise, I’d get another...”
 “Come on, Philip. You’re not going to convince me to allow this to continue, and you know it. I’m the brass here.”
 Philip knew it, but he’d been planning this argument all afternoon as he and Wally tried to figure out exactly what had gone wrong. As ludicrous as things at Bingham’s had gotten, certain facts remained: they were a legit business, with legit endorsement by the local paper and even TV news. Customers didn’t have a problem with what they were doing. The store was seeing huge profits. Once you got past the surface-level strangeness of it all, where was the problem, really?  
“I don’t get it, Wally. We’re making Bingham money. Does he care how? Does he have to know? This whole town knows what we’re up to and nobody is complaining. We have the nod to keep doing this. Have the lawyers whip up disclaimers and we’ll have people sign them at the door if we have to. People will sign them.”
 “Philip, really. Once I got over being pissed off, I started to think it was funny, really I did. I’m amazed that people are still coming in, and in droves at that. But do you realize what we’d be getting into if I allowed this to continue? It’s one thing to have one rogue store going crazy, but it’s another thing entirely to have it be officially-sanctioned policy. Do you think the other campus restaurants wouldn’t have something to say when we stood up proud, said this is how we were going to do business, and then started taking all of their customers? We’d be eaten alive.”
 Philip shrugged. “Hasn’t happened yet.”
 “It’s just a matter of time,” Wally said. “You’ve gotten lucky. This is a bomb waiting to explode.”
 “Don’t you think you’re just looking at this with the eyes of a sane, logical person? Because that’s not how most people are, you know. Most people are...”
 “Yes, yes. People are stupid. We’ve had this discussion before. But there’s no way people are this stupid. People are petty, too. Why aren’t they suing you for big bucks?”
 Philip thought, then said, “Maybe our venture is just new and shocking, like when Larry Flynt started Hustler. He was sued and put under fire, too. But look where he is now.”
 “In a wheelchair?”
 “Rich! His ‘despicable and immoral’ business is now legitimate. What if Bingham’s is a groundbreaking prototype for the deli of the future? What if we’ve started a social revolution, determined to re-claim the Earth in the name of reason and intelligence?”
 “Philip.”
 Philip stopped, defeated, and took another sip of water. Wally was not budging, so he’d just have to bring it to a halt and they’d reopen tomorrow as plain old, ordinary Bingham’s. It wouldn’t be so bad. Everyone could keep their jobs, and once the furor caused by this month’s craziness died down, they could go back to serving the same bagels to the same regulars at the same old prices. Life would go on. 
 “Fine,” Philip said, sighing. “We’ll take it all apart.” 
 He called an emergency meeting the next night.
 “The good news is that we finally got some corporate-sponsored home improvement out of all of this,” he told the crew at the meeting. The group had assembled in the lobby, in a rough circle of chairs. “Wally said that since someone has apparently been intercepting our email, the first order of business was to get the phones working again. The Bell guy was in here earlier and they’re already working. So yippie fucking doo-da on that front.”
 “Ghetto Phone,” murmured the Anarchist.
 “And, as a next step, he wants to use some of the new money to get the rats out of the basement for good.”
 “Ha!” said Slate.
 “But the bad news – I guess it’s bad news? – is that we have to take everything apart, and turn Bingham’s back into what it was in the middle of the summer, before whoever-it-was started fucking with our email. That means the old décor, prices, and service policies.”
 There was an outburst from the floor. Everybody had known it was coming, but hearing it aloud hurt. What would the new, hyper-annoying customers do to them once they were no longer allowed to retaliate? Talk about being eaten alive.
 “We have to go back to being tolerant?” said Mike.
 “We have to be nice?” said Beckie.
 “To kiss ass?”
 “To suck the consumer cock?”
 Rich shrieked, then giggled.
 Philip raised his arms. “Hey, hey. Down, all of you. Yes, we have to go back to not hurting people. No, we don’t have to be nice. I’ll tell Wally that we’ll be nice, but I feel incapable of actually doing it. And it’s not like we were ever that nice before, no matter what the official rulebook said.”
 “We’ll still be able to suplex people, though, right?” said Rich.
 “No.”
 Rich shrieked again.
 “But we can be rude,” said Beckie.
 “Yes.”
 “Can we... I don’t know... play Scrabble?” she asked.
 “Yeah, I guess.”
 “And sit on the counters?”
 “Uh, yeah, sure.”
 “And play with the sloth, of course.”
 “Beckie,” Philip said, “we will of course be getting rid of the sloth.”
 This time, it was Beckie who shrieked. “And... and Swannie?”
 Swannie was a plastic garden planter in the shape of a giant, hollow swan. She had been given to Beckie by a drunken customer who had stolen Swannie from someone’s yard late one night and had brought her into Bingham’s as a sort of offering. Swannie was filled with flowers when she arrived, but Beckie had emptied her and cleaned her and glued the cracks in her body and touched up her worn spots using a can of white enamel spraypaint she’d found on the office shelves. Duly cleaned and lovingly restored to glory, Swannie had become Beckie’s favorite plaything, sometimes swinging from the ceiling, sometimes occupying a chair in the dining room, and sometimes simply resting in her nest at the corner of the front counter. 
To delight Beckie, the Anarchist had stuck the point of a screwdriver through the drainage hole at Swannie’s rear from the inside, then impaled a hard-boiled egg on the end so that it clung to her rear like a tumor. He’d tied a string to the screwdriver’s handle and hung the other end near Beckie’s station, tagged with the instructions: “Pull to induce birth.” A tug on the string would retract the screwdriver and force the egg off its end and onto the floor. Over and over while she worked, Beckie would pull the string, giggle, and then reset it all so that she could celebrate the miracle of life with Swannie over and over again.
 Philip looked at Beckie and saw the mournful look on her face. “Of course you can keep the swan,” he said.
 Beckie sighed.
 “Anyway, we’re going to have to go back to being just plain old Bingham’s, and really, that’s not so bad. Tonight and tomorrow, we’re all going to need to all pitch in and... Yes?” He raised his eyebrows at Mike, who was holding his hand aloft.
 “We can still call people ‘fat whores’ though, right? I just want to be clear on this.”
 Philip squinted. “No, you can’t call them fat whores.” 
 “What about ‘shit-guzzling cockfiends’?”
 “Well, of course...”
 “‘Assfaced squidhumpers’?”
 “‘Assfaced...?’”
 “Certainly ‘cumbucket’ is all right. At least give me ‘cumbucket.’”
 “No, you can’t call people any of those things.”
 Smooth B raised his hand. “What about ‘monkeyfucking buttpirates’?”
 “What’s wrong with you? No!”
 Tracy raised his hand.
 “No!” Philip repeated. “Call them ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’ or call them by their name if they give it to you. It’s only been a month, you guys.”
 “Can we still take smoke breaks?” asked Rich.
 “In the dining area or in the back, yes.”
 Rich nodded.
 Philip continued. “I’ll need all of you to help take all of this...” He waved his hand around the store.“...down. Wally doesn’t want the store open until we’re back to normal. We’re going to have to...”
 There was a knock on the front door, and a pair of customers outside gestured at their watches and shrugged: Why are you closed?
 Rich walked over, turned around, pulled down his pants, and placed his buttcheeks against the glass. “Fuck off!” he yelled over his shoulder. The pair ran away.
 Philip stared at Rich as he returned to his seat.
 Rich’s face broke when he saw Philip’s glare. “You mean I can’t even do that? Oh, for Christ’s sake!” He slumped forward with his elbows on his knees, pouting.
 “I was wondering,” asked the Anarchist, “if we were going to have to stop pressing people’s faces against the steamers when they vulture.”
 “You do that?”
 “Well, only as a third offense. I figure after they’ve been thrown to the mat by Rich and then sprayed in the face with the purple cleaner, they should know better or find another deli.”
 “You’ve been spraying people with the cleaner too?”
 “Well, sure.”
 “Fucking hell. Yes, of course, stop all of that. Just use your heads.”
 “And spitting?”
 “Jesus, you guys! Did you really forget how to act normal? How to greet customers with courtesy?”
 “Courtesy?” It was Bricker, who was considered an unofficial employee now.
 “Just be reasonable. Just be logical. Just be intelligent.”
 The Anarchist spoke up. “That’s what we’ve been doing! The customers are the illogical ones. Are you asking us to become mindless sheep again? Are you telling us to forget everything we’ve learned and ignore how far we’ve come? Are you asking us to de-evolve?”
  Philip waved impatiently at him. “Easy there, Socrates. This is a mandate; it’s not open for discussion.”
 The Anarchist gave Philip an even look. “Really, Philip, this is ridiculous. The customers are asking for this, quite literally. The role of ‘victim’ doesn’t really exist here. None of these people are surprised anymore by what we do. I don’t feel a bit of guilt about any of this. Nature makes choices, conducts experiments, and sees how its creatures fare. Through our little experiment, we’ve uncovered a class of people who have entirely no sense. These people seek their own destruction. You know what we are? We’re a flytrap. We’re a roach motel. We’re natural selection. The smart customers have either been granted immunity or no longer come here. We’re only working on the dumb ones now. The really dumb ones, all coming of their own free will. I say, if they want to be harassed and assaulted, then we have every right to it.”
 Philip shrugged, held his palms up. “Then you’ll need to start your own bagel deli,” he said. “This one belongs to Bingham and Wally, and they say what goes. We change, or we get fired.”
 The phone was ringing. It was a strange sound at Bingham’s, since the phones had been disconnected for so long. Nobody seemed to know what to do.
 Finally, Philip stood up. “Who could that be?” he said.
 The Anarchist followed Philip’s progress to the back with his eyes. “A fly in the ointment,” he answered quietly.
 
4.
When Philip returned from a short phone conversation, he looked at the Anarchist with malevolence. “Do you know who that was?”
 The Anarchist looked innocent. “Who?”
 “60 Minutes. They’re on their way here. They’re coming in the morning.”
 “Is that so?”
 “What did you tell them?”
 “Me?”
 “They said that they talked to you this morning.”
 The Anarchist smacked his hand on the table. “Is that who that was! Yes, I guess I did talk to them. It seems that since the deli doesn’t have a phone, and since yours is always disconnected, they somehow hunted down my phone number. They wanted to know if we would be willing to be interviewed for a segment on one of their upcoming shows. I told them yes.”
 Philip didn’t know if he should be happy or angry. He settled for exasperated. The Anarchist’s little phone chat had been this morning, after Wally’s intervention at Bingham’s, after Wally’s decree that it had to end immediately, after Philip had told the Anarchist about Wally’s unsurprising final decision. 
“Why? Why would you do that?”
 “Tell them not to come, if you’re against it.”
 Philip shook his head. “I tried. They said that it’s too late. They said the crew has spent all day readying for the segment and that they’re done with their prep. They said that at this point, they’re invested and are not about to come up with a new story, especially given that we’d already signed off on it. (Oh, and that’s another thing. You signed something that they faxed over? Thanks for that.) They said that the piece is going to be done on Bingham’s with or without our help. If we cooperate, they want to portray us as a quirky social experiment. If we don’t, they’ll come in here with cameras and annoy us and make it a ‘shocking exposé.’”
 The Anarchist smiled in a way that severely irritated Philip. “I figured they might say that.”
 “You’re ruining this,” said Philip.
 “Oh, come on. If I had said no this morning, then they’d still do the exposé thing. It was just good timing, and I think we can spin this right.”
 Philip sat back down and wiped his forehead with his arm. “This thing is beyond our control now, you realize that. It’s snowballing and snowballing...”
 “It was never really in our control, I think.”
 “What do we do?” asked Philip. And he was literally asking. It was obvious to everyone that he truly had no idea.
  “Business as usual,” said the Anarchist. “We open tomorrow just as we did yesterday, and we pull out all the stops.”
 “But Wally...”
 “If we take it all down, then it’s going to look like we’re hiding something. There’re hundreds of eyewitnesses and newsreels on us and what we do. If we crawl back into our hole and play dumb, 60 Minutes is going to ask questions of our customers and dig up the footage from the local newspapers and TV stations. They’re going to make it look bad – very bad –”
 “Which it is.”
 “– and it’ll prompt a huge lawsuit, I can practically guarantee it. We’ll be shark food. You’ll be lucky to escape with your shirt.”
 Philip tapped his fingers on the tabletop.
 “The only alternative is to go out gangbusters,” the Anarchist told him.
 Philip sighed. “If we go out gangbusters, Wally will have my head.”
 “If we hide,” said the Anarchist, “the media will eat you whole.”
 There was a period of heavy silence. The Anarchist seemed to be the only one with any idea of what to do. Most of the crew didn’t care. If anything, they were rooting for the Anarchist’s plan. Sure, they’d probably end up fired, but did it matter? They’d anticipated losing their jobs weeks ago. At this point, it didn’t matter that going back to normal would mean continued employment. It would mean an unacceptable level of subservience, too.
 But Philip? For Philip, this was more dire, and also personal. For months, he’d thought that Wally had turned on him. And yesterday, Wally had thought that Philip had turned on him. Yesterday, they’d finally straightened out the misunderstanding and mended the broken bridge. Was Philip now willing to burn it entirely, to willfully and deliberately turn on Wally for real? Wally had asked, Is this how you treat your allies? Wally was willing to take a share of the Bingham’s heat. He was willing to go to bat for Philip with Bingham. Despite a major fuckup, Wally was still willing to be Philip’s ally. With the dice about to be cast, how was Philip going to treat him?
 “I don’t know,” said Philip.
 The Anarchist reached forward, touched his shoulder. 
 “Hey,” he said. “Did you ever see Wag the Dog?”
 Philip shook his head. 
 “It’s about the press and the presidency. There’s a sex scandal, so the spin doctors fabricate a war to distract the nation. And the idea is, the dog is supposed to wag its tail, but what actually happens is the other way around. The media doesn’t cover reality. The media creates reality.” 
 Philip looked up. 
 “What we’ve found here, with customers, is only the tip of the iceberg. People do what they’re told. What’s going to happen when 60 Minutes comes in here is that they’re going to tell the nation what to think about us. They’re going to tell people who we are and what we do, and they’re going to tell them whether it’s good or bad. I’ve already told you that 60 Minutes will cover us in one of two ways, depending on whether we cooperate or not. That’s a big thing. Right here, right now, with a simple decision, we get to determine reality. What we decide determines what they tell the nation. And what they tell the nation becomes the truth.”
 “You’re saying that we can avoid the deluge of shit by playing along?” 
 The Anarchist shrugged. “You can look at it like that, but I prefer to do things for positive reasons rather than out of fear of negative ones. Yes, doing the piece should keep us from being eaten alive... but it might just make our dreams come true, too.”
 “And Wally?”
 “He’ll thank us when he’s asked to write a Bingham’s management book,” said the Anarchist.
 There were a few moments of silence. Philip thought. Then, he looked up and shrugged.
 “Shit,” drawled Smooth B, puffing on a cigarette. “Let’s do this motherfucker.”





 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Tony
 
1.
The next morning, shortly after opening and while the store was still in a relative lull, Tony from UltraClean Hygiene came in to clean the bathrooms as he always did on Fridays. As he always did, the Anarchist ran into the back room.
“I can’t stand that guy,” he told Smooth B, who was avoiding responsibility by leaning suavely against the doorframe of Philip’s office with a cigarette in his hand and his right foot kicked back up.
“Who?” Smooth said, completely disinterested. He had recently traded his slicked coif for a shaved head, which made him look slightly less smooth and slightly more degenerate.
“The UltraClean guy. The dirty old man.”
“Huh. That guy who’s always hitting on Beckie?”
“One of the many.”
“Uh. Yeah.”
The Anarchist peeked around the corner while Smooth puffed on his cigarette. When he’d shaved his be-bop hairdo, Smooth had also ditched his black slacks, pressed shirts, and shiny black lace-ups. The retro wardrobe seemed to be gone the way of Carla, Trip, and Darcy’s lip stud. Smooth still liked malt liquor, though, and malt liquor still liked him. At least some things never changed.
Wally had left Columbus the evening before last, on the same day he’d arrived. He hadn’t expected a fire as big as the one he’d ended up facing, and he had a flight scheduled in the morning for a family wedding in Hawaii. (“Just long enough to beat the cold spell we’re supposed to get here,” he told Philip.) He’d be off the continent for two weeks, but after hours of discussion, he felt comfortable with how he and Philip had left things. He would have preferred to stay in town just in case he was needed, he said, but given Philip’s new understanding and his own schedule, he knew he could trust Philip to handle the Bingham’s re-normalization on his own. 
Before leaving, Wally had promised to tell Bingham nothing. So far, the Bingham’s furor was mostly contained within the city limits, and the absence of any serious publicity or any legal action meant that if they acted swiftly, everything could be swept away without involving (or infuriating) the owner. Wally felt confident that Philip could keep the restaurant profitable even under the normalest of circumstances now that fall had arrived and school was back in session. With any luck, the entire rebellion incident would wash away without a trace, leaving a deli that did exactly what it was supposed to do for as long as its owner would allow it: make food, and make money.
Given what was about to begin in a few hours when 60 Minutes arrived, Wally’s departure felt like a sign from above. Betraying Wally’s trust caused Philip’s stomach to twist, but there seemed to be no way out. It was either the fat or the fire. And, if nothing else, the path they had chosen was bound to be a lot more fun than the equally vexing alternative. 
The morning of the interview passed without incident. It was surprisingly slow, and a cloud of sobriety hung over the crew, all of whom were wary of doing anything that might upset the delicate balance before the bridge could be sufficiently burned. As a result, the morning, a Friday, passed with an air of normalcy. Crew members clocked in and out, meager paychecks were distributed, food was rung up and prepared, and workers who had declared to the world that they would do whatever the fuck they wanted still felt a primitive need to hide out in the back and smoke if they didn’t feel like working. And ever the unpleasant necessity, the toilets got cleaned.
Tony, who had been Bingham’s toilet guy since the restaurant had opened, came in each week to service the facilities. Tony was in his sixties and had bright white hair. He was short, plump, and felt in every way like the friendly old uncle that you should never, ever leave your children with. He glared without shame at all of the female workers (all of whom were attractive, but all of whom were young enough to be his granddaughter), made questionable sexual comments to both genders, and annoyed the piss out of both the Anarchist and Slate.
Slate, for one, was certain that Tony was planting spy cameras in the women’s restroom. Tony seemed too eager, Slate said. Nobody should enjoy cleaning toilets, yet Tony always seemed dying to get his hands dirty. He always did the women’s first, and spent twice as long on it as he did on the men’s. 
To test his theory, Slate once tried to dissuade Tony from cleaning the toilets, to see how strongly he’d resist. He told Tony that the restrooms were totally clean, that he’d just emptied the trash cans in both and that they were immaculate. (“I ate my lunch in there,” he added.) But Tony had said that he’d still like to give them a once-over in the name of professionalism. Slate had pushed back, again denying the need and assuring Tony that he’d still be paid. But then Tony had made some aw-shucks, things-ain’t-the-quality-they-used-to-be remark about having pride in the work that the good folks at Bingham’s paid him to do, grabbed the key before Slate could protest, and had gone to work. 
A few weeks later, the Anarchist designed an experiment that would test Slate’s findings against a new variable. 
“They’re totally clean,” the Anarchist told Tony when he arrived. Then, minding the necessity to keep the baseline experimental conditions as consistent as possible, he told Tony that he’d just emptied both trashcans and that the rooms were immaculate. “I just ate my lunch in there,” he added. 
Tony smiled his creepy old man smile. “I’d still like to give them a once-over just the same, to be sure,” he said. He grabbed the bathroom keys, but was back within seconds. 
“The ladies’ has a padlock on it,” he said. 
“Yes,” said the Anarchist. “We had to close it due to a gas leak.”
“There’s no gas lines in the bathroom,” said Tony.
“Different kind of gas,” said the Anarchist. 
Tony had seemed very put out. He tried to get the Anarchist to unlock it anyway, and the Anarchist told him that he didn’t have the key. “It’s very serious,” he said. “Some woman did some unthinkable business in there, and now it’s in the EPA’s hands.”
Tony had said that he hoped it would be cleared up next week and then had left. He didn’t clean the men’s room because the Anarchist had promised him that it was immaculate. The Anarchist had even eaten his lunch in there.
After Tony left, Slate, who knew all about the millions of spycams on the internet, proclaimed this to be irrefutable proof and declared his intention to find Tony’s cameras. He then marched into the women’s room and searched behind the toilet, in the air vent, around the mirror, and anywhere else he could think of. He then tromped upstairs to his apartment and searched online for “restaurant spy cam,” “deli bathroom spycam,” and a few other permutations. But, after an exhaustive search of both the real and virtual worlds, he decreed that there were no cameras after all, and that Tony just must like to sit in there and feel pretty.
The Anarchist was in no mood to put up with this pervy bullshit on the dawn of their nationwide triumph. He kept hiding, and left Mike and Darcy out front to deal with Tony. But even after the cleaning job was done, Tony’s voice still drifted back around the old grill hood for ten solid minutes. It was like he was trying to torture the Anarchist, refusing on principle to leave.
“You have it nice,” the voice said. “All of these pretty girls in here to work with...” 
The Anarchist had seen Tony’s gross schtick enough times to be able to see the scene in his head. Tony had been looking at Darcy when he’d said that, but then he’d looked over at Mike and winked. Because he and Mike shared this lust, of course, and needed to bond over it.
“Yeah,” said Mike’s dry, uninterested voice.
“I tell you,” Tony continued, “I like coming in here just to be around these beautiful ladies.” 
“Yeah,” said Mike.
Tony chuckled. “Shucks, I’m just fooling with you. I’ll stop now. You probably think that I’m just a dirty old man.”
“Yeah,” said Mike.
When Tony was gone, the Anarchist walked out from his hiding place and took in the store in all its unchanged grandeur. The ass photos welcomed the sunlight. The sloth cavorted. The vibrations of the dildoes sounded like cicadas in the morning dew. The morning lull was still relatively unbroken, and in the spirit of the new day, the early customers had been tolerable and had hence been more or less left alone. 
The Anarchist looked at Darcy, who was wearing a shirt on which she had outlined her nipples. “Ready for the national spotlight?” he asked.
Enunciating carefully, eyes serious under her jet black bangs, Darcy said, “Cool... motherfucking... beans.”
 
2.
The moment Roger sat down in one of the many empty chairs at Big Bagel Bill’s, he regretted it. 
He’d found the place three months ago when, while walking home from Bingham’s, a passing car had splashed his pants with mud. This was unacceptable. Roger was a dignified man. He’d fought in Korea, and he’d played saxophone in a jazz club. He’d always been either cool or a hero. And even while he was being a hero, he’d been cool. In the army, everyone knew him as the cool black guy. That’s what they’d called him, too. “Hey cool black guy,” they’d say, “you’re sitting on my waffle.”
Roger took pride in his wardrobe and its coolness, so after the car had soiled his trousers, he’d taken them off and slung them over his arm. Then he’d walked the three blocks to Chittenden in his boxers so that he could drop the pants off at his old dry cleaner’s.
“Dress pants! Starch!” he’d announced as he walked through the front door.
But it hadn’t been his dry cleaner’s at all. It was a deli. But he was sure he’d already left the deli. 
He’d draped the pants over the counter. The clerks must be in the back, but he didn’t have time to wait. He’d left the pants there and had walked home, where he put on another, identical pair of pants.
On further reflection, he’d realized that the place must have been a deli after all. This occurred to him after he’d gone back for his pants and had been served a bagel. It was too much trouble to sort the issue out, so he’d left with the bagel and decided to let the pants go.
But as things got crazier and crazier at Bingham’s, his mind kept returning to the deli on Chittenden. Bingham’s was always too loud nowadays. He never got to talk to Beckie anymore. He never got to talk to anyone anymore, because the music was too loud. People kept throwing things, and he could no longer get his normal table. 
Eventually, Roger decided that as much as he liked Bingham’s and its crew, he simply couldn’t take it anymore. He decided to try 3B, but as soon as he’d arrived, he’d known that it was no good either. The employees at 3B were stiff, unengaging, and all male. He couldn’t carry on conversations with them as he did with the Bingham’s crew. The atmosphere was sterile and cold. The chairs were hard and there were no pretty girls to chat with, to sit near, or even to look at. He’d tried whistling while waiting for his order (he hadn’t lost his musical ability over the years), but the man behind the counter had glared at him until he stopped. The man behind the counter had cold, dark eyes like that man he’d heard of who’d burned down that orphanage. And Roger had been in the army, so he knew the look of a killer. If the man behind the counter wasn’t a killer, it was only because he hadn’t been pushed hard enough yet. 
There were no mirrors at 3B in which to admire his reflection. 
There wasn’t enough smoke in the air to cause him to clear his lungs, which he needed.
There wasn’t even anything funny to laugh at.
Roger sipped his medium Diet Coke. The drink was almost gone. He’d been here too long, and as soon as he finished it, it was time to go and never come back. He didn’t like being alone with the man with the killer’s eyes. 
How long had he been here, anyway? He looked down at his watch. Over two hours. He hadn’t wanted to sit near the counter, so he’d taken a booth close to the door and behind a half wall. He didn’t move around. He just sat and smoked and drank. 
He had, in fact, been sitting at 3B so long that the employees, unaccustomed to having customers, had forgotten all about him. Dicky Kulane, who had other things on his mind, barely remembered serving Roger, and Paul didn’t notice him when he walked back in from his daily trip to Bingham’s. 
“They’re open,” Paul told Dicky, “but they haven’t changed things back.” 
Dicky stared at Paul. Paul backed up a step.
“What did you say?”
“It’s still a nuthouse in there, same as before,” said Paul.
Dicky couldn’t believe it. Paul had been in the restaurant when Wally had arrived two days earlier. This was not an accident. Ever since mailing off the “come here now” email, Dicky had been waiting for Wally’s arrival as eagerly as a kid waiting for Christmas. Paul had been in the store from open until close every day between the email and Wally’s arrival, and had suffered every abuse Bingham’s had to offer during that time. Paul didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he told Dicky that he’d be there even if Dicky hadn’t ordered him to be there. The new Bingham’s was Paul’s kind of place.
Two days ago, Paul had told Dicky what had happened when Wally arrived. He’d told Dicky what he’d overheard, then what he’d snooped out when he’d tailed the two to the Mexican restaurant and sat in the booth behind them. The next day the place was closed, just as Philip and Wally had discussed, and at night, the crew had had a meeting to convey Wally’s orders about reverting to normal. 
And that in itself was a disappointment, because Wally’s arrival was supposed to herald the firing of every single employee and the closing of the store. But at least a back-to-normal rival was something that Dicky could deal with. He could always formulate a new plot, and when he did, he’d be fighting normal food and normal service. He wouldn’t have to contend with this zoo, this obscene, disgusting celebrity circus they’d gotten themselves into recently. 
Dicky thought he might even be able to come up with a reasonable competition strategy if Bingham’s went back to normal. Maybe he could find a way to poison their food so that customers got deathly ill. Or maybe he could go down there with a chainsaw.
But if Paul was right? If they’d been caught, had closed for a day, and then had opened their circus right back up again? It didn’t make sense. It was unthinkable.
Captain Dipshit wandered in from the back room. He now worked at 3B. He was paid in coupons, which Dicky told him were better than cash because you could trade them, like playing cards. 
“You,” said Dicky, pointing at Captain Dipshit. “Your old friends are up to their old tricks.”
Captain Dipshit thought Dicky meant the hippies. One of them did a trick where he could suck his testicles up into his body, and you could kick him over and over in the groin and he wouldn’t care. It was a fantastic trick.
“I wish I could do that,” said Captain Dipshit. “I keep getting mine grabbed and twisted.”
“I meant Bingham’s,” said Dicky.
“Oh,” said Captain Dipshit. “They can suck their balls in too? They must be ninjas.” 
Dicky’s eyebrows furrowed.
“Oh,” said Captain Dipshit.
Paul seemed to have something to say, but it was obvious that he was reluctant to tell Dicky, who he was openly afraid of.
“What?” said Dicky, looking at him.
“There’s more,” said Paul.
“What more?”
“I don’t want to say.” 
“What more?”
“They’re going to be on 60 Minutes,” Paul said.
Dicky’s eyes turned red. Both Captain Dipshit and Paul saw it. It only lasted a second, but it happened.
“What did you say?”
Paul abandoned all pretense and sprinted toward the back room, leaving Dicky and Captain Dipshit alone. Well, almost alone. Roger, immobile and barely visible in his corner booth behind the half wall, was watching the entire thing.
“They’re going to be on telemotherfuckingvision?” Dicky said, his voice quavering.
“Actually, they already have been on telemotherfuckingvision,” Captain Dipshit told him. “I saw them on channel six.”
“But not motherfucking like this!” Dicky spat. “This is 60 Motherfucking Minutes!!”
“Actually, the name of the show is...”
“Motherfucking FUCK!” Dicky screamed. His composure broke and he kicked a chair hard enough to send it briefly airborne, then ripped two of the tall tables to the ground with a crash. He grabbed a stone ashtray off of a third table and, with something like a growl, threw it hard into the glass front of the drink cooler. One of the bottles inside shattered and splashed the floor with apple juice. The interior lights flickered, then went out. 
Dicky stood for a moment, breathing heavy, trying to regain his composure. Then he remembered something, and he smiled a frightening smile as he looked at Captain Dipshit. 
“What?” said Captain Dipshit.
“I just realized what we’re going to do,” he said. 
“What?”
“I went into Bingham’s every other week for a year,” said Dicky. “I got to know everyone there.”
“And?”
“And I always got along really well with Tony, who services their bathrooms.” 
No lights went on in Captain Dipshit’s eyes. But why would they? To guess what Dicky had in mind, he’d have to know Tony. He’d have to know one of Tony’s biggest secrets, which Tony shared only with a very few people. He’d have to know something else about Bingham’s that wasn’t widely publicized. And he’d have to know how to put all of those pieces together.
“Let me explain,” said Dicky.
He did. 
And after the two were done talking and had retired to 3B’s back room, Roger got up and shuffled through the door as fast as his legs would carry him.
 
3.
The 60 Minutes interview went even better than expected. The producers (who, despite their hard-journalism exteriors, thought Bingham’s concept was beyond hilarity) were happy to give the piece a favorable angle. In just over a week – on the day Wally would be returning from his vacation – the segment aired. 
It took no time at all for a second wave of reporters and photographers to descend on the store like locusts. The No-Longer-Ghetto Phone rang off the hook. Philip developed his own paparazzi following almost immediately, and threw things at them when they took his picture – not because he was annoyed (he wasn’t), but because that’s what celebrities were supposed to do whenever the paparazzi stalked them while they were busy being fabulous.
The new publicity was great, but the swelling crowds that came with it made business difficult and, if possible, made the average customer even more annoying than usual.
To deal with the problem, Bricker was given free reign over store security. His first act as security chief was to hire the entire football team to act as his auxiliary bouncer squad. Philip referred to the newcomers good-naturedly if not uncreatively as “The Meathead Pageant II,” and Bricker called them “The GoonSquad” as a rebuttal. All were well-compensated, and all enjoyed the task of throwing people across the alleyway, reporters included.
Wally was less than thrilled. The day after the interview aired, he stormed in, yelling at the top of his lungs that Philip couldn’t do this and that everyone’s heads would roll, his own and Philip’s included. He swore at Philip for betraying him... and all of this after Wally had trusted him. He ran around the store in a fury, tearing decorations from the walls and hyperventilating. Eventually, for his own good, Bricker was forced to glue him to a wall until he calmed down – which he did after a few hours of immobile introspection. The piece had been positive, he decided, and he had heard nothing but good things. Philip even took Wally’s cell phone from his pocket, found Bingham’s phone number among the contacts, and made the difficult call to the owner himself. Bingham, who everyone seemed to think was senile, turned out to be not senile but hilarious. He’d seen the 60 Minutes piece. He was insured. The company was a distinct entity from him personally, and he had all the typical legal safeguards of any rich man. He’d worked in foodservice in his youth and, he told Philip, had always dreamed of the kind of things that Bingham’s was doing. Wally settled down entirely when Bingham told him all of this while Philip held the phone to his ear, and he really liked the idea of pitching a Bingham’s management book once Philip proposed it to him.
The new wave of popularity was exhilarating. The employees found it hard to restrain themselves and, with managerial and popular approval under their belts, didn’t really need to. Rich turned his wrestling into a no-holds-barred, full-contact sport. Dungeonmaster Eric and Nick began chasing customers around the store with tennis rackets and slingshots. In a venture that seemed likely to be illegal, Philip procured a large supply of the rubber “knee-knocker” bullets used by local riot police to quell disturbances, as well as a cornucopia of guns with which to fire them. Mike used them from the regulation safe distance to cripple people who did not tip, while Philip preferred to see if he could use them to knock buttons off of people’s shirts, which he was never able to do. 
The only real problem with the new wave was that customers were beginning to look for the violence, and to greet it smilingly. This was a catch-22 in the eyes of the Anarchist. They had started this as a civil uprising of sorts, with the crew in control for a change and the idiot masses finally forced to be the supplicants. But as the store became more popular, the crew’s antics stopped being acts of control and started being entertainment. They’d started out as clerks, had become revolutionaries, and were becoming clerks again. 
One day, a young man about the age and build of Frat Douche vultured over the counter and said to the Anarchist, “Ha-ha, now you’re going to have to push me back with that bar under the counter. Do it!”
This wasn’t shattering the status quo; it was only changing its shape. The intention had been to shake people out of their complacency, but all it was doing was giving them a new kind of complacency. Instead of whiling away their lives by getting up and going to work in the morning, driving the same stretch of road, getting a cup of coffee, and eating the BHT drying agent in their stereo cartons, people would while away their lives by getting up in the morning, getting a cup of coffee, and expecting to be slapped with a spatula. 
So he asked Bricker to knock the man unconscious, strip him nude, wrap him in wax paper, and hang him upside-down like a cocoon from a tree in the Oval. Bricker reported later that the kid was very angry and agitated when he woke up, and that two separate dogs had humped his head while he hung there. This was a good thing to hear. If they could keep changing, keep dreaming up new ways to humiliate people, they wouldn’t have time to adapt. Satisfaction was killing these idiots, said the Anarchist at his elitist best, so as long as people were getting uncomfortable or angry, that meant the crew was doing its job. 
After a few weeks, Bingham’s popularity had increased so much that the store was always filled to capacity, with very few slow periods. Slate found it intolerable, as he was constantly working and was never able to play Scrabble. Flexing his new assistant-managerial muscle, he took decisive action.
“Whenever I’m working,” he declared, “I want no customers in the store. Bricker, get some of your cronies to take food orders from people out front. You can take some of the registers out there if you want. Collect money from people and give them correct change, and then run the orders inside, to us. Put them in here.”
Bricker watched Slate. “Orders in the trashcan,” he confirmed.
“Right. Then go back out and take more orders. After a few hours, when people start to ask where their food is, tell them that it will be out shortly. Tell them that we’re usually more motivated if people tip. Then keep ringing up more bagels, take their money, and when the registers fill up, bring the drawers back here and dump them in that trashcan over there.”
“The one that you wrote ‘Tips’ on the front of?” Bricker asked Slate.
Slate nodded. “Right. Then, if after a few more hours people start to complain again, tell them to shut their pie holes. Literally. Say: ‘Shut your pie hole.’ Don’t tell them anything else. When they start getting really nuts, start punching people.”
Bricker nodded attentively.
“At five or six o’clock, tell them that you’re going to start letting people in the store. Come inside, and lock the door behind you. Have your men part a little and let people past the velvet rope. Let them all press up against the door. Then reach around the corner there... see it? The two buttons? Press the bottom one to lower the gate. I’d guess that you’ll capture around twenty or so people between the front of the store and the gate. I would also guess that a few people will get pinned under the gate. They’ll be fine; just let them struggle there for a while. Then, Rich, Darcy, Beckie, and I will run up the back steps and onto the roof, and we’re going to pour a bunch of barrels of spoiled mayonnaise down on them. Let them swim for a while, and then raise the gate and let them out.”
“Then what?”
“Then go back out and tell them that there has been a horrible mistake and that none of that was supposed to happen. Apologize and tell people that the doors will be opening soon. Then trap a new group with the gate and repeat the whole thing. Got it?”
Bricker nodded expressionlessly. “Got it.”
The plan was a brilliant success, since Slate’s take-their-money-and-don’t-deliver scheme demonstrated that there was no real need to expend effort in order to make income. Tracy said that it would never last, that people would eventually catch on and stop paying for food that was never going to come. He was wrong, though – every time, people paid and were surprised when they did not get their food. Every time, people pressed forward and were trapped between the gate and the door to be doused with condiments, like raiders of a castle being scalded with boiling oil. Every time, they were surprised.
After a few days, the routine became boring. Besides, the stock drums of mayo that Slate had ordered from the Army eventually ran dry, and so did similar vats of barbecue sauce and honey mustard. The Anarchist decided that although Slate’s plan was brilliant, it was wearing thin. To truly be a world-class asshole, he decided, one had to be face-to-face with one’s adversaries. He missed the personal contact.
Still, the most attractive feature of Slate’s plan was that it freed the employees from work and allowed them the carefree laziness of days gone by. The Anarchist decided that he would be damned if he was going to let customers deny him this, so he bumped Bricker’s salary up as security supervisor and asked him to follow a new tactic.
“Bricker,” he said, “I want you to start letting people back into the store. We’re going to sit behind the counter and watch TV on that big fifty-inch LCD screen that I had installed under the grill hood. We’ll also be playing Atari on the old TV, and Slate really wants to get back into Scrabble. We’ll be doing everything but waiting on the customers. You can just sort of hang back or glue people to the walls or hit them with bats if you want. We’ll handle everything initially, by which I mean that we are going to ignore everybody. They’ll probably get plenty mad. You can suggest to them that we might get back to work if they tip us.
“Let them clamber around for a while and then at the top of the hour, I want you and your meatheads to line up here, along the back wall, and plow everybody out the front door. Do it football style – pretend that they’re an offensive line trying to sack us, your quarterbacks. Then stand back and let them try to get back in and we’ll handle it from there, but here’s what else you can do to help us...”
The next day, hordes of customers swarmed the front counter and yelled and swore, shouting for the crew to get to work and make their food. Bricker told them that tipping might help, and immediately wallets opened and the tip jars filled to overflowing. While this was happening, most of the crew huddled around the grill hood, intently watching reruns of Mork and Mindy on the new TV. Slate and a few others stood over the Scrabble board, and the Anarchist and Nick played Ms. Pac-Man on Dungeonmaster Eric’s old Atari system. 
When the top of the hour came, Bricker and his goons drove the customers through the door with the vigor and strength of a freight train. The eyes of the assaulted widened in surprise. Grunts issued from every person in the mass. Faces grew indignant.
When the huge bouncers stood aside, the horde rushed back in – not aggressively or at a run, but with the determination of shoppers at a clearance sale. The employees were ready, and jumped up with their weapons drawn. Most held riot guns loaded with knee-knockers. Some held paint guns, and some held pressure hoses. Rich, Smooth B, and Tracy wielded the gigantic slingshot-style “fruit cannon” that the Anarchist’s roommate had made out of elastic surgical tubing. Tracy and Smooth held the ends of the cannon while Rich cradled an orange in the stretched-back sling and then let go. There was an orange blur, and then a fine spray of juice and pulp as the fruit disintegrated on impact. He fired again and again, chuckling evilly.
It was a slaughter. People retreated through the narrow doorway and took up watchful stations outside, panting and breathless. Every once in a while a brave soul would try to reenter and would be pelted with a barrage of paint and water and fruit and rubber projectiles, doubling him up and sending him out crawling. Rather than leaving, he would compose himself and resume watch. Bricker would then walk around and tell people that tips might grease the wheels a bit, and they would contribute. After a brief but tense standoff, the employees would fall back into their earlier states of leisure and the cycle would repeat. 
Belligerence increased with every cycle of influx and forced efflux and by the end of the week, people were being thrown through windows. Employees glowed and customers swore. Displaced customers always vowed retribution and revenge, but they always came back.
Business increased, notoriety surged, and day by day, the money continued to roll in. Even Wally was smiling. Thanks to consumer idiocy, the sky was the limit.





 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
Here Comes the Manager
 
1.
Trip would have been so proud.
The Anarchist pressed his lips together at the thought, repressing a nostalgic frown. Trip, with his ratty blonde ponytail and his Doc Martens boots. Trip, who had executed Squeaky and displayed his corpse in William’s office. Trip, who had carved a ten-pound chunk off of the huge, erroneously delivered cheese brick, then had eaten it in one sitting because he couldn’t fit it in his fridge.
Standing before the completed Face-Kicking Machine, the Anarchist missed Trip more than ever. This was a dream that had been so very long in coming. The progress so far at Bingham’s had been amazing, but this was a triumph of idiotic proportions. The Face-Kicking Machine had been so abstract, so far-fetched, so unbelievably stupid, a long-lost fantasy so odd that a thinking person could rest assured that it would never – nay, should never – see the light of day. 
The Face-Kicking Machine! he thought, still incredulous. Here! Made real! He could hardly believe it. He wished that Trip could be here to share this moment with him.
Now, the time had come for its debut.
“You’re the first customer of the day,” the Anarchist told a stocky boy with his baseball cap on backward. “Our policy is that the first customer of the day has to submit to the Face-Kicking Machine.” 
“Huh?” said the customer.
The Anarchist gestured to the tangled mass of metal pipes and smiled.
“I don’t know what you mean,” he said. 
“First customer must submit to the Face-Kicking Machine. That’s the rule.”
Face-Kicking Machine lore was absolutely full of pointless, ritualistic rules. The first customer has to submit to the Face-Kicking Machine. Any customer wearing red has to submit to the Face-Kicking Machine. Anyone who uses the word “moist” or “panties” has to submit to the Face-Kicking Machine. Why? Because it was the rule. There was no other reason besides the rule. The Face-Kicking Machine would have been right at home working a government job.
The Anarchist once asked Trip what would happen if someone refused to submit. Trip had an answer right away: If you refused to submit to the Face-Kicking Machine, you’d have to submit to the Face-Kicking machine. And if you refused that, you’d be required to submit to the Face-Kicking Machine. Nobody would want that kind of escalation, so compliance would be nearly 100%. But this was all theoretical. It hadn’t been tried until now. 
The First Customer of the Day looked at the machine and then back at the Anarchist. He shook his head in confusion.
“Go on,” the Anarchist told him. “Just follow the instructions on the machine. It’s self-explanatory, really.”
The First Customer of the Day stalked over to the machine. It was in the corner where the front counter met the wall, near Swannie’s nest. He looked at the placard above the metal mass, which read Face-Kicking Machine. He looked down at the instruction card and began reading.
“What is this thing supposed to do?” he asked.
“What would you expect a ‘Shoe-Polishing Machine’ to do?” 
“Polish my shoes?”
The Anarchist nodded. “You see what I’m saying.”
The customer had finished scanning the instruction card and was looking the machine over, searching for the lever. You had to understand the machine before using it, so that you’d be able to use it properly. The machine had no operator. It was always operated by the person who would receive its boot. The point of the Face-Kicking Machine was not to kick someone in the face. The point was to allow a person to kick himself in the face. It made possible that which was physically awkward at best.
Neither the Anarchist nor Trip could have explained how the idea for the Face-Kicking Machine came about. In all likelihood, the contraption had probably been Trip’s idea first. Of the two sadistic, idiotic young men, Trip had been the more sadistic and idiotic. 
The idea was simple: A frame. A boot on a spring-loaded arm. A manual lever as the trigger. You operated the thing like you operated a slot machine, except that the only jackpot you were likely to get out of a round with the Face-Kicking Machine was a bloody nose. And by the way, one was never subjected to the face-kicking machine. One was forced to subject
oneself to it. It had the understated brilliance of medieval torture. 
“Shit!” the First Customer of the Day shouted after trying the contraption. He was clutching his nose in agony, treadmarks from the boot’s sole crisscrossed across his cheeks and forehead. Trickles of blood leaked through his fingers and pattered onto the floor. 
The Anarchist was fascinated. He had written out his experimental setup and his hypothesis in his impromptu scientific journal (the back pages of the Ted Investigation Unit log) and, following the debut face-kicking, made a note: First successful trial. Yes, people really are dumb enough to put their face in something called a “face-kicking machine.” Unable to reject null hypothesis.
“What the hell!” the customer shouted.
“Oh, I’m sorry about that,” said the Anarchist. “We’re still getting the bugs out. Maybe if you try it again?”
The First Customer of the Day seemed unsure. 
“I’d do it if I were you,” said the Anarchist. “I, a 22-year-old college student working in a deli, am arbitrarily suggesting that you voluntarily injure yourself. You should do it because I must have authority and knowledge, based on the fact that I’m on this side of the counter and am wearing an apron.”
The First Customer of the Day saw the logic of what the Anarchist had said.
He returned to the machine and settled his chin in the small plastic cup at the bottom of the face-shaped indentation on the front of the machine. The boot, visible through the pipe frame of the gadget, had already returned to the cocked position. He pulled the huge slot machine lever on the machine’s side. There was a click as the catch released, then a sound like a hammer hitting a steak, then a ratcheting series of clicks as the machine reset. 
“Mother fuck!” said the First Customer of the Day. 
The Anarchist made another note: Statistical significance low due to small number of trials, but experimenter confidence remains high. Initial findings suggest that customers are moronic to an extent previously thought impossible. Future experiment: need to determine if people who submit to the machine often walk into walls and fall down spontaneously. 
At the Anarchist’s suggestion, the First Customer of the Day took two tampons from the Box Next to the Slicer, which had become the Box Next to the Face-Kicking Machine, and inserted one into each nostril to stem the bleeding. On each tampon, Philip had hand-written DO NOT EAT THIS. 
Then the First Customer of the Day made his title official by purchasing a bagel with cream cheese and a coffee. The Anarchist asked him if he wanted lard in his coffee, and explained that it was sugar-free. Why not? said the customer.
Was the Face-Kicking Machine a bit much? Absolutely. But if the Bingham’s crew was going to get away with what they were doing (and impossibly, it looked that way) then the employees were going to pull out all of the stops. The Anarchist decided one day to explain his thoughts to Tracy in layman’s terms.
“We’re going to pull out all of the stops,” he said.
Tracy shook his head. “There are no stops left. You’ve pulled them all out.”
“Oh, there are stops left.”
“No. There are no more stops.”
“There are stops. And we’re going to hunt them down.”
“And what are you going to do once you find these alleged stops?” Tracy asked him.
The Anarchist shook his head with conviction. “We’re going to pull them out,” he said. 
Tracy whistled.
Over the next few days, the Anarchist had hunted down the few remaining cowering stops and pulled them out into the light of day so that he could beat them to death. The construction of the Face-Kicking Machine was the final insult.
“Let me get this straight,” Philip asked the Anarchist. “This machine kicks people in the face?”
The Anarchist turned his head toward Dungeonmaster Eric, who was sitting beside him opposite Philip like a lawyer at a senate hearing. Eric whispered something to him. Then the Anarchist looked back at Philip and said, “Yes. Yes it does.”
Philip frowned thoughtfully. A Face-Kicking Machine? That couldn’t be good. 
“It kicks you in the face,” he clarified.
“Yes.” It was Eric, who was the person most able in Trip’s absence to appreciate the machine’s brilliance. 
“Why not just kick people in the face yourself?” Philip asked.
“We...” Eric started. The Anarchist interrupted him. 
“Let me handle this,” he said. He turned to Philip. “That would be us assaulting them. The machine allows the customers to assault themselves.”
Philip nodded. “I see. And?”
“And? And that’s funny!” He leaned back, remembering. “Trip and I had the idea a long time ago, and half of the fun of it is simply the bizarre idiocy factor. We never – not in a million years – thought that it would ever be built, but given the new Bingham’s, it can be. The other half is that we get to watch people injure themselves of their own accord, which is the next level of this psychology/sociology experiment we have going, which I still think you should write a thesis on. And half of it was...”
“That’s three halves,” Eric pointed out.
The Anarchist ignored him. “Half of it was this girl last week. She came in and asked me if butter has fat in it. Does butter have fat in it. I told her that I wanted to slap her, but that I didn’t want to hurt my hand, so I told her to slap herself. I remember reading that quote in a magazine once, and I thought that it would be funny to say. But here’s the thing: she did it.”
“She slapped herself?”
“Yep.”
“No way.”
“Swear to God. She hauled off and gave herself this big, hard pimp slap. She actually knocked herself down. So I got to thinking, what about the Face-Kicking Machine? If people would actually slap themselves because someone told them to do it, maybe they would kick themselves in the face. If only there were a machine, Philip. If only there were a machine to help them do it.”
Philip nodded, but it bothered him. It felt like crossing a line. Another line. The contraption sounded like Dr. Kevorkian’s assisted-suicide machine.
“I have all sorts of ideas if this works out and we feel like expanding,” said the Anarchist. “What about a Noogie Machine? What about a Roundhouse-Kick-to-the-Kidney Machine?”
Philip pursed his lips. “I don’t know...”
The Anarchist eyed him. “This is a stop, you know. You know that we have to pull out all of the stops around here. Are you going to protect this stop, or are you going to step aside so that I can pull it out?”
Rich had been walking by as the Anarchist said this. “Pull it out,” he said, and giggled.
Philip acquiesced, and the machine was built. 
Encouraged, the Anarchist immediately began collaborating with Beckie to create and then slowly fulfill what the two considered to be the store’s ultimate dream list. Suddenly, every idiotic idea ever conceived during an annoying lunch rush or an infuriating customer interaction began coming to life.
“Number fourteen,” Beckie told the Anarchist after the completion of one such dream item.
“Excuse me?” he asked, looking up from the make table.
Beckie held up a foil-wrapped sandwich and jiggled it. “Number fourteen,” she repeated. “Ham and Swiss on rye and a small Coke. For that obnoxious Forty-Dollar Haircut.”
The Anarchist looked across the room and saw the Forty Dollar Haircut in question sitting near the window, chatting with his hipster friends. Everyone at the table had expensive oily haircuts that looked like Shop Vac accidents. The customer, Number Fourteen, was the only one with a stylish black band around his neck. Every once in a while, a small red LED on the band would blip, to show the thing was charged and receiving. 
The Anarchist and Beckie knew exactly who the ham and Swiss on rye belonged to, so half of the point of this experiment was, if they were honest, kind of moot. But the store was full, the music was loud, and the customer did look like he was deep in conversation. Why waste their breath yelling across the room? He’d never hear it. They’d yell, then yell again, then finally set the Forty Dollar Haircut’s order on the counter and would forget about it. He’d come up fifteen minutes later to complain, and the bagel would be cold, and then he’d complain again. 
Well, they wouldn’t have to deal with that anymore. That was just the kind of customer service snafu that the new system was designed to prevent. 
The Anarchist turned to the back counter and pressed the #14 key on the new transmitter.
The Forty Dollar Haircut was up in an instant, jumping into the air with gestures that were almost dancelike. He spasmed and contorted, grabbing and clawing at the black collar on his neck. His companions looked at him with disdain.
Beckie decided to help. This was a new system, so it only seemed fair to help people learn how best to use it. As the Haircut looked toward the counter in panic, Beckie waved. Then she gestured toward the huge Family Feud style ring-in button that had been installed at the corner of the countertop.
The strange ballet at the front of the store continued. The customer continued to clutch at the collar on his neck, wrapping the fingers of both hands around it to try to tear it off. But of course, the collar couldn’t be opened until he tagged in. It was a safety feature.
Beckie gestured with the bagel. “Your food is ready,” she called above the din.
The Haircut spasmed his way to the counter, knocking over chairs and knocking drinks onto the floor. Others yelled at him. They already had their food; they didn’t want to put up with this guy’s bullshit.
The customer pointed at his collar, trying to mime to Beckie that there was something wrong with it. He was too panicked to speak, or the voltage had locked his facial muscles. Really, either one could be the case.
“The collar?” Beckie asked. “That’s what it’s supposed to do. That’s how you know when your order is done. Have you ever been to a restaurant where they give you those vibrating pagers so that you know when your table is ready? Like Outback. I really like Outback. Do they still do call-ahead seating, or are they one of those too-good-for-it restaurants now that won’t even let you call to reserve your spot in line?”
The customer shook his head. Beckie decided that he must not like Outback.
“You might want to turn your collar off,” said Beckie.
The customer shook his head in the affirmative.
“You have to tag in over there,” she said, indicating the ring-in button.
The Forty Dollar Haircut followed her gesture, leaping and almost falling toward the button. He slapped it repeatedly and then stopped convulsing, collapsing into an untidy pile.
Beckie walked around the counter and set the sandwich on the customer’s back. “Enjoy your food!” she said with a smile.
 
2.
Beckie was enjoying herself less on the following day, as she stood outside the small duplex on West 10th Street. She was uncomfortable here, concealed in the bushes like a prowler, but the air was brisk and sweet, and the mystery of Army Ted was unfolding inside.
She had stalked and found him earlier at the movie theater, having recently decided that enough was enough. Ted’s stories had become increasingly wild of late, and her curiosity was piqued. She had to uncover his secrets. Why was he taking the credit for keeping the police and the lawyers out of Bingham’s collective hair? Sure, he tended to capitalize on whatever he could, but this was too much. She thought back to his stories of Sandy Duncan and Clint Eastwood and of the time that Ted was forced “in self defense” to kill some huge bodybuilder-type mugger in one of the campus parking garages. Well, those stories were pretty over the top as well. But recently?
J. Edgar Hoover was still alive, Ted told the crew one day in a low voice from behind the back of his hand, and he was personally interested in Bingham’s. Hoover had been working undercover with both the FBI and the CIA, you see, and he was hot on the trail of a ring of spies. These spies were known to frequent Bingham’s Bagel Deli, and the recent upheaval had threatened the operation because Hoover only knew the spies as customers of the campus deli and had yet to learn their names, home addresses, or contacts. He had been alarmed when the uprising had begun, and had feared losing them. 
The finest efforts of the FBI and CIA were required, Ted explained, to quell any disturbance to the Bingham’s status quo. Sure, he told them while giggling girlishly as usual, the status quo had all but upended during the past months, but at least if the staff could be protected and the deli kept open, then maybe – just maybe – Hoover would get lucky and the spies would continue to patronize them. 
Why didn’t the FBI and the CIA just stop the uprising from occurring? the Anarchist had asked.
Ted didn’t have an answer. He hemmed and hawed for a while and eventually mumbled something about the constitutional rights of citizens. The Anarchist smirked. Ted had not anticipated the question.
Anyway, Ted had continued, J. Edgar Hoover was a close personal friend of his before Hoover had been required to fake his death back in ‘72. Because Ted had been both an ambassador and a secret agent himself and knew the spies’ home territory well (he refused to divulge the location of this territory), Hoover had called on him. Besides, Ted knew Bingham’s.
Wouldn’t Hoover be over a hundred years old by now? the Anarchist had asked.
The yarns spun on and on. Espionage. National conspiracies. Murder. The Tango.
The Tango? Beckie had asked him. 
Ted told her that when he had been an agent, he usually had to dance the Tango with beautiful women and sleep with them so that they would tell him their secrets. Michelle Pfeiffer was a spy, he told her. Did she know that? And so was Elle McPherson. He had been forced to Tango with both of them.
At the same time? the Anarchist had asked, playing along.
Hee-hee!
Beckie wondered if Ted had gotten the “tango” idea from the movie True Lies. She mentioned this strange coincidence to him.
Ted told her that Hey! That movie was based on him! Hee-hee! The story had been leaked to the press and nobody bought it, but some Hollywood guys had decided that it would be a good idea for a movie. Yes, he recalled with a fond glint in his eye, he had certainly killed those terrorists good. But, he explained, they got it wrong. Remember that scene where the terrorist jumps from one building to the next on a motorcycle? And Arnold Schwarzenegger, in pursuit on horseback, can’t get his horse to make the jump? Well, Ted said slyly, he had made that horse jump. He and the horse had landed in the rooftop pool and Ted had caught the terrorist. He had been forced to kill him with a plastic fork and knife. Hee-hee!
Beckie couldn’t take it anymore. She had palavered with the Anarchist and the pair had decided that although Ted’s stories had always been outrageous, they had definitely taken a turn for the worse. Just who did Ted think he was? And did he think that they were as stupid as their customers? Beckie, ever sensitive to such an accusation, was indignant. Still, Ted told his stories with such conviction and filled them with so much mundane trivia that she couldn’t help but wonder. Certainly a back-from-the-dead centenarian ex-FBI director was not in cahoots with Ted to save their deli, and certainly Ted had not shared a set of bedsheets with supermodels and actresses. But, some of it might be true. Beckie’s dormant quest, which had taken a back seat to the recent uproarious developments, reasserted itself with a toothy insistency. She had gone at it with gusto.
Her initial investigations had been unsuccessful, owing perhaps to Ted’s uncanny wiliness or perhaps to her own espionage inexperience. She had lost him over a dozen times just as had others (such as Tracy) who had tried to tail him. He seemed to disappear around corners and enter rooms from which he never emerged. He seemed to slip through cracks and fly into the open sky. He definitely moved like a secret agent, Beckie thought.
There I go again, she thought to herself. Ted didn’t move like a secret agent. He moved like a normal guy. Ted was working on her now, without even being present. 
What was it about Ted? Why did they even give him credit enough to pursue him? They had dismissed other whackos for less. Why was Ted so compelling?
She let the question drop. It didn’t matter. Ted was compelling, regardless of how or why. He was like a parasite in the mind, working himself through her cerebrum. So she had persisted and finally, after so many failures and disappointments, she had struck the jackpot.
Ted had left the theater with a woman who was not skinny and did not have a French accent. He did call her “Yvette,” though. So this was the French divorce lawyer wife? After watching them interact, Beckie doubted if Yvette knew what the Bill of Rights was, let alone the Ohio divorce statutes. 
The pair had walked out of the theater and had climbed into a maroon station wagon which was well past its prime. They had driven to the unassuming white house at which Beckie was now on stakeout. Was this the big house in German Village? Was the car that they came in one of Ted’s many sportscars? Was the yacht parked out back?
As Beckie looked on, Ted and his wife watched television and ate a late dinner. When they were done, they went upstairs to bed. At least one thing was true, she realized as the couple walked up the stairs. There was, on the wall, a large U.S. Army flag. 
Beckie was disappointed. Ted’s life was so pathetic that it made her sad. She wished she had never investigated, or at least that she had never succeeded. Of course Ted was lying, but seeing proof was unsettling and melancholy. She felt sorry for him, and at the same time felt pity – the kind of pity that made her feel above him in a way she did not wish to be. 
She had blown it. Liar or not, Ted was a friend. Beckie had unleveled the playing field, and now she would never be able to look at him in the same way again. He was just a man. He was living the unspectacular life. 
She had kind of hoped that Ted would win, that he would elude her forever or that some of what he said would turn out to be true. She wanted to keep the mystery alive. She wanted to admire him in the I-can’t-believe-what-this-lying-dirty-old-man-is-saying way in which she was accustomed. She would no longer be able to respect him. Neither would Tracy or the Anarchist, once she told them. Maybe she shouldn’t tell them. 
Of course she should, she decided. They had a right to know the truth, no matter how ugly it was.
She turned around and weaved her way out of the bushes. On her way back to her car, she glanced at the name on the mailbox: HANDY. The Anarchist had been close then, when he had taken his glimpse of Ted’s license.
Beckie walked slowly away from the home of Ted and Yvette Handy, her head down and heavy. It was no fun unmasking the Lone Ranger after all.
 
3.
The day that the agent came to visit was a busy one. The demands of fame were insistent. Besides, a bevy of minor tortures were being tried out, a handful of deliveries were coming in, and in the eyes of the Anarchist and Beckie, Slate’s head was growing.
“It’s too big for his fucking hat,” Beckie said disdainfully of the gargantuan head.
Slate had been given his promotion not two weeks ago, and already he was hiding in Philip’s office all of the time and counting the money. The money did not need to be counted. Philip had counted it the night before, and even if he hadn’t, he would count it when he came in today. Philip was getting much better with punctuality, in fact, and people were saying that he had even started eating better. Was Fat Lazy Philip – was William’s “Toby” – a thing of the past? Certainly not, hoped the Anarchist.
Beckie was fuming. The line was out the door as always, and Slate was not helping. The fact that she had no real obligation to work either at this point was lost on her. She had been at Bingham’s longer than Slate. So had the Anarchist. Who was Slate to tell them what to do?
“The slicing thing has gotten worse, too,” commented the Anarchist.
Beckie sneered. Slate had some sort of sick love affair going on with the slicer, and had been romancing it since day one. Even before the uprising, Slate had carried on with his whirring steel confidant.
Even now, the Anarchist could see the slicer winking at him. It had a razor sharp cutting blade and a thirst for human blood just like the industrial laundry machine in the Stephen King story “The Mangler.” At least three or four times a year, it would claim an unsuspecting victim who would bleed profusely. All attempts to close the wound were inevitably futile for at least twenty minutes or more. All you could do was to contain the blood in a bucket and hope to clot before going unconscious. The thing seemed to be diamond edged, and coated with a powerful anti-coagulant.
The Anarchist shuddered. It was looking at him, all right. Perhaps Slate was in league with it, spending the long, languishing mornings caressing it with meat and cheese and plotting his takeover. Maybe he whispered to it, stroking its duller surfaces sexually and whispering seductively into its churning mechanical ear. Had it ever cut Slate? The Anarchist thought not. It had cut him, and it had cut Beckie, and it had cut scores of others. But it had never cut Slate.
Beckie motioned to Bricker to kick all of the customers out of the store. She was in no mood to work. 
“This is bullshit,” she said to the Anarchist. “I can get the slicing done by ten. Slate used to take until noon, like he was stretching it out on purpose so that he didn’t have to work. Now he’s stretching it out until one or two in the afternoon.” She looked at the slicer hatefully, then warily. 
The Anarchist nodded. Yes, Slate had really become Mr. Assistant Fucking Manager. From time to time, during a rush, he would peek out from the back and the workers would relax, seeing that Slate had finished whatever useless and redundant duty was upon him in the office and that he was coming out to help make food. Then he would disappear from whence he came without a word.
Beckie was still looking at the slicer. 
The Anarchist nodded to the computer-generated flier above the slicer which showed a badly-drawn caricature holding up a hand with missing fingers. It read: Cleaning the slicer? Use the glove!
“I wonder what happened to the glove,” he said. He had his suspicions, of course. The glove, a heavy silver mesh of chain mail that looked like an accessory to a suit of armor, protected the hand that cleaned the slicer from its bloodthirsty blade. Slate had obviously hidden it to protect his metal lover.
“Dunno,” was Beckie’s response.
The Anarchist headed off to class. Just over an hour later he came back, swearing about the class’s asshole TA who had graded his essay inappropriately. He’d gotten high marks for content, but she’d made style comments about his writing, declaring certain sentences to be run-ons and others to be “wordy.” In the opinion of the Anarchist, who was the best writer he knew, the TA should keep her fucking writing style advice to her fucking self. 
Never one to miss a chance to prod the Anarchist when he was angry, Philip asked how the grad school applications were coming along. The Anarchist said that he hadn’t gotten around to them. He had, however, written several more brilliant pieces of creative writing that he’d like to shove down the whore TA’s throat.
The Anarchist was still stewing when the agent came in. As a result, he was short with her.
“I’m Angela Finney,” she said with a smile and an offered hand. “I represent...”
“Hey!” he shouted, squirting her in the face with spicy mustard.
The agent smiled, nonplused. “Ha ha ha. That’s your act, isn’t it? Very funny. Anyway, our firm would like to represent you for...”
“Woo!” the Anarchist hooted. He pulled a fire extinguisher off of the back counter and sprayed her with it. 
She hopped around in the freezing spray and made involuntary sounds of discomfort. When she recovered, she straightened the lapels of her neat red and black suitcoat and smiled again through a light frosting of icy white condensation. “Ha ha,” she said, chucking the Anarchist lightly on the shoulder. “You kids are all right.”
His efforts frustrated, the Anarchist turned the agent over to Philip. 
Angela Finney was a talent agent, and had seen the 60 Minutes interview. She said that she believed they had MTV-style appeal. The youth of America, she said, was dying for such rebellious idols. She asked them if they had any talents among them, no matter how trivial, that they thought could be sold to pop culture. It would be worth a lot of money if they had.
After Tracy made a suggestion (one which took him all of three seconds to offer), the agent shrieked with glee and began to ramble on about what a perfect idea it was. It had more than MTV appeal, she said. It had Weird Al Yankovic appeal.
The following week was a blur. Angela The Agent, as she came to be known, worked at lightning speed. Speed was essential. America has a very short attention span, she said, and if they didn’t capitalize on the Bingham’s craze now, the country might lose interest. They had to strike while the iron was hot. At a fifteen percent cut of any profits, Angela had a large incentive urging her on.
She was one hundred percent correct about one thing: fame was rolling along like a freight train. After the 60 Minutes piece, reporters from classic news organizations and pop media alike were breaking down the door. People recognized all of the crew members on the street and asked for autographs, which they were all too flattered to give. Philip was approached to do a guest spot on Step By Step which he declined on principle, and then to do a spot on The X-Files, which he accepted with gusto. He was to play an alien who comes to Earth and gets a job in a deli, where he begins late at night to zap customers with a ray gun and eat their spleens. Nick, with his trademark lounge-singer-meets-beatnik charm, smelled merchandising opportunities and began to craft a series of “Bingham’s Action Figures.” Each had spatulas in hand that moved in a realistic backhand-slapping action. In addition, each figure had its own individual superpower. The Nick figure, for instance, carried a lounge-singer’s microphone and could lure his enemies into a coma with his deep, seductive, silver-tongued voice. The Darcy figure had “Boobs of Vengeance” which could fire paralyzing streams of milk across huge distances with hair’s-breadth precision. 
Rich was perhaps the proudest of all. He was asked to host a major pro wrestling event and would get to break a chair over the back of The Rock, who would then call him a “roody-poo jabroni.”
During the time in which Angela was hunting around, having power lunches with MTV executives, and signing contracts, Bingham’s and its workers became overnight sensations. The timing was perfect. At the end of the tumultuous first week, she stepped into the lobby and announced that everything was set to go, as ridiculous and filled with shameless bandwagon propagandizing as it was.
The Bialy Pimps’ CD single and music video for their song parody “Here Comes the Manager” were released within two weeks.
 
4.
“This had better be good, or I’m going to stick an icepick into your brain,” Dicky Kulane told Captain Dipshit. 
“It’s not good,” said Captain Dipshit. “But it’s important.”
It was eleven at night. The air was cold and Dicky was tired, so with an annoyed sigh, he let his unwelcome guest inside so that they could get whatever-it-was over with as fast as possible. 
“I get up very early,” said Dicky. “I was in bed when you called. I’m not a very fun person when I’m tired, just so you understand.”
“You’ll want to see this right away,” said Captain Dipshit, who didn’t think Dicky was ever a very fun person. He pushed past him into the living room. He was holding a VHS cassette tape, and he knelt down and slid it into Dicky’s VCR. 
“I was flipping through the channels and saw a preview, so I grabbed a tape so that I could record it when it came on,” he told Dicky.
“Record what?”
The foyer light was on but the living room light was off, and the only light came from the TV. In its blue glow, Captain Dipshit looked somehow different. Worse. The word that came to Dicky’s mind was unhinged. 
“Just watch,” he said. And then he inhaled and exhaled slowly, as if trying to center himself, to remain calm.
The video began with a dog food commercial. Captain Dipshit picked up the remote and sped through several more commercials, stopping when the MTV logo appeared on the screen. Below the logo, a line of text promised that what was about to follow was a WORLD PREMIRE VIDEO.
“I know you’re weird, but I don’t care if you think Madonna is unhealthy or some other bullshit,” Dicky said.
“Shhh!” Captain Dipshit hissed. This took Dicky by surprise. The kid was always so submissive. He’d never cut Dicky off or shushed him before.
Some titles came up in the corner of the screen. A scene faded in, and some kind of a rap beat followed. Someone was chanting “Uh-oh, uh-oh uh-oh...”
Some scantily-clad women danced onto the screen. There was steam in the air, and the steam was coming from big metal boxes that sort of looked like...
Uh-oh.
Dicky watched, already suspecting what he was about to see. Six-foot paper-maché bagels rolled across the screen, and there were dancers in the background, grinding in unison. What had those titles said at the beginning?
And then, uh-oh... here came the manager.
It was Philip, decked out in a sequined jumpsuit and high-top basketball shoes. His curly hair was teased up into a white man’s afro. He had lightning bolts shaved into it above his ears, and he was badly breakdancing like his life depended on it, spinning on the tips of his shoes, swinging his arms like waves, and twirling around on the floor on his back.
Uh-oh, Dicky was thinking.
Uh-oh, uh-oh uh-oh uh-oh. Uh-oh. Uh-oh – here comes the manager.
Then the rest of the Bingham’s crew danced onto Dicky’s television, all of them twirling spatulas and mouthing words which had obviously been sung by other voices. Captain Dipshit was at his elbow, voice somewhat shaky but with a businesslike calm. This was a parody of an M.C. Hammer song, he explained. Dicky could have cared less. His jaw was hanging open.
Now the crew was outside, strutting to the beat along the streets of downtown Columbus, high-fiving urban hip-hop and breakdancing crews, clasping their hands and slapping them on the back in camaraderie. Philip was walking in the lead, but then another figure joined him. At this, Captain Dipshit visibly recoiled. The newcomer on the screen was Little John, the homeless dwarf with the fiery red beard. Everyone clasped hands with Little John and you could see him mouthing I own this fucking place. 
Then Philip was front and center again, now dressed in a brightly-colored jogging suit and wearing pearled sunglasses, thick gold chains, and a prominent four-finger bridge ring that read BAGELZ. He was walking like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever, stepping lively and getting props from his boys in the hood.
Dicky’s face was long, shocked. He’d never been so baffled. He could feel the anger deep inside, changing and becoming something worse. 
“You know what I never understood about the original version of this song?” said Captain Dipshit. “They say, ‘Uh-oh – here comes the Hammer.’ But isn’t Hammer benevolent? It should be like, ‘Whoopie! Here comes the Hammer!’”
Dicky didn’t hear him. He couldn’t take his eyes off the screen.
The manager continued to come along: now in the deli, highstepping along the countertop. Now on campus. Now in a bagel bakery, engaged in some sort of bagel-throwing fight. All the while, the baseline warned, Uh-oh, uh-oh uh-oh uh-oh. Uh-oh. Uh-oh – here comes the manager. And here he came. Again. And again. Now in spandex. Now in aluminum foil. Dicky couldn’t move.
When it was over, he could only blink. Captain Dipshit allowed him a minute and then removed the tape from the VCR.
“Dicky? Sir?” he asked.
The jaw remained down and open.
“Sir?”
“Oh God.”
“Dicky?”
“Oh God. Oh, Jesus.”
“Sir? The plot?”
“What?”
“Your plot to destroy them?”
The memory of the plot jarred him back to presence. Hatred resurfaced with it. This had to stop. One way or another, it had to stop. Bingham’s – and Philip – were being celebrated by the nation for being lazy, intolerant, inconsiderate, and conceited fuckups. They were undoubtedly making a lot of money, and would surely make a lot more. Just before the video had clicked off, the veejay had come back on and said that the video was bound to be very popular, given the “Bingham’s mania” that was beginning to creep up on the nation, slapping spatula in hand. 
The plot. 
Yes. It was time.
Dicky grabbed the phone book and looked up the number for UltraClean Hygiene. They wouldn’t be open of course, but he could leave a message for Tony, who did the campus route, to call him immediately.
 
5.
“He’s getting skinnier.”
“Bullshit.”
“No, really. Look close next time. It’s starting to look like his head doesn’t belong on his body.”
The Anarchist let the image swim in front of his mind’s eye. Darcy must be wrong. Philip was by his very essence fat; it was what made him Philip.
“That’s ridiculous,” he told her. “This is our Toby we’re talking about. Philip runs through fads like Smooth B runs through forties. His weight loss tactics don’t make sense. They never have. Remember his salad?”
The Anarchist did not need to elaborate. Darcy knew perfectly well which salad the Anarchist was referring to. During the store’s brief and unproductive flirtation with romaine lettuce, Philip had proclaimed one day that in an effort to be healthier, he was going to eat a salad. The announcement, coming from Toby of the Lard, had all the intrigue of a celebrity coming-out. The employees who were working at the time lined up to watch as Philip smothered a few leaves of lettuce with several ounces of ham, three kinds of cheese, bacon, and pastrami. He topped it off with two packets of ranch dressing. 
And of course, those were the times of Frydays. They were the days of three Egg McMuffins, a pack of smokes, and a beer for breakfast.
“This is different,” Darcy told the Anarchist. “He’s actually being healthy.” 
The Anarchist thought again, mentally working through Philip’s other attempts at healthiness: not drinking milk, switching his two-pack-a-day habit to “Lites.” But doing something that wasn’t a fad, that was sustainable and actually healthy? No way.
He voiced his disbelief.
Darcy shook her head, resolute. “Well, then his head is growing. Because it’s too big for his body.”
Philip without obesity? Philip without vices? It was too horrible to imagine. Yet the rumors abounded: Philip is quitting smoking. Philip is cooking broccoli and peas in the steamers for lunch. Philip isn’t eating red meat. Philip is taking Tai Chi.
Tai Chi? That one was the hardest to believe. The Anarchist could see him now, dressed in a starched white gi, swaying with deliberate slowness and dancelike grace through moving meditations. 
All with a head that was too big for his body.
Everything was changing so fast. With all the chaos in the store, the Anarchist had thought that at least Philip’s unhealthy paunch could be counted on. Regardless of what its departure could mean for Philip’s health and longevity, it was sad to think of the paunch leaving. Philip’s gut had been with the store for as long as the store had been in existence, and a decent case could be made for its seniority. It was a part of the crew. It had clout. If Mike or Jenny or even Darcy wanted the same weekend off as Philip’s gut, the gut would win. The gut was what inspired William to draw a piece of art on the dry-erase board entitled “Toby in his larval stage,” which showed Philip’s blocky head drawn leading a larva-like body with scores of legs. 
“I’ll be damned,” the Anarchist said, shaking his head.
He looked outside. November was coming on quickly, whistling along the sidewalks and streets in the insistent way it always came, ushering in the latter phase of autumn. The Anarchist watched leaves blow by in a gust. This dying fall was the last that he would see at Ohio State, and next year he’d be off to grad school. The thought bothered him, but he’d get used to it. Time marched on. All good things must come to an end, and all of that. 
There was an academic smell in the air each fall as the leaves yellowed and reddened on the trees and students began to bustle across the Oval in light jackets. There was something magical in the air at those times. He had never appreciated it fully before, during the rush of classes and petty annoyances, but now that his time here was waning, he saw that it was in fact very beautiful. It was an aura that suited the college very well.
He thought: This is no way to be thinking.
But he couldn’t help it. A real bastard of a storm was threatening, and as a result, the streets were almost empty. The absence of chaos felt odd. The store was peaceful. It was serene in its vacancy. It was never this way anymore. Never. The place was always packed to capacity, with a line out the door, from open to close. It took a real threat to scare people away, but the storm was doing it. There was even a tornado watch, and it seemed likely to become a warning. The crew, of course, could have stayed home too. But everyone seemed to notice the way time was speeding up, and home alone suddenly felt like no way to be. 
In the quiet, pondering Philip’s gut, the Anarchist felt a tightness in his own. He’d seen his last full Bingham’s summer, and now, half of his last Ohio State autumn. They were on a rollercoaster that was approaching its apex. This was the time of their lives... eh, kid? But a question remained: If you were having what would turn out to be the time of your life, what came next? And would it suck, relatively speaking?
He had no answer. He couldn’t see beyond the next few days and weeks. Would the current pandemonium last into the new year? Probably. Would it last through the whole of the next year? It seemed unlikely. Their new celebrity was based on nothing. Pop stars came and went, but at least they usually had some talent going for them. The Bingham’s crew had food-serving ability going for them. Once the nation’s attention went elsewhere, what would happen?
If he was honest, this was why he hadn’t filled out his grad school applications yet. Part of him was hoping that the Bingham’s train would roll on forever. If he worked in the entertainment biz as one of the sensational Bialy Pimps, that was a career. If he worked at plain old Bingham’s Bagel Deli as a steamer jockey, that was a dead end. The trick was that he didn’t know which scenario applied. If the freak train rolled on, he’d want to stick with it, and screw grad school. If it ended, he’d have to move on. He couldn’t remain a clerk because it was fun in the short term. 
He didn’t know what would happen and when, but he had to make most of his decision now, or very soon.
Time. The storm outside. The storm inside.
Philip’s gut. 
Too many changes, too fast. 
Philip had come up from behind and was snapping at him, the noise too loud in the empty lobby. Skinnier Philip. Philip with the too-big head.
“Are you lost?” Philip asked.
The Anarchist answered without thinking. “Not yet.”
 
6.
The rats were huddled together in the basement in what looked like a grand assembly. The bodies upon bodies writhed against one another, directionless and random as individuals but unchanging as a collective whole. The streets were mean today, owing to the coming of a strong storm. The dry, dark rooms beneath Bingham’s were the rats’ sanctuary from it.
Squeaky III stood at the head of the assembly, perched on top of a box of plastic forks. He surveyed his army and was pleased. He had never seen all of the rats together in one place, and now thanks to the storm driving those who lived outdoors inside, he could. There were many hundreds, maybe even a thousand of them. They scurried between one another in a living mass – all of the store’s original tenants plus the newcomers upon newcomers who came for the food and stayed for Squeaky III’s promise of retribution against the humans above.
The numbers were growing. Soon, it would be time for action.
Very soon.
 
7.
The Anarchist sat on the curb outside of Bingham’s as the storm grew. 
He could actually see it coming, looming angrily over the buildings of Columbus’s city center. The sky was darkening from every direction at once, eclipsing the blue sky with ravenous insistence. Shadows that had been prominent in the sun folded into the ubiquitous pallor as the clouds gathered. The leaves remaining on the trees rustled, and even in their malnourished autumn state turned over to expose their undersides. 
The Anarchist watched the black clouds with interest. Looking down, he intermittently sketched his shadow when it appeared, on and off as the clouds moved, with the toe of his shoe. He watched the sharp lines vanish as the street was immersed in grays, then watched as they reappeared in one of the rare patches of sunlight. It felt like an early dusk. Or rather, it felt like Armageddon. The streets were empty, and High Street looked like a road running through a ghost town. 
The coming storm was so much like the storm in his dreams that he half expected to see reality breaking apart in front of it, or to hear Joey Pants over his shoulder, shouting into the wind. 
It was coming from downtown, marching up High Street like a dark visitor. Below the thunderheads was a blue smear that meant rain, and heavy rain at that. Lightning forked out from under it like spindly legs. Was the tornado watch still on? He thought so. They hadn’t heard the sirens that heralded a warning, but it hardly mattered. Bingham’s had the granddaddy of all basements. Armed with a few hastily gathered provisions from the surface, they could practically live down there until the end of the world had passed.
The wind was winding up. It felt moist, and pulled at his hair like a second gravity, infusing it with mist so that it curled into waves. He sat with his knees up and his arms around them, his face unsmiling. 
Pedestrians were few, and those who were still on the streets held their coats closed at the collars to keep possession of them. A group stepped passed him and through the door, seeking refuge inside of Bingham’s to wait out the storm. He let them go. It would be like old times once the storm hit. Nobody would fight. Nobody would bother anybody else. Crew and customers of circumstance alike would all be bunker-mates, holed up against the ravages of nature. 
When the first raindrops began to fall, he stood up and went inside. 
Within minutes, the world became a blue tempest, rain coursing down the windows in sheets. The wind whipped up and gusted. Showers billowed in crashing waves outside. Rich was already shored up at one of the tables with a cigarette, and Philip, Tracy, and Slate joined him as it became obvious that nobody else was coming in, that they could stop being performers and be normal people again, at least for a little while. The Anarchist got a coffee and joined them. He nodded respectfully to the four pedestrians who had been forced off the streets by the storm. They nodded back.
It seemed as if the world might end that day, or as if it might stand still for a while and regain a forgotten serenity. It was as if the walls were falling down around them, and they didn’t care. Even with the chaos outside, and the audibly chattering rats in the basement, and the time bomb of Dicky Kulane’s malicious intentions waiting in the shadows, the day felt right.
The world made sense again.




 
 
 
 
 
BOOK THREE:
Trouble A-Brewin’
 
 
“I want to be different, just like everybody else.
I want to be just like all of the different people.”
– King Missile
 
“I’m coloring outside your guidelines.”
– Jawbreaker





 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The Tutor
 
1.
Army Ted was the math tutor.
The news swept through the ranks with ferocious rapidity, setting off a new round of speculation. Tracy swallowed the mint that he had stolen from the “Save the Orphans” honor box in surprise.
“292-5040?” he asked, recovering his breath. “Levels 050 to 895?”
“Yep.” It was Artie, one of Rich’s friends who had been hired recently to deal with the deluge of new business. Hiring at Bingham’s had become complicated, given the new nature of the store, so Artie had had to endure a comprehensive screening before Philip would agree to take him on. Philip had asked if Artie had any weed. Artie had taken Philip up to his roof, where he had a mad scientist grow operation underway. Philip had shaken Artie’s hand and welcomed him aboard. 
“No way,” Tracy said, shaking his head. “No way is Ted the tutor.” He was thinking of the disheartening news Beckie had given him and the Anarchist the other day. His expectations of Ted were abysmal. At this point, he would have denied it if someone had told him that Ted knew how to count to ten.  
“Swear to God. I was using an ATM machine the other day and Ted was in line behind me. I waited for him to use it, then went over after he was done – snooping, you know? – and saw that there was one of those little fliers stuck to it, covering half of the screen.”
“You must be mistaken. The tutor is the Easter Bunny. He’s the Tooth Fairy. In other words, ‘the tutor’ doesn’t really exist. The fliers themselves are... I don’t know... some kind of elaborate mind game.”
Rich, who was sitting near the slicer eating lunch, heard what Tracy had said about the Easter Bunny and shrieked.
“Why don’t you call the phone number and see if Ted answers?” Artie suggested.
“You don’t understand. Spiderman himself couldn’t get fliers into all the nooks and crannies they’re in. The other day, I saw one inside of an unopened package of English muffins at the supermarket down on King Avenue. Explain that. Ted isn’t the tutor. Some kind of... I don’t know... giant, powerful, faceless organization is behind the tutor.”
Artie shrugged. “All I know is that Ted was at the ATM, and then a flier was there.”
Tracy inhaled and pinched the bridge of his nose as if in pain. There was no way.
“There’s no way,” Beckie told Tracy when he passed on the news. “Ted is pathetic. Mister Zero. None of what he’s told us is true, except that he was in the Army.”
“Or simply has an Army flag,” said the Anarchist. He was reclining against the stainless steel countertop, cleaning the undersides of his fingernails.
Tracy shrugged. “I’m just telling you what Artie said,” he told them.
“Artie, Fartie,” said Beckie cryptically.
“Look, Tracy,” said the Anarchist, “the 292-5040 math tutor is an urban legend. Nobody would ever call the tutor to tutor them; the purpose of this particular tutor is just to place fliers. It’s like how gang members tag everything with their little spraypaint signatures. He’s not a real tutor, just a mysterious flier bandit.”
“Why would he not be a real tutor?”
The Anarchist threw up his arms. “Look at the things he does! Most people on campus stick pieces of paper to flagpoles to advertise. This guy is inhuman. Have you ever been in a classroom on campus that did not have a math tutor flier in it?”
Tracy thought for a minute. “No,” he admitted.
“Have you ever been in a bathroom that didn’t have one?”
“Well, no. I guess not.”
“Have you seen any flagpoles that don’t have some stuck to them?”
“No.”
“Have you ever seen one regenerate?”
There was silence. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked.
“I have,” the Anarchist said ominously. “I remember how in my freshman English class, there was one just above the blackboard that really caught my eye. It caught the professor’s eye too, and he said that he had been teaching in the English department for twelve years and that the flier had been there for as long as he had. He said that it had always bugged him because it seemed so presumptuous, putting an ad right up at the front of the room as if it were university-endorsed. So one day, he reached up and tore it down.”
Tracy and Beckie gasped. Rich, who’d booked an extra-long shift because he needed to work on his pile driver, was walking out from the back room and crossed himself.
The Anarchist continued. “The next day, the flier was back in the exact same spot. The prof noticed it right away and pulled it down again. Then, it came back again on the next day. For more than a month, the prof would pull the flier down each day, and it would return each morning. Eventually, he gave up. I was intrigued, so I conducted an experiment. I pulled another flier down, but took this one from an obscure, random spot. I took it off of the back side of a telephone pole behind the rec center. I felt stupid doing it, but the next day, it was back, too. I’ve been playing the game ever since, whenever I think of it. Sometimes I see one in such a strange, out-of-the-way place that I can’t imagine how anyone would ever see it, and I pull it off. They always come back. So you see, the tutor is not a real person. This is a phenomenon as inexplicable as ball lightning or the Loch Ness monster. It just is. When you live here, you learn to accept it without question. Even if the tutor does exist, he is no mortal. He is Godlike.”
Rich whistled. 
“Why don’t we call the number and find out?” said Tracy. “If it’s Ted, we’ll recognize his voice.”
“We can’t call it,” said Beckie. “What if he has Caller ID?”
“Who?”
“Ted.”
“I thought you said it couldn’t be Ted,” said the Anarchist. “I thought you were on my side.”
But it was no use. Ever since she’d discovered Ted’s boring secret, Beckie had been vacillating between nihilistic depression and a new, even more preposterous level of suspicion. Ted was a fraud. Ted was even more amazing and clever than they’d imagined. Nothing mattered. All that mattered was figuring out what Ted was really up to.
“But maybe it will turn out to be Ted,” she said, “and if we call and he has Caller ID, then he’ll know we’re on to him. And if he finds out we’re on to him, he and his wife and J. Edgar Hoover might stop protecting Bingham’s, and then we’ll all get arrested.”
The Anarchist sighed.
Tracy looked at Beckie, then nodded in support. “Yeah. We can’t risk calling. It’s enough that we now know, finally, who the tutor is. And we can therefore consider the possibility that what Beckie saw the other night was what Ted wanted her to see. Maybe he’s a ninja secret agent after all. Maybe there are teams of men monitoring all of his magical fliers.”
“Ted’s not the tutor,” Beckie said, flipping polarity. “Ted is less than nothing.”
“But you just
said...” Tracy began.
“There is no God,” she interrupted.
“Do I have to call the number on the fliers to prove it to you two?” said Tracy. “I’ll do it, I swear. I’ll risk rocking the boat if that’s what it takes to convince you.”
Beckie shook her head. “There is no tutor.”
“Ted is a dead end, Tracy,” the Anarchist said. “Listen to how ridiculous you sound. Some superhuman intelligence is advertising tutoring services. One of our regulars who Beckie has proven is just a normal guy is somehow not only a secret agent with powerful connections, but is also this self-same superhuman being. Ted has polluted your mind.”
Tracy was silent for a moment. Then he looked up. “He could be the tutor, though. He could be just a normal, mortal tutor.”
“Fine,” said the Anarchist, rolling his eyes. “Call the number.”
“We can’t do that,” said Beckie. “What if Ted has Caller ID?”
But just as the Anarchist was about to respond, Tony from UltraClean Hygiene walked through the front door. Everybody except for Rich, who had the People’s Elbow needed to deal with Tony, ran into the back room.
 
2.
Tony whistled while he worked without thinking about it. In the small, tiled women’s room, the sound was canned and tinny. 
He took a rag from his converted tackle box and wetted it with spray from a bottle. He wiped the porcelain, taking pride in his work. He used a different chemical on the chrome, then polished the mirror above the sink with Windex.
He stood up straight in the dim room, looking it over as a butcher might look at a particularly impressive cut of beef. He put his hands on his squat hips and moved his glasses into place by wrinkling his nose until the frames jostled to fit. His mouth was open – something which might have been called his signature look. 
He wondered if he had gotten anything good this week.
The small plastic cage that housed the air freshener was notoriously difficult to open, but Tony knew the trick. He snaked a practiced finger underneath it and pulled just right, and it popped open. He made quick work of changing the deodorizer and then flicked the small wire next to it as he always did, to shake the dust off of its optics. This was an expensive piece of equipment, and he wanted to take care with it. He made sure that the small, fiber-optic lens was still lined up properly, then lifted another tiny panel inside. 
He was always astonished by how small it was.
The CIA probably had camera setups much smaller than this one, but it was still amazing what a private citizen with a voyeuristic obsession and nothing else to spend his money on could find out there on the Internet. The size of the camera never really surprised him anymore because he had been using it for a few years now, but this new recorder was amazing. A pain in the ass, but amazing nonetheless.
Tony had been disappointed by the camera’s limited transmission range when he’d first installed it. Bingham’s walls were thick, and he was lucky if he could even pick up a video signal from his van outside. Sometimes he got nothing but pixilated fuzz. Sometimes he got glimpses of empty room and nothing else. And sometimes, customers would notice his van on their way in, then do a double-take when they saw it again – with Tony still in it, still just sitting there – on their way out. So he’d gotten the recorder. It had more than doubled his investment, but it had been worth it. Yes, he had to wait a week before he could pick up his footage, but this way he could watch it at home, without wasting and risking the entire day away by sitting in the van, watching a screen in real time. 
The thing was motion-activated. Given normal usage, it’d trim a week’s worth of time down to maybe a dozen hours of footage, all of which would fit neatly into the tiny recorder. Amazing, the wonders of this modern world. Used to be, you had to stand outside a girl’s house and peek through the drapes. And you’d better be wearing your running shoes, because sometimes they caught you, and sometimes their fathers had guns. 
Tony sighed. In the short term, he didn’t like the deal that Dicky Kulane had offered him because it would mean several weeks (or possibly months!) of being unable to record Bingham’s bathroom footage. But in the long term, it would mean poontang jackpot. Once Dicky had captured the footage he wanted with Tony’s camera, Dicky would have to fulfill his end of the bargain, and he’d promised to let Tony plant a camera actually inside one of 3B’s toilets. Once Bingham’s closed and the crowds moved over there, the new footage would be absolutely amazing. 
Tony sighed, then bent the fiber-optic lens down so that he could get at the wall behind it. He pulled a small hand drill from the bottom of his tackle box and went to work.
 
3.
After Tony had gone, the Anarchist turned to Tracy and asked, “What will you do when this is all over?”
Tracy shrugged. “Probably write theoretical physics textbooks. Maybe you’ve read my treatise: ‘The Meaning of Life and the Fact That I Know Everything.’”
The Anarchist snorted a laugh. Tracy had been craning over his shoulder for the past year as the Anarchist did his homework during lulls. Tracy would usually scribble something completely incomprehensible on a scrap of paper and shove it forward with authority, declare it to be the answer, and say, “You’re welcome.”
“Seriously,” said the Anarchist. 
“Why are you thinking about it ending?”
“Everything ends.”
“Not yet, though,” said Tracy.
“Everything ends.”
Tracy had recently cut his pony-tail-length hair to a medium shag and had grown a goatee, which he began scratching. This was more than just a random question. There was something in the Anarchist’s eyes today that hadn’t been there yesterday. 
“Where is this coming from?” Tracy asked. “With things getting better in here every day, why are you already obsessing over the end instead of enjoying it?”
The Anarchist sighed. “You know how I’m going to grad school after I graduate in the spring?”
Tracy nodded. 
“Well, I went up for a visit yesterday, all the way up to Cleveland. To look around, sort of interview, stuff like that. I still need to fill out an application, but it’s just a formality for their fellowship department. It’s not to see if I get in. I’m in. They paid for my trip. They bought me lunch at a nice restaurant. The place recruits, like OSU recruits football players, and they want me.”
“Congratulations.” 
“Thanks. But the thing is, I don’t know if I want to go anymore.” 
This was surprising. Through the spring and summer, it seemed like all the Anarchist could talk about was how eager he was to get away from the shitty academic environment here. He said that OSU had a firmly established pecking order: sports came first, politics came second, and education came a distant third. And that just as high school basketball coaches get a nothing teaching job like typing or gym to legitimize their status as school coaches, OSU offered classes so that it could legitimize its college football team and collegiate social agenda. The Anarchist had been bitching about how he was tired of being third-tier, and kept saying that he was dying to get the respect that legend said some institutions actually gave to adults who wanted to do something with their lives.
“Really,” said Tracy. “Why?”
“It just suddenly all seems so... boring,” he said. “Nice people up there, but... “ He shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
Tracy wasn’t sure what his role was supposed to be. He was the Anarchist’s friend, but they didn’t exactly spend long candlelit evenings discussing their feelings. 
“So... what? You’re not going?”
“I think I have to go. It’s what I’ve planned to do since junior high school. What else am I trained for?”
Tracy’s major was English. He wrote poetry and short stories and said he’d “probably get a job with a magazine or something.” The fact that he seemed to have no definite, specific aims was incomprehensible to the Anarchist. What if Tracy couldn’t find a job? Creative fields were so risky and unsure. Shouldn’t he be making connections now, figuring out what those “magazine or something” jobs paid, and if they’d be hiring in a few years? But really, it probably didn’t matter. English was a soft major. You got a degree in English, psychology, or philosophy, and you ended up being an office worker or a truck driver. It wasn’t a major people actually ended up doing anything with. That’s why the Anarchist had gone into science. Stuff you could measure, stuff that had real, legit, commercial applications.
“That may be the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” said Tracy. “Think for yourself, dude.” 
“It’s not that simple,” he said. 
And it wasn’t. The Bingham’s crew was a hodge-podge of personalities and had always been, but a few traits had always been dominant among the employees who’d stayed, who’d fit in, and who’d lasted more than a month or two. They were freaks with fringe interests like obscure music, tattoos, and piercings. They drank, they smoked, and they did a lot of pot. They were all very smart, but not usually academically driven. If any of them reported getting an A in a class, it was cause for surprise. By contrast, the Anarchist didn’t drink, didn’t smoke, and had never done pot. He’d done very well in both high school and college, always turning assignments in completed fully and on time. He didn’t slack, didn’t blow off responsibilities. He’d listened to Top 40 radio for most of his life, and had zilch in the way of body art or modifications. Yet somehow, he fit.
“Yes it is,” said Tracy. “You talk more than anyone here about nonconformity and questioning assumptions. So nonconform already. Question.”
“Tracy, this is what I’ve been planning for my whole life. It’s one thing to talk about nonconformity, but another thing entirely to...”
“... to practice what you preach?”
The Anarchist gave him a look that said, That’s not fair.
Tracy shrugged. “I don’t know how you live, but I have to listen to my gut. If I was talking about something in the way you’re talking about this, I wouldn’t do it no matter what I’d ‘been planning my entire life.’”
“Maybe grad school isn’t really the wrong choice, though,” said the Anarchist. “Maybe I’m just trying to skirt responsibility. Maybe, at this point in time, given what’s going on around here, I’d rebel at the idea of doing anything that wasn’t... well, whatever this is we’re doing right now. But again, everything ends. We can’t keep being ‘Bialy Pimps’ forever. Is everyone else planning to just... live for today and see what happens? Because I’ve gotta say, it sounds all awesome and Zen to live for today, but then you’re S.O.L. when ‘today’ ends and you’ve got nothing planned for the next step.”
Tracy shrugged. 
“Things change,” said the Anarchist. “Doesn’t that bother you? How can I ‘live for today’ when I know that everything I’m ‘living for’ is always ending before my eyes?”
“Holy shit are you grim,” said Tracy. “We’re still on the rise. At least wait until things start flagging before you begin planning our funeral.” 
This time it was the Anarchist who shrugged.
“Look,” said Tracy, looking at him earnestly. “Everything ends so that something else can begin. Each new beginning is the evolution of the past. You can’t stay where you are, and you never should. You should grow. If you worry about endings, then maybe you need more compelling beginnings.”
“I don’t want this to end. I don’t want a later. I want now.”
Tracy, ever the latent philosopher, poured himself a cup of coffee as he continued to muse. “People say that you have to play the cards that life deals to you,” he said, “but I don’t know if I buy that. It’s too fatalistic. If you peek at your hole card and you’re looking at a busted split, I say you don’t have to play that split.”
“So what do you do?” said the Anarchist.
Tracy finished filling his cup of coffee, capped it, and took a sip. 
“You reshuffle,” he said.
 
4.
Ted was the tutor. Ted was not Superman. 
Nothing made sense.
The Ted problem typified the general mood at Bingham’s as fall grew ripe and blossomed. As died the autumn, so died normality. It was as if the seasons were psychically tied to the roots of reason.
Although the general opinion was that Artie had made an error in his Ted discovery, each and every person involved in the long and enigmatic struggle that was coexistence with Army Ted felt deep down that it had to be true. Ted was the tutor. Ted was genuine.
But of course, Ted was not genuine. Every verifiable fact that Ted had told them had been revealed as false. He owned no fancy cars and no fancy boats. He did not live in the lap of luxury. And there was more. Armed with Ted’s full name and address, Beckie had continued to dig and had uncovered other facets of his life. According to official records, Ted was never in the FBI or CIA. Since age 24, he had never had an address other than his current one. He’d worked for a while as a checkout clerk at the OSU library, then dabbled in (and failed at) insurance sales. His name had never appeared in any newspaper that Beckie could find, either for killing a bodybuilder in self defense or for any number of other hijinx. He was a fraud. He was not the superhuman that he purported to be.
Yet somehow, he was still the tutor, and the tutor was its own enigma. The tutor was relentless, calculating, and astonishingly agile. The tutor had to have an army of workers at his disposal and a perfect accounting system to follow the fate of each of his millions of fliers. The tutor was the perfect urban legend.
“He’s not an urban legend,” the Anarchist told Mike, who seemed to be hopping on the Ted-tutor bandwagon. “Urban legends by definition do not exist. This guy exists.”
“No he doesn’t.”
“Call the number and request a tutor. You’ll see how real he is.”
Rich, who was listening in, looked shocked. “I’ll bet you snuck around the house when you were a kid and looked for Christmas presents,” he told the Anarchist.
The Anarchist rolled his eyes.
Rich continued to stare at him. The Anarchist could not imagine what response he was supposed to offer to this affront. He decided on: “‘Snuck’ isn’t a word. It’s ‘sneaked.’”
Rich continued to glare at him.
“It’s a common mistake.”
“We can’t call,” Mike said. “It would be wrong.”
“Oh, for shit’s sake! I’ll call.”
The Anarchist was back within minutes. The tutor was real, and he was not Ted.
But somehow he still was. Sometimes, late at night, the Anarchist would hear a noise at the half window near the ceiling of his basement bedroom and would start awake. He would wonder if the noise had been real, or only in his head. It could be either – one of those phantom occurrences that happen at the very edge of consciousness like a voice in half-sleep. The Anarchist abhorred those voices, which spoke to him from thin dreams playing themselves out in the curtain space between wakefulness and slumber.
Hey, a dream voice might say. Come over here, will you?
His sluggish, barely-awake mind would process the thought and return a verdict: NOT A REAL VOICE.
After a while, the voice might speak inside his head (or out in the world? Which was it?) for a second time. It always sounded impatient. 
Hey. Hey, did you get the cheese like I asked you?
His mind would hear the voice again and decide: NOT A REAL VOICE. BORDERLINE DREAM STATE CREATES THE ILLUSION OF PERSISTENT INQUIRY, BUT THIS IS AN APPARITION NONETHELESS.
The voice would ask, even more impatient, Hey. Are you listening to me? Did you get the cheese or not?
Mental wheels would spin, unsure.
I can’t make the quiche without that cheese. Did you forget again?
YOU’RE ON YOUR OWN, ASSHOLE. I’M GOING TO DISNEYWORLD.
Once analysis failed, he would begin to wonder if he should respond to the voice. If he didn’t answer soon, the quiche might never get made.
Hello? he would think to himself.
Why won’t you answer me?
Hello?
Are you deaf?
“Hello?” 
Once he actually gave in and spoke aloud, he always felt ridiculous. The spoken word felt so loud and alien in the dream half-state that it seemed as if he might wake the world. 
As the veil of sleep returned, the voice might ask again: Hey. Did you get it?
He sat upright and alert and scanned the room. Nothing there. He looked up at the small window and regarded it. Nothing there either.
Of course.
Now there was a sound at the other end of his room, near his desk. He turned his head and saw a shape there. 
Or was it really there? The voice hadn’t been, after all.
Hey, said the shape.
The Anarchist laid his head down on his pillow and turned away.
Hey.
“Quiet,” he said out loud.
“Hey.”
Had that been aloud? He turned and looked again, and saw the same shape behind the desk. But of course, it was just a pile of clothes.
Hey, want a tutor?
The voice was in his head, but it was unmistakably Ted’s voice.
No? it said. Well, I’ll just leave you a flier in case you change your mind.
Through the cobwebs, the Anarchist thought: Good riddance. And in the morning, there’d been a math tutor flier affixed to the side of his desk.
So Ted was the tutor after all.
When the Anarchist passed his nocturnal discovery on to Jenny, her response was a confusing one. 
“A mocha today?” she asked.
“What?”
“Do you want a mocha?”
The Anarchist looked at Jenny, her red-dyed hair thrown back over her fall jacket. She was, it seemed, only interested in getting the daily order so that she could steal drinks for the crew from her other job at Java Jive. 
“Wait a minute,” he said, “what do you think about Ted?”
“I think it would be funny if he got hit by a COTA bus.”
“Shit,” agreed Smooth B.
“Forget it. Yeah, a mocha.”
She turned to Smooth B. “And you? You want your usual manly drink? The iced mocha, blended into a slushie?”
“Yeah.”
Ten minutes after Jenny left, the Anarchist turned to Smooth. “So, do you think what I said means that Army Ted is the tutor?”
“From a dream? Shit. I have crazy dreams all the time. I dreamt last night I’s doin’ this chick and my dick turned into a umbrella.”
Smooth was perched on the counter next to him, swinging his legs back and forth. The stubble on his head was short now, and the small beard that he had grown bled up into it seamlessly. He was wearing a rubber glove on his head like a shower cap, the fingers pointing skyward like the comb of a rooster.
“Do you think it might not have been a dream? I mean, it was so real, and a flier appeared the next morning.”
“And Ted was really in your house? Shit. I can’t say, man.”
“Have you ever had a dream so real that you didn’t know if it was a dream or not?”
Smooth paused for a minute, rubbing the thin almost-beard on his chin thoughtfully. With the rubber glove on his head, he looked like a cross between a gangster and a high school lunch lady. 
“I can’t say,” he said after a pause.
“What can you say?”
“Don’t know, man.”
“Can you say: ‘How much wood would a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood’?”
Another straightfaced pause. “No. Can’t say that either.”
“How about: ‘I slit the sheet, the sheet I slit, and on the slitted sheet I sit’?”
“Naw. But I can recite the Pledge a’ ‘legiance.”
“Let’s hear it.”
“‘I pledge a legiance to the flag...’”
Jenny interrupted him. “Drinks,” she said, coming through the front door.
“Hey-o,” said Tony, who had followed her in.
She screamed.
“Oh, gee, I’m sorry!” he blubbered. “I thought you saw me walk in the door behind you.” He touched her shoulder. She recoiled.
“That guy is a creep,” Jenny said after Tony had grabbed the restroom key and gone to work. “Maybe he’ll get hit by a COTA bus.” 
Fifteen minutes later Roger arrived, wearing his Bogart hat and trenchcoat. He looked sublimely hip. Bricker had specific instructions to let Roger in whenever he wanted, and the throngs of waiting customers outside of the nearly-empty store seemed to resent it. They looked as if they were probably yelling about the injustice, but thanks to the new soundproof glass that Philip had ordered for the front windows, the lobby remained serene.
“Hi, Roger!” called the Anarchist. He was both happy and surprised to see him. Roger hadn’t been around much at all lately. The Anarchist tried to think of the last time he’d seen Roger, and realized that it’d been before Wally had arrived the first time. That had been months ago now. He missed Roger. Roger was a piece of the old Bingham’s. He wondered if Roger missed him too, and when Roger replied, the answer became obvious.
“Diet Coke! Medium!” he said.
Before Roger could reach the counter, Tony came out of the bathroom, and the Anarchist saw a rare thing from Roger: a reaction. Roger’s eyes widened. He pivoted on the spot, never losing speed, and made steadily for the door, chanting one monotone syllable the entire way: “Bad bad bad bad bad bad bad...”
The Anarchist looked from the closing door to Tony, then to the final retreat of Roger outside, then back. Roger had kept his cool much better than when he had Not Been Able To Take It Anymore, but he had obviously been disturbed by something.
The Anarchist frowned. Why did Roger think that Tony was “bad”?





 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
The Ladies’ Men
 
1.
Bricker was positively gleaming, and Slate was irritated with him.
“Authors,” Slate sneered.
Bricker had ensconced himself in a comfortable chair in the back corner of the main room, near the entrance to the restrooms. His chair, which he called “The Throne,” was decorated extravagantly with gold lamé fabric. A bust of George Washington sat atop its high back.
Darcy had been curious. 
“Where did you get the George Washington head?” she asked him.
Bricker always wore sunglasses now. The mirrored lenses looked expressionlessly up at Darcy and replied, “I had it lying around.”
“You had it lying around?”
“Yes. Yes I did.”
“I see,” she said. “Did you by any chance notice that a similar bust which used to be on a pedestal in the lobby of the main library disappeared recently?”
“It did?”
“Yes.”
“Shame.” 
Bricker had been reading Edgar Allan Poe. From the first moment that the head was introduced to the decorated chair, Bricker insisted that the bust was not of Washington, but of Pallas. He referred to it as “The pallid bust of Pallas” and balanced Swannie, the huge plastic swan, precariously atop it. When he was questioned about the arrangement, he would only recite one of Poe’s lines: “And the raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting / On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door.”
Slate was angry about Bricker and the slicer. He asked derisively: “Who is Pallas?”
The sunglasses regarded him with indifference. “He is pallid,” the lenses told him.
“Uh-huh. And what does ‘pallid’ mean?”
“‘A quality of Pallas.’”
“Right. And why is your raven a huge, white plastic swan?”
Bricker never broke his stare. “I’m sorry. You’re going to have to ask my agent about that.”
“No more questions,” said Bricker’s agent.
Slate glared at him. “Authors,” he mumbled again. He couldn’t believe the audacity of the whole slicer thing.
Bricker folded his hands behind his head and leaned back in the Throne. There was a folding table set up in front of him, and on it were neat stacks of Bricker’s new book. It was entitled It Looked Like Someone Set Her Face On Fire And Tried To Put It Out With A Pitchfork.
Bricker smiled broadly at the first person in line to have a copy signed by the author. “How would you like me to address it?” he asked.
The fan craned his neck to peek past the high back of the Throne and the pallid bust of Pallas at its apex. “Is this the line for the bathroom?” he said.
“Tell me,” Bricker asked the fan, scribbling his autograph on the inside cover of one of his books, “how long have you been interested in my work?”
“I have to piss,” the fan told him.
“Great, great,” Bricker replied with a smile. “Thanks for coming out today.”
The fan looked down at the book that Bricker had handed him. “Can I squeeze past your chair and get back to the bathroom?” he asked.
“No more questions,” the agent told him.
Despite Slate’s derision, which was more than likely a manifestation of his anger about the thing with the slicer, Bricker’s book was already sitting at number three on the New York Times bestseller list. The achievement was a monument to the notion that people were stupid, following trends with brainless devotion. Bingham’s was a sensation. Bingham’s was “hot.” And Bricker’s book was a collection of Xerox copies of his butt.
The reviews were spectacular, having been written by critics unable to disagree with an increasingly Bingham’s-crazed nation. One review suggested that “Mr. Brickhouse’s buttocks are a symbol for our society – divided by a massive chasm between the rich and the poor. The title itself refers to vanity and the violent response which it can draw, mirroring this wonderfully-conveyed ‘Haves vs. Have-nots’ symbolism.”
Bricker was riding the popularity like a wave, and Slate hated it.
Perhaps in mocking, Bricker began to rub the dull silver motor housing of the slicer like a genie’s bottle. He had commandeered it and moved its massive bulk to his book-signing table, asserting that he absolutely required it and that since the slicing was completed, he should be allowed to have it for the rest of the day.
Slate was jealous, and spent most of his time sneering at Bricker. Bricker never seemed to notice. Instead, he sat in the Throne, his straightfaced agent at his side, and petted the slicer. It stood at his right arm. At his left arm was a small A-frame placard which had read MEET THE AUTHOR until Bricker had scratched it out with a large marker and neatly re-lettered it SUCK MY DICK.
“Why do you need the slicer?” Slate asked him.
“Why do you need it?” the mirrored lenses retorted.
“I asked you first.”
“I need it,” Bricker told him.
“What for?”
“No more questions,” the agent decreed.
As Bricker’s meet-and-greet had completely blocked access to the bathrooms, a line of crossed-legged customers began to beg for access at his table. He greeted each with a smile.
“Thanks for coming by,” he would say, opening a new book and shaking his pen. “How would you like this signed?”
“I need to go to the bathroom,” one girl told him huffily.
“How about, ‘To a girl who might have inspired the title of my book’?” Bricker suggested.
The girl began to dance. It had been nearly three hours since Philip had locked everybody in the store, and bladders were getting restless. 
“Let me through!” she demanded with a slam of her fist.
Bricker looked down at the open book and began to write, thinking aloud. “‘To a huge bitch. Love, Tom ‘Bricker’ Brickhouse.’”
She began to scream at him.
Philip poked his head from behind the pallid bust of Pallas. He had just entered the restroom hallway from the other end, from the back room. “I’m just going into the bathroom for a second,” he told Bricker. 
“Sure.”
Philip left the door open and was making loud, exaggerated sounds of relief. The customer was getting more agitated by the second.
“Thanks for stopping by,” Bricker told her, extending the book.
Rich had put on a new-age stress-relief CD which consisted mostly of the sounds of rushing rivers and waterfalls. The customers were dancing.
“Why won’t you let us in there?” one man asked.
The agent swiveled his head toward the man. “No more questions,” he said.
Riding the Bialy Pimps wave, it didn’t take long before the merchandising schemes of the others began to bear fruit as well. Nick’s action figures were selling like mad, and Tracy began to sell bootleg copies of their CD single and the tape of the “Here Comes the Manager” video.
“You see,” Mike tried to explain to him, “the more bootlegs you sell, the less of the real CDs and videos we will sell.”
Tracy closed his eyes and shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”
“How do you figure?”
“Because my ‘Here Comes the Manager’ bootleg CDs are actually recordings of hilarious answering machine messages to which my machine and I have been privy. And the videos are really Leave it to Beaver reruns.”
“Ah.”
“Oh, that crazy Beaver,” Tracy said, giggling.
Mike’s expression did not change under his everpresent baseball cap. “Do people ever come back and complain?” he asked.
“Sometimes. Especially with the videos. I tell them that their money is unfortunately nonrefundable, but that I am sorry for the mix-up. Then I give them a real bootleg copy of the video.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Unfortunately, I tell them, there is a small return fee that is passed on to me by the distributor of the videotapes, and that to replace the bad copy, I will have to ask them for more money to cover this fee.”
“And the fee is...?”
“The cost of another bootleg.”
“Interesting coincidence.”
“Indeed. But once I have the new fee, I can give them the real bootleg video.”
“What’s on the real bootlegs?”
“Home movies of my brother’s tenth birthday. You should see what mom got him that year! Ha!”
Mike shook his head. 
Slate was still staring at Bricker. He was certain that he had commandeered the slicer because he knew that Slate was infatuated with it. As Slate looked over, Bricker turned it on, watched the hypnotic back-and-forth motion of the meat tray as it passed the spinning blade, and turned it off, bored. He found it neat. Everything about fame was neat.
Except for drug addiction, that is.
Everyone was concerned about the Anarchist and Philip. They had developed a serious addiction to cherry-flavored Alka-Seltzer.
Darcy was pleading with them to seek help. “You’re over the edge!” she told them.
“No way, man,” Philip told her groggily, tearing open a new packet and dropping one of the two pink tablets into each of two small cups of water. “I can quit any time I want.”
“Oh yeah? Then quit for a day.”
“No way dude,” he said. “You’re not going to bring me down.”
“Please! There are other ways to deal with fame and fortune!”
The Anarchist raced around the corner and plowed into the office with a paper bag. His eyes scanned the room.
Philip looked up. “Did you get it?”
“Yeah, but I had to go all the way over to the Ohio Union. Everybody else only had the regular flavor.” He unfolded the top of the bag and withdrew a gigantic multi-pack of cherry Alka-Seltzer. Darcy realized suddenly that the dainty red cherries on the box looked like bombs.
“Woah,” said Philip.
“Seriously.”
“I poured you a shot, man,” Philip told the Anarchist. He pointed at the Dixie cup on his desk. “Hit it.”
The Anarchist fired half of it down. Then, noticing Darcy, he extended the cup to her and said, “You want some?”
“That’s medicine!” she told him, aghast. “It’s for when you’re sick!”
“Come on,” he said, jiggling the cup. “It tastes like Cherry 7-Up.”
“No!”
Philip came closer. “Come on, Darcy. It’s effervescent.”
She turned and ran out of the room screaming.
The Anarchist finished his shot, feeling the fizzy action rocket to his brain. “Remember when I sprayed those people with a fire hose?” he drawled to Philip.
Philip chuckled. He waited a beat, then finished his own shot.
“Remember when I killed The Rat with a plunger?” he drawled back to the Anarchist. 
The Anarchist chuckled.
“He hasn’t come back, has he?” asked Philip. There was an odd note in his voice, and it took the Anarchist a moment to place it. It was concern. 
The Anarchist waved a dismissive hand. “I’m sure he’s around. Spry. Healthy and disgusting. As disease-ridden as ever.” 
“I hope so,” said Philip.
Twenty feet away, a tiny fiber-optic camera watched the lobby through the women’s bathroom wall, its owner very eager to record evidence that the Anarchist was right.
 
2.
If there was a time for action, Squeaky III decided, it would have to be soon. 
The previously intolerable situation at Bingham’s had only gotten worse. The humans were getting unruly. The upper floors were full of two-leggers until the wee hours of the morning, stomping around like elephants. The increased business meant increasingly frequent deliveries, which were all delivered into the rats’ territory. There had been television crews too, and those bastards seemed to go everywhere, restricted areas notwithstanding. 
And now there was going to be a Made-For-TV Movie? What was a Made-For-TV Movie?
Squeaky III’s powerful rat brain was growing to understand the domain and even the language of the two-leggers. He knew that the chatter between the humans in suits and the native humans meant what they called business, which would mean more humans, which would mean further intrusion. There were things called agents and actors on their way, and those would need to research their parts. This last didn’t make sense to Squeaky III, as he’d been researching his own parts for years and had never needed to go anywhere special to do it. But it didn’t matter. Much of human behavior (clothing, only urinating in one room) was senseless. 
It was time to formulate their plans for the great revolt. It was time to end this injustice, to purge those who sought to take from them what was rightfully theirs. 
Squeaky III ordered his ranks to assemble. 
Two days later, they did.
 
The Great Convention (as it would later be called in the annals of rat history) was held on the main floor of the deli, in the lobby. The first reason for this was that the basement layout was too convoluted to allow the thousand-plus (and rapidly growing) members of the Rat Nation to assemble in one unbroken gathering. The second reason was expressed in what would later become the first great rat parable: Fuck the humans. Let’s piss on their walls.
When the rats massed in the Bingham’s lobby at 2:45am on the morning of November 26, 1998, they formed a living carpet on the wooden floor. They stood atop the wobbling stools and reclined on the tops of the counters. It looked as if the entire store were draped in gray velvet – moving gray velvet. 
Most of the rats within miles attended. Word travels fast in the sewers, and it was said that a leader with the wiliness of a rat and the intelligence of a human was gathering an army. This great leader promised revenge. Vengeance. He promised a return to the glory that rats had had in the days of the great plague. 
All were silent as the leader traversed the crowd and began the climb to his elevated podium. None of the rats wanted to miss a moment. This was the stuff of legends.
As Tony’s camera watched through the women’s room wall, Squeaky III, larger in stature than the others, clambered onto one of the cold steamers to address the assembly. The monologue was in the language of the rats, a complicated soliloquy involving squeaking, whisker-twitching, spinning in circles, falling over, and defecating. It was a brilliant and moving speech.
Soon, he promised. Tell your friends. Make more kin. Travel. Spread the word. You have a moon cycle to shore up our numbers, to make us invincible. And after the moon returns, we will stand ready. We will choose our time. And we will reclaim what is rightly ours. 
The Chinese had gotten their calendars wrong. 
1999 was to begin in just over a month, and it was going to be the Year of the Rat.
 
3.
What Dicky saw raised gooseflesh on his arms. 
“They’ve been here for over an hour,” said Paul, standing beside Dicky in a long-sleeved T-shirt, arms clasped across his chest and shivering in the cold night. There were no pedestrians still on High. The clubs down the street had closed over an hour ago, and even the most die-hard partiers were home in bed. The street was quiet around the two interlopers. Only the buzz of the overhead streetlight kept them company.
Two hours ago, Paul had been walking down High with a group of friends, on their way home from a party. He knew what Dicky and Tony had planned for Bingham’s, and as he walked down High, he couldn’t resist a sideways glance at the storefront. But something was strange. Where he’d expected stillness, he could have sworn he’d seen movement. And that was odd for nearly 3am. The Bialy Pimps could party into the wee hours with the best of them, but the deli was always a place of work for them, not leisure. They stayed open no later than 11pm, then moved elsewhere to revel in their debauchery. 
Paul broke from his pack of friends, told him he’d catch up with them later, and crossed the street.
There was a rigid metal gate in front of the main windows and the front door. Paul tried to squint past it and see through the front windows, but it was no good. The lobby was too dark, and the glare from the street lights was too bright. Whatever was going on would show up on Tony’s camera, of course, but Paul didn’t want to wait to find out. This was all so curious and out of character. What were they up to so late? 
Then he noticed a side window that abutted the main front windows at an angle. It was around the corner, on the alley, which meant that it wasn’t protected by the gate. 
Paul cupped his hands and put his face against the glass. Then he flinched back, opened the cell phone Dicky had given him when he’d begun his Bingham’s reconnaissance, and punched Dicky’s number. 
He’d woken Dicky, of course, and Dicky had been furious, but Paul had guessed correctly. Yes, the camera would be able to see in the dark, thanks to the infrared filter and powerful LEDs that Tony had planted, but Dicky would want to see this for himself. 
Dicky stood with his forehead against the glass, his hands cupped around his face.
“Oh sweet Jesus,” he said.
The lobby was large, but the rats had filled it to capacity. They were packed as tightly as sardines, moving against each other and creating the illusion of rolling waves. They cavorted atop the tables and chairs and counters, the candy machines, the steamer tops. In the corners, scurrying forms created drifts that ebbed and flowed to three rats deep. 
They clawed the walls. They scampered across the tabletops.
Some of the rats were smaller and brown. Some were long-haired and gray. A few were huge – the great granddaddies of the sewers, who sat alone on the high tables like gods atop pillars. Every object in the room seemed to vibrate with life. They had even gotten into the ceiling, and cavorted atop the light fixtures. And Dicky could see them in the vents. 
The rats along the front lunch counter, just beyond the glass, had turned to watch Dicky when he’d peeked in. Now, disinterested and beyond caring, these spectators in the cheap seats grew bored and turned back around to watch the melee in the lobby, twitching their pink tails against the window.
Dicky pried himself away from the window, a look of mixed shock and venom on his face.
“We hoped we’d see rats,” he said, “but...” 
But there were no words. 
Both Dicky and Tony had seen The Rat at Bingham’s during their time working for the deli, but each of the men gave the camera gambit a thirty-seventy chance at best of capturing proof of an infestation. With Tony’s motion-activated camera watching the lobby every night (and, with Plato’s help, locked out from recording hours of useless footage during the day), it was entirely possible that it could watch for weeks without capturing anything usable. 
The angle was wrong, for one. The camera couldn’t see behind the counter, where the food was made, and that was probably the most likely place to spot a rat. It could see almost none of the floor, either, meaning that a rat would have to climb onto a table, a chair, the counter, or the two end steamers to be seen. And even if, against those odds, a rat did cross the camera’s field of vision, it would probably be too far away to make for a decent shot. Unless the rats walked onto something reasonably close and then lingered, the health department would probably dismiss the footage as “inconclusive.” 
But this... this.... 
This was intolerable.
This was beyond belief. 
This was criminal.
But even as the front part of Dicky’s mind cheered that this was more than he’d hoped for – that there would be no escaping for Bingham’s once the authorities saw this footage – a dark black corner argued that reporting them wouldn’t be enough. The place didn’t need to be reported. It needed to be sterilized. 
“Holy shit,” said Paul, taking another peek inside. “I guess you hit the jackpot.” 
“Thanks, Paul,” said Dicky. But there was a strange note in his voice. Dicky never expressed thanks. Dicky had the temperament of a viper. If a disposition like Dicky’s was kind, it meant that his prey should watch its back. 
“I’m going to go home now,” said Paul. “Tony goes in to get the camera on Friday, right?” 
“Yes, Paul.” 
“And then you’ll be able to call the health department?”
“Maybe even the police, Paul.” 
“How long do you think it’ll be before they’re shut down?” 
“Depends on the inspector, Paul. And depends on their schedules.” 
“So, I’m going to go home now,” Paul repeated, shivering, grinning, but knowing that he’d done well. 
“Good night, Paul.” 
In the darkness, with nobody to see it, Dicky’s eyes flashed briefly red. Then the red was gone, and what was left in the dim of the quiet night seemed to be jet black.
 
4.
Roger felt his insides rumble with disquiet. The girls – his girls – were being exploited. It made him sick.
Back at the unpleasant dry cleaning deli on Chittenden, Roger had overheard the man with the killer’s eyes telling the boy who looked like a girl about the man who cleaned Bingham’s toilets. He had a camera in the women’s restroom that watched the girls as they used the facilities, the man had said. The toilet man used the videos he took for sexual gratification. The man at the deli had several depraved ideas about how exactly this last might transpire, and told these ideas to the kid with a mix of disgust and dark humor.
And then the deli man said more – something about rats and a plan and evidence and the health department – but Roger had heard enough once he’d heard about the camera. It was disgusting. These girls were his friends, and he was supposed to keep them safe and protected. How long had this spy camera thing been going on? And how could Roger, now that he knew, allow it to continue?
Bingham’s had been a zoo lately. Roger kept meaning to do... to do something about the intolerable situation, but every time he went by Bingham’s lately it seemed so uninviting, and something always stopped him from going inside. Sometimes there were crowds outside. Usually there were crowds inside. And last week, he’d finally made it through the doors and found that the big man had blocked off the restrooms with his table and chair. 
But enough was enough. Every day he allowed the disgusting man to keep doing what he was doing was another day of exploitation. It was another day of invaded privacy. It was another day in which he, Roger, the friend and (let’s be honest) white knight of the Bingham’s girls, had failed. He was done failing them. The time had come for action.
He had woken this morning determined to end it in the cool, smooth, hero style the Bingham’s girls had come to expect of him. And he’d do it secretly. He couldn’t let anyone know what he’d learned or what he was about to do to solve the problem. The situation was incredibly embarrassing. The girls could never know what the dirty old man had done to them.
He donned his clothes: first the brown slacks, then the brown plaid shirt. He cinched the ensemble together with a brown leather belt and sat down for a breakfast of soft-boiled eggs and coffee. Then he donned his coat and hat and walked out the door, ignoring all distractions. He had a job to do.
He walked into the deli and asked the young men behind the counter for his usual drink, using his soothing, cool, deep voice to pacify them. He smiled suavely at Beckie, who he could have sworn tipped him a wink and blushed. He couldn’t blame her. He’d always been the cool black guy. He’d always been loved by the ladies.
Then he set down his coat and hat at his chair, grabbed the women’s restroom key, and sneaked stealthily into the bathroom. His work would not take long. The sinister man had mentioned the location of the camera.
Roger made sure the door had closed behind him. Then, smoothly and dexterously, he began to open the air freshener cage.
 
“What the fuck is that?” Philip asked, raising an eyebrow at the violent cacophony emanating from the bathrooms. It sounded like someone was trying to yank something off the wall. Something very, very stubborn.
“I think that black guy’s in there,” said Mike, stoic and totally disinterested.  
Philip turned his ear toward the racket. “That sounds like it’s coming from the women’s room.”
Mike adjusted his baseball cap. “Whatever.”
Philip shrugged. It was still early. He was tired.
“Hey,” said Mike over the sounds of splintering plastic, “remember when you told that fat whore from the undergraduate library to fuck off?”
The noise was deafening. “Yeah,” said Philip.
 
Roger furrowed his brow. The device was locked somehow, and was proving troublesome to open. He explored the thing with his fingers, being careful to remain stealthy so as not to be discovered. He tried a new approach and frowned, frustrated.
It was just a matter of finding the release for the locking mechanism. He would find it. He was a patient, even-tempered man.
 
The noise from the bathroom had turned into a wail. It sounded like someone was having some sort of a fit, beating on the walls and shrieking.
“I wonder what Roger does in there,” Philip pondered.
“EEEEEEEEEEEYAAAAAAAAAAA!” shrieked the voice from the bathroom.
“Maybe he’s constipated,” said Mike
Philip took a sip of coffee. “I swear it sounds like that riot’s coming from the women’s room.”
“Dunno,” said Mike. “Is there anyone in there?”
“Maybe it is Roger. In the wrong restroom for some reason.”
“Sounds too girlish,” said Mike. “It’s probably a chick I didn’t see. Look – the women’s room key is gone.”
“And this chick is having a baby? A huge, violent baby?”
Mike, who didn’t give the scantest of fucks, shrugged.
“Think I should go check?”
Mike shrugged. “Nah.”
“OOOOOOOWEEE!” the voice wailed. A crashing noise followed, as if something had been shattered to bits.
“Did you catch the eleven o’clock movie last night?” Philip asked Mike.
 
There was no time to congratulate himself on skillfully unlocking the air freshener cage. He had to finish this job and get out quickly, before anyone discovered what he’d done.
Roger peered inside the open box, pushing aside a piece that had broken off. So this was it? The camera was so tiny. It looked to Roger as if it were pointing in the wrong direction, though. A small wire with a bit of glass on the end that pretty much had to be the lens wasn’t pointing into the restroom. It was pointing through a hole drilled in the wall, which would mean it was looking into the lobby. 
It didn’t matter. He’d heard what the man at the other deli had said, and what had to be done was being done. Roger shrugged – a sublimely cool and stylish gesture – and pocketed the device. The dirty man would not watch his girls anymore.
He checked himself in the mirror for the briefest of moments, then exited the restroom as quietly as he had come. 
He casually took his drink from the counter, returned the restroom key, and walked out. He couldn’t help but feel proud of himself. James Bond couldn’t have done it better.
 
It took forever for Roger to come out of the bathroom, even after all of the noise had stopped. After almost a full half-hour (par for the course for Roger), the tall black man emerged and shot by like a bullet, reaching out a spiderlike arm to snag his drink before sprinting through the door.
Roger had not paid for his drink, but Philip didn’t care. After all these years, the crazy old bird had earned one on the house.
 
5.
Beckie was the only one behind the front counter when Ray Sapperstein, AKA Super Ass, returned. It was to Beckie that Ray told the bad news. 
December had come, and the weather had turned cold. There had even been a bit of snow. The deli’s fame and popularity continued to roll along unabated. The customer base was still growing, but the new arrivals were celebrity whores who came armed with a new and more pungent breed of obnoxiousness. Nobody wanted to deal with them, even if “dealing with them” meant punching them in the face.
Maybe it was the coming of the gray Ohio winter, but the staff found themselves dipping from time to time into a quasi-malaise regarding their duties. Sometimes they didn’t have the energy to be violent and abusive. There were even brief periods wherein the best revenge seemed to be to take the customers’ money, make their food, and then send them on their way. 
Beckie was contributing her part to the grim atmosphere. Despite all efforts to cheer her up, she still constantly mourned Army Ted’s superhero persona and sagged under the burden of her own part in destroying it. Ted was doing nothing to help her forget her misdeeds, either. He kept coming in a few times a week to tell his tales of top-secret contacts and how they were all working together to keep the police and lawyers off of Bingham’s back. 
Tracy, still convinced that Ted was the magical math tutor, tried to restart the dying Ted engine, supposing anew whether this or that caper might turn out to be true. 
“Whatever,” was Beckie’s comment on the subject.
She was beyond caring. The Ted mystery had proven to be a huge disappointment. She wished that she had never stalked him in the first place. Ted was still pleasant and giggly when he came in, sure, and he could be a friend if Beckie would do her part and let him. But things had changed. He was now just another nut, really no different from Roger or Little Johnny Redbeard.
“I believe in nothing,” she said.
The Anarchist consoled her. “There there,” he said.
“Oh, Ted!” she wailed with the tortured passion of a discarded lover.
“There there.”
“Do you think he’s the tutor?” she asked, her eyes wide and wet.
“I’ll just be happy if he isn’t breaking into my bedroom at night,” answered the Anarchist. 
The customers were being especially annoying today. The line was out the door. Bricker had taken the day off, and the store was filled to capacity. The chatter was deafening. Beckie wanted quiet.
“Do you want me to get the sloth down for you?” he asked her.
“Nah.”
“Maybe we could build a nest for Swannie. What d’ya say?”
“No, I really don’t feel like it.”
It was distressing to see Beckie so despondent. Ted had meant a lot to her, and he had let her down. She had let him down. 
The Anarchist patted her shoulder. “Should we bring out the monkeys?” he asked her.
“Yeah, sure.”
The Anarchist went around the corner and let the twenty newly-delivered chimpanzees out of their cages and into the store. Most were dressed as court jesters, complete with tri-peaked, belled hats. They covered the counters and began to dance and juggle. It was like a giant monkey carnival.
Beckie clapped along gleefully. “Yay!” she screeched.
“I don’t think those monkeys are sanitary,” a customer said to Rich.
“Monkeys are funny,” Rich replied.
Beckie had one on her shoulders now, spinning with him like a child playing piggy-back. She waved at the sloth, who, hanging from the rafters, looked as curious as always.
“Eee! Eee!” said Beckie’s monkey.
“Schluup?” asked the sloth. He turned his attention to an appetizing stick.
Rich changed the CD. The stereo began playing carnival music, and the monkeys began dancing to it. Beckie’s funk seemed to have evaporated.
“Hey!” yelled a middle-aged customer with a mullet haircut. “How about some service?”
Yes, the customers were annoying today. Top-level annoying. The vocal intrusion snapped Beckie’s mood, and the Anarchist could see a new frown forming.
“I miss the old Ted,” she whined.
The Anarchist patted her shoulder. “Should we have the monkeys attack?” he asked.
“Yeah, sure.”
The Anarchist shouted an order to the chimps. Something clicked inside of them, and within seconds, most were clinging to customers’ faces and beating them about the head with their fists. The Anarchist had required that they be trained in this exact way on the grounds that this specific kind of attack was the most entertaining to watch.
The monkeys were having a ball. While most clung to the faces of their victims like the creature in Alien, some took up weapons stations. Most of them were trained with bolas – groups of heavy balls tied to each of three strings, a weapon originally used by ranchers to entangle the legs of fleeing cattle. The monkeys aimed for the legs of the customers and tripped them, causing many untidy face-plants. The more playful chimps aimed at people’s necks. Each time they landed a throw, there was a Thock! as the balls met each other, after the strings had wound completely around their targets’ necks. Whenever this happened, all of the chimps in the store who heard the noise would stop what they were doing, grin toothily, and begin springing backflips.
“Monkeys are funny,” Rich repeated. His eyes were huge beneath his thick lenses.
“Technically, chimps aren’t monkeys,” said the Anarchist.
“Primates are funny,” said Rich, who had a zoology minor.
Super Ass’s timing was lucky. The Anarchist had just shouted the commands “Dance, monkeys, dance!” and then “Flee, monkeys, flee!” moments before the ex-Law School Posse alpha arrived. Ray entered not into a monkey melee, but into a post-monkey melee. The store was almost deserted, and there was monkey feces everywhere. 
“Primate feces,” said the Anarchist when Beckie lamented its abundant presence.
“Feces is funny,” said Rich.
The Anarchist and Rich had solved their parts in the feces cleanup process by retreating to the back room just before Ray arrived. Beckie, who remained out front, had gotten the sloth down from the rafters and was attempting to teach it sign language. The sloth was either a very laid-back student or unconscious. 
“I’m not sure if you remember me,” said Ray as he approached Beckie and the sloth, “but I used to come in here all the time. Not that any of that matters. But I have to give you this.” 
He handed Beckie a piece of paper. 
Ray had graduated at the end of the summer quarter and had immediately gone to work for Rowen & McCoy, which was the only firm that had shown interest in him. And that was fine, because Rowen & McCoy was the best firm in the city, and everyone knew it. One of the partners had even co-authored a textbook that was used right here at OSU. 
“It’s just a preliminary notice,” he said. “My firm has been hired by a customer of yours who says that employees of this deli harassed him. Specifically, he says that he was trapped under your front gate, doused in mayonnaise, and that you kicked him in the face using a machine.”
“That’s a common misconception,” said Beckie, “but the way the machine works is that the face-kicking subject himself is the one who...” 
“Off the record, I find this lawsuit surprising,” said Ray. “I’ve been coming here for years myself, and aside from the place being a little low-brow, I’ve never found it to be particularly bothersome. Just good clean fun.” And at this, Beckie remembered that it was Ray who’d cleaned all of the boogers from under the tables at the threat of a condiment dousing. Yet he found the lawsuit frivolous. Even lawyers were stupid.
“But I’m the low man on the totem pole at the firm, so here I am. We’re right down the street. They asked me to give you that notice, so you could make sure that your manager – Philip Martin? – is here tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll bring over the formal papers. He’ll need to be here to receive them.” 
Ray cocked a toothsome smile at Beckie, probably shooting for apologetic charm. Beckie knew that Super Ass had always liked her. She’d been fighting off his creepy, overconfident advances for a year now. 
Beckie said nothing. She couldn’t. Her mouth wouldn’t open, and she felt faint. But this shouldn’t be surprising, should it? It had always only been a matter of time before what had gone around came around. 
Philip flew into a fit when Beckie told him the news. His ass was grass. All of their asses were grass except for Wally and Bingham, whose asses were going to be confetti. 
“It was bound to happen eventually,” Beckie told him.
“No!” he hissed.
“It had to happen. You can’t get away with what we’re doing forever. It’s criminal. Who knows why people have left us alone for this long?”
“Because people are stupid!”
“Luck. It was just luck, and our luck has finally run out. And well past time, I might add.”
Philip threw his hands into the air. “I am so fucked. I am soooo fucked. Who is it? Who’s suing?”
“Some guy who got pinned under the gate. I’m not sure who exactly.”
“This doesn’t make sense.” He was pacing the tiny floor of his office, looking for a solution that wasn’t there.
“None of it ever made sense,” said Beckie. She was thinking of the sloth, who would be out of a job.
Philip looked intense, focused. “Think. Think! What’s changed?”
“What’s changed?”
“What’s different now? Anyone could have come in here, gotten abused, and gone to the lawyers. It’s been over three months since we started pulling out the stops. We’ve been on 60 Minutes and God knows how many other shows. We’re national sensations. Our customers can’t be this stupid, and even if they are, other non-stupid but greedy people could have come down here, taken some token abuse, documented it, and then sued us. Something or someone has been keeping the lawyers off of our backs.”
Beckie nodded. “I see. Who? Ted?”
“Maybe. Maybe Ted does have connections. He’s been claiming responsibility for our luck, after all. Maybe he’s serious.”
Beckie shook her head. “Ted is just some old man with a loose wire in his head. Tracy even checked him out a few nights ago, because Artie is still sure that he’s the 292-5040 tutor. Do you know what he spent his night doing? Bowling. He went bowling with a bunch of other old men. Oh yeah, he’s Mister Excitement.”
Philip was looking down, his hands knitted together behind his back. He was still trying to find the missing piece of the puzzle. “But that doesn’t prove he’s not the tutor.”
“The tutor is irrelevant. And he’s not the tutor, because we ripped a bunch of fliers down and then Tracy started to follow Ted. Tracy watched him all night long, and the fliers reappeared without his help.”
“Did you watch the fliers?”
“How is that important?”
Philip rubbed his chin. “Roger, then. Maybe Roger has been helping us.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake.”
“Kato? I haven’t seen Kato in a while.”
“Maybe it was fate. Maybe we were fated to ride this out for a while, to have our moment in the sun. Why does there have to be a mysterious force protecting us – one that has now slipped up?”
“I don’t know. Just give me a minute to think.”
Beckie sighed and slouched against the wall. She allowed herself to slide down until she was sitting on the floor across from Philip’s office doorway, her knees up and tight against her chest. Jason’s plaster portrait leered from above her head. She said nothing.
“Hey, Beck – maybe Ted was right about the CIA. Accidentally, of course, since he’s a nutcase. But...”
“Will you listen to yourself?” she snapped. “It’s over. And maybe it’s for the best. The customers are getting stranger and stranger – masochists, really, who like being mistreated – and I’m getting tired of working so hard all the time. Maybe we should just let it happen.”
“We have a choice?”
“No.”
“Well, it’s easy for you to say ‘let it happen,’” Philip told the floor, “because you’re going to get off easy. I’m going to be crucified.”
“Isn’t Bingham’s incorporated?”
He looked down at her, curious. “The company is, sure. Why?”
“Because I think employees of an incorporated company – even the managers – aren’t responsible for lawsuits against the company.”
Philip shook his head. “Even if that’s true, this isn’t a complaint about something accidental, some dumb slip-and-fall bullshit. Someone could sue Bingham’s for that, and we’d be safe. This is assault. This is us. This is about us – as individual people – assaulting other people. The fact that we’re doing it inside of this deli doesn’t make a bit of difference.”
Beckie realized that she should have cared, but couldn’t summon the will. It was all too much. The new customers. Her malaise. The rapid-fire changes. And Ted, who wasn’t at all mysterious. 
“I am so fucked,” said Philip. 
“Yeah,” she replied, but she was just mouthing the word. It meant nothing. She couldn’t process the situation. Not long ago, Rich had honestly forgotten that it was inappropriate to press his butt against the glass front door and yell at waiting customers to fuck off, and a lot had changed since even that time. In the world Bingham’s had become, things like lawsuits felt distant and unreal, the kinds of things that happened in sci-fi movies.
Maybe there was still hope, she thought. Maybe Ted would save them.
Beckie put her head between her raised knees and began to breathe deeply.
 
6.
When the lawyer came back the next day, Beckie was almost surprised. She had hoped that it was a dream, a bluff, a joke, or even a hallucination. It was not.
“Hey there,” he said. 
Beckie said nothing.
“I’ve always meant to ask this and the timing is probably terrible, but what the hell. Would you like to have lunch with me before we get down to business?”
“No thanks,” she said icily.
Philip walked out from the back room and stood beside Beckie. The Anarchist followed.
“Suit yourself,” said Ray, nodding at the newcomers. “I’m still hungry, though. I’ll have ham and Swiss on onion.” He strolled over to the leftmost stool in front of the counter and laid his briefcase on one of the chairs. He seated himself on the one next to it. 
The Anarchist had an idea while watching Philip make Ray’s sandwich. 
“Spit in it,” he suggested.
The lunch rush progressed in its usual tumult, and the lawyer vanished into the background. He ate slowly, as if to heighten the drama.
“Spit on him,” the Anarchist suggested.
Nobody noticed the four men in dark suits and sunglasses until one of them walked up to Philip and flashed his badge.
“Are you in charge here?” the man asked Philip.
Philip said that he was.
“Secret Service,” the man said. “We have to take somebody out of here, but don’t worry; none of your customers will notice a thing.” He gestured toward the bathrooms. Three other tall men in identical dark suits had somebody cornered in the little hallway. It was Super Ass, esquire.
Philip couldn’t suppress a smile. “Can I ask what he’s done?”
“I’m sorry sir. That’s classified.”
The Anarchist and Beckie were watching, too. The agents worked with eerie efficiency. Despite the crowds and despite a small struggle, the three men whisked the lawyer and his briefcase away without a soul taking notice. They even cleaned off the table and threw away the rest of his sandwich. Then the lead agent nodded to Philip, tucked his badge away, and followed them out the door. 
Beckie, Philip, and the Anarchist scampered after them, out the door, and around the corner. The agents were standing around a large black Cadillac that was parked in the alley. The lawyer was standing with his hands on its hood and his legs spread. He was being frisked. The lead agent was pressing on an earpiece and talking to his lapel.
The employees watched in wonder until the lawyer was shoved into the car, which then sped off.
Philip was the first to speak. 
“See?” he said.
“He must have been counterfeiting,” said Beckie. “Or maybe he threatened the President.”
“Whatever you say,” said Philip, who had his own thoughts on the matter.
“This doesn’t mean we’re free and clear,” said the Anarchist. “His client will sue us. Super Ass was just a clerk – a delivery boy.”
And that sounded true, so everyone treaded carefully for a few days following the Gestapo-style arrest, but nothing happened. Mike even tempted fate by calling Philip’s law firm and impersonating a lawyer, inquiring about pending lawsuits against Bingham’s Bagel Deli on campus. If the man he spoke with was to believed, there were none.
Word got around that the arrest was directly related to the case against Bingham’s, and that Ted had masterminded it all. Rumors blossomed. It wasn’t long before the entire crew was ready to credit Ted with keeping all of the lawyers and policemen away, just as he had claimed. Beckie even looked on him with renewed respect.
Despite the impending danger that by all rights should still be there and despite the sense of a crisis barely avoided, business was back to its uproarious state of abnormal within a week. Ray Sapperstein’s paper trail – and apparently his outraged client – seemed to have vanished just as surely as had Ray himself. But that wasn’t the reason for the return to the new-old ways. The bigger feeling that surrounded the place was the sense that the incident seemed to be a sign from above. Bingham’s was blessed. Bingham’s had a guardian angel. Bingham’s could survive anything.
But just in case, Philip started to give Army Ted his Diet Cokes for free.





 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Fires and Funerals
 
1.
Tony arrived on Friday to clean the bathrooms. He was friendly, catching the spirit of joviality that had been in the air since the Super Ass arrest and taking it for himself, like a thief.
“Hey there young lady,” he said to Darcy, who had just finished subduing a not-entirely-reluctant customer with ropes and a ball gag. She was dressed as her dominatrix alter-ego, Mistress Hugetits, and wore black latex pants, a silver-spiked brassiere, and six-inch heels.
“You will pay,” she snarled at him. 
“Now, now,” said Tony.
“You will clean the toilets with your bare hands,” she commanded.
“Oh, I don’t know...”
Darcy moved in a flash, spinning on him and whipping him severely with her leather cat o’ nine tails. “Silence!” she shouted. “Submit to Mistress Hugetits!”
“Yes ma’am!” said Tony, running toward the bathrooms.
But a few minutes later, Tony waddled out of the women’s room, his dominatrix-related excitement seemingly gone. He looked at Philip with an unreadable expression on his face.
“Did you happen to notice that the air freshener in the women’s room is broken?” he asked.
“No.”
Tony furrowed his brow. It looked as if he didn’t believe Philip.
“You know nothing about the air freshener in there?” he said.
“I know it smells UltraClean-y fresh,” said the Anarchist, who was sitting on the counter behind Philip.
“Well, it’s broken,” said Tony. “Did anyone see a piece of it that may have gotten kicked out here or anything? Because a... a sensor for the fan in the deodorizer seems to be missing.”
“What did it look like?”
In the background, Darcy could be heard whipping another supplicant.
“Uh, just... did anyone find anything at all?”
“No,” said Philip. “Nobody found anything. Can’t you just install a new air freshener?”
“Um... sure,” said Tony, shifting his weight from foot to foot. He pulled off his thick glasses and rubbed them on his shirt. “I’ll just... um... need to order one from the supplier.”
That was when Army Ted got hit by the COTA bus.
 
2.
Jenny saw it all. She almost giggled in spite of herself.
Ted had been jaywalking as usual, walking jauntily from the undergraduate library and crossing High in front of Bingham’s, when a huge white bus appeared out of nowhere and hit him full-on with its flat face. Jenny was sitting at the counter along the front window at the time and saw it take place as if in slow motion. It was just like her own Ted-gets-hit-by-bus fantasy. She coughed a small laugh before something clicked, and she began to realize that it wasn’t at all funny. 
She played it back in her mind in the minutes before the alarm began to screech: Ted, walking gaily across the street with his knobby knees exposed to the brisk December air beneath his trademark tan shorts. Ted, with his blue bag slung over his right shoulder like a purse, his baseball cap too high on his head, swaggering in a happy cadence across the street. A large bus rounding the corner from 15th at what has to be an illegal speed. Herself seeing it well before Ted but not thinking to warn him, even though it wouldn’t have done a bit of good. Ted and bus contacting brutally, as if with malice. Ted collapsing like a rag doll, clinging at first to the front of the bus and then dropping under its wheels, which run him over noisily, causing the entire bus to bounce and shake.
Before Jenny could form words but after she managed to turn to Philip, the Anarchist, Darcy, and the pervert who cleaned the bathroom, the alarm went off. 
Philip ran to a panel and hit a few keys, silencing the noise. He picked up the phone and dialed a number.
“A fire?” he asked the phone. “Our alarm is a door alarm! And it’s not even armed!”
“It’s a dual alarm,” a dry voice told him. “It’s all explained in the owner’s manual.”
Philip sniffed the air. “I don’t think we have a fire. I certainly didn’t pull an alarm, and there’s no smoke.”
“You don’t have to pull anything,” the dry voice replied. “We monitor the fire department radio bands. If there is a fire reported at one of our clients’ addresses, we set off your alarm for you.”
“We didn’t report a fire!”
The other line was ringing. The Anarchist answered it. Philip told the dry man at the security company to hang on and asked the Anarchist who it was.
“Columbus Fire Department,” he said. “They say a fire was reported at our address.”
“Who reported a fire?”
“Nobody reported a fire. There is no fire.”
Jenny was gasping for air. “Ted!” she managed to squeal.
The fire department was asking the Anarchist to check the dumpsters. Someone had reported a fire.
“The doors are locked!” Jenny was yelling. She looked like she was out of her mind. Across the street, an ambulance had pulled up and several EMTs were attending to the shorts-clad figure sprawled in the middle of the street. Pedestrians were beginning to gather as well, and were being held back by a policeman. She could see him mouthing: Stand back. Stand back.
“Push!” Philip snapped at her.
Jenny was pushing, to no avail. “The light is red!” she shouted.
Philip turned his impatience to the phone. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see that something had happened on the street out front. Lots of flashing lights. He asked the phone, “Why are our locks on? One of the people here says that the lock light is on, and that we are therefore stuck here.”
The dry voice cleared its throat. When it continued, it sounded as if it were reading from a procedure manual. “In the event of an emergency, the alarm activates, sealing the doors.”
Philip could feel his skin growing hot with anger. “What is this, a fucking museum heist? Are you really telling me that when there is a fire, you lock us in?”
“In the event of an emergency, the alarm activates, sealing the doors.”
“Don’t you see a problem with that idea?” he hissed. “You’d be sealing us in with the fire.”
The Anarchist had finished talking to the fire department and was listening in on Philip’s conversation. “There’s no fire,” he said, shaking his head.
Jenny was pressed against the front door. She kept jiggling the handle, but it was useless. If the alarm really had been tripped and if it had (as ridiculous as it seemed) locked the doors, then Bingham’s was as tight as a drum. 
Ted had been loaded onto a stretcher. One of the EMTs was trotting up to the cab of the ambulance with Ted’s bag and hat, both of which had spun off in the collision. Jenny saw them again in her mind, the hat rolling away like a missed Frisbee as the bus contacted Ted with a muffled Fwump! The bag had been yanked from his arm by a skidding tire.
She had to get out there.
The Anarchist jogged out from the back room, having looked through the rear peephole to see if the dumpsters were on fire. He was shaking his head at Philip: No fire. He turned and craned his head at Jenny, past Jenny. Then Philip was yelling into the phone again, something about asking for a general alarm system rather than Fort Motherfucking Knox. The Anarchist was saying something to him.
Ted was already being rolled into the ambulance on a gurney. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Jenny wondered how long it had been. Five minutes, maybe? 
Pretty damn fast.
Maybe it had been longer. The store was in chaos. She couldn’t trust her internal clock now, of all times.
“Ted’s been hit!” she yelled, finding her voice again. “Ted’s been hit by a COTA bus!”
The Anarchist thought: Jenny is losing her mind.
Philip was yelling that he wanted the goddamned thing shut off, that he wanted the goddamn doors unlocked, and that he wanted the goddamn system uninstalled and used to beat the salesman in the groin.
Jenny was clawing at the door, desperate. Ted had been loaded into the ambulance and the back doors had been closed. The EMTs were scrambling back into the cab and soon it would pull away, sirens wailing, leaving only the policemen to take photos and statements and the technicians to clean up the blood. She was going to miss it. And for some reason, she felt that she could not afford to.
Jenny heard Philip yell, “Thank you!” aggressively, then noticed that the red light had turned off and that the green one was now lit. She burst through the door and scrambled across the street, but it was too late. A policeman would want to know what she had seen, but it was all over.
Army Ted, or maybe just his corpse, was gone.
 
3.
The accident scene across High Street had pretty much resolved itself by the time the fire department trucks arrived. A long pump truck pulled up on the curb in front and three firefighters hopped out, dressed in full gear.
“There’s no fire,” Philip told them as soon as he saw them.
“We have to check it out, just the same,” the apparent leader told him. “Do you have a basement?”
Philip opened the half-door and beckoned the trio to follow him to the back staircase. One straggler had to be called twice, as he had noticed that Darcy was still whipping her hog-tied customer and found the spectacle strangely compelling.
Jenny burst into the store, out of breath. “Army Ted is dead!” she shrieked at the Anarchist.
“Ted’s dead?”
“Yes!”
He looked at her face, trying to decide if she was out of her mind. Hadn’t she said earlier that he had been hit by a bus?
“How?” he asked her.
“He was crossing the street and was hit by a COTA bus!”
This was too weird.
“Are you sure?” said the Anarchist.
“Yes! Yes, I’m sure. I saw it all. He was walking over here and this bus came along and Wham!” She stopped suddenly, aware of an odd sense of déjà vu. 
“A COTA bus.”
“A Number Two.”
“And Ted was hit by it.”
“Do I stutter? Yes!”
The Anarchist was still doubtful. “How could he miss a huge bus coming at him?”
“It came down 15th and turned onto High, moving fast. Maybe the driver was drunk.”
“He’d have to be,” said the Anarchist, “since the Two doesn’t go down 15th.”
Jenny hadn’t thought of that. But it had been a Two; she was certain of it. She turned around to confirm it but the bus was gone. It shouldn’t be gone already, she thought. Only, it was.
The Anarchist scratched his chin. “You’re sure it was Ted?”
“Well, I couldn’t get out there until he was driven off to the hospital because the doors were locked, but it was definitely him. I was sitting right up front, right at the counter by the window. I saw his face and everything. Looked like he was chewing gum, in fact.”
“And you’re sure he’s dead.”
She frowned. “Well, no.” She wondered why the Anarchist wasn’t more concerned. So she asked him.
“I suppose I don’t really believe it,” he said. “It’s too ironic. Things are pretty crazy, and I wouldn’t be alarmed – or even surprised – if you told me that I had been shot in the face.” He paused, suddenly aware that if she was telling the truth, he should be concerned. Ted was a friend. Ted would be missed. He felt guilty for his emotionlessness.
Philip and the firemen were returning from the basement. Jenny and the Anarchist told him what had happened.
“Is that what all of that was across the street?” he said. “Hmmm.” So Philip couldn’t register it yet either. It made the Anarchist feel better.
“Don’t you two care?” Jenny shrieked at them.
Philip rubbed his forehead. “Are you sure it was Ted?” he asked.
One of the fireman walked in through the front door. He yelled to another, who was on one of the phones behind the counter. “Hey, Jim! Is that the dispatcher?”
The other lifted a stubbly face from the phone. “Yeah.”
“Does he say that the fire is supposed to be out front?”
“Yeah. How’d you know?”
The other sighed and rolled his eyes. “Because I found it.”
The firemen walked out front and gathered on the sidewalk. The Bingham’s crew followed them. They all gathered around a shallow planter that had been set into the concrete sidewalk. A small tree was growing from it – part of an urban “beautification” project a few years back. The fire raged at its base.
The third firefighter spoke first. “That can’t be it.”
The man who had been on the phone with the dispatcher spoke next. “It is. They said that it was in a receptacle on the sidewalk.”
Philip reached an arm into the huddle and poured the remainder of his Mountain Dew on the few flaming slips of paper. “Look, I’m a fireman,” he said.
“Goddammit. Who called this in?”
“Campus police.”
“Goddammit. Those assholes.”
“Campus police?”
“Fucking rent-a-cops.”
Tony the UltraClean man pointed to the policemen across the street. “Hey,” he said, “looks like there might have been an accident over there!”
 
4.
When Tony had gone, the firemen had gone, and the blood across the street had been mostly mopped up, Darcy put down her cat o’ nine tails, hiked up her leather bra, and asked Jenny, “Are you sure it was Ted?”
“Oh, for the love of...”
“Yes,” Philip answered for her. “It had to have been Ted.”
“Why didn’t anyone go out there?”
“Because we were in high-security lock-down thanks to a lit cigarette and a campus cop unwilling to stamp it out. I’m going to kill the people who sold me that alarm.”
Darcy asked, “Could it have been another skinny old guy with a too-tight baseball cap and a blue shoulder bag?”
Beckie had just walked in for her shift. “What’s this about Ted?”
The Anarchist patted her on the shoulder. “Beckie, sit down,” he told her.
“Why?”
“Ted was hit by a bus.”
“What? Did Jenny put you up to this?”
The Anarchist kept patting her. “It is ironic, I’ll admit. But it’s true. Jenny saw it.”
Jenny nodded.
Beckie narrowed her eyes at Jenny. “Bullshit.”
“I swear. Sorry, Beck.”
Beckie couldn’t believe it. “Well,” she said, already tearing up, “are you sure it was Ted?”
“Totally sure.”
“Is he...?”
Everybody looked at Jenny. “Well,” she said, “the ambulance was from University Hospital. I guess we could call.”
Philip went over to the phones while the rest of the crew filled Beckie in on the day’s tumultuous events. He was working for ten minutes or so, and when he returned to the others, his face was serious.
“Ted Handy,” he said. “D.O.A.”
Beckie was shaking her head. “It’s just a trick,” she said. “Like when he used to taunt us with his license and tell us lies. It’s just a dirty trick.”
The Anarchist kept patting her back. “There there.”
 
5.
Tony, sitting in the UltraClean Hygiene van in the alley, licked his lips. He wondered who had stolen his camera. But even more than that, he wondered why nobody was mad at him, why nobody was threatening him with criminal charges or with a baseball bat. The purpose of the thing in the air freshener would have been obvious to anyone, and Tony was the only person who ever touched the air freshener. He supposed that if cornered, he could try to blame it on a clever customer who’d planted the thing during the past week, but nobody would buy it. They’d know he’d done it. He’d lose his job. He might face a beating. Maybe he’d even be arrested. 
Just as bad as the threat to himself was the cost of the whole endeavor. The camera had cost him three hundred dollars, and the recorder had been another four. Now both were gone, and he had no idea how he could possibly get them back. The situation was intolerable. He could only ask so many questions. He couldn’t put in a request at Bingham’s lost and found. If he was going to find the thing, he’d have to find it himself. It was tricky to recover something you couldn’t admit to having lost.
Tony swore. 
How had they known to look inside of the air freshener in the first place? There was no reason to look inside of the thing – let alone to break it open when it refused to yield gently – so they must have had a reason to do so. They must have had a tip. But if that were the case, it only created more questions. After they found the camera, why didn’t they report him? Why didn’t they mention it to him when he came in? Even if they couldn’t connect the dots, they should have asked him about it, or responded when he’d said that a part might have gone missing. 
But they’d said nothing, which really only left one possibility. They’d stolen it. 
That was the only scenario that made sense. Someone had known the camera was in the air freshener, and now the camera was gone. Nobody was reporting Tony, nobody was calling the police, and everybody was playing dumb. It was technically possible that the camera could just be lost, but it seemed like a long shot. The dispenser had been broken open with malice. There had to be a reason for someone to do that. 
Seven hundred bucks, that rig had cost him. Incentive enough for any burgeoning voyeur who didn’t mind borrowing other people’s property. 
Who had it been? he wondered. Could it have been a customer, or did it have to be the employees? And then he decided that yes, it pretty much had to be a member of the Bingham’s crew. The dispenser had been shattered to pieces. Nobody could do something like that without raising a hell of a racket, so it had to be the people who worked there, who had access to the store all day and night, who wouldn’t need to be stealthy about it. 
Those little bastards. 
He rubbed his freckled forehead with the back of his hand. He wondered how he was going to get the camera back. And what’s more, now that he was thinking about it, he wondered what Dicky Kulane would say when he learned that his plan to spy a rat had been foiled. Tony had liked Dicky from the beginning because both of them were fringe-dwellers who didn’t have many friends among normal people, but Dicky had always been a bit off, a bit unstable. And this last time Tony had talked to him, Dicky had been even more off, even more unstable. He had been almost frightening. There was something in his eyes, and in the way he huddled closer than ever when he talked, as if paranoid that the world might overhear. There was something in the subtle way Dicky used his words, and in the tone of his voice. Whatever he was trying to do at Bingham’s wasn’t just business. It was personal, and it mattered a great deal to him.
Tony was sweating in spite of the late autumn chill. The camera had gone missing, costing him seven hundred dollars. The Bingham’s employees knew his perverted secret. Dicky Kulane was expecting him, hoping for something that he could use. And Tony was just a little bit afraid of Dicky Kulane, now that he thought about it.
Tony started the van’s engine. Given the way things had turned out today, there was really only one thing he could do.
 
6.
Philip, the Anarchist, Beckie, Darcy, and Jenny stood near the phones, halfway into the back room, huddled into an intense group. The store wasn’t empty, but it felt that way.
“Can’t be,” said Beckie, crying, shaking her head. “Ted can’t be dead.”
Philip shrugged. “Maybe there was a mistake.”
The Anarchist was at Beckie’s shoulder, wanting to tell her something that would make it better but reluctant to raise false hopes. He looked at Philip and said, “How?”
Philip shrugged again.
Mike walked in through the back door and surveyed the group. His somehow derisive eyes peered out from under the low brim of his hat. 
“What’s this noise?” he asked.
Beckie blew her nose. “Ted’s dead!”
Mike paused. “Guess we’ll find out if he’s the tutor now.”
Philip glared at him. “Mike!”
He shrugged. “Shit happens.”
Darcy was thumbing the metal spikes on her leather bra. She drew circles with the toe of her shoe. “Army Ted,” she said airily.
“Your tits look huge,” Mike observed.
“Mike!”
Mike shrugged again, then donned an apron.
Beckie pulled her face from her tissue and looked up at him. “What are you doing?” she asked.
“Life goes on. I’m getting a Dr. Pepper.”
Mike slid behind the register and glanced up at the wall of a person across the counter from him. He was a black man who stood at least six-foot-nine and was easily three hundred and fifty pounds, with the shiny handle of a plastic hair pick jutting out of his afro. Mike looked tiny standing in front of him. 
“I’ll have a Tom’s Turkey, with...” the customer began.
Mike interrupted him. “Do you know you have a comb in your hair?”
The customer looked down and said nothing.
Mike pointed, his face expressionless. “Right... there. There’s a comb stuck in your hair.”
Jenny was mumbling, looking across the lobby and at the now-defunct accident scene on the street. “This is somehow my fault,” she said.
The Anarchist turned to her. “It’s not your fault. Just because it is exactly, to the letter, spookily right-on what you’ve said you always wanted to see doesn’t mean...” Then he trailed off, thoughtful.
“It’s my fault that Ted is dead!”
The Anarchist was still thinking. Then he said, “I’m beginning to agree with you. Maybe it was your fault.”
Jenny gasped.
“Right there,” Mike was telling the behemoth in front of him, pointing. “Above your ear.”
Philip looked to Mike, then to Jenny, to Beckie, Darcy, the Anarchist. He was strangely unaffected by the whole situation. It felt like a dream, like when he’d chased the bum down High Street with a pipe all those years ago. He had heard William’s voice as he’d stood over the bum with the pipe raised as he heard Beckie’s and Darcy’s lamentations now, through a haze and muted: Don’t do it, Toby. He felt lightheaded, just as he’d felt then. It was all too bizarre. Ted had seemed immortal in a way, an unshakable obelisk of persistence amidst a sea of changes. Ted had been a focus. He’d been an anchor.
“I know it’s there,” the customer told Mike.
Beckie was cradling the plastic lawn swan like a child. “Ted!” she sobbed.
 
7.
A week after Army Ted’s funeral, two weeks before the planned Rat Uprising, and just around the time that OSU’s final exams were getting into full swing, the weather turned bitterly cold and Philip admitted the truth.
“Ted is not the tutor,” he said heavily.
“Was not,” clarified the Anarchist.
“Ted was not our savior.”
“At least not in the way we thought,” the Anarchist amended.
“We still haven’t been sued.”
“Not once.”
“And the tutor fliers continue to refresh and multiply following Ted’s death.”
“Fruitfully,” agreed the Anarchist.
Philip sighed, wiped his brow, and squinted at the front windows. He hardly noticed the wall of customers and screaming fans and gesturing reporters there anymore. He saw the back of Bricker through the glass as a protective mass, keeping all troubles at bay. Beyond the screaming people, the snow was fresh and clean, unsullied for the time being by the tramping of eager feet.
The Anarchist followed his gaze. “Should we open the moat?” he asked.
“I believe so,” Philip answered, reaching back and pressing a button on the wall. In front of the store, the sidewalk slowly opened into a long, gaping hole. The hole was filled with a red liquid.
“Hot sauce?” the Anarchist asked.
“Hot sauce.”
Bricker was protected on his small island in front of the door, but the throngs of customers and others had fallen into the spicy bath. It had been Beckie’s idea, and when the moat was open, Bingham’s had no sidewalk at all. Only the moat, and the small army of midgets that Philip had hired to poke the people in the moat with long sticks.
“Look at those midgets,” Philip said fondly.
“Midgets are funny,” agreed the Anarchist.
If Ted had not been a mystical presence, then there was no magic in the situation at all. There was no real pressure anymore. People were apparently just too stupid to sue them, and Bingham’s was charmed. Hell, nothing made any real sense anymore, so why not? It was as good an explanation as any.
Everyone wondered if the chaotic Bingham’s rollercoaster ride had reached its apex. The sensation was a runaway success, and there was seemingly no limit to what people would accept in the way of merchandising. Nick had embarked on a series of experiments intended to test the limits of consumerism, but everyone thought he was insane. Certainly, they said, nobody would buy a Bingham’s shower curtain.
But they had. The first small run had sold out within a few days, and everyone was impressed. They were skeptical, however, when Nick began to produce a Bingham’s cereal.
“Bingham-O’s?” Rich asked skeptically.
“Yup. Shit’s gooood.”
“It’s Cap’n Crunch,” Rich told the spidery Nick as he worked on the paperwork for an order.
“It’s Bingham-erific.”
“But,” Rich said carefully, “it’s Cap’n Crunch.”
Nick puffed his cigarette. “Man,” he drawled in his syrupy voice, “it stops being Cap’n Crunch when I pour it out of the Cap’n Crunch box and into this one.” He brandished the box at Rich like a weapon. On the front was a picture of Philip, in flowing robes, wearing a turban. Across the top, in block letters: BINGHAM-O’S. Below it, in cheerful italics: Eat it, fuckface!
“Hmmm,” Rich assessed.
The cereal sold out right away, and Nick was fired up. He immediately embarked on a new venture, to keep revenue up.
“Bingham’s metal screws?” Artie asked, bouncing a few of the shiny pointed screws on his palm. “Are you sure?”
“Was I sure about the Bingham’s hairpiece?” Nick said.
Artie nodded solemnly. “Touché.”
Later, Tracy said, “Bingham’s vertical blinds?” 
Darcy asked, “Bingham’s sexual lubricant?” and
Slate said, “Bingham’s suppositories?”
All were great successes. All it took was the Bingham’s name, and the product in question immediately became sales dynamite. The action figures were in their tenth edition, and the original figures were already considered collector’s items worth hundreds of dollars despite the fact that all ten editions were exactly the same. Most of the employees had been guests on MTV by now, and for some reason Smooth B kept getting phone calls from horny supermodels. He felt that he was too good for all of them.
Philip had become a teen idol. Among his photo credits, he counted such prepubescent girlie special edition magazines as Philip is Hot! and Philip Martin, Super Hunk! On the cover of both of these, Philip was lying on his stomach in bed, chatting on the phone, his legs curled up behind him and the phone cord twirled around one busy finger. One entrepreneur even contacted him about starting a teen chat line which would charge five dollars a minute for girls to listen to recordings of his voice. He agreed, on the condition that he would simply read the ingredients of Spam over and over.
All in all, things were grand. Still, something troubling was in the air.
“Something troubling is in the air,” the Anarchist told Rich.
“I just farted,” Rich explained.
Beckie was the first one to begin to show signs of strain. Perhaps worn down emotionally by the tragic death of Army Ted, she slipped into a shallow but troubling depression, spending most of her days feeding Swannie with breadcrumbs from the palm of her hand. She was tired of fame, she said. The others tried to explain her attitude by using logic.
“PMS,” Bricker declared.
“Pregnant,” Tracy hypothesized.
“I’m the best writer I know!” chimed the Anarchist for a reason that nobody could fathom.
Still, explanations aside, the stresses of fame and being in the public eye were indeed taking their toll. The Anarchist and Philip had nearly doubled their intake of cherry Alka-Seltzer. Slate began to sequester himself with the slicer, hunching over the machine in the corner like a leprechaun making gold. 
Philip began to hate the customers.
“You’ve never not hated the customers,” the Anarchist clarified.
“I hate them in a different way now. I used to hate that they came in here and bugged me. Now, it’s a base-level contempt for humanity as a whole. The human race needs to be extinct.”
“I’m not hoping for that, personally.”
Philip shrugged. It was a helpless gesture. “I know we never intended for this to have any grand moral ramifications, but said grand moral ramifications appeared nonetheless once the whole mess got rolling. I can’t help but feel that we could have made a difference. We have not.”
“Explain.”
“You know. ‘People are sheep.’ ‘People are stupid.’”
“Right...”
“But have we changed anything? We should have woken people up. We should have shaken them into sensibility. I can’t help but think that all we did was change the focus of their idiocy.”
The Anarchist shook his head. “I don’t know if it was possible to begin with. You can’t teach old dogs new tricks.”
Philip sighed.
“How do you see all of this ending?” the Anarchist asked after a pause. The question was hardly surprising, given the Anarchist’s preoccupation with what came next in recent weeks. But Philip was in a philosophical frame of mind, and heard the question anew.
“What do you mean?”
“We’re the Spice Girls. We’re the Backstreet Boys. We’re flashes in the pan. Someday – someday soon – people are going to stop caring about Bingham’s Bagel Deli.”
“I suppose so.”
The Anarchist hopped up onto the counter. In contrast to the usual tenor of these conversations, he seemed curious instead of concerned. He said, “Not that it bothers me. We’ll still have money if we save up what we’re getting now. And really, all of this attention is getting kind of tiring. But what will happen to the deli?”
“Become just a deli again, I suppose.”
“And we’ll all stay on?”
“Not you. You’ll be mutating genes.”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve decided not to go to grad school.”
Philip was surprised. “Really? Why?”
The Anarchist waved his hand, dismissing the subject. “It’s not important.”
“So... what? You’re going to work here for a while longer?”
“Maybe. But this place won’t be the same when all of this” – he swept his arm across the store, indicating its banners, crass decorations, and machines of customer humiliation – “is over. I can feel it.”
“Maybe it’ll go back to the way it was before.”
“No, it won’t. Bingham’s will be meaningless after this high we’re on now. Besides, Beckie will be leaving soon, and Darcy is talking about moving back home. Give us until the summer and other people will start to graduate and move away. Hell, if your plan to start that hydroponics farm out in Colorado pans out, then you’ll be gone, too.”
“A few people will stay.”
The Anarchist was staring at his shoes. He thought of the people who had already left – Carla, William, Trip – and those who soon would. “Hell,” he said, “I don’t want to work in a deli forever. Neither do you. We’re all going to have to move on eventually. Maybe when this ends, it should end.”
Philip nodded.
The Anarchist continued, “I’ve been thinking about this a lot. See, I’ve always hated change. I’ve always hated when time marched on and wished that sometimes it would just stand still for a while. But time can never stand still, because if I stay in this moment forever, I miss all of the things that I could have seen and done because I am a finite, flawed creature, blinded by the moment so much that I can’t entertain the possibility that the future will be better. But it’s always better, whether we see it or not. It’s better because it’s progression. It’s growth. You have to appreciate things when you have them, and then let them go. I love this moment. But now...” – he paused, looking at his watch – “...it’s gone. Just like that.”
Philip was staring at him. “I don’t know whether to be depressed or inspired.”
“Don’t be anything. It’s just the way things are.”
Philip said nothing.
“So I’m wondering what happens next. This will end, and then Bingham’s as we know it will vanish. It gets a new manager and a new crew. The walls get a fresh coat of paint. Maybe the hole in the office floor gets fixed and the picture of Jason in the flaking plaster outside of your door gets spackled over. The new kids will probably enjoy the new Bingham’s, but it will never be as fun as our time. Never.”
Philip smiled. It was true, and it was bittersweet.
“You know,” said the Anarchist. “You were right about me. I was following someone else’s plan, too. I was stupid. I was a sheep. I decided once upon a time what I wanted to do with my life, and I never went back to re-evaluate it. But now I have, and I realized that I didn’t like where I was going, and I’ve made a change. Now, I don’t know where I’m going. That scares me, but I’ll get over it. Life is too short to spend doing things that suck. Ted’s death is an all-too-clear reminder of that. Any one of us could get hit by a COTA bus tomorrow, and if that were to happen to me, I want to have enjoyed the time I had.”
“Maybe this whole thing has made a difference after all,” said Philip. “We thought we could wake up the world, but we ended up finding out that we were asleep, too. We didn’t wake up others. But at least we woke up ourselves.”
“So what happens next?” said the Anarchist.
Philip shrugged. “Time will tell.”





 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Boom (Shalock Lock Boom)
 
1.
“I don’t think you understand,” said Tony. “The camera is gone. You’ve got no footage. No proof. There is nothing at all for you to use against them.” 
Dicky nodded. “I heard you the first time,” he said. “And I understand you just fine.” 
It wasn’t surprising in the least that Tony’s camera was gone. Dicky had come to expect as much from Bingham’s. Bingham’s wasn’t a normal place. It had a spell over it – a dark and protective enchantment bestowed by some hideous power. And what was so ridiculously, hilariously, stab-yourself-in-the-eye-with-a-fork-and-then-burn-down-an-orphanage funny about the whole thing was that this was exactly what his idiot protégée had been saying all along. 
“I told you the place was owned by a smelly drunk homeless megalomaniac dwarf who is actually Satan,” said Captain Dipshit, who was sitting at Dicky’s side.
“I know, I know,” said Dicky. 
Something had changed in their relationship. It used to be that Dicky was the boss and Captain Dipshit was the stooge. Dicky was still the boss, but ever since the day Dicky had seen the rats in Bingham’s lobby, Captain Dipshit’s role had become closer to that of an advisor. And it was about damn time. 
“Seven hundred dollars in equipment,” said Tony, pacing and getting red in the face. “And they just took it. Those... those God damn kids. And there’s nothing I can do about it. Nothing. What am I supposed to do? Tell the cops? ‘Oh, hey, these people stole a camera I was using to spy on them.’ Dammit. They wouldn’t even own up to it. Just had me clean up the mess and order another air freshener for them, of all things.” 
Bingham’s was impervious to intervention. Dicky saw that now. They were the Timex that took a licking and kept on ticking. They could do whatever they wanted and get away with it, and nobody could do a damn thing about it. Dicky hadn’t been able to stop them. Captain Dipshit hadn’t been able to stop them. Their own highly public crimes hadn’t been able to stop them. Paul had even watched a lawyer, complete with papers to serve, be carted away by four men in suits. Could the police stop them? Who knew. Police had been notably absent, so the question was whether that was because they hadn’t been summoned, or because they were powerless, just like everybody else. 
No matter how much you banged Bingham’s up and beat on them and put them through the ringer, they always came out smelling like a rose. They were relentless. They were like OJ Simpson in those Hertz commercials from the 1970s – running through the airport, deftly leaping and dodging all of the obstacles thrown into his path, unstoppable.
Well, things would be different this time. In the movies, even the nastiest of the monsters could be destroyed if you marshaled a big enough weapon. Dicky just had to think bigger. He had to become unstoppable. He had to become OJ Simpson. 
The city – hell, the world – would thank him. Putting Bingham’s out of business was for the greater good. It was nothing short of a public service. What nobody else could do, he’d somehow, somehow find a way to do. He had to be the hero. The destroyer. Maybe even the martyr. 
“Tony,” said Dicky. 
“Yeah?”
“You’re not going to get your camera back.”
Tony shook his head angrily. “I know.” 
“So what if you could get reimbursement? Get your money back instead?” 
“How?” 
“From Bingham’s.” And then he laid out a plan for Tony, and for Captain Dipshit. A break-in. Some aggressive food poisoning. A little bit of safe-cracking. And a lot of public attention at the wrong time, for exactly the wrong reason.
“That sounds risky,” said Tony.
“Life is risky.”
“Call the cops. Tell them to come to the place at night and peek in the windows.” 
“The rats will hide,” said Dicky. “It’ll be too dark. A fire will break out across the street at the last minute. The police will spontaneously go blind.” 
“You’re not making sense.” 
“Unless we do something, those kids get to play you for a fool, and take you for almost a grand of your hard-earned money,” Dicky said. Then he added – and this was the real crux of the issue: “And if we don’t do something, nobody will. ” 
On the sidewalk that night, in the dark, in the cold, part of Dicky’s mind had cheered because the camera was capturing the rat melee and giving him the proof he needed to get Bingham’s closed down. But Paul’s innocent questions had raised excellent points. How long until the health department came out? Who knew. How long until the place was shut down? Who knew. It was up to the whims of bureaucrats and automatons and politicians. Between the night of the rats and the day Bingham’s closed were a thousand opportunities for Bingham’s guardian spell to intervene. The camera could turn out to have been blocked. The hard drive could malfunction. The LEDs could fail so that the camera recorded only darkness. Dicky could show an inspector, and the inspector could have a heart attack the next day. The file could get lost. The case could be forgotten. The inspection could take forever. The department could be paid off. Hell, the department might be fans. 
And there was another possibility, this the likeliest of all: Dicky would get his footage and show the world, but the world simply wouldn’t care. What were a few rats and some rabies between friends... especially at the home of the Face-Kicking Machine? 
“I’ll go,” said Captain Dipshit. “I owe them for things they’ve done to me in the past.” He looked at Tony. “Don’t they owe you, too?” 
Dicky smiled. The expression was entirely without joy and looked fake, like he’d stolen it. “See? Sense coming from the senseless. What are you afraid of? Are you afraid of the cops who won’t arrest people for assault, and who won’t help you get your property back?”
“What makes you think you can get into the safe?” said Tony.
“I’ve seen it, back when I used to rep for them,” said Dicky. “My dad used to have the exact same model in his store. That specific model has a fault that Dad was always complaining about. But if that’s not enough for you?” He shrugged. “We’ll take the big dolly. Their safe isn’t bolted down.”
“And the alarm? The lock on the door?” 
“I have a friend who can help,” said Dicky. “Believe me, we’ll get in.”
Tony stood in the middle of 3B’s lobby, indecisive. 
“Seven hundred dollars, Tony. Seven hundred dollars they stole from you.” 
After a beat, Tony gave a small nod. “Fine.” 
That made three. And with Paul and Plato, both of whom were complicit and could be bought, the total party would be five. That was plenty to do what he had in mind.
The missing camera was irrelevant. It didn’t matter what was on the device’s hard drive when it had gone missing. The only person who mattered had seen what he needed to see. The only person strong enough to take action now, when it mattered, without red tape and polling public opinion and permits and rules, had all the evidence he needed to reach a verdict. 
The night Dicky had peeked through the windows, he hadn’t just seen rats. What he’d seen was his adversary’s true nature. This was what Bingham’s looked like with its makeup off. It oozed. It seethed. It crawled and cavorted and bit and chewed and pissed and shit and spread disease. You couldn’t let something like that multiply. You couldn’t rely on public servants and clerks and rulebooks and procedures to do the right thing. When faced with malevolence, you had to destroy it yourself, then sort out the details later. 
People chose their actions willingly. Each person made their own bed. Each person dug their own grave. Each person was captain of their own ship, and each captain made the decision whether to avoid the storm, or to steer right into it. 
Philip had chosen poorly.
Bingham’s had chosen poorly. 
Those thousands of rats, to whatever degree rats could choose, had chosen poorly.
All had cast their own dice. They deserved what was coming.
 
2.
Philip leaned forward and spoke into the microphone. 
The microphone was thin and flexible. It craned toward his mouth like a cobra toward a swami’s flute. His words were broadcast, greatly distorted, through a speaker set into the mouth of a giant plastic clown head mounted on the front of the counter. Bricker had stolen the setup from a Jack in the Box. 
“Washhin iee yelptu it?” said the clown head. 
The customer on the other side of the counter regarded Philip through the thick new Plexiglas partition.
“What?”
“Iashee wassie yelp tuwit.”
“I can’t hear you. Your intercom is fucked up!”
Philip’s lips moved above the microphone on the other side of the Plexiglas. 
“Seeshe wallup hoofa,” said the clown. “Langoo playfy boolean.”
“Woah, dude,” said the customer
“Wuagh?”
“Dude?”
As of today, a three-inch soundproof shield could be lowered from the ceiling to isolate the workers from the customers. The shield formed a tight seal against the top of the counter that ran around the employee area, and the only way to communicate from one side to the other was to use the intercom. The intercom was unintelligible and made communication impossible. This was, of course, exactly the point. 
The customer was looking at the pass-through drawer in the counter, waiting for his sandwich. The drawer remained closed.
“Where’s my bagel, man? I can’t understand you over that speaker!” He made gestures that were apparently supposed to indicate a sandwich. 
Philip furrowed his brow and shook his head. Then he leaned forward and spoke to the serpentine microphone. “Weshee gwentho hawanabet.”
“Ba-gel.” More pantomime. “Baaa-gel.”
“Plugheef jayun reeshee dwongo,” the clown speaker droned. “Zafurr backel moof.”
“Baaa... Son of a bitch!” The customer yelped as Bricker poked him with an electrified cattleprod. 
“Move along, please,” said Bricker. “Let’s keep the line moving, sir.”
Darcy walked up and stood next to Philip. Philip was easily twenty pounds lighter than he had been two months ago, and his head was indeed beginning to look as if it was too big for his body. His hair had grown longer and had begun to curl into a disheveled mess. 
“So what’s the verdict?” she asked. “On the new sneeze shield?”
“Oh, it’s wonderful,” said Philip. “I haven’t been sneezed on once since I lowered it.”
“Uh-huh. And you’re sure we can afford it?”
Philip smiled at her naïveté. “Oh, yes. With the new single for ‘Gonna Slap Your Ho Around’ now getting radio play and with all of the merchandising, we’re sitting on a pile of cash fifty feet high. Besides, I like the shield. It makes me feel secure.”
“Secure against what?”
“I don’t know. Stuff. Besides, if you don’t like it, you can raise it when I’m not here.”
Darcy tugged at her collar and shivered. “It’s making me claustrophobic. I feel like I’m in the back of a taxi.”
Philip shrugged. 
Darcy looked out into the lobby. Bricker was poking people randomly with the cattleprod – a sort of high-tech goose. She could see his head drifting above the sea of shorter customers like a shark. Then, suddenly, someone near him would jump straight up in the air. When the person looked back to see who had shocked them, Bricker invariably turned around and whistled.
Darcy watched and waited. Watched and waited. Anything to break the monotony.
The boredom. The boredom of the extraordinary. It was a paradox worthy of the Anarchist’s overanalytical musings, but even the musings, now always posited while high on Cherry Alka-Seltzer, were becoming mundane.
“Do you think that when Hammer says ‘U can’t touch This,’” he’d say, ‘he’s suggesting that U are not allowed to touch This, or that U are literally unable to touch This? Because the metaphysical ramifications of U being unable to touch This in a literal sense really open up the question of whether This even exists.” 
“Dude,” Philip would say.
“If Hammer fell in the woods and no one was around to hear him drop some phat rhymes, does his Grammy exist?” 
And again Philip would say: “Dude.” 
Darcy was getting tired of it. Tired of all of it. She was tired of fame. Tired of being recognized. Tired of the customers, the crowds. Tired of serving people. Tired of abusing them. Tired of ignoring them. She was tired of Philip and the Anarchist and their stupid questions about Hammer and House of Pain and whether Marky Mark literally needed to see sweat “coming out your pores,” or if seeing you “sweaty in general” was enough. But most of all, she was tired of putting on a show every damn day. 
“So put your shirt on,” Beckie would tell her. 
But that was just nonsense, and it was only part of the larger issue. The bottom-line truth was that the job was starting to feel like a job. And everything they did was starting to feel rote and scripted, filled with déjà vu, like it was on an endless loop. 
Come in. Put on your little act. Go home. Sleep. Repeat. 
“If Everlast’s got more rhymes than the bible’s got psalms,” the Anarchist would say, “is the church under any obligation to inform Everlast if a bunch of new psalms are discovered?”
The whole thing was just beginning to feel so been there, done that. A sneeze shield here. A cattleprod there. The abuses were technically new, but at this point it was just about running through the permutations. Whatever they did, people would accept. It was like playing chess against a sock. 
The irony was that their unbridled freedom had become another set of restraints, another list of expectations, another script to live by day, after day, after day, after day. It was impossible to think outside the box for too long, because eventually the box just reassembled itself wherever you stopped to rest. Routine. And repeat. And routine. And repeat.
“If you took Jawbreaker’s Unfun album,” the Anarchist would say to Philip, “and left it on top of Matthew Sweet’s 100% Fun for long enough, does entropy dictate that eventually you’d have two albums that were both approximately 50% fun?” 
And Philip would say, Dude. And the cycle would repeat. 
She wanted out. And Beckie wanted out. And Tracy wanted out. And everyone else kind of, maybe, when you got down to it, sorta, probably mostly wanted out. But there was no way out, because the loop just kept repeating. 
“If Men Without Hats don’t wear hats,” the Anarchist would say, “do they get a lot of women pregnant?”
Standing behind the Plexiglas with a temporarily non-effervescent Philip, Darcy drew circles on the floor with her foot. Circles. And circles. Around and around and around. And then she hit a Styrofoam cup that had been mostly under the make table and it popped out, dancing to a stop standing right-side up. Darcy reached down to grab it. The cup had teethmarks on it.
Darcy held it up and elbowed Philip. “Look,” she said. “The Rat is back.”
Then both Darcy and Philip looked up, through the Plexiglas, past the row of candy machines. The door leading to the basement staircase was ajar. Darkness yawned behind it. And in the darkness, they saw eyes. 
That was new. 
“The Rat is immortal,” said Philip. 
And by new, she meant old. 
“The Rat is immortal,” Darcy repeated.
What neither of them knew was that the Great Rat Uprising would occur a week from Friday, in exactly five days.
 
3.
On the day that Angela the Agent suggested that Bingham’s host a New Year’s Eve gala to end all New Year’s Eve galas, the Manwoman showed up again and threw Mike and Tracy into a tizzy.
“I know that it’s a man,” Mike told Tracy, “but it really, really looks like a woman.”
Tracy looked at the approaching sexless creature and chuckled at Mike. “It is a woman,” he said.
Mike shook his head. “No it’s not. It’s a man.” 
The Manwoman was closer now. It stood maybe five-seven and was probably black. Probably, because its race seemed as questionable as its sex. It had slightly rosy cheeks and short-cropped hair. Its chest gave no sign of breasts, but its shirts were always baggy. It didn’t seem to have an Adam’s apple, but it usually wore high collars. 
Mike thought it was funny how this man looked so much like a woman. Tracy thought it was amusing that this woman was so masculine as to appear male. Both had a “I laugh about being unsure which sex it is even though I know it’s actually this sex” line involving the Manwoman, but Tracy’s and Mike’s lines were exactly opposite each other. 
The Manwoman approached the counter and ordered. Tracy tried to locate breasts in the baggy shirt. Mike tried to find an Adam’s apple. Each was sure they were right. Each was unable to prove it. Rich half wanted to take bets and give odds on the outcome. 
After completing its order, the Manwoman said, “Can I have the restroom key?”
Mike looked at Tracy, then at the two keys next to the register. The women’s was tied to a stale bagel. The men’s was tied to a plastic pickle. The Manwoman couldn’t reach the keys. Mike would have to decide.
Tracy had turned away, pretending that he hadn’t heard the request. From the corner of his eye, he regarded the Manwoman, suddenly doubtful as to its membership in either sex. Man. Woman. Man. Woman. Which key would Mike give it?
“If you’re a man,” Mike told it, “use this one. If you’re a woman, use this.”
And then six members of Bricker’s crew were upon it, wrapping it head to toe in gray duct tape.
“Wait!” Tracy cried, but it was too late. The bouncer crew was practiced and efficient, and soon all that was left of the Manwoman was a dull gray mummy with an airhole.
“Mmph!” said the mummy.
Tracy glared at the bouncer. “Bricker!”
“Oh, quit your bitching,” he replied testily, “It was a man.” He rubbed his chin. “Or a woman.”
As the Manwoman was being wheeled out the front door along with the rest of the day’s mummies (a new trend), Angela walked in and flashed them a big PR smile.
“Have I got a deal for you!” she said exuberantly.
“Have you?” asked Mike.
“Yes. I do. I have a deal for you.”
“Then why did you ask?”
“Um...”
Mike turned to Tracy. “We need a new agent.”
Angela continued. “I know that this train is still on the way up,” she said, using another of her trademark clichés, “but I want to keep it that way. You kids aren’t going to go down in flames, like Milli Vanilli. You’re going to stay on top, like Wham!”
Mike nodded.
“Now that Christmas is over...” she began.
Tracy jumped as if Bricker had goosed him with the cattleprod. “I missed Christmas?”
“...we should focus on the new year. We...”
“I missed Christmas?”
Angela stopped and looked at him. “Is something wrong?”
“Tracy here says that he missed Christmas,” Mike explained.
“I missed Christmas!”
“Well, you’ll remember that we were promoting your new video, and...”
Tracy held up his hands, silencing her. “What’s the date today?”
Rich was walking by and answered Tracy in his best Dickensian English accent. “You there! Wot doy is this? Whoy, It’s Christmas Doy, suh!”
“December twenty-seventh,” said Mike.
“I missed Christmas?”
“Calm down, Tracy,” said Mike.
“Did you miss Christmas?”
“No. I drank eggnog and got a new bike. How was your Christmas?”
“I missed Christmas!”
Mike stared at him. “No! You did?”
Angela was rolling her eyes. She explained to Tracy that sometimes personal sacrifices had to be made in the name of business.
“Screw business!” Tracy said.
“You can celebrate later. Right now, I’ve got...”
“Does my mom know?” Tracy asked Mike, shaking him. “Has she called? I don’t have a phone. She’s supposed to call me here. Have I gotten any calls?”
“No. But some woman did keep calling for ‘Tre.’
She wouldn’t listen when we told her that she had the wrong number. She wouldn’t give up. I told her that if she didn’t stop harassing us, I was going to call the police.”
Tracy was staring at him with astonished bug-eyes.
“Oh, right,” Mike said. “Tre. Now I get it. Sorry.”
Rich finished whatever he’d been doing in the back, reemerged, and hopped up on the counter. 
“What’s new?” he asked.
“I missed Christmas!”
“I miss Hogan’s Heroes,” Rich said, nodding.
Angela broke in. “Now,” she continued as if she had never been interrupted, “it’s time to think of the next holiday. And I’ve got a great idea that will get ratings and sponsorships like you wouldn’t believe. You’ll be millionaires!”
“We already are millionaires,” Rich told her.
“It’s going to be a New Year’s celebration,” she said, sweeping her arms up as if with rapturous vision. “We’ll deck this place out and invite the creme de la creme of society. We’ll have all of the networks here. MTV will of course be all over us. We can get some product placement, too – you know, put you guys in new Nike sneakers and Tommy Hilfiger vests and things like that. It will be the party of the century. You’ll be rich!”
“We already are rich,” Rich reminded her.
“It will be the definitive media event of the decade! Everyone will be a star, including that guy over there!”
Rich followed her finger. He saw where it was pointing and told her, “He’s a bum. He likes to start fires in here sometimes.”
“Well, then forget him. It will be a sensational party. Streamers, confetti...”
“Strippers?”
“...champagne, the works. We can make it black tie. We’ll have everyone in their finest, and...”
“I don’t really like parties like that,” Rich told her. “How about we just have a small gathering at Philip’s house like we normally do?”
Angela smiled at him, assuming that he had to be kidding. “Philip’s place is too small!” she said. “No, it has to be here, where we can have the cameras and all of the important people.”
“Sounds shitty,” said Mike.
“I missed Christmas!” Tracy agreed.
“We can replace these lights with chandeliers. Little ones, so the boom mikes don’t hit them. We can get your record label to pay for it all. They take care of their musicians.”
“We’re not musicians,” Rich pointed out. “We’re screw-offs.”
Angela was oblivious. “I’ve already lined up a few celebrities and local big-wigs to put in appearances. We figure you can hit them with spatulas and do all of your shtick to them. The cameras will broadcast it all over the globe. It will rival Dick Clark’s Times Square show! Think of the exposure!”
“I’ve already got exposure,” said Rich, showing Angela that his pants had no back on them.
“I’m out,” said Mike. “I don’t want to go.”
“You have to go! Think of your career! Listen, you have to milk this for all it’s worth. Do you know what happens to ungrateful celebrities? They become nobodies. You may have started small, but this is the big time. You have a responsibility to your fans. You sometimes have to make sacrifices.”
“Like Christmas!” Tracy sobbed.
“Fans?” said Mike. “We have fans?”
“They’re counting on you! They...”
“We don’t want fans. We want to be disliked.”
“And that’s a great angle! It’s what got you where you are now. We’ll let you be bastards and hate people and all of that routine at the party. The mayor is coming. You can – you must! – really lay into him. You can...”
Rich cocked his head. “Angle? Routine?”
“Think of the sales. You’ve got your new single out now, and you can perform it live, just before midnight. It’ll shoot through the roof. You’ll get a gold record.”
“A gold record? But it’s a joke!”
“Not to your fans, it’s not. This is the spotlight, kids, and now that you’re in it, you have to fight like hell to hold its attention. This party will ensure a place for Bingham’s in history. You’ll do the talk show circuit. We’ll open up other delis, all with the same theme. It’ll be a new wave. A new phenomenon. We’ll be rolling in dough.”
“We already are rolling in dough,” Rich explained.
“So I can get on it?” Angela asked. Then, without waiting for an answer, “Great, great. You’re dynamite kids. Really. You just wait. It’ll be the blast of the century!”
 
4.
Dicky’s “friend” was named Willy. He had a gold tooth and didn’t actually seem to like Dicky at all. But Willy worked quickly. It only took him about five minutes to disarm Bingham’s alarm and to unlock the back door. Dicky handed him a wad of bills. Then, as Willy disappeared down the alley, he said something that Dicky took to mean “good luck,” but which to Captain Dipshit sounded more like, “I’m going to fuck your mother.” 
Paul had come by a time or two since the night he’d first seen the rats, but had only seen a few of the rodents per visit. Most of the time the lobby was still. They had massed on that one night only, as if it had been some kind of a meeting. 
Still, the five men came prepared. All of them wore black motorcycle helmets with faceguards, black padding and black shin guards, black sweatshirts and pants, and thick black work gloves. All of them carried a weapon. Tony and Paul carried baseball bats. Plato carried a tennis racket. Dicky himself had brought a large pipe not unlike the one Philip had used when he’d chased the bum down High Street. Captain Dipshit brought a whip. Dicky tried to protest, but ultimately decided to let it go. 
Dicky wore a backpack. In it were two jars filled with raw chicken juices that he had left at room temperature overnight so as to give the salmonella their maximum chances at growing and partying and being fruitful and multiplying. He also had several large-bore syringes sufficient to deliver said chicken squeezings, several flashlights, extra batteries, a set of small tools, and a big surprise at the bottom that nobody other than Dicky knew was there. 
The five men stepped inside and closed the door. The alarm chirped. 
“Where’s the safe?” Tony whispered. 
“Do the food first,” said Dicky. “We’ll get the safe on our way out. They’ve got a dolly here in case we need it. See it over there? If we have to take the safe, might as well take their dolly, too.”
“And you’re just going to walk down Pearl Alley with a safe on a dolly?” asked Plato.
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” said Dicky. 
He unzipped his backpack and removed the jars, which he handed to Plato, and the syringes, which he handed to Paul. He gave all of them flashlights but told them to use them only when they couldn’t see without them, and to guard the beams carefully so that nobody passing by would be able to see what was going on. 
“You two,” he said, indicating Paul and Plato, “go back into the fridge. Fill syringes with the chicken juice and inject it into the uncut beefs, turkeys, and whatever other meats are back there. Dump some of it on all the produce. We want the vegetarians throwing up tomorrow, too. Don’t put it on the bagels, because it’ll soak in and make them soggy, and they’ll know something happened.” Then he pointed to Tony and Captain Dipshit. “You two, go out into the front and do the same to the stuff in the refrigerated make table.” Then he unscrewed the lid on one of the jars, filled the largest syringe with the viscous liquid, handed the jar back to Plato, and held the syringe up in front of his face. “I’m going into the basement to squirt it all over their plastic utensils. After that’s done, we’ll meet back here and tackle the safe. Any questions?”
“Yeah,” said Tony. “How about we do the safe first, while our hands are clean and not disgusting with chicken goo?”
Dicky gave him a look. “If we have to dolly the safe, it makes sense to do it right before we leave. We’ll do this first. This is more important.” 
It wasn’t more important to Tony, who didn’t care if Bingham’s closed down, but he shook his head and said nothing. 
“Let’s go,” said Dicky. “Be quick.” 
 
Once Dicky had gone down the steps and into the basement, Tony turned to the others and said, “I don’t know about you three, but I don’t want to be afraid to touch my money because it’s got that garbage all over it,” he said, indicating the rancid chicken broth. “He told me what’s wrong with that safe. I’m going to crack it now. I need help. C’mon.” 
Plato, Paul, and Captain Dipshit all seemed reluctant. They worked with Dicky. They knew his temper. They’d seen some small Bingham’s antic throw him into a rage, had seen him throw bottles through windows and break chairs with a hammer. They’d seen his eyes flash when something upset him. 
“I’m not doing the food thing until the safe is open,” said Tony. “The faster you help me, the faster we get out of here.” 
Tony waddled into the office and knelt in front of the safe. Paul and Plato, who were merely hired guns anyway, followed. 
But Captain Dipshit, who had his own axe to grind against Bingham’s, scoffed at them and rounded the corner into the lobby.
 
Dicky flicked on the basement lights. What he saw was much better than he’d expected. A few rats were scurrying around the edges of the big room and a few were clustered in corners, but by and large the basement seemed clear. 
He squirted his syringe into a corner to empty it. Then he unshouldered his backpack and pulled out the Ziplock bag filled with extra syringes, capped the empty, and tossed it into the bag. Then he reached into the bottom of the backpack and removed his ace in the hole. 
The food poisoning would be a nice backup and would serve this place’s idiot customers right, but the device in his hand was his sure thing. And as to the safe? As to robbing Bingham’s blind and padding their own pockets in the process? Well, that was just a diversion. 
Dicky’s father had been an electronics repairman. A fix-it guy. He took in odd jobs at home and didn’t have a bookkeeper or an accountant. He barely had a pot to piss in, financially speaking, and certainly didn’t have a safe. Dicky needed extra hands, and he could afford a few minutes at the end to let Tony try the office safe before he declared it uncrackable and then discovered, to everyone’s shock, that it was bolted down after all. 
Of course, even if Dicky could open or take the safe, it couldn’t be allowed. Not that he was opposed to stealing Bingham’s money, of course, but in order for his real plan to succeed – the plan that none of his accomplices knew about – none of the Bingham’s employees could know that anyone had been here. 
Dicky walked to the center of the basement, to the Lair of the Air Conditioner Queen. The Queen stared at him through the giant circular logo on her front while Dicky unpacked the rest of his bag and went to work.
 
Tony swore. Not only was the safe unyielding, but he couldn’t even see the loose catch that Dicky had described. Nothing jiggled. The dial did not seem to hang when it passed any point on the dial. There was nothing at all in the drop slot at the top, and certainly nothing he could get his fingers on. He was beginning to think that Dicky had been wrong, that this wasn’t the same kind of safe as his father had had. 
“What exactly do you need our help for, again?” said Paul, looking at Plato. 
“Hold your horses,” said Tony. “One I find this catch thing, I’ll need three hands, and I only have two.”
Plato cocked an ear toward the front. “Did you hear something?” he said. 
 
One time, when Dicky and his father were standing in their backyard shooting at the trespassing ultralight planes overhead, Dicky had hit one. 
There had been two planes circling their airspace. Dicky’s father told Dicky to take the red one, and he’d take the white one. So they’d fired into the sky, never really expecting to do anything more than scare the pilots, and as they worked, his father had gone into his usual monologue about the rights of private property, and how those rights were the only true rights that the average hard-working citizen had anymore. These planes were making a mockery of their ownership, and Dicky’s father, for one, wouldn’t stand by and let it happen. This shooting – this defense of their home – was a stand for what was right. 
Dicky aimed and fired again. But this time, something happened. 
The red plane seemed to jerk the way you’d jerk away from a static electric shock. Then it wobbled, as if something were wrong with its steering. Dicky lowered his gun, suddenly very interested. But the plane flew off and out of sight, apparently safe, and they’d lowered their guns and put them away, the homestead protected for another day. 
The next morning, there was a squib in the paper about an ultralight that had gone down due to a puncture in one of its hydraulic lines. There was a photo next to the blurb. It was the red plane. There was nothing in the item to indicate that the pilot knew he’d been shot at, nor that any post-crash investigation had determined what might have caused the problem. The item ended on a happy note, reporting that despite the crash, the pilot had walked away unhurt.
On reading, Dicky had felt a strange sensation. It was as if he’d taken a shot for the side of right, knocking those trespassing planes out of his airspace, but had failed. The plane was destroyed, yes. But the pilot had lived. 
 Sometimes when you fought for the greater good – for the rights of your home, your city, your livelihood, and innocent, unintelligent others – you had to make tough choices. 
Dicky thought about this as he turned the bomb over and over in his hand. 
 
Captain Dipshit had set the jar on the counter and was unscrewing the lid when he saw the rats. 
They stood just outside the open half door and carpeted the entire front of the store. Some came forward, milling slowly toward his feet. He looked beyond them and saw that the front staircase to the basement was ajar, and that there was a steady stream of newcomers emerging from below. Did that staircase connect with the part of the basement Dicky was in? He wasn’t sure, but it seemed likely. 
The store was dark and the light coming through the front windows was scant. Mostly, the rats appeared to him as disembodied red eyes, unblinking and peppering the darkness. They were all here. Here, and coming up from the basement. 
All four thousand of them.
He looked at the jewel-like eyes peeking out of the darkness like something from a nightmare. The rats stirred, regarding him with interest. They were fearless. This was night. This was their time, and there was strength in numbers.
Then they were coming from behind him, too. 
There was a gasp of fear from back where he’d come, back near the office. So the others had seen them as well. Captain Dipshit could imagine his path back to the door. It had to be completely filled, completely covered with rats. 
His eyes still on the front, where the largest collection of eyes still watched him, he began to walk backward, looking down occasionally to make sure he didn’t step on any others and start a stampede. 
 
The rats left Dicky alone while he worked, the mysterious force that protected Bingham’s quiescent for a change. A few stirred past him, but most of the thousands now upstairs had come from the deeper chambers, fanning away from the center where Dicky was, toward the two staircases. 
When Dicky was done – the bomb planted on the main support joist with its explosive force directed upward, its presence mostly obscured by the air conditioner ductwork – Dicky repacked his backpack and slung it back on. Then he walked out of the small room and into the main chamber, which was suspiciously still. Now there were no rats, even along the edges and in the corners. 
But when he climbed to the top of the staircase, he found them again.
He found Plato, Paul, and Tony, too. They were standing in the office, their hands up as if in surrender. Their weapons were in their hands, but they were outnumbered and were afraid to break the standoff. 
The rats were everywhere. They were on the chest freezer. On the vomit sink, and the paper towel dispenser with the photo of Jason inside. On the dish racks. On the wire shelves above the main triple sink, where, Dicky noted with amusement, the Bingham’s iced tea reservoir was still resting, upside down and empty. The rats milled over the entire floor, over every inch of floor. They covered the three steps up to the walk-in fridge and freezer, and they covered the landing at the top. They filled the triple sink like a brown liquid. 
All of them just watching. Waiting. 
And then something bad happened. 
 
The rats were totally unafraid of Captain Dipshit. He took small, shuffling steps toward the back room, eager to rejoin his party and get the fuck out of Dodge, and the rats in front of his shuffling feet allowed themselves to be pushed aside, uncaring. Whenever he stood still, they began to sniff at his shoes, claw at his socks, attempt to climb up and investigate his pantlegs. The sensation was very nearly driving him mad, so he made a point to keep moving.
When he was within sight of the back room, able finally to see the other members of his party – Dicky at the staircase and the others still in the office, all immobile, all somehow hoping to go unnoticed – he took his eyes off his feet and, with his next step, planted his foot on one of the creatures. 
The rat squeaked under his weight. Captain Dipshit recoiled, raising his foot, and the rodent scampered away. With his foot in the air, he lost his balance. He came down again, this time falling into step, and came down on two more rats. There was a snapping sound, and then Captain Dipshit lost his balance and fell, his helmet spinning off into a corner. 
The sudden motion startled Tony, and he found himself kicking at the rats against his better judgment. Paul and Plato shrank back into the office. The rats reacted, breaking their own paralysis, and the room exploded into a frenzy. A wave of rats descended on Captain Dipshit, covering him like a blanket. Tony used his bat to hit some of them away, and Plato swatted others off with his tennis racket. 
Dicky stood in place, unconcerned for the moment, letting it happen. 
Then in one large motion, the hump that was Captain Dipshit was up and thrashing, brown rat bodies flying around the room. Once he was uncovered, he bolted past Dicky and toward the back door. He was totally mad and totally heedless of his footing. He slipped and fell twice more as he landed on rats, but kept righting himself, kept thrashing, and eventually grabbed the door handle and was gone. 
With the door open, Dicky, who was right next to it, slipped through it and into the parking alcove. Paul, Plato, and Tony, all of whom were more restrained than Captain Dipshit but far more panicky than Dicky, speed-shuffled for the door, kicking rats aside as they went, fending off climbers with their weapons, and then they were out in the alcove and the door was closed behind them, re-locked on the twisted thumb lock, the alarm re-armed. 
They had left a few souvenirs behind. Captain Dipshit had killed two rats, and their bodies lay in the back room. There was a jar of chicken juice on the counter in the front room, where Captain Dipshit had left it. But in the zoo that had become the modern Bingham’s, neither the dead rats nor the random jar were likely to raise eyebrows. While Paul, Plato, and Tony caught their breath, Dicky nodded to nobody. They’d done good. The plan could still proceed as planned, during Bingham’s huge, televised New Year’s Eve gala.
As they made their way back to 3B, Tony began complaining about the safe, about how it wouldn’t come open and how it had all been for nothing. Dicky asked him if he’d like to go back and try again. Tony said that there was no way in hell, and the conversation came to an end. Plato and Paul, who were mercenaries, could have cared less. And Captain Dipshit, who they’d last seen screaming past them with a few stubborn rats still clinging to his long, greasy hair, had vanished without a trace. 
In Bingham’s basement, a red light glowed on a powerful bomb.
Somewhere on the dark streets, a bitten and bruised Captain Dipshit was losing his mind.
And in the walls and vast network of passages beneath the streets, nearly five thousand rats waited for a sign.
It was December thirtieth.





 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
New Year’s Eve
 
1.
The next day was white and clean and beautiful. A fresh snow had fallen in the early morning hours and had not yet been turned into slush by eager tromping boots, but instead laid peaceful over the campus, waiting. It was the last day of 1998 and that was just fine with Philip, who had had enough.
“Fucking 1998,” he said with a shake of his head that seemed to indicate that 1998 should have known better than to happen.
If he was honest with himself, he had to admit that the second-to-last year of the millennium had in fact gone swimmingly well. Business was booming, he was famous, and he was rich. He was on the ride of his life with good friends. He had lost a lot of weight and had more or less quit smoking. It had been a brilliant year indeed. 
But now he had to deal with this, this new monstrosity, and he had to be at work at six in the morning, and suddenly, he realized that he wasn’t having any fun at all.
 The banners and decorations had been stripped from the walls. The small murals on the counter had been painted over, and all of the sex toys had been plucked from their posts. It would all return later in the day, sure. But when it did, it would be the officially sanctioned decor, and it would be professionally constructed. 
A cluster of lisping interior designers with short, oily hair and bustling manners had gathered in the corner. They gestured to one another and at the ceiling, walls, floors. One frowned and shook his head slowly, and Philip could hear the man in his own mind: No no no. This will not do at all. This is really the height of folly, don’t you agree, Renee? Another rolled his eyes back under prominently-rimmed spectacles and made an exasperated puff with his mouth: Oh I know! All of this will have to go. Clearly not following trends here, kids. Hel-lo! Fashion Police?
Philip stared at them, trying to shoot lasers from his eyes and make them go away. They had been around for a good portion of the last evening and had debated the pros and cons of a faux-New Orleans decor versus something emphasizing fewer columns and more “artistic messiness.” Philip had scoffed at the discussion (much to their haughty disgust) and had tried to picture it: the height of fashion with a dash of nouveau-asshole. Oh yes, Bernard, that arrangement looks perfect with the color scheme but I’m afraid it just will not go with the huge phallus at the front of the room. And can we get some better lighting on the gigantic ass? Puh-lease!
It was not censorship that bothered Philip as he sat in the deli at 6am cursing the year that would end tonight. Censorship was irrelevant, really, since the media was (and had been) showing an enormous amount of latitude. You want crass? You got it, and then some. This is America, baby. 
What bothered Philip – and this was a common opinion – was that it was all becoming just a tad too...
Contrived. 
Yes, it was just a little too planned for his champagne tastes.
Rich had nailed it earlier, just before voicing his own leanings toward “telling them all to jam it” and wondering aloud if he should just go to the arcade for the night. He had looked over Angela’s shoulder and spied the planned set. Then he had told Philip the truth.
“They’re ruining us,” he said with a lock-jawed nod and his beefy biceps folded across his chest. His eyes were uncharacteristically grim under his Buddy Holly frames. To Philip, he looked like a man who was voicing not just his opinion, but rather the unvarnished truth.
“They want me to wear pants!” Darcy complained.
“As opposed to a dress?”
“A dress?” said Darcy.
Frustrations had raged for hours. Eventually, unable to make a dent in Angela’s steamrolling plans, the entire group retired to the neighboring bar and continued their heated protestation there, where they could get drunk. As time passed, the problems seemed to resolve themselves.
“Have you ever noticed,” Philip asked after a few rounds of beers, “that your balls hang lower when you’re depressed?”
Darcy nodded. “Yeah.”
The Anarchist, who wasn’t drinking, refused to come down from his indignant high. 
“The place is turning into a carnival!” he said. “Why do we have to change everything for the cameras? Weren’t people originally attracted by our ‘unique style?’ Why do we need to show them something that’s not really ours, that’s totally contrived? Do we really want to become cookie-cutter caricatures? If they want Bingham’s at its crazy and offensive best for this stupid gala, why are they doing this flash remodeling job?”
Tracy turned to him, eyes red but serious. “We have to... conform.”
Slate, who was the punkest motherfucker the Anarchist ever did see (“Hell, he’s even more punk than me,” he said) slammed a fist on the table, making the glasses jump and clang together. “Conformity!” he shouted.
“Shhh!” hissed a woman at the next table.
Slate farted his protest.
“Conform,” said the Anarchist, who still considered himself punk as hell even if Slate was punker. “Screw that. I’ll be damned if I’m going to become their... their boy.”
“Who is this They?” Philip slurred. He then clamped his hand over his mouth, strained as a gagging reflex puffed his cheeks, and sprinted toward the bathroom. He upended a stool in the process.
“Shut up, boy,” said Rich in his a slave-driver voice. Then, penitent: “Yes massuh. Yes suh.”
Then, all at once, the Anarchist realized what had happened, what was happening right now. He was still following in line. He was still being led. He was still being a mindless sheep. They all were. And what’s more, every move they made was creating more and more sheep. They were collecting followers – yes-men and yes-women who would do whatever they said, no matter how stupid their requests. The kind of people who walked behind and would continue to do so even if the leader walked right off a cliff.
But who was in the lead? That was the question. 
The Bingham’s crew led followers, sure. But the crew was, in turn, being led by market pressures that came from the collective will of those followers. Philip, the Anarchist, and the others did exactly the disobedient things their bosses requested of them. They were different, just like everybody else. The whole endeavor was a self-contained system that existed to feed itself, like a snake that was eating its own tail.
It was as if they had forged a path, but then someone else had come along and widened it, cleaned it up, and paved it. They made it so the busses and heavy equipment could get down the Road Less Traveled, to the secret garden that rewarded those who reached its end. 
Then they built a Starbucks, and started advertising. 
At 6am, barely awake, Philip drank his coffee and watched as crepe streamers came down and silk hangings went up. He still had a bad hangover, had gotten four uneasy hours of sleep, and hated – fucking hated – 1998.
The Anarchist sat beside him. He looked at Philip, saw the tight veins in his forehead, and grimaced in sympathy. 
“I do kind of like the huge paper mache ass,” he said, “but they’ve got your proportions all wrong. It’s totally unlike your ass.”
“My ass has been besmirched,” Philip agreed, nodding.
“Did they say what was wrong with all of the old asses?”
“Renee says that our asses were not realistic enough for the cameras.”
“I see. They need realistic asses for television?”
“Yes. And they took down all of our vibrators, because they said they were ‘out of tune.’ They also said that they would be building a huge vibrator which will hang from the ceiling over... there.”
“Realistic vibratory action?”
“Nothing but the best.”
The Anarchist nodded, feigning acceptance because the situation was essentially unchangeable. It still felt like conformity, but there was nothing to be done. He had made up his mind to get out of the business after this whole fiasco was over. He had a sneaking suspicion that many – perhaps the majority – of his co-workers felt the same way. The old Road Less Traveled was getting a mite crowded. Maybe it was time to seek a new one. A more subtle one.
A massive Philip head was being erected in the corner. It was wearing rhinestone-studded pimp sunglasses and was supposed to represent the Philip from the Bialy Pimps’ first music video, for the smash hit “Here Comes the Manager.” The workers (or the Powers That Be) seemed to have decided that the nose would be elongated and would be able to spin like a propeller. Probably with smoke and sound effects, too. This would be quite a party. 
After a pause, Philip said, “I’m getting out, you know.”
The Anarchist nodded. He knew what Philip meant.
“It’s too much. This is out of control, and I’m tired of being a stooge. It stopped being fun right around the time it got to be expected, when these new chic customers started to come in.”
“When the customers turned into tourists,” the Anarchist said, still nodding.
“When people stopped being offended. When they started to ask for punishment. When suddenly the people who we are and the place that we created – the personalities and place that everyone liked so much in the first place – had to be turned into... into this.”
“People are stupid.”
“Amen to that.”
The Anarchist inhaled, held it, and exhaled noisily, helpless. “So... after tonight?”
“First thing tomorrow. New year, new life.”
“Worried?”
“The thing that bothers me is that Bingham’s will go on without us. All the trademark shit plus the fact that they can still squeeze money out of this thing pretty much guarantees it. I want out, but I don’t want anyone else to have Bingham’s. Not our Bingham’s. It belongs to us. It’s...”
“Sacred?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, who knows where this will go. Let’s just do this thing tonight as best as we can. One last dance, our way, for old times’ sake?” 
Philip nodded. “Their show, their decor, their sensationalism. But our dance, our way, right? This one last hurrah?”
“Brother,” the Anarchist said with a smile, “I’m going to miss you.”
 
2.
The crew’s presence wasn’t necessary for most of the day. They hung back, letting Renee the Decorator and Angela the Agent handle everything as the final day of the year dragged into the afternoon.
By three o’ clock, the store had been transformed into nothing short of a Hollywood movie set, complete with camera dollies, extensive accessory lighting, and boom microphones. In the midst of all of the changes, Beckie was most concerned about the sloth.
“The sloth,” she said curtly, “is drunk.”
Tracy thought he might have misheard her. He said, “Pardon?”
Beckie sighed impatiently, the mannerism of an overworked new mother. “It was the monkeys’ fault, of course. Have you ever heard of an alcoholic sloth? I think not. They don’t drink in the wild, because they don’t have these pressures and these bad role models. But ours does, and now, we have a sloth who is passed out in the back and I’m telling you, it’s the fault of those damn monkeys.”
Tracy shook his head. “Pardon?”
“Philip took the monkeys out on the town last night after the rest of us turned in. He said that they’ve been working hard and that they deserve it. Now Philip and a bunch of chimps have hangovers, and we have a sloth in the back room – a sloth who clearly cannot hold his liquor – unconscious on the floor.”
Tracy did not know how to comment on the matter. “Sloths eat leaves,” he said.
Beckie ignored him. She planted her hands on her hips and began to tap her foot. “It was inevitable, you know,” she said. “Sloths are supposed to hang from the rafters and swing in the crawlspace. They were never meant to...”
“Sloths are supposed to hang from trees,” Tracy said.
“...to sit around and languish. Ever since those... those fools put in this new, mod ceiling, he hasn’t been able to play or get any exercise. He’s starved for love and attention.”
“You’re saying that the sloth has been ruined by success? Like Elvis getting loaded on pills and booze?”
“Well, you just go back there and look at him if you don’t believe me!” she said. “Drunken sloth, drunken monkeys, and two employees who are constantly buzzing on Cherry Alka-Seltzer. I’m telling you, we’re living life in the fast lane.”
Tracy thought of the sloth, wondering if he had ever seen it move more than two feet, drunk or not.
“We’re on a runaway freight train to oblivion,” she continued. “Bricker shot his television last night. He said he’s ‘fucking tired of Meet the Press reruns’ and thinks that Beverly Hills, 90210 is getting ‘too preachy.’ And he’s getting fat, letting himself go.”
“He was always fat.”
“Philip is emaciated. The store is a madhouse. Yesterday, I even saw Smooth B and Jenny fighting over differences in their ‘artistic styles’ for the new album. We’re going down the tubes, here.”
“It’s your imagination,” Tracy told her. “All but the store and the sloth.”
“And Ted,” she added. “We’ve lost Ted.”
Yes, that seemed true.
“Ted,” Tracy said nostalgically. “Yes, Ted. But we didn’t kill Ted. A bus killed Ted.”
“It was our fault,” she said. “If this place hadn’t gone into overdrive, then Ted wouldn’t have had to upset his schedule. He might not have come at that exact time, and that bus might have missed him.” She was tearing up again, and Tracy wanted to put an arm around her, to tell her that it would be all right.
What she was saying wasn’t true, of course. Ted might have gotten struck by a bus at any time. He jaywalked every day on his way over, and the recent Bingham’s hysterics had not changed that in any way. The changes made Ted come neither more frequently nor more urgently. It had just been sheer dumb luck.
Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if it had been an assassination, if Ted’s transatlantic enemies in the business of espionage had hijacked a Number Two Central Ohio Transit Authority bus in order to run him down. 
He shook his head and, in spite of the subject, couldn’t suppress a smile. Old habits died hard when it came to Ted.
He told Beckie that it had been a coincidence. It could have happened any time. They could not have prevented it. They had not caused it.
There was a silence between them. Neither knew what to say. There was nothing to be said. Workers hammered in the background. Two men in suits were deep in discussion in Roger’s (and Ted’s) usual seat. Beckie felt sure that if she were to listen in on the conversation they were having, she’d find that they were working out her own actions for later in the day. Decisions were being made for her. Everything was alien. 
“I haven’t been home in six months,” she said slowly, as if it was just occurring to her. It was true. There had been no time.
Tracy threw her a serious nod, heavy with unspoken words.
“I think I might go home tomorrow,” she said. “We have the day off. It’s not far. It’ll be strange, going home a celebrity. My mom has already told me that the neighbors want autographs.” 
“That’s messed up,” said Tracy. 
“And my cousins want action figures. I think I’ll take them some. Nick told me he could rig a few that won’t electrocute you when you hold them.”
“See? There are upsides.” But even saying it felt strange. How could there be anything other than upsides? The thought was an ungrateful one. 
Beckie looked around the lobby, taking it all in. 
“It’ll be quite a party,” she said.
“But not exactly like old times,” said Tracy. 
Beckie shrugged. “Isn’t that up to us?”
“Is it?”
She nodded. “Yeah, I think it is. They’ll give us a script, but we can do it our way. Just like any actor can play a part his own way.”
Tracy thought it over. They should try to make the most of it. They should turn lemons into lemonade. If they could do it their own way, they pretty much had to. It was the unofficial last hurrah. Everyone knew that after tonight, the whole thing started to fall apart. So why not make tonight an affair to remember, and dance the last dance as only Bingham’s folk could? 
For a few hours tonight – agents or no agents, cameras or no cameras, fame or no fucking fame – Bingham’s would become Bingham’s again. 
In the privacy of his own mind, Tracy swore that it would. It had to.
 
3.
Much to everyone’s surprise, Roger braved the crowds and the noise to be there for the New Year’s Eve gala. He wore a white tuxedo that looked like it was rented and never returned back in the mid-seventies. The ensemble was crowned with a tall, stiff top hat with a silver band. In his uncertain right hand, he held a white cane.
“He’s the black Liberace,” Rich said with awe.
“Shit,” said Smooth B.
Although Roger’s stoic manner changed not a whit, everyone who knew him felt their respect instantly ratchet up a notch when they saw him sashay through the swinging front door. His face gave no indication that he knew that he was at a party, and he still loudly declared his request for a medium Diet Coke when he reached the gaping mouths at the counter, and he still took up a casually cool station across from the counter and greeted the young women who entered in his high-pitched voice, but his eyes were vacant and uninterested in the commotion going on around him.
“I wonder if someone dressed him like that and sent him over,” Mike mused. “You know... without his knowledge.”
Beckie smiled and shook her head. “No, Mike. Roger knows exactly what he’s doing. On some level, he always has.”
They watched the jazzy specter as he reclined in the chair, his tuxedo tails flapping through the lattice in the back to hang pendulously. He was as smooth as smooth could be.
“That’s one smooth motherfucker,” Smooth B said. “And I know smooth.”
The can light above him seemed to be a beacon from Heaven. Roger looked positively angelic in its glow. He lit a cigarette and puffed it, allowing the creamy smoke to drift upward and give the light physical, churning substance. 
Angela the Agent stepped forward and addressed him. “Sir? You can’t smoke in here anymore. And we’re having guests by invitation only. We’ll reopen in the morning, but...”
Tracy had walked into the counter area after putting on one of his favorite jazz CDs. He stepped astride of Angela and held up one hand to her without looking over, playing smooth himself and pulling it off splendidly in the piano bar atmosphere. He seemed to be in black and white. 
“Let the man stay,” he told Angela, interrupting her. “And let the man smoke.”
Angela turned and started to protest, but something in Tracy’s eyes made her stop. He too wore a tuxedo, though it was less ostentatious than Roger’s oldie-but-goodie, and he too looked serene under one of the bright can lights. He lit a cigarette of his own and smiled.
The highbrow guests had begun to arrive, and nobody cared for them. Roger was a welcome addition, a perfect touch of the old order to accent the planned return to quasi-normality. The store was supposed to be brightly-lit and loud, and the paparazzi was supposed to rule the event. Angela and the others had a grand vision in mind: a sea of celebrities and celluloid under the fire of flashbulbs, glamour and the perspiration of decadence. They saw champagne and too-perfect orthodontic smiles; they saw money and fame and a well-choreographed circus under the shining beacon of these new, hot, rising stars, each wearing sponsors’ clothes and spouting sponsors’ slogans. They saw a room spilled with clean, sterile light and pumping music. And watching it all, cataloguing it all, they saw the cameras.
They had made it as far as the set. By the time the set was constructed, the traditions of Bingham’s disappearing behind false walls and flamboyant decorations, the staff had already reached its consensus: Not this way. Not here. Not tonight.
Philip, who knew the Bingham’s electrical circuits inside and out because they were always failing (ghetto as they were), had sabotaged the massive bucket lights and most of the outlets in the walls. All that worked were the can lights, and there was nowhere to plug in accessories. 
The dark, moody atmosphere did a lot to hide the new decor. Nick suggested that in order to complete the lounge aura created by the muted lighting, everyone should don sunglasses to go with their sober formalwear. Everyone who liked to should smoke, and smoke a lot.
“What are you wearing?” Angela demanded when she saw the crew in their sober suits and tuxedoes. “It’s almost time to get underway! Where are the Hilfiger sweaters? Where are the Nikes?”
“No idea,” Rich told her. 
Nick put a lazy hand on Rich’s shoulder. “They’re gone, man. Poof!”
“Well,” she responded, “that’s just great. First the problem with the lights, now this. Where are some other outlets? There are only a few that work. We’ll need to get some more lights on in here if we’re going to broadcast.”
Philip smiled a Cheshire grin and made a half-nod. “There are no more,” he told her.
The jazz accompaniment had been Tracy’s idea. Angela didn’t like it at all. After another half hour trying to make the lights work, she stomped up to the counter, desperate to complain about something she could control.
“What is this?” she demanded. “Where’s that MTV mix album I gave you?”
Nick tipped his sunglasses. “Poof!”
“What, do you think this is funny? This thing is costing us millions to put on. Do you want to ruin it? Are you trying to put everyone to sleep? For Christ’s sake, at least change out of those zoot suits and put on some jeans. You look like the Mafia!”
Tracy pointed to the door, where Bricker was checking names against a guest list and doing a poor job. He had allowed Roger to enter and had plans to allow other favorites ingress as well.
“The mayor is here,” he said.
Angela scampered over to the door and muttered an apology to the mayor, explaining that there had been technical problems and that all would be back on track soon. The mayor shook his head and said something.
It occurred to Darcy all of a sudden just how bizarre the whole thing was. The mayor was dressed in a jumpsuit with sequins and stripes, conforming to the announced dress theme based loosely on the Bialy Pimps’ first video. He held a plastic version of Bingham’s own metal spatulas in one hand, and was prepared to duel with it. Spatula dueling had been the brainchild of the marketing team and had caught on like trademark wildfire. The mayor of Columbus, Ohio, a leader of men, dressed in hip-hop gear to celebrate the annual turnover. Soon, the store would be filled with other such brainless Xerox copies of their own idea, all vying for the open seat on the Bingham’s bandwagon. 
It was ironic, she thought, that the staff had gone elegant – ultra-conservative, in fact – in order to rebel. This New Year’s bash would not be filled with traditionally-clad revelers in ties and long gowns; rather, the cameras and flashbulbs were hungry for this new cult of nonconformity, this group of people who were eager to be different in the exact way specified by the MTV creative team. The lenses would watch with fascination as members of the upper crust flung food at one another and slapped each other with their plastic toys. They would urge the society members and politicians to prove that they were not stuffy, that they too could laugh about crass sexual hijinx and violence now that the media had decreed it to be worthy and acceptable and proper.
The staff looked like chaperones in the low light. They stood stoically in the shadows in full dress, watching as the mayor was seated with several VIPs who were already at their table.
Then the big lights came on, strong and insulting in the small space. A man ran out from the back hooting that had done it, he had figured out where the problem was and had fixed it. The others clapped him on the back and congratulated him, saying he’d saved the evening.
“Well, shit,” said Philip.
A few seconds later, the soft jazz snapped off and a grip was shoving a Party Mix CD into the stereo and turning the volume high. The disco ball began to spin, the mechanized monsters around the room whirred to life, and the party began to move. The suits smiled, the revelers began to duel, drink, and whoop, and the agents relaxed.
Slowly, warbling and uncertain, Roger began to whistle.
 
4.
By ten-thirty, Roger had begun to laugh. The room was packed to the walls and nobody paid much attention. Probably, nobody could hear it.
“Get the bagel-slicing machine,” said Philip. 
Tracy looked in Philip’s eyes to see if he was serious and found a steely, far-away look. Then, duly convinced, he scampered around the corner into the back room and shot down the stairs to the basement. He knew where – and what – the legendary bagel-slicing machine was. Everyone knew. It was the stuff of Bingham’s lore, and Tracy was both eager and a little bit afraid to see it in use. 
So. This was their last chance at glory, then.
To Tracy, Philip had sounded like a general in a science-fiction movie who has decided that circumstances are dire enough to justify the last-resort secret weapon. In the movies, the secret weapon was always the coolest one, guaranteed to kill a lot of bad guys and put on a great show in the process. But the thing was, circumstances had to be very bad to use the secret weapon. You had to be desperate before you’d consider it. It was always do or die, but that was okay because in the movies, the secret weapon always worked.
As Tracy reached the bottom of the steps, a movement in the corner caught his eye. Or at least, that’s how it had seemed. He looked there now and saw nothing. He told himself to calm down, that it had been his imagination. The basement was spooky. It could play tricks on your senses, like a funhouse. 
Only, now he could hear a scratching sound in the darkness, too. Something was down here with him. 
Or someone.
He shook his head, reminding himself not to get spooked, reminding himself to keep moving. It was probably just The Rat. He was due to return, wasn’t he? But then Tracy remembered what Darcy had said the other day, about how there might be more than one rat after all. The thought unnerved him. This was alien territory. He was an intruder in this place, about to enter the dark, seldom-used chambers without any kind of defense. How many rats could there be? Dozens? A hundred? And would they consider him a threat worth acting upon? 
Get a grip, he told himself. 
But it didn’t help. There was a hundred thousand watt party going on upstairs, but the basement, with its deep shadows and thick stone walls, was as dark and muted as ever. He could hear the people upstairs, but it was like hearing them through cotton. The safety of all that humanity felt miles away.
He had to focus. He was the sci-fi general’s right-hand man, in charge of arming the secret weapon of glory. The general couldn’t fire the last-ditch weapon if Tracy didn’t bring it to him, and then the day would be lost.
We’re all counting on you, soldier.
And really, whatever horrors the basement held were small potatoes compared to the situation topside. The crew’s attempt at silent sabotage had failed, and their less-than-subtle wardrobe deviation hadn’t really concerned anybody. The situation was getting desperate. The store was filled with exactly the wrong kinds of people – people they would have silently loathed at the old Bingham’s and who they would have sprayed with the purple cleaner or loosed the monkeys on just a few weeks ago – and the crew had few remaining lines of defense. They couldn’t rebel. Rebellion was exactly what those people wanted. It was what they expected. It was, in fact, what they had come here to see, and to witness, and to feel, and to... to be a part of. Right now they were just random people, but very soon, they’d become part of the phenomenon. Those random people would soon share something with this place and with the crew. They’d all have created something together, and be bonded for life. 
But Tracy didn’t want to be bonded with the people in the lobby. He was already bonded with his crewmates, and that was an exclusive club, baby. There were some people you just didn’t want laughing at your jokes. There were some people you didn’t want sharing a piece of your soul.
Tracy jumped as he heard a rustling noise in the far corner. And now, looking over, he could almost see an amorphous shape where the noise had come from. It was a shape he didn’t recognize and didn’t think was supposed to be there.
It’s just a shadow. It’s an old piece of aluminum siding or something.
And that was possible, because whatever it was looked way too big to be a rat. It seemed to be moving slowly. Stirring. Waiting.
It looks like a man sitting over there, for Christ’s sake. A leg, a foot... a little knobby, sure, but it’s a man before it’s a rat.
(Unless it’s many rats.)
He stood still for a second, listening to the thumping beat of the party resonating through the floor. The treble notes, along with some of the chatter, seemed to trickle through the vents. The bass notes shook the very walls. It all sounded recorded down here, canned and phony. 
In front of him, the shape in the shadows continued to move.
(Aluminum siding doesn’t move.)
But the movement was only his imagination. It had to be his imagination, because it couldn’t be anything else. They all came down here all the time, to retrieve cups and napkins and plastic silverware, and if there was 
(an infestation)
a problem down here, they would have known about it before now. They would have seen it.
(Unless they hide.)
He watched the shape for a little while longer, thinking how much it looked like a man hiding in the shadows, knowing that if it was indeed a conglomeration of rats on shelves and on one another, that he might have a serious problem on his hands. Rats in a pack could get nasty.
But of course, it was just a bunch of old 2x4s. It was not rats, or a man, or even a mutated rat-man. He felt quite sure of it. 
(So go look.)
He swallowed hard, wondering if maybe he should go look. But that was just silly. The cobwebby bulbs down here made everything look creepy. 
The sounds of the party above broke his paralysis, forcing him to ignore the rat man and get back to work.
Dire situation. Secret weapon. 
He remembered where he was and what he was supposed to do.
He could hear the people partying above him, cawing and overlapping in their parrotlike voices. 
“...yes, we were there, but we...”
“...without a doubt. Twenty or thirty thousand...”
“...comes out dressed in that jumpsuit and starts to dance and ooooh is it great! I mean...”
“...love them! So much. I’ve been following them since before they were famous, and...”
And on and on and on and on and on.
Tracy moved into the chamber next to the Lair of the Air Conditioner Queen and snapped on the light. And then it was in front of him, in all its glory.
The bagel-slicing machine was four feet long, weighed fifty pounds, and had, during its tenure in the basement, rusted in a mottled Holstein pattern. From one end protruded a chrome chute. At the other end was a heavy cowling. The cowling housed a razor-sharp blade which for some reason could not slice butter. The machine did the exact same job as a knife, except that it did it more expensively and with a greater chance of catastrophic injury. It scalped every third bagel. It fired bread shrapnel from the end of the chute, so you had to know to turn your head lest you take bread in the eye. Oh, and it also jammed if you used it to cut bagels. 
Tracy hoped that it would work better for what Philip had in mind.
He wiped the thing with a rag that had been flung into a corner to remove the worst of the dust, then he reached underneath and hefted. Then, straining, he waddled the length of the main room with the thing and began to climb the stairs. 
When he reached the top, wheezing and wishing that he was a nonsmoker, the chute caught on the drywall, tossing his balance hard to the right. Tracy canted and banged against a sheet of plywood that had been laid against the side wall near the top, then recovered, then lunged and shifted his momentum away from the yawning staircase and crashed into the opposite wall. He felt a sharp edge on the machine’s chute cut into his hand, and somewhere in the back of his mind, he wondered if he’d need a tetanus shot. There was a moment of indecision, and then his center of gravity swung back into his chest and he staggered out, around the corner, safe.
There was a loud noise behind him as the plywood sheet fell. It clapped down hard over the top of the staircase like a trapdoor. Tracy turned his head to look. Beyond the sheet, the basement beckoned in the darkness, now a three-foot fall off of the back edge of the plywood.
Then, with an urgent shuffle, he turned and carried the bagel-slicing machine past the sink and into the front room.
 
5.
Philip and the others were waiting for Tracy when he returned. They stood behind the counter in their tuxedos and gowns, contrasting markedly with the inner-city casuals of the crowd. There was just over an hour left to go until the ball (or in this case, the plastic bagel) dropped, and most of the people on the star-studded guest list were already in attendance.
The entire staff was present and accounted for. Tracy. Mike. Philip. Slate. Rich. The Anarchist. Darcy. Beckie. Smooth B. Nick and the new guy, Artie, were off to one side, and even Dungeonmaster Eric had put in an appearance. Jenny had just arrived. Bricker was working the door. With Roger present, only Little John, who might have drunk himself literally to death, was missing from the usual cast. This last absence seemed to be for the best.
“I wish Ted could be here to witness our big moment,” said Beckie. The sloth was riding her shoulders, wearing a jury-rigged animal tuxedo and drooling down her dress. She seemed not to notice.
Tracy placed the giant machine on the countertop. Philip rotated it, angling it so that the input chute pointed toward the revelers like an accusing finger. 
“Witness this,” he said. 
He plugged the machine in and turned it on. Then he flipped the switch to reverse the direction of the blade, and the machine’s fury caused the entire counter to vibrate.
“Isn’t this playing along?” said Rich.
“Play along this!” Philip said. He threw a stale bagel from the leftovers bag into the chute, then dove away as if he were firing rockets on a mortar range. There was a clanging, an ugly thum-mmm-mp, and then, with a regurgitating rattle of rusted parts, the projectile fired from the chute and struck one gala-goer squarely in the back of the head. He fell to the floor in a heap, unconscious.
The Anarchist looked on. “Wait a minute,” he said. “This is exactly the sort of thing they want us to do.”
Philip held one of the rock-hard leftover bagels up to the Anarchist and shook it. “You find me one person who wants one of these in the face. Just one.” He dropped the bagel into the chute. A moaning rattle. A projectile fires. A member of the crowd drops.
“Philip, you’re playing right into what’s expected of you.”
“Expect this!” Whump! A grunt.
Tracy knew better than to say anything. They had tried silent rebellion. They had tried too get out of their obligations. They had tried to do it their own way. After all that, Philip had cracked. He’d decided that enough was enough, and that maybe all-out assault, with zero playfulness, was still unexpected enough to be effective. Annoyed retaliation was the norm these days. Maybe seething rage could still command respect. 
Drop. Fire. A hit. Philip was not trying to wing people. He was shooting for the head.
He was going to bagel them all to hell.
Philip’s teeth had pulled back, exposing his gums. He felt the old Toby creep back into him – the raging Toby who, long before salads and Tai Chi and nonsmoking, operated out of instinct. The Toby who had chased Pissy Pete down High with a pipe after he’d thrown a cup of coffee at Carla. This was the real deal, yo. Masks were off, and Toby Martin was pissed.
The Anarchist watched Philip’s face, seeing it change. 
Philip scanned the crowd, feeding bagels, aiming, trying to hit as many people as he could. He wanted a reaction, and he’d get it by any means necessary. 
Fear. Hurt. Surprise. Anger. Rage. 
Any would do. Anything normal. Anything rational. Anything but the blind, obedient acceptance that had met every Bingham’s atrocity so far.
They were watching him. The party had stopped and all of the people packed into the front room were looking at Philip, watching this unknown face that looked like it was definitely not kidding, like it did not find a damn thing funny here. They saw Philip. They saw the others, too.  The rest of the crew was in a frenzy, handing bagels to Philip, frothing and gnashing, all of them, one by one, de-evolving into animals. The revelers watched as Bingham’s Bagel Deli came undone. They saw the frustrated fury, the silent scream that said, Get away for your own good! We don’t know what we’re capable of, and we don’t want to have to hurt you! 
Then the people in the lobby began to clap.
Fuh-whump! Thwack! A grunt. Philip’s aim with the bagel-shooter was dead-on.
There were hoots. Cheers. Whoops. All while the felled lay on the floor at their feet, bleeding and concussed.
Philip looked up, a bagel held over the drop chute, and stared back at them. And then he stopped.
For the first time, he realized that they all looked like sheep. Every one of them had a woolly head and little beady eyes. They seemed to stand on four legs, and as one or another of them spoke, the sound they made was like a bleat. He wondered why he hadn’t noticed it before. He wanted to yell at them and shoo the herd of them away, to holler, Get lost, sheep! I’ve got a pair of extra-sharp shears and a jittery cutting hand! 
But that wouldn’t make a difference, of course. It was as if he were a farmer telling the crows on his corn that they’d better leave or they’d get hurt. Only, crows don’t reason. Crows don’t understand logic. Crows stay until the farmer gets mad enough to get his gun, and then crows get shot. And then the next day, with the corpses of the others still rotting on the ground below them, the other crows would return. It wasn’t that they were persistent or determined. They were just too dumb to understand the danger they were in.
Philip was besieged by an immense sense of failure and desperation. All of a sudden, he saw the root of the problem. Why did nobody protest? Because they were crows. Where would they draw the line? Nowhere, because they were crows. Now that Bingham’s had the world’s attention, they could do no wrong. No venture was too stupid. No abuse was too egregious. These people would never fear for their safety or their sanity or their self-respect. Not because they were loyal or devoted or trendy or principled, but because they just didn’t know any better.
Philip lowered the hand holding the bagel. He switched off the machine, which rattled into silence. The crowd continued to clap and cheer and smile. The felled and unconscious patrons were stirring. Then, as they stood, they too began to clap and smile, many of them bleeding from the scalp and missing teeth. 
Angela came up to the counter as Philip was pushing the machine against the back wall, his expression heavy and resigned. 
“Wow!” she said. “That was great, Philip, just great. We were wondering if you guys were alive back there, but I guess you are, huh? Whew! That was wonderful, improvising like that. Never saw it coming. Not for a minute. Anyway, now that you all are back into it and with the program, how about you set up for your performance? It’s eleven-fifteen, and we’ll want you to do a few songs before midnight. How about changing into something more casual? No? Well, I guess you’re going for a new look, and that’s fine by me, as long as you do your tunes up there on that stage and do them well. So we can get set up? Great. Fabulous. Thanks, Philip, you’re a doll.”
Angela spun to go and it occurred to more than one member of the crew that Angela never waited for answers. And when had she started calling Philip “doll?”
“Angela,” said the Anarchist. 
She turned. 
“Did you know that I used to serve food to a man who worked for the CIA?”
“I don’t follow you.”
“His name was Ted. He was the reason the Cuban Missile Crisis was resolved, because he went down there and reversed the polarity on all of the electronic firing triggers on the missiles. Castro’s men couldn’t figure out how to fix them because they were Soviet warheads, so Castro backed down.”
“I don’t know what...”
“Oh come on,” said Beckie. “You know, Army Ted. He used to hang out with Clint Eastwood. Dated Sandy Duncan. Was behind the scenes on every winning America’s Cup team since 1982. He even beat Bobby Fisher in chess once, but it happened in a park and the newspapers refused to believe it.”
Angela looked confused. “Why are you telling me this?”
“They’re telling you,” said Tracy, “because sometimes things are beautiful just as they are. Sometimes trying to manipulate and exploit that beauty will destroy it outright. When people are made to dance, they often lose what made them want to dance in the first place.”
“It’s more about singing than dancing,” said Angela, “and you’ll be lip syncing anyway, but if you don’t get a move on...”
“Some things are mysteries,” said the Anarchist, cutting her off, “and sometimes those things should remain mysteries. You can’t find a frog’s life force by dissecting it. Instead, you’ll lose the very thing you’re looking for by asking too many questions.”
“Can you just tell me what you’re getting at here?” Angela said impatiently. “Because I have a party to run.”
“I’m just saying that at a certain point, some things should just be left alone. Because the next thing you know, the magical subject that you are trying so hard to demystify might just walk out in front of a bus, and then you’ll never see the forest composed of those mysterious, wonderful trees.”
“Okay, great,” she huffed, already turning away, “just be ready to perform in ten minutes.”
Beckie touched the Anarchist’s shoulder. He turned.
“What?” he said.
Beckie smiled, and said nothing.
“You’re welcome,” he told her.
 
6.
Captain Dipshit, who had last been inside Bingham’s with several rats hanging from his head, made a fittingly dramatic entrance. He followed two immaculately dressed lawyers, and the lawyers in turn followed three policemen who yelled at the entire gathering to freeze and lay down on the floor.
“Down!” the man in front shouted. “Down on the floor! Everyone!”
Many of the people in the front room were drunk, and simply fell as they tried to get into a prone position. Beckie, who was leading the crew around the counter and out onto the stage, froze short of the half door and dropped behind it. Everyone else followed suit.
“They’re hiding!” A second policeman yelled. “Behind that counter! Take cover! Take cover! They’ve dug in!”
The three policemen dove behind tables and crouched, weapons drawn and ready.
“Hands up!” the first officer yelled. “We saw you dive for cover back there! Don’t try to get a jump on us! Hands up!”
After a pause, the second officer tried. “He said, ‘Hands up!’”
Another pause, then a voice behind the counter said, “They are up.”
“What was that back there?”
Mike’s voice was muffled by the floor, which he had his mouth to. “I said that our hands are up.”
“No screwing around!”
“I swear. You just can’t see it because we’re behind this wall.”
“Don’t try me! We saw you dive behind that wall for cover!”
“You told us to lie down.”
“Oh. Right,” said the first officer. “Then stand up, and do it slow!”
The employees stood, and that was when the second officer saw Philip’s gun.
“Gun!” he yelled, and then there were two staccato gunshots from the policemen’s firearms. Several of the prone guests shrieked. The first shot struck the photo of Vanilla Ice at the Grammys dead between the eyes. The second struck the gun and sent it whirling from Philip’s hand like a propeller, making him gasp.
“Hands up! Keep ‘em where we can see ‘em!”
“We make bagels!” Rich yelled. “No need to be alarmed!”
“Hands up! Don’t move!”
“Their hands are up, sir,” said the third officer.
“Shut up, Greene,” said the first officer, who wore a sergeant’s insignia. “Jenkins, get that gun.”
Jenkins walked over to the weapon and inspected it. “Sir? It’s a spatula, sir.”
“Just look for the gun, Jenkins.”
“I did, sir. The gun is a spatula.”
“It is?”
“Yes, sir. And you fucked
it
up, sir.” He held the thing up. The bullet had twisted the stainless steel into something that looked like an oversized corkscrew.
The sergeant swore. “Greene!” he said. “Cuff them.”
“Sir?”
“Dammit, Greene, you’re on thin ice with the captain as it is, after you brought in that dumbass kid who was running through the streets in a frenzy last night. So get on it and don’t give me any lip.”
“The dumbass kid was this gentleman here, sir,” Greene informed him, gesturing to Captain Dipshit.
The sergeant turned to Captain Dipshit. “That was you? You were the one everyone was talking about? You were the one yelling about rats and Satan and Mickey Mouse and some singing assailant and some evil bagel place that you said had to...” The sergeant trailed off, looking around, taking in the make area and the steamers and the giant chalk menu. “Oh, hell, this had better not be...”
“I tried to tell the captain,” said Greene. “I told him that we should consider this kid an unreliable source, that he...”
“You’re on thin fucking ice, Greene.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You will address me as ‘sir’!”
“I did, sir.”
“Dammit, just help your idiot partner over there cuff these drug lords.”
The Anarchist tried to protest. “We needed that Alka-Seltzer! We had colds!”
“Cuff that one first. He looks high right now. And Greene, you find the drugs.” 
Greene had advanced to the counter and was poking around with his baton. “Looks like a deli, sir,” he reported.
“See any crack? Heroin? Pot?”
“Mostly poultry and beef. I’ll bet they could make a mean Reuben.”
“What about coke?”
Roger, who had remained seated and uninterested during the siege, announced, “Diet Coke! Medium!”
“Cuff that one, too. He looks like a pimp to me,” ordered the sergeant.
Roger began to whistle and headed for the bathroom.
Officer Greene holstered his baton. Jenkins was already putting handcuffs on the employees while the sergeant kept his gun trained on those whose hands were still free. 
“Okay, kids,” said Greene, “where’s the coke?”
“Right back there,” said Rich, nodding to the soda machine. “The syrup boxes are in back, though.”
Greene was surveying the scene. “I don’t see anything here, sir. It just looks like a New Year’s Party.”
“And you’re going to make us miss midnight!” Angela shrieked from the floor.
Jenkins had finally noticed the cameras. The cameramen, ever the vigilant journalists, had crept back to their posts and were aiming the cameras at the officers.
“Sir?” he said.
“Yes, Jenkins, what... Are those TV cameras?” He looked again at Captain Dipshit, and the last piece of the puzzle clicked into place. “Oh, Christ. This isn’t that new big New Year’s show, is it? At that crazy place that serves the ba...” He turned to one of the suits. “MTV?”
The suit nodded, still frightened.
“Are the cameras still on? Live?”
He nodded again.
The sergeant swiveled to Captait Dipshit and the two lawyers. They all stood at the entrance and were watching the scene with interest. 
“What is this?” the sergeant asked. 
Captain Dipshit answered. ”I’d like you to arrest these people for assault. They have committed endless criminal acts, and they have a serious rat infestation.” 
“And the drug warehouse? The kilos and kilos of cocaine? The guns?”
“An exaggeration. It seemed to be the only way to get anyone’s attention down at the station last night.”
The sergeant threw his head back and looked at the ceiling. “Jeeee-sus!”
“Sir?” said Jenkins. “What do you want us to...”
“Uncuff them. All of them.”
Captain Dipshit began to blubber, losing the thin veneer of cool he’d managed to paste over his disintegrating mental state. “But... but you’re here now! I want to file a report! My lawyers are on the case, and they’re going to collect signatures for a huge class action suit! You’ve got to take them in now, so they can’t do any more harm! You already have them cuffed! Keep the cuffs on!”
The sergeant looked at the employees, then the live television cameras, then the employees again. Now his ass was on thin ice.
“It doesn’t work that way, kid.” 
Captain Dipshit raised his voice and shouted to the party guests. “Tell them!” he shouted. “How many of you have been assaulted by these people? How many have been beaten by one of their machines! How many have been hit and lost teeth?”
One of the men that Philip had hit during the bagel-slicer barrage sat up. He looked at Captain Dipshit and said, “Pith off, kit.” It was hard to understand him. He’d been hit and had lost too many teeth.
The sergeant turned to the other officers. “Uncuff them. Now.”
“But...!”
“And you are in some serious shit of your own,” he snapped at Captain Dipshit. “We damn near sent a S.W.A.T. team on this little errand, because there actually have been reports of a pretty big drug operation in this area. You might be the one who gets arrested at the end of the day.”
The employees were all uncuffed and were rubbing their wrists. Greene was apologizing to them. Jenkins had abandoned all policemanlike pretense and was smiling and waving at the cameras.
The sergeant turned to Captain Dipshit and the lawyers. The lawyers, eager to squeeze more money out of their client, began protesting the situation, saying that even though their client had made a false report, that assault charges were in fact being filed against Bingham’s Bagel Deli and that arrests should still be made. 
The sergeant pursed his lips in thought, uninterested in doing anything Captain Dipshit wanted him to do. 
“You’ve filed a formal report of assault with the department?” he said. 
“Not yet,” said Captain Dipshit. 
“We’ll need one on record before we can take anyone in, but I’m telling you right now that these people are going to get to finish their show no matter what you claim they did. This is already a serious public disaster.”
Captain Dipshit and the lawyers nodded, mollified. 
“I have a form on a clipboard in my squad car. I’ll get it.” Then he craned his neck and spoke to his men. “Jenkins, run out to your car and radio this in. Greene, you stay and keep an eye on things while I call my wife. She thought I was going to be home at ten, and I need to tell her that thanks to some asshole’s false alarm, I’m obviously not going to be home for midnight.” 
Greene nodded, understanding that their work at Bingham’s wasn’t quite over for the night. 
The police sergeant walked out the front door. Officer Jenkins followed shortly thereafter, and the crowd began to stir to its feet. Captain Dipshit sat in one of the high chairs, smiling with satisfaction.
It was 11:49. From that point on, things happened very quickly.
 
7.
Anywhere else, Dicky would have looked odd with a nylon stocking pulled over his head to blur his features. In the midst of the media event of the century, however, he fit right in. There was a man not far from him dressed in duct tape and a dunce hat. Earlier, he’d seen a woman wrapped in fiberglass insulation. They were all freaks, every one of them. 
And that was good, really. Dicky himself was ready to die, but looking around made him feel much better about his mission. Killing any of the rest of these people would be doing a public service.
He was sitting in a corner, trying to blend in. In the inside pocket of his coat was a small electronic device about the size of a pocket calculator. As he waited, watching the reappearance of Captain Dipshit and the ensuing police standoff, he caressed the box and reminded himself not to worry. Police or no police, soapbox or no soapbox, he could blow the entire place into a pile of rubble in a second, and nobody could stop him.
Unless, of course, Bingham’s dark protective spell stopped him.
But that was ridiculous. He could still see the light glowing on the trigger, even now. It was live. The show was still on. The guardian angels were no-shows. And that was good because all in all, he’d prefer to mount the soapbox before ending this monstrosity.
Being here meant that Dicky would die too, of course, but that was fine. It made sense, really. You couldn’t just commit an act of atrocity/cleansing and expect the world to read the situation correctly. The world was filled with idiots. They’d assume it was terrorism. They wouldn’t understand the real meaning unless it was spelled out for them.
Originally, the idea had been to blow the bomb from a block away. But even in the alley, Dicky found that he could barely get a signal, just as Tony had been unable to get a good signal from his camera. The walls were too thick. Unless he wanted to cancel his plans and work out a new way to trigger the thing from a distance – a notion that was unacceptable; this was the only time he could do it with the world watching – then this was the way it would have to be. And it was okay. Really it was.
The police left just in time to allow Dicky to take the stage for the turning of the new year. Only one officer had remained, and his gun was holstered. Luckily, his back was also turned.
After the door had swung shut, Dicky leapt to his feet and grabbed one of the small, wooden chairs by the back. In one smooth motion, he raised it above his head in a circle and brought it down on the neck of Officer Greene, who collapsed into unconsciousness. None of the partygoers reacted. They assumed it was part of the show.
Dicky reached over and swatted a button on the alarm panel. Deadbolts clanked into place. The lights next to the front door toggled from green to red, just as they’d done when Ted had been run down. There was a single loud chirp as the alarm activated that fell perfectly into a silent spot in the music. 
At the sound, which was familiar but out of place, the employees looked over. The crowd, watching them, followed their gaze. Knowledge swept through the room like something deep and instinctual. Someone screamed. And this, finally, was a genuine and rational reaction. 
Outside, the other two officers were plastered against the huge front windows. Bricker, who had been out front checking invitations, was with them. The three men hadn’t quite worked out what was going on inside, but the sergeant tried the door and found it locked. It was only a matter of time before they drew their guns or started throwing things against the windows, but it didn’t matter. The glass was entirely bulletproof. 
Dicky waved his arm to cut a circle around him. He reached to the side, pulled a low table close, and climbed carefully atop it. 
Finally, the soapbox he’d deserved for so long.
But then, as it became apparent that the man meant trouble, something happened that the Anarchist would have been proud of. A realization percolated through the crowd. They saw that whatever bad juju this stocking-clad man had in mind, he didn’t seem to have a gun and they thought: This is only one man, and there are over a hundred of us.
Tracy had been in the lobby. He was edging toward Dicky, still unsure what to think but wary of what might be happening. 
“Easy,” said Dicky, eyeing Tracy. “I’ve got a secret.”
He reached inside his coat and pulled the trigger from its inner pocket. With a flick of his thumb, a plastic panel popped up and revealed a single red button. It was too much of a cliché to be anything but trouble.
“I’ve got a secret,” he repeated.
He looked at Tracy, then at Philip. Philip thought he looked familiar, but couldn’t place him. If not for the stocking, then maybe... But it was no good.
“Mr. Martin,” said Dicky. 
Philip looked up.
“You have two control panels for this alarm. One is here, by me, and the other is by the back door. If someone tries to get out that way, then these lights...” He waved his hand at the panel he’d used to lock the door. “... will flicker. And if I see them flicker, I will press this big red button. You don’t know what this button does, but I promise you that you won’t enjoy it. So stay put, all of you, and you might just get out of here alive.” 
That was a lie. But what the hell, it was New Year’s Eve.
Philip wet his lips, nodded to the device in Dicky’s hand, and said, “What is that?”
“Don’t you watch movies?”
“Yeah...”
“Then I think you know what it is.”
“But you forgot your dynamite.”
“I told you, it’s a secret.” He pointed at the floor, at the basement.
Philip shook his head. “Bullshit. Is this one of Angela’s little ideas?” But then he glanced at Angela and noticed that she had wet her pants. He looked back at Dicky, saw the red in Dicky’s eyes, and let it go. Maybe this was real and maybe it wasn’t, but those eyes said that it wouldn’t hurt to play along just in case.
Dicky shrugged. “Would you like me to prove it to you?” He positioned his thumb over the now-unprotected button.
Philip shook his head. So did most of the others.
“Then let me have my say. What time is it?”
Someone yelled, “Eight minutes ‘till.”
“Okay. Now listen up. I have a real bad boy of a plastic explosive bomb planted in the basement of this store. It’s irrelevant how I put it there. Does anyone doubt me? Anyone want me to prove it?”
Nobody spoke; nobody even stirred.
“All right, then. Turn those cameras toward me. Are we still live? Good. Because I have something to say to all of you, and to the world. I’ll be brief. And you there by the window? Turn around and stop waving to the nice coppers. Mr. Martin here had those big windows replaced with security-grade Lucite after the crowds broke them for the second time. For the time being, it’s just all of you and me, and there are only two ways to unlock the doors.” He turned and punched a series of buttons on the keypad next to the door. After a few seconds, two flashes indicated a successful code change and he turned back to his audience. “Now, there’s only one.”
Dicky straightened up, gathering his thoughts.
“Those of you who aren’t pissing in your pants right now are probably thinking it’s a little overly dramatic to threaten to bomb a bagel deli,” he said. “But if you’re thinking that, you’re not thinking clearly. This isn’t about a deli. This is about a phenomenon. It’s about a way of thinking. It’s about the fact that at some point, we all decided at once that we were going to reward bad behavior and punish good behavior. And you’ve all borne that out. This place, even when it was just a deli, was bad. The people were incredibly rude and incompetent. The food was sloppy and inconsistent. The music was loud. The employees were lazy. The floors were dirty. And when people complained? They were told that what they thought didn’t matter.
“Then, at the end of this past summer, these same lazy, idiotic employees in their shitty, dirty restaurant got fed up with their jobs. Some of you think that what Bingham’s has become was the work of genius marketing. It was not. It was an accident. They were trying to put their store out of business in the most offensive, dramatic, overtly wrong way possible. What you think was amazing business insight or a psychological breakthrough was just dumb luck. And by dumb, I mean that it was anti-luck. It was luck that was so strong that it made exactly the opposite of what was supposed to happen, happen. They wanted to drive people away, but instead they drew them in.”
Philip, behind the counter, was working through the bomber’s speech in his head. How had he known their original intention? In fact, he seemed to know a lot about Bingham’s.
“So they tried harder to get rid of their customers – of you, you who spend millions of dollars on their crap and back their endorsement deals and have made them all millionaires. They wanted you gone. They hate you. All of you. They think that people are stupid, that they’re not worthy of their precious, arrogant attention. And so they did everything they could think of to get rid of all of you. They hit you. They sprayed you with chemicals. They shocked you. Shot you. Beat you. Insulted you. Humiliated you. And for the longest time, there was never anything but that behind any of their actions. There was only pure hatred and disrespect. You love them? Well, they don’t love you. It’s not an act, what they do. This is who these people are. They think they’re better than you.
“But how did you – you here in the lobby, you watching, you in the stores and on the internet and on the chat lines and on the radio – how did you respond to their hatred? You came back for more. More! You returned to the restaurant to be abused. You bought their merchandise. You listened to their music. You responded to their loathing with adoration.” 
A white froth was forming at the corners of Dicky’s mouth. He scanned the crowd, then pointed an accusing finger at the cameras, at the onlookers in the lobby. 
“You deserve what you’ve gotten, every one of you, and you deserve all of what’s coming.” His finger traced the button on the trigger in his hand. “You clamored for this. They threw shit at you and you bathed in it. They gave you their worst and you told them to make it even worse. What they did, they did, and it was what it was. But without all of you, what they did would have been just a series of crimes. You were the magic ingredient that turned garbage into gold. If this is anyone’s fault, it’s yours. You were the ones who made them famous. You are the reason they’re on TV, that the world knows their names. You were the ones who told the world that as a society, this is what we want more of. This is what we celebrate. This is what we stand for, what we accept and love and honor. You have erected a shrine to insult. To mediocrity.”
He paused, his air mostly spent. It was two minutes before midnight. 
“To rationality,” said a voice.
“Who said that?” Dicky looked ready to kill. His trigger thumb was shaking.
“I did,” said the Anarchist. Jenny was shushing him. Darcy was pulling on his shirt. But he stood still, watching the man standing on the table.
“This isn’t rational,” said Dicky. “Far from it.” 
“I have a question,” said Philip. 
“What question?”
“Why does Ed McMahon write me sweepstakes letters that say, ‘MR. PHILIP MARTIN, you may have already won ten million dollars?’”
“Why does... what?”
Beckie raised her hand. “Why does the bag of BHT drying agent say ‘DO NOT EAT THIS?’”
“Why,” said Tracy, “do people sue when coffee is hot?”
Dicky shook his head.
“We didn’t want to be famous,” said the Anarchist. “We kept pushing because we hoped that at some point, the world would have to start making sense.”
“Well,” said Dicky, his eyes far away, “these are all very interesting points. But unfortunately, it is now thirty seconds before the start of 1999, and what I’ve hoped is that your joyride would end now, so that we could start fresh in the new year.”
He looked at the box in his hand, sighed, and raised his thumb above the trigger. “If only...” he began, but trailed off.
Philip saw what he was planning to do and lunged over the counter, hoping somehow, anyhow, to stop it. But he wasn’t fast enough. 
With a solemn nod, Dicky took a deep breath and pressed the button.
 
8.
The rats had been watching from the doorway to the front-room staircase, a small expedition of ten acting as eyes for the thousands of others below. Squeaky III was at the head of the party, choosing as any great leader to make command decisions from the front lines. And he was very near one of those decision points now.
There had been much tension among the humans in the past few minutes. One man had commanded the attention of all of the others. He had taken a high position atop a table and was now delivering a speech. The scenario seemed familiar, and then Squeaky III realized why that was: other than the fact that these were humans instead of rats, the scene in the lobby was just like that on the night that Squeaky III had delivered his own famous speech. 
And that was troubling. Was this the humans’ call to arms? Was this their answer to the imminent rat offensive? Surely, that couldn’t be it. Surely, they couldn’t know what was coming. But still it made him nervous. 
The rats watched from the doorway, their small red eyes like a string of beads in the darkness. Squeaky III was patient. There would be a moment of weakness, a moment of maximum distraction as the events in front of them reached a climax. Right now, all human attention was focused on the man giving the speech, and that was good, because it meant that the rats could take them by surprise. But soon even that spell would break, and the good moment would become even better. The man would finish, or something would happen to disrupt the humans’ focus. And when that happened – when their attention shifted, in that moment of transition – the rats would strike.
Squeaky III gave the order for his rats to assemble at the staircases. He told all to be ready. He’d see his moment any time now, and the rats must be ready to take advantage of it.
And then it happened. The leader focused his attention on the gadget in his hand, then moved to push a button. One of the other humans jumped toward him, and the entire room held its breath. And in that moment, Squeaky III gave the order.
It was midnight. The Uprising had begun.
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Dicky hit the button again and again, swearing to himself that nobody made things worth shit anymore, that American craftsmanship had gone straight down the toilet. And each time he pressed, a message on the digital readout greeted him: NO LOAD. Had Rich seen the message, he would have giggled.
On the floor in front of Dicky, Philip was struggling to his feet. Most of the other employees and party-goers were still paralyzed with fear, but not Philip. Philip’s first thought came fast and hard: whether the man was crazy or lying or whether something had genuinely gone wrong, the fact was that they were alive. No bombs had gone off. And now, while he had a chance, he had to act. Before the man pulled it together, it was up to Philip to tackle the fucker, to pin him to the wall or to throw him through it.
Just as a mix of relief and anger began to sweep the room, just as Philip was tensing up to leap, a cacophonous scratching noise came from everywhere at once. It was the sound of a billion maracas being shaken, a billion rattlesnakes giving warning. The staircase door banged open with nobody behind it. The rusty grate on the gigantic air conditioner vent in the main room fell to the floor with a massive bang.
And then they were everywhere.
Rats.
They came in waves, heading for Dicky first and covering him head to toe in gray and brown fur. He fell to the floor and the controller, now useless, skittered across the tiles. Dicky was screaming, but the scream stopped moments after it started. There was a rat with its head in his mouth.
The sewer aroma of the rats wafted over the room in a pungent tide. There were hundreds of them in the room within seconds, and more poured in a steady stream from the open doorway to the basement and fell from the vent in the corner. Dozens arrived per second. A thousand each minute. The area beyond the counter began to fill like a tide pool.
People were screaming. Those in the back were the last to know what was going on, and looked angry. Some craned their necks. Some thrashed. Some tried to run, but the doors were locked. The cameramen, dutiful to the bitter end, watched it all with their electronic eyes to the world. They peered at the small viewscreens with morose fascination, unable to tear themselves away from the spectacle for long enough to fear for their lives. It all seemed too surreal – a network stunt to boost ratings for this ever-so-wild New Year’s Eve gala. 
Philip, never terribly athletic, dove hands-first over the closed half-door in the counter to re-join the others and rolled as he landed. Watching this, Mike mouthed the words Fucking awesome and offered him a high-five that he didn’t notice and then they all turned, the entire crew watching the chaos unfold in front of them. Tracy followed, his leap far less graceful.
They were temporarily protected by the counter, but the tide was rising, and the rats could climb. 
They were, in fact, climbing Angela the Agent already, making nests out of her fabulous New Year’s gala hairdo and scrambling up the legs of her pants. Captain Dipshit, who the rats remembered, was totally covered. The rats, who Captain Dipshit remembered, were trying to dodge his attacks as he flailed and tried to stomp them to death. 
“Philip,” Darcy whispered. “The Plexi.”
Philip was watching the melee, transfixed. It was as if the room was on fire, but with fur instead of flames.
“Philip! The sneeze shield!”
Sneeze shield. The words made sense, but they didn’t register. Less than two hundred seconds ago, Philip had been sure that they were all going to die and that there wasn’t a thing he could do to stop it. Now there were over a thousand rats in the lobby. Too much, too fast.
Darcy grabbed Philip’s shoulders and shook him hard. “Goddammit, Philip, lower that fucking shield before I kick your balls up into your chest!”
His paralysis broke and suddenly things were crisp and present again. The bomber was harmless. The partygoers were draped in moving felt. And there were many, many rats.
(That’s RATS. Not The Rat.)
He reached under the counter and slapped a button. The Plexiglas partition began to descend from the ceiling with a dull whirring sound.
Outside, on the other side of the counter, the rats were absolutely everywhere. They were even in the ceiling, presumably having climbed up through the air ducts. They were dropping on people’s heads like vipers, jumping with surprising agility from the tops of the candy machines. Near the other end of the counter, they were atop the tables.
The sneeze shield was halfway down.
Three rats had leapt from the tables and were scouting the top of the counter, looking at the employees with their beady red eyes. Nick and Dungeonmaster Eric thought fast, each grabbing a yellow Nerf bat from the Ghost Employee pile and beginning to swing, ringing rats up and sending them streaking into the back wall. 
The shield was nearly closed, but now they were coming faster.
Rich and Tracy grabbed bottles of the Purple Stuff and began spraying the rats as they mounted the countertop. The East German cleanser turned out to be a deliriously effective rat killer. Each rat that took a blast of the stuff canted onto its side, stone dead, and rolled down into the make table or off into the dining room. A few simply died on the spot without rolling, so Beckie picked up a spatula and began to push them off. Whenever she could, she stunned live newcomers with the spatula’s flat edge.
When the Plexiglas seated home on the counter with a dull thud, the screams and activity in the dining room suddenly became muted. Without the sounds of screaming and the banging of furniture to accent the visual, the whole scene became distant, as if it were something on TV. Which, Philip realized as he noticed the lights still lit atop the cameras, it actually was.
Once they were safe behind the shield, the employees could appreciate the details of the battle raging in the front room. Dicky was still writhing on the ground, and a dune of rats had piled on top of him. Some of the partygoers looked like they’d heard the new year’s clarion call to party and were dancing up a storm, slamming into the walls and each other with rats in their hair like stylish accents. A number of the rats, content that the battle was won, had taken leave of the fighting and were gnawing hors d’oeuvres which the partygoers had abandoned. Mike noticed with a fair degree of amusement that many of the rats appeared to be urinating on people.
An amazing, disturbing thought ran through Jenny’s mind as she watched: Oh my God. They’re knee-deep.
And they were, though the flow of new rats from the doorway had finally dwindled to a trickle. They drifted in the corners to waist-level and thinned out to just a few rats high in the middle. 
Dungeonmaster Eric ran out from the back room. 
“I just tried the door, and of course it’s locked,” he said. “Is there any way to break the code?”
“You can try all of the combinations,” Rich suggested.
The Anarchist pressed his face against the Plexiglas, inviting vain attacks from leaping rats on the other side. He looked at Dicky – or, more correctly, the screaming, thrashing dune of hair that used to be Dicky. “Or,” he said, “you could ask that guy.”
“Exactly,” said Eric, indicating the front door panel where Dicky had entered the new code. “He changed it. So we should be able to change it back.”
“The system was authorized when he did it,” said Philip. “It’s not now.”
“Our alarm could be reset by anyone at any time when it was authorized?” said Eric. 
“It also locks us in with fires,” said Philip. “I turned down the module that punches your mom in the face when there’s a burglary, though.” 
The Anarchist had been at the phone. He set the one he’d been holding back on the hook and gave Philip a sign. “I’d like to announce that the phone has re-earned the name ‘Ghetto Phone.’ I don’t suppose anyone has a cell?” 
“Angela does,” said Beckie. 
Rich yelled through the sneeze shield at the blob that seemed most likely to be Angela. Angela-thing did not respond. “Bitch,” he said.
Slate was still watching the scene in the lobby. “Just look at what’s going on out there,” he said.
“Wow,” said Smooth B., who was looking at a magazine that Darcy had left on the back counter. “Celebrities really are just like us.” 
Tracy held a hand in the air. “I just want to make sure I understand the situation,” he said. “The doors are locked. We don’t have the code. Our phones are out. So basically, what you’re saying is that we’re safe, but we’re trapped?”
The Anarchist looked up at the ceiling tiles. Some of them were beginning to bulge with rat-weight. “Well, trapped, anyway.”
“Okay,” said Darcy, “I give up. Who wants head before we all die?”
Several hands shot up.
Jenny turned to Smooth B. “I’m sorry I made fun of you for getting those gay whipped mochas,” she told him, keeping one eye on the firestorm of rats outside.
“Fucking right you’re sorry,” said Smooth B.
Rich was twiddling his thumbs. Beckie was petting Swannie and cradling the sloth like a baby. Mike was saying how he wished he’d banged the hot little Diet Coke girl while he had the chance, and in the best-case scenario, before she had gone anorexic.
The Anarchist ran over to Slate. He admitted that Slate was clearly the better Scrabble player, and added that he had cheated in the past and had refused to honor legitimate defeats. He begged forgiveness.
“There there,” Slate cooed to the slicer.
The ceiling tiles were cracking. Rat paws reached through. 
Mike looked up, then sighed and said, “Well, if this is the end, I’m going to finally fill the steamers with piss.” He grabbed a funnel.
But then the Anarchist startled everyone into silence.
“Oh, come on!” he yelled. “Have you forgotten what this place is all about?”
“Farting?” said Rich. Then he farted for emphasis, a small squeaker.
“Ghetto!” shouted the Anarchist. “Come on, this place is ghetto as hell! Have you all forgotten the Ghetto Phone? The Ghetto Toaster with the broken switch? The steamers that spray the sandwiches with water? The rickety tables, and the booths with the springs sticking out of them?”
Beckie shrugged. “What are you getting at?”
“Do you all really think that this place is so tight that we’re actually unable to leave? Have you all forgotten the time we found that Chinese family living in the basement? Have you forgotten how the safe wouldn’t lock for a while, and that Danny kid kept stealing fifties? Hell, this place couldn’t lock out Pissy Pete. Do any of you really doubt that you could get in here with a coat hanger if you wanted to?”
“This place sucks!” Philip shouted, suddenly inspired.
“And that alarm. How ghetto is that piece-of-shit security system Philip bought? Do any of you think that you couldn’t outsmart our alarm?”
“Our alarm sucks!” Philip hooted.
“I’ll bet we can just... turn it off!”
Smooth was skeptical. “I don’t know, man. Kind of defeats the point of having a code if you can just turn it off, you know?”
“Yes, but this is Bingham’s! This place sucks ass!”
Smooth shrugged. He even put down his magazine. “Give it a shot, man.”
The entire crew ran to the back. Behind them, rats were beginning to break through the ceiling. For the time being, Rich was keeping them at bay with a carbon dioxide tank he’d rolled out, laid flat, and kept nudging toward them. They seemed wary, as if they remembered the thing from somewhere.
Near the back door, the plywood that had fallen over the stairwell was rattling ferociously. Most of the rats had poured up into the lobby from the front staircase, but some had gotten curious and run back down to try this way up. As the crew approached the back door, the rats were trying to climb around and over it with no real success. But they had begun to lift its leading edge, and snouts and eyes were visible below it.
Nick stomped on the plywood and there was a chorus of squealing, but it began to rise again almost immediately. 
At the door, Philip was gaping at the open alarm panel.
He said: “You have got to be kidding me.”
“That is the most ghetto thing I have ever seen,” said the Anarchist. 
“You have fucking got to be kidding me,” said Philip. “I can’t believe it.”
“Believe it, baby! We just found the one thing in the world more ghetto than the Ghetto Phone!”
Philip had opened the alarm casing, which was forbidden. The technician who had installed the system had told him never to open the casing, because he might disturb the delicate circuitry. 
Does it have a battery backup? Philip had asked the technician. 
Yes, the technician had replied. 
Could somebody bust it open and just unplug it, negating the whole system? Philip had asked. 
No way, the technician had told him. This here’s Fort Knox.
“Fort Knox my ass,” Philip muttered.
Rich looked over his shoulder. “Who knocks your ass?”
Behind the panel were two wire junctions and a toggle switch. The toggle switch’s function was not ambiguous. It was currently flipped to ON.
“I don’t believe those bastards,” Philip huffed. “Lying, conniving sons-of-a-...”
The Anarchist couldn’t stop grinning. He slapped Philip on the shoulder. “Own it, brother! This is Bingham’s, the motherfucking home of ghetto! You thought you’d seen it all with the Ghetto Phone, but the Ghetto Alarm just saved our lives!”
Rich yelled that he couldn’t hold the rats off for much longer. Nick yelled that he couldn’t either.
The Anarchist threw his hands in the air like a runner crossing the finish line. “This place blows!” he yelled.
Then, as the situation was reaching a head, Philip turned off the alarm, unlocking all of the doors, and walked outside.
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By the time the crew reached High Street, the front door (which thankfully opened outward) had been nearly torn off of its hinges in the rushed egress. The hydraulic closer had broken off and lay on the ground, shattered. The door, unsecured, hung open and flapping as the last of the night’s guests ran past it. 
Screams filled the air as the rat-laden gala-goers sprinted north, south, and directly west, through the midnight traffic. A stream of rats followed them for a few yards and then stopped. The scene was distinctly that of shopkeepers chasing troublemakers just far enough with their shotguns to show them who was boss. 
They didn’t want the humans. They only wanted Bingham’s. 
And with that thought, Philip realized that rats and the crew were more alike than their frequently lethal encounters had heretofore suggested. Both considered Bingham’s to be theirs and wanted the intruders to get the hell off of their turf. The only real difference was that the rats had accomplished in minutes what the crew had been unable to do in months.
The rats clung to the fleeing glitterati for a block or two and then, once they were certain that the humans wouldn’t turn around, dropped off and walked back to Bingham’s. Philip watched the rodents with new respect. They were almost chit-chatting in their ratlike way, almost high-fiving each other in jubilation as they walked back to the deli victorious. Inside the deli, however, nothing was “almost.” Everything was definite and full-on. The thousands of rats danced on the tabletops, leaped from chair to chair, befouled and desecrated the entire lobby. Philip found that he didn’t care. The decorators had given the place such a high gloss over the past few days that very little of the original Bingham’s was still in there anymore, anyway.
Appropriately enough, the House of Pain album was still blasting from the stereo. 
As Philip watched the rodents returning from battle, a particularly large rat walked through the front door and took up station on the sidewalk. It looked down the street, watching the last of the humans vanish into the first night of the year. It greeted the returning warriors, touching whiskers with them and seeming to welcome them back. 
Then the big rat turned and looked at the crew. 
“That’s him,” Beckie whispered. 
The Rat watched the group of humans for a few seconds, neither afraid nor with malice. His red eyes were like fireflies under the streetlights,. One by one, those small red eyes met each of their own. 
The Rat seemed to nod to the crew, then followed the others inside 
A short while later, the lobby began to empty as the rats walked back down into the basement – to retrieve their furniture for the move upstairs, no doubt. Officer Greene’s semiconscious form appeared as the brown tide retreated. He raised his head, looked around, and then crawled out on his hands and knees, seemingly unhurt but completely befuddled. 
Philip felt a tap on his shoulder. It was the police sergeant. At the sergeant’s side was Jenkins, the other policeman. Bricker stood beside Jenkins.
“You folks okay?” said the sergeant.
Philip and the others murmured that they were fine. 
“Where’s that kid? And where’s the guy with... I assume he had a bomb?”
The Anarchist filled the officers in on the full story. They had seen it all through the windows, but hadn’t been able to hear. He told them about the madman with the supposed bomb, then the absence of an explosion. He told them about the rats, and what the crew had done to escape them. 
But in all the confusion of the rat invasion and then the rushed evacuation, the bomber seemed to have escaped. He was nowhere to be found. 
Captain Dipshit, on the other hand, had held his ground. He emerged from the lobby moments later, beaten and bitten but still very much in attendance. 
The sergeant brushed his hands together, wondering how to salvage something, anything, out of tonight. He had led a bogus drug raid, had been locked out of the scene of a live-on-TV terrorist attack gone wrong, had watched as one of his officers was caught unaware and coldcocked with a chair, and after all of that, had allowed the perpetrator to sneak away. Worst of all, his ineptitude had been broadcast to millions of viewers around the globe. The captain would probably bust him down to emptying parking meters in gang territory. It was one hell of a way to start the new year.
“Well,” he said to Captain Dipshit, “at least we can close your case.” He looked around. “Where are your lawyers?”
“Shat upon heavily,” said Captain Dipshit. 
The sergeant pulled a brown clipboard from his car. Clipped to it was a single sheet of paper. Across the top, above many blank lines for writing out testimony, was the single word STATEMENT.
“This is just a record of what you’ve seen,” said the sergeant. “You don’t need your lawyers here, because you’re the accuser. Now, if you would, please describe the acts of violence that you have seen here at... ” He looked up at the molded plastic sign above the storefront, then enunciated as he wrote. “... Bingham’s... Bagel... Deli.”
But before Captain Dipshit could answer, a voice from behind him said, “Excuse me, but I’m the owner of this place. What’s happened here?”
This is too rich, thought Captain Dipshit. He wouldn’t just cripple the place in front of the crew; he’d get to do it right in front of Bingham himself. Talk about your successful New Year’s resolutions.
He spun to face the owner and found nobody behind him. Then movement caught his eye, and he looked down to find himself face-to-face with the man who had spoken. It was Little John. He was sober, with his hair combed and his beard trimmed. And he was wearing a tuxedo. 
Captain Dipshit’s feet began to move him backward. He was mumbling. He fumbled to reach behind him, pawing for something to hold onto. Then he struck the police cruiser and walked his hands blindly along it, never taking his eyes off of Little John. John cocked his head, curious. Captain Dipshit mumbled something again, something about devils and spells and evil. Then, once he was clear of the cruiser, he turned and took off at a sprint. 
Over the course of the next few minutes, the police swore and Little John told everyone that he owned the place and many hands were shaken. The sergeant decided that he and Jenkins and Greene were on thin ice and then called the captain, who, judging by the sergeant’s half of the conversation, wasn’t pleased. The police packed their car and told the crew that they had all apparently lived to fight another day. 
When the cruiser was gone, everyone patted John on the back, saying that he’d saved their bacon. It was nice. John was just as insane sober as he was drunk, only in a much more polite and refined way. It was like hiring a butler with dementia.  
Beckie sighed. She had the sloth on her back, its hairy arms around her neck like a mink stole. Under one of her own arms was the plastic form of Swannie. The whole situation was comfortable and fun and generally all well and good, and the evening felt wrapped up with a nice little bow. But then 1999 threw her its second wrench in what was proving to be a wrench-filled day. 
Shortly after Little John had begun walking toward Java Jive to get a mild-mannered, civil, polite and refined café latte, Beckie turned to see another person approaching and could only say one word before passing out.
If anything, the sloth seemed to disapprove.
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The bomb, the Shadow realized with the smirk of someone who views danger as amusing, would have spilt the store in two. The old fuel oil tank was as rusty and ill-maintained as the steel drum of Edgar’s Inedible Restaurant Grease that had been out back since the Pizazzle’s days, and the bomb’s force would have sliced right into it. The tank would have crumpled like an old beer can and then... Boom!
The Shadow saw it in his mind with perfect mathematical clarity, watching the progression of the milliseconds-duration blast through his knowledge of thermodynamics, metallurgy, and of course, explosives. The force would have punched right through the fuel-oil tank, and the force of that secondary explosion would have split the main beam as well as most of the other beams in the basement. There were natural gas lines in the area, too. The store, and perhaps a good portion of the block, would have gone up in one huge fireball.
Of course, he never would have allowed that to happen.
It had taken mere seconds to disable the device, and the only real imperfection in the otherwise pristine mission had come when the kid had almost seen him from across the basement. But there were ways to deal with that, too, had it become a problem.
And how had he known about the bomb? Why, it was his business to know. He always knew where the bombs were planted, and he always knew when the water was poisoned and how many men with the guns were hiding around him. It was a sense he had. It was a gift. 
The Shadow knows.
He told those who asked that he had a sixth sense about these things, but nobody really knew how it was. Nobody could know. It was just how he was wired. He supposed he was a bit like Superman. A little bit of super to go with his hero.
His super ability was the reason the Shadow was given all of the important assignments, why he was granted huge projects on faith which seemed, by any logical standards, to be completely foolhardy. It was how he had established and maintained contacts in the most remote corners of the globe, how anything he could ever want was his for the asking, and why women found him irresistible. It was why he was nicknamed Shaft, Colombo, and McGyver. It was how he could hide at the bottoms of swamps, without food or air, and how he could fight twenty men and come out without a scratch.
Some of the others asked the Shadow why he would bother with such a mundane task as this one, involving a deli in the armpit of the midwest – disarming bombs, keeping lawyers and authorities at bay, and so forth. The Shadow replied that he had his reasons, and the others knew better than to ask the Shadow anything twice. For his own part, the Shadow knew things that the others could not know or could even conceive of – endless permutations of causes and effects, events unfolding in a rich tapestry of chaos. The Shadow saw through the chaos to the reality of it all. It was all calculable – mathematically calculable – and there were events in the future which, given certain starting conditions, mathematically had to turn out in certain ways.
And these things, these consequences, the Shadow knew.
He was arrogant, and the others never tired of reminding him of it. But the Shadow was good, and as long as he stayed good, he could brag about his houses or his yachts or his fancy friends all he wanted. He could dance on the edge of danger, tottering on the brink of telling too much, because when you had a résumé like the Shadow’s, who would really believe you anyway? 
He liked the game, but sometimes things got dicey. And when that happened, and he needed to fall back into his smoke-and-mirrors life away from the outside world for a while, he could vanish without a trace. Sometimes he would slide silently out of society, and sometimes he even had to fake his own death. It was really all six of one, half a dozen or the other. Whether he disappeared into thin air or planned a public scene with a team of actors playing police and paramedics, the effect was the same. Up in smoke or down with a weighted coffin? In the end, it was up to his whims.
The Shadow waited until the commotion overhead died down before leaving the basement. He was not concerned with the rats. The rats knew to keep their distance.
Taking his time, savoring the moment, he slipped outside and into the parking alcove. The winter air was crisp, and smelled fresh. Around the corner, in the alley connecting High Street to Pearl Alley, he could hear the sounds of voices. Three of them were police officers. He waited until the officers left (noting that he would need to visit them and the blonde kid’s lawyers later), but for now, he had other business to attend to.
He waited until the one the others were calling Little John left, then turned the corner and into view. Beckie saw him first. She gasped.
“Ted!” she screeched, and then collapsed into unconsciousness.
The Shadow snugged his cap, adjusted his shoulder bag, and smiled.
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Philip stared at Ted for a while, not really surprised that he was back from the dead. Nothing surprised him anymore. Ted could have arrived riding the Loch Ness Monster and Philip wouldn’t have blinked. He would simply have high-fived Nessie and then fired up a joint. 
When Beckie came to and the sloth had regained its footing, the barrage of questions began.
“Hee-hee!” laughed Ted. “I read in the paper that I was supposed to be dead!”
Beckie was blinking, rubbing her eyes. “And you’re not?”
Jenny pushed her way to the front, interested for the first time in Army Ted and what he had to say. “I saw you get hit,” she said, poking him in the chest with a finger. “I saw you die.”
Ted held his arms out to the side, surrendering. “Well as you can see, I’m alive. You’re saying the guy still looked just like me even when you got up close? Do I have a twin?”
Jenny stopped. Suddenly, after convincing herself that she had seen the crash as if through a telescope, she had her doubts. The others had asked her if she was sure, and she thought that she had been. The hat, the bag, the shorts, the jaywalking... it had to have been Ted.
“I... I didn’t get up close,” she said finally. “I couldn’t.”
Ted shrugged: There you go! 
But that had been the point all along, hadn’t it? If he had to fake his death (and he had, for reasons which only the Shadow knew) he needed people to see his “death” and report it. And of course, he couldn’t let these people get too close lest they realize that the face of the bus was padded and that the blood came from pouches of dyed, cornstarch-thickened water. He always required a diversion to keep them at bay. The spiel was always the same. They’d report his death; they’d never bother to report his resurrection. They figured Ted would do that himself, of course.
“So...?” Darcy began, but she couldn’t decide how to finish.
Ted shifted his weight in that way of his, the body language sign that he was about to tell one of his ridiculous, outlandish tales.
“So I’ve gotta tell you,” he said, grinning so hard it looked painful. “Do you want to know where I’ve been while I’ve been ‘dead’? Because this is fantastic. I was called to South America to bust up a group of heroin smugglers. And while I was there, you wouldn’t believe who I met. Mel Gibson! Now, he and I used to share a room back in his early days, and he was there shooting a movie. It’s called The Rock Cartel. Of course, they were portraying some of the nastier aspects of a certain country’s government, and since our government has this agreement with them, the CIA swooped in and shut it all down. Hee-hee! But anyway...”
He spun his yarn, all of which was entirely true, and watched as the crew became bored and rolled their eyes. And this was very good. They would continue to believe the life he had play-acted for Beckie. They would continue to think of him as a nutty old guy with a drab wife, a run-down house, and delusions of grandeur. 
After he finished his story, Ted stood for a moment, adjusting his bag and cap, smiling stupidly at the others. Then he turned to look into Bingham’s. He saw the lobby, empty save the television cameras (which, come to think of it, were probably still on), the props, the splintered chairs, the overturned tables, and a few scattered rats. The music was off. Had they gnawed the wires to the stereo? Or had they turned it off because they’d left the lobby for the time being, and it was only sensible to conserve power to save on your electric bill?
“What happened here?” Ted asked.
Philip shook his head. He couldn’t help but smile. He thought of Captain Dipshit, the customers, and the agents and suits in their garments made of live rats. He began to snicker, then to chuckle in earnest.
“What?” said Beckie.
“Did you see Angela? With the rats in her hair?”
Beckie spat a little laugh. “Yeah. And I think she peed herself.”
That made both of them laugh harder. 
Philip turned to the Anarchist. “You kept asking how it would end?” he said. “Is this...” He fought to keep a hold of himself, to at least finish the sentence. “... pretty much how you thought it would happen?”
The spell of normality finally broke, and Philip, Beckie, and the Anarchist all began doubling over, snorting laughter, fighting for breath. It wasn’t just funny, though it was funny. The laughter was catharsis. They’d been wound up so tight over the past days, hours, and minutes that they had to release a safety valve. And once the valve was open, the laughter wouldn’t stop. It came out like cannon fire.
Between gasps for air, the Anarchist said, “I guess... we don’t have to... worry!... if the next batch of employees will... fuck it up!” With this his abdomen contracted and he was laughing so hard he was crying, drunkenly clutching the building’s cool stone wall for balance.
Then Tracy began to join in, and Mike, and Slate, and Darcy. 
“And Captain
Dipshit,” said Tracy, now beginning to stream tears of laughter, “at one point he was spinning around in super-fast circles. Did you see that? He was using the laws of physics to fling the rats off. Like he was Mr. Wizard or something.”
Philip slapped him on the back. “Hey. I wonder if he found this experience healthiest.”
Tracy sprayed him with saliva, but Philip wiped it off without a care. 
Ted thought of how he had tried to save the deli, and how the rats had won the day anyway, proving that there were some things that even the Shadow didn’t know. He’d thought the crew would be disappointed and sad, not laughing and having the time of their lives.
“Aren’t you guys bummed out?” he asked.
The Anarchist composed himself. “Ted,” he said, laying a hand on the thin man’s shoulder, “Bingham’s’ time was past. We were tired of being celebrities, and this place stopped being Bingham’s a long time ago.”
Ted shrugged. “You could have returned it to normal. Gone back to how things used to be.”
“No,” said the Anarchist. “If we had done that – if we could have done that – Bingham’s would always be ‘that place that used to be famous.’ Or, ‘the home of the Bialy Pimps, remember them?’ It was dying no matter what, and I’m kind of happy that it didn’t have to die a slow death.”
“But you guys love this place. It could have gone on without you. It could be run by new employees.”
Philip shook his head slowly side to side. “We don’t want it to go on without us. If we can’t have her...” He reached out and touched the stone wall under the half-mural. “... then we don’t want anyone to.”
Bingham’s was frozen in time now. It’s sensational death had made it immortal. What it had been, it would always be. Bingham’s was gone. But in its passing, it would be able to live forever.
The other employees, who had begun trading their own favorite moments of the night, were laughing now. Philip and the Anarchist nodded to Ted and then turned to join them. 
They stood there for a while, in the cold beside the high stone wall, and traded tales, slapped backs, and let themselves be human. There would be time for mourning later. For now, in the shadow of death, they found life, and the moment seemed to last – and laugh – forever.
Philip looked to the Anarchist, then to Slate, then to Tracy. Tracy looked to Darcy, Mike, Rich, and Beckie. The glances passed from one to the other, among all of them.
Then, without warning, Roger fired out of the Bingham’s bathroom, did a half-wave to the rats, and speedwalked out the front door and past the mouth of the alley in a blur.
Someone wished him a Happy New Year, and then the laughter began anew.




 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE:
Irish Eyes Are Smiling
 
 
“I fell in love with my enemy.
I let go of everything I had left at home.”
– Jawbreaker
 
“We’re the ones – the only ones, strong ones, proud ones – we’re living for today.”
– Pennywise





 
 
 
 
 
Closing Time
 
1.
Bingham’s Bagel Deli was closed on January 1st for the New Year’s Day holiday. January 2nd was a Saturday, but the Columbus Health Department showed up nonetheless first thing in the morning to close the doors for good. Nobody was surprised. The deli had been all but abandoned anyway, after several employees had braved the stares of the new rodent inhabitants to remove some mementos from the back room. The closing was an uneventful one. Notice was posted on the door, and Bingham and his executives received some paperwork in the mail. And that was the end of it.
The fame and phenomenon of the Bialy Pimps persisted for a few months, but without the deli, the Pimps seemed hollow and meaningless. The wheel of fame turned elsewhere. Britney Spears had just begun to surface, and the Pokémon and Teletubbies crazes were both beginning to gain momentum in the U.S. Pre-fab bands composed of five boys whose songs were filled with a lot of noises like “oooo-ooh” and “oh-wo-wo” were slowly gathering steam. Bialy Pimps CDs began to accumulate and then stagnate in used music shops, the fad tired and the fans fickle. It suited the Pimps just fine.
Most of the people involved in the Bialy Pimps saga found themselves in search of new jobs. The higher-ups on the entertainment end had been humiliated by the live broadcast of an event gone horribly, horribly wrong, and set out looking for scapegoats to fire. Angela the Agent, however, found a new gig almost immediately. She moved on to manage one of the aforementioned boy-bands, with limited success.
Dicky Kulane was neither identified nor captured, though he received tetanus and rabies shots and was applying various ointments to thousands of rat bites and scratches until mid-February. Nobody bothered to investigate the botched bombing fully. The events of New Year’s Eve 1998 had been tumultuous at Bingham’s Bagel Deli, and Dicky’s failed attempt, seeing as it had failed, was really the most inconsequential among them. With all the attention focused on sensationalism instead of on attempted crime, the would-be bomber was allowed to slip through the cracks in the system. 
Dicky considered the Bingham’s situation to have been a success. Although his own plans had backfired (and he never did learn why), the fact was that Bingham’s had closed. That had been his objective from the beginning, and all was well that ended well. The ends justified the means. He and 3B were free to rule the campus bagel scene as they saw fit.
From time to time in the months that followed, Dicky would walk by the hull of his vanquished foe. The furniture and the personal items had been removed, and all that was left was a cavernous lobby, seeming somehow larger now that it was empty. He smiled when he looked at it, cringing at the memory of the rats but simultaneously laughing at his victory. He had shown them all. The deli had never been anything but a dirty rat-hole from the beginning, and should anyone doubt it, they needed only to walk by at night. The rats were always present in small numbers, but at night they ruled the place. They ruled even the surrounding streets. Homeless people refused to sleep anywhere nearby, for fear of pestilence. 
For their own part, the rats made plans to conquer to world. Regrettably, these plans came to an abrupt end when the Rat Nation lost its brave leader. Squeaky III made the unfortunate decision to conquer the entire building as the first step to conquering the world, and so peeked upstairs to feel the situation out. Slate saw him, and eventually bludgeoned him to death with a cinder block that he had been using as a doorstop. A respectful period of mourning followed, and then the others ate his corpse.
Mere weeks after Slate moved out of his apartment upstairs, an urban renewal organization decided after repeated analysis (and revulsion) of the New Year’s tapes that public health would best be served by completely demolishing the building and starting fresh, sanitizing the site from the ground up. Dicky watched the demolition with great relish, sitting across the street for hours at a time as cranes and other machinery poked at the building with their digging scoops until the walls fell in. By mid-March, a Steak ‘n Shake had been erected on the old site. 
Unsure what else to do and relieved that something was open for business in the area, Roger began to frequent the new Steak ‘n Shake and order medium Diet Cokes. The girls were not as reliably wonderful and the staff was not as amiable as they had been at his old haunt, but Roger was a man of simple tastes. In time, he and the Steak ‘n Shake became used to each other, and he once again became someone’s wacky old black man who whistled and laughed and coughed. Regrettably, the walls of the new store did not have mirrors on them in which he could admire his reflection. It did, however, have a splendid bathroom.
With Big Bagel Bill’s foe vanquished, the deli enjoyed a brief period of prosperity despite the fact that most of its foot traffic still expected it to be a dry cleaner’s. Then, after the Steak ‘n Shake construction drove the remaining rats (a few thousand) out of the husk of the old Bingham’s building, they moved into Dicky’s basement and business dropped to nothing. Emboldened by their success at Bingham’s, it did not take the rats long to move upstairs. They made nests in the lobby. They began to dine at the tables like paying customers, making themselves at home. It was a wonderful transition for the rats, as they lived for a while in the lap of luxury, breeding topside like first-class citizens. 
One day, as Dicky took in the bizarre spectacle of his rodent regulars at their usual tables, what remained of his fragile sanity finally broke. He clamped his hands over his ears, yelled, “I can’t take it anymore!” and sprinted out the door. Then, after the deli sat abandoned for a few months, the rats knew that it was time to move on. They needed food, and the absence of humans meant that they would need to go out and forage. So, after Dicky left – moving eventually to the far east to pull rickshaws – the rats slowly meandered back to the river and to other basements. And by the river, in the sewers, they rediscovered their wild rat nature, and were happy.
Captain Dipshit, who had never been terribly balanced, was half insane following the New Year’s Eve events. He tried halfheartedly to pursue his class-action lawsuit against the defunct Bialy Pimps and was only mildly surprised when he was told that there was no credible corroborating evidence to back up his story.
The Bingham’s staff went their separate ways, most of them carrying hefty bank accounts and piles of worthless merchandise with all of their faces and names on it. Philip, Slate, Nick, and a handful of others remained in Columbus, while Darcy moved home to the Cleveland suburbs. The Anarchist moved in with his fiancée just south of her, and Beckie moved back to her home town of Cincinnati. From time to time one would call another to chat or get together, but they all drifted apart over the year that followed.
In short, they moved on with their lives.
 
2.
The Anarchist sat in his home office, besieged by hundreds of multicolored Post-It Notes. Many of them carried shorthand reminders of things to do before his upcoming wedding. He still had to get three of his groomsmen fitted for their tuxedos, check back with the DJ, and attend to a handful of other minor chores. The biggest problem, though, was gathering addresses for the wedding invitations.
Especially for those Bingham’s people.
The crew had always been difficult to find, even when they lived in town and all worked together. So far, the Anarchist had tracked down Beckie, Darcy, and Tracy. He had email addresses for Slate and Rich somewhere, but he was not sure where. He had an email address for Philip, but Philip seemed not to be checking it. 
When he finally got Philip on the phone, it was like stepping back in time.
“Philip?” said the Anarchist.
“Hey! How are things?”
“Oh, great. I’m working on a bunch of projects right now, and I’m trying to get all of this wedding shit settled. I...”
“Is that coming up already?” Philip asked, surprised.
“A few months. In June.”
“Wow.”
“Time flies,” said the Anarchist. “But yeah, I need your address so that I can send you an invitation.”
Philip gave it to him, and they chatted for a while. It was all coming back to him. Moving away had been a tough adjustment, but it had been time. And after nearly a year away, things were, indeed, falling into place nicely. He was writing ad copy and doing other odd writing jobs in order to glean a small but respectable income to accent his hefty Bialy Pimps nest egg. He had all of the freedom in the world, but he missed the old life. He missed High Street and its activity. He missed the bums. He even missed Bingham’s idiot customers. He missed his old roommates, even the one who used to throw fruit at him. But most of all, he missed the crew. It was all for the best, but it was hard to feel that way sometimes.
“Hey, question” the Anarchist said bluntly, “how is your money holding out?”
Philip paused, a little surprised by the question. Then: “I’m rich. We’re all pretty rich, I think.”
“So you didn’t spend it all on booze? You didn’t gamble it away?”
“Fuck you.”
“Just saying.” 
“I’m not even the only fuckup who’s managed to keep it together,” he said. “I talked to Nick the other day. I see Tracy and Rich sometimes, too. As hard as it is to believe, I think we all still have our money. Most of it, anyway. Why? Need a loan?”
“Now, fuck you.”
He paused, suddenly hesitant to tell Philip about his idea for fear that he might not want to participate. He already had Beckie and Darcy on board, but Philip was the key.
“I had an idea,” he said slowly. “For a business venture.”
“What kind of venture?”
“Nothing huge. A few thousand here, a few thousand there.”
“But I mean, what do you have in mind?”
The Anarchist found himself playing with a ballpoint pen. “Darcy and I were down there last weekend. “We tried to get a hold of you but surprise, surprise, we couldn’t.”
“I wake up at four in the afternoon,” Philip explained.
“We got together with Tracy. Then we walked down to the comic shop and talked to Rich. We have an idea for you. For us.”
Philip sniffed. When he spoke, he sounded intrigued. “What idea?”
“Do you remember Big Bagel Bill’s?”
“No.”
“They called themselves ‘3B’. They were right down the street, under Java Jive. I don’t think the old manager liked you.”
“I haven’t the slightest recollection of a 3B.”
“Anyway,” the Anarchist continued, “they’re closed now. I hear the guy ran off into the mountains or something. The landlord says he went nuts. And Java Jive, upstairs, went out of business not long after we left. The point is, the whole building is empty, and Tracy and Darcy and Rich and I were just talking, joking around at first but then thinking seriously about...”
“About...?”
“Well, we thought maybe we could buy it. All of us. Together.”
Philip paused. “Oh, I don’t know. I don’t want to work in a deli again. Besides, why would any of you guys want to move back and...”
“We wouldn’t work there,” the Anarchist said. “We’d just... own it.”
“Why?”
“Why not? It might be a ... a nice gesture. A link to our past. A legacy.”
“You mean, we wouldn’t run it personally?”
“We’d do whatever we wanted. We would each put in a few grand to get it up and running – to buy the building, buy steamers and toasters and stuff, hire employees – and then we could run it from afar, like Bingham did. I’m not moving back to Columbus, and neither is Darcy, but if you wanted to... I don’t know... manage it or something, you could.”
“No thanks. I’m done managing delis.”
The Anarchist tapped the phone with the pen. “So?” he said. “What do you say?”
“You’re really going to do it?”
“I’ve got the people I mentioned already plus Beckie, and I’m working on others. Of course, I can’t find some of us. But even Bricker might be on board.”
“How much money are we talking about?”
“Maybe five grand to start if we get a lot of people and are going to rent instead of buy, or maybe as much as thirty otherwise.”
Philip said nothing. He was thinking. It wasn’t much money, really. Not for the former Bialy Pimps.
“Well...” he said. 
“We can hire assholes, just like we were.”
“Were?”
“The place will be irreverent and disrespectful. We’ll hire some slacker like you to manage it, assuming none of us wants that pleasure.”
“A safe assumption.”
“He’ll come in late every day, bitching about how his eardrum burst. He’ll be the manager you love to hate. We can hire some sluts like the girls. Then we can hire a punk rock timebomb like Slate.”
“And some uppity, arrogant little shit like you.”
The Anarchist laughed. “Something like that.”
A pause. Then the voice on the other end of the line said, “Okay, what the hell.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“And I thought – tell me what you think of this; it was something we were all talking about earlier – that since we would need to paint and clean the place and set everything up, and since we’d have to go down there anyway to do it...”
“You want to work there for a while?”
The Anarchist grinned. “Yeah.”
“Before the employees start? For what... a week?”
“You read my mind.”
“And... what? You want to get the shock collars and the push-back bar and the sloth and all of that? Dildoes on the ceiling, slapping people?”
“No, no. None of that. I... we want it back the way it was. You know, the first year you took over? When you were fat? Huh, Toby?”
Now Philip was laughing. “You really want to work in a deli again?”
“Only for a week. Come on, dickface.”
“Won’t that be kind of... retarded?”
“What?”
“A bunch of millionaires, working at a deli for minimum wage.”
“Who the hell is paying you?” the Anarchist said. “We’re working for free, bitch.”
“All right, all right. I’m in. When?”
“Tracy had a suggestion.”
The Anarchist wondered if Philip would guess. Every year, the crew, which was lopsidedly Irish, tended to embrace one day at work above all others...
“St. Patrick’s Day?”
“Ironic, isn’t it? Tracy suggesting St. Patrick’s day?”
“He is Irish.”
“Word to the Motherland.”
Philip brought it home by deciding to quote House of Pain. “‘I gotta have corned beef and cabbage if I’m gonna manage.’”
The Anarchist replied, “‘I don’t need luck cuz I got a four-leaf clover.’”
There was a beat, and then Philip said, “So then, you’ll handle it?”
“Yeah. I’ll get it together and let you know. But have St. Pat’s week free.”
“As if I work.”
“Word.”
“Word.”
“Take it easy, Philip.”
“See you, buddy.”
The Anarchist hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair. It was done. It would be a hassle, but he had the wedding stuff well in hand for now despite what the Post-It Notes seemed to be saying. He had talked to a realtor in Columbus, and the realtor had said that it could all be taken care of in a matter of weeks. The restaurant supply company that Bingham’s had used was still there, right on I-71. Maybe he could get together with Darcy again and go on a little trip. 
It was going to work. It was going to be a blast.
Maybe Bingham’s – the real Bingham’s – didn’t have to die after all.
 
3.
The mid-March weather was thawing around the time the Pimps, Inc. bagel deli opened to the public. The last blast of snow lingered stubbornly on the hibernating grass, reluctant to give up its post to the warmer weather lest it lose it for good. The air was still chilly (in Ohio, the on-again, off-again of pre-spring persists until May) but the students, ever optimistic, wore shorts and short sleeves anyway. Slate found the attitude illogical.
“Fucking retarded kids,” he was heard to remark.
The paperwork had gone smoothly. In fact, all elements of the ownership swap had proceeded without a hitch. It was almost as if someone or something – some powerful entity – had greased the wheels for them. With a down payment and a few very expensive trips to the restaurant supply store, the new deli was equipped and ready to go. Philip had already begun to screen potential employees and had reported some good finds, and Tracy had already hung a few posters of M.C. Hammer and Vanilla Ice on the walls. Slate spared the group a sizable investment by procuring a slicer free of charge. Nobody could figure out just where he had gotten it, but it had a similar mechanical hiccup to the old Bingham’s slicer and for some reason had “Toby bites dick” scratched into its dull silver finish.
Darcy was already in love with the place.
What a shithole!” she whooped. 
The rats had left their mark on the walls, floors, and even the ceiling before they ran off, and the intermediary owners (some mysterious firm called “Shadow Investments”) had not bothered to clean up the place. Lighting fixtures hung from the ceiling on red and black wires, and Mike pointed out that you could break the plaster right out of the walls with a light punch. Then he pointed it out again and again, until Rich told him to knock it off.
Philip nodded to Darcy, satisfied. “This place is suitably ghetto.”
The Anarchist, as if on cue, began jumping up and down in the back. “Look at this!” he shouted, holding up one of Dicky Kulane’s old black wall-mounted phones. It was gnawed nearly in half, so that the mouthpiece dangled from the earpiece by a few fragile wires.
“Ghetto Phone,” he said, an evil twitch at the corner of his mouth.
After few days of cleanup and with a small amount of help from professional handymen, the most egregious of the cosmetic and safety offenses had been corrected. The debris was cleaned up and the walls were patched and painted, and the store was generally converted from dangerous to merely condemnable. The make tables (which were the same style as the old Bingham’s tables) and the steamers (which were new but already wheezing) were prepped and ready to go. The lights, poor as they were, were on and sufficient. 
Beckie hit the play button on the stereo and M.C. Hammer’s “U Can’t Touch This” filled the air like a warm, welcome fog. Philip walked to the front door in what felt like slow motion, threw back the deadbolt, and pushed the horizontal lock-gate aside with a noisy clatter. 
They were open for business.
 
Tracy was sitting in class, waiting to join them.
Of the participating ex-Pimps, Tracy was the only one still in college at Ohio State. Beckie, Philip, Slate, Rich, and the Anarchist were in what passed for post-college careers, and Darcy was taking a few classes back home. Mike and Bricker (who had decided to participate in a limited capacity) and Nick and Dungeonmaster Eric (who had pledged moral support) were in town, working. Jenny, Smooth B, and the others had vanished without a trace. 
Tracy looked at the clock, wondering if class was ever going to end so that he could head over and get to work.
He was more pleased than he would have thought to have people calling him “Tracy” again. He had always been “Tre” to his family and other friends, but when he signed the paperwork entitling him to one-seventh ownership of one “Pimps, Inc.,” he had signed it as “Tracy Constantine.” The Anarchist pointed out that the whim might cause him legal problems down the road, but Tracy told him that if that was the case, the same would go for “Mr. Toby Martin.” 
The Anarchist saw his point.
It was hard to believe that opening day could really be here, and Tracy found himself wondering how it would go. Would customers come? Would the employees be comfortable in their old roles, or was it all still tainted by fame? Would it be just like the old days? On this last point, he kind of hoped it wouldn’t be. It was time to move on.
He looked up at the clock again, a taunting white circle above the chalkboard on which his Lit teacher was writing key themes of Shakespeare’s later works. There were five more minutes left in the class.
The door to the right of the chalkboard and the clock was opening. Everyone turned to look. It was annoying when people were late to class, because they drew attention to themselves and interrupted the professor. It was as if they felt that the class was beneath them, something that was less interesting than hitting the snooze bar one final time. And by the way, there were only five minutes left. Why bother to come so late? What could they possibly expect to...
Except that it wasn’t a student. It was Army Ted, craning his arm through the door as if trying to squeeze through without opening it all the way. He was slapping the wall above the chalkboard with a handful of papers, and some were sticking. They read:
 
MATH TUTOR
#050 to 895
294-5040
 
He did not see Tracy, but noticed the stares of the class and professor. He had expected the room to be empty, but his discovery to the contrary hadn’t stopped him from slapping up some fliers. 
Ted gave the class an uncomfortable “Oops!” look. Then, just as quickly as he had arrived, he was gone.
Tracy began to snicker, and the laughter built on itself until he was the one attracting stares from the others. He laughed until the professor, frustrated and tired, ended for the class, four minutes early.
What a way to start the first day.
 
Tracy arrived at Pimps, Inc. a half-hour after the store had opened its doors. He was still sputtering laughter, and Beckie asked him what was so funny.
“Ted is the tutor,” he wheezed.
“Yeah, yeah,” came the reply.
All seven of them were working, as they would be for the rest of opening week. In the old days, Philip would have started telling people to go home because the payroll was overkill and he had to make it look as if he cared about the everpresent and incurable budget problem, because Wally was chewing his head off. 
This week, however, the owners worked for free.
 
The day progressed without incident, which was exactly what everyone had hoped would happen. The public had a short attention span, and while a few harmless people did stop in and ask for autographs, most of the inaugural customers could have cared less who these kids behind the counter were, or who they had once been.
Slate hated all of the customers. Philip and the Anarchist commiserated, laughing at Slate and his loathing as he hunched over the whirring slicer. 
Both Philip and the Anarchist, however, found that they were not as annoyed as they used to be. Philip wondered if the college students were a smarter bunch this year. The Anarchist told him that they surely were not, and then made some long-winded analogy about how when you take a very cold shower before entering a less cold pool, that even the cold pool water feels warm. Philip pretended to listen. He could have cared less.
“People are stupid,” said Philip.
“People are stupid,” the Anarchist agreed.
“But for some reason, I don’t hate them anymore.”
The Anarchist nodded his assent. Then he cocked his thumb back at Slate, who was still slicing. “I think he still does,” he said.
The Anarchist agreed.
 
As excited as they all were about working in the new store, only Beckie and the Anarchist were willing to tackle the first night’s closing duties.
Back in the old days, when the two of them made well under six dollars an hour, they used to stretch out closing as long as possible to eke out another half-hour’s worth of pay. They made a ritual of it, bringing dinner or a book and pursuing leisure activities after locking the front door but before beginning to clean. They had always thought themselves to be devilishly clever. 
The game of milking the clock was pointless now, but they could still crank up the stereo, and they could still play their other closing game.
They had laid it out already, having dumped the contents of the 24 make table bins into 24 clear plastic bags before washing the small, metal bins in the back sink. Now, before the game could start, they had returned the clean, empty bins to the table and had taken twelve bags each. Beckie stood to the left of the Anarchist and snarled at him.
“You’re going down,” she taunted him.
“I think that’s your date’s line,” he returned.
They watched the clock. The second hand hit the twelve position and the two exploded to life, throwing bags into the bins as fast as they could. As usual, Beckie was flustered. The Anarchist worked with stone-faced determination, but Beckie always made nervous little noises.
“Shit!” she said, shooting an arm after a bag that she had thrown in the wrong place. Tomatoes went on the right side, left half, fourth bin, not the third bin. What had she been thinking? 
“I’m almost theee-re,” sang the Anarchist. Ten seconds had elapsed.
“Ooh!” Beckie said, flustered. “Woo! Uh!”
The Anarchist slammed his last bag – the pastrami – home with a flourish. He looked up and smiled. “I win.”
“Shit!”
“And what is this?” he asked with a disapproving nod. He tapped the edge of the olives bin, which contained a bag filled with yellow banana peppers.
“Shit!” Beckie spat.
 
4.
St. Patrick’s Day arrived later in the week. Philip had ordered green bagels, and Tracy had laid in a good supply of Killian’s Irish Red beer. The Anarchist did not drink beer, so Philip had bought him a bottle of Bailey’s Irish Cream.
The rest of the day proceeded as it had in previous years. Around noon, just as the rush was beginning and the alcohol buzz was setting in, Philip brandished one of the gallon jugs of distilled water used to fill the steamers. He bet the Anarchist and Darcy ten dollars that they couldn’t drink one of them in forty-five minutes. They accepted the challenge and then, after failing, spent the rest of the shift doubled over in bloated pain, trying to battle a line of customers. The Anarchist fought nausea for hours. Darcy ran out back and made herself vomit in the alley. She returned with a pleased look on her face and declared it to be “the easiest puke I’ve ever had.”
Later in the afternoon, Tracy ran down to Spinning Vinyl Music with a bagful of sandwiches and bribed the workers to loan him a few CDs. For the rest of the afternoon and into the evening, the air was filled with Irish folk music, the punk-with-flutes ditties of the Pogues, and of course, House of Pain. Everybody had worn green, was increasingly buzzed, and would from time to time break out into a jig. It all felt very Celtic, and Tracy was proud to be Irish.
Beckie danced over to the Anarchist. She said, “Wanna dance?”
“Maybe later.”
Beckie looked at his stern face, his furrowed brow, and frowned. “Penny for your thoughts?”
“You know,” he said, folding his arms, “I’ve been thinking. I’ve spent a lot of time pining for the old days since I moved away last year. But that was unfair. It meant that I was thinking of this year as ‘bad’ and the past years as ‘good’.”
“They were good,” she said, looking far away.
“But I’ve realized that now has to be good. Because there is only one ‘now,’ and I’d rather be involved with this now than... than not being here at all.”
“Deep.”
“Mmm.”
A pause. Then, she scrunched up her nose. “Why is now so hot again?”
“Because now is now.”
Beckie rolled her eyes. “Duh.”
“You can only live now. You can’t live then.”
“I may be mistaken, but I think I did live then.”
He shook his head. “Forget it.”
There was another period of silence. The line of customers was almost gone, and Rich and Tracy were playing a sort of hockey game with a bagel and a broom. Rich shoots... he scores!
“It was a great time,” said Beckie, “but life goes on.”
“Life goes on. The wheels keep a-turnin’.”
“What about you? How have things been?”
“Great.”
“You’re writing enough?”
He nodded.
She looked around the room. Philip was mooning one of the mirrors. Darcy had just rung up an order and passed the ticket to Tracy. A few seconds later, Philip was yelling at Darcy to get over here and shake those milk sacks for me, baby. Darcy made an obscene gesture in response. Underlying everything, like a photographer’s backdrop, was Everlast from House of Pain on the stereo rapping, You see I’m Irish, but I’m not a leprechaun. If you want to fight me, step up and we’ll get it on.
Beckie said, “Someone should make a movie about this place. It’s a nuthouse.”
“How about a book?” the Anarchist asked her.
“Eh, I see a movie.”
“How about a book?” he asked again.
“Why?”
The Anarchist chuckled, and said nothing.
The day drew to a reluctant end, shadows climbing the walls of the bars across the street and slinking slowly down High Street like phantoms. The chill deepened and the wind stirred, seeming to beg for attention like a spoiled child. It was supposed to be warm tomorrow, according to the weather forecasters. The days were supposed to become brighter and generally better from here on out. Spring, the time of rebirth, would be arriving. Soon, the young collegiate women would dress to their skimpiest, parading around in little sundresses and lounging on the Oval in dental floss bikinis, ostensibly to “study in the sun.” The flowers in the landscaped areas would bloom, the laughably-named lagoon of Mirror Lake would fog with warm-weather algae, and people would begin to wade in it against regulations. As the Oval filled with bodies languishing in the warm sun, the mowers would hum across it, humans and machines agreeing to disagree, ignoring one another’s presence by unspoken mutual consent. And as they cut, that smell – that sweet, sweet smell of cut grass that signals without a doubt that spring has begun – would permeate the aether.
“I’m going to slice the roast beef for tomorrow morning,” Slate announced. “You know, to get it out of the way.”
The Anarchist smiled at Beckie and Philip. He thought of the roast beef, wondering why Slate would choose to burden himself with it now. Slate hated the thing. He said it looked like a giant turd, floating in blood and feculent juices inside the reinforced plastic bag. Whenever Slate went to slice it, he would first lay it in the vomit sink to clean it off. He had perfected a method of opening the bag using only knives, so that he didn’t have to touch the thing. Then he would run water over it, trying against hope to clean it like a soiled undergarment.
“Hey Philip,” the Anarchist said, watching Slate slice the turd and feeling ill. “I’ve got the perfect tagline for our roast beef sandwiches. We can put it on posters and hang them in the front window.”
“What?”
“‘Deli-fresh roast beef, served festering in its own nauseating filth.’”
Philip shook his head. “Nah.”
“It’s so foul. Our roast beef has always been horribly foul.”
Beckie chimed in. “I know it makes me nauseous.”
“Nauseous means ‘causing a feeling of nausea in others,’” said the Anarchist. “You’re nauseated. The roast beef is nauseous.”
Tracy had just walked over. “Did you say the roast beef isn’t feeling well?”
Beckie turned to him. “He says the roast beef is nauseous.”
“Has anyone taken its temperature?”
“And he says that I am not nauseous, but that I’m nauseated.”
“Why does he say that?”
“Excuse me...” said the Anarchist.
“He says that if I was nauseous, I’d be making all of you sick.”
The Anarchist was waving a hand at them. “Forget it. Just forget it.”
“You’re not making me sick. Philip? What about you? Is Beckie making you sick?”
“Twat,” said Philip.
“You know what?” the Anarchist interjected. “You are nauseous, Beckie. My mistake. You’re very, very nauseous.”
Tracy was rambling. “Now, that bum who used to come in all the time, he made me sick. The one with the glass eye. The guy who had teeth sticking out of his gums in all directions and looked like a psycho killer. He always smelled like he had just crapped his pants.”
“I had to kick him out when he crapped his pants once,” Philip said.
“He always got a can of RC Cola and he always asked for it so politely, in this tiny little voice. You’d feel ashamed of yourself for thinking badly of him. ‘Can I have a can of RC Cola please?’ Just like that. ‘Thank you.’ Then you’d catch another whiff of him and your guilt about prejudging him would go away. Now that guy was nauseated.”
“Nauseous.”
“Yeaugh,” Beckie slurred, recoiling at the memory. “After handling his money, I used to want to bathe in Germa-San.” She sighed. The Germa-San disinfectant gel was gone with Bingham’s. Pimps, Inc. had not bothered to purchase any.
She sighed and sat down. It was closing time, and Philip strolled up to the front and locked the door. Nobody was sure who would close the store tonight, but Tracy and the Anarchist had a sneaking suspicion that they would wind up doing it. They didn’t mind. 
Philip joined Rich in one of Dicky Kulane’s old booths. Rich had lit a cigarette, and for a minute, Philip wished that he had one as well. He considered bumming one off of Rich, and decided against it. That was the old Philip thinking, the Philip who was out of shape and who deep-fried microwave burritos whole. He was now a new Philip. A modern Philip. A new and improved Philip. A Philip who looked a little like Screech from Saved by the Bell, and whose head seemed, to those who had known his fat self, to be too large for his body. He sat back, laying his arm over the back of the chair and letting it hang. 
Darcy joined Beckie, and then the Anarchist, Slate, and Tracy, compelled by the trend, joined them as well. Some smoked. Others drank sodas. The Anarchist sipped some of the incredibly bad coffee, and Tracy was nursing a concoction called a Brooker Mocha – hot chocolate and coffee – that the Anarchist had made him, for old times’ sake.
It felt like an employee meeting from back in the old days, and the Anarchist half felt like Philip should begin to soliloquize about controlling portion sizes (this means you, Beckie) and about making sure to be at work on time to start your shift. He felt like Philip should announce that the store was losing money, that people were (seriously this time) going to have to start paying for their meals.
As the seven of them sat and reminisced, the evening grew long. Still, time seemed to stand still, and it seemed as if the moment could last forever.
And it would, the Anarchist knew. It would live forever in his mind, and in the minds of the six others. The days of Bingham’s were with them too, and with all of the other ex-employees who were nowhere to be found. The past years were every bit as much a part of them as they were a part of him. He found that he missed those times, but that it was all right. All things – even good things – were made to end. It was nature’s way of keeping the world fresh, keeping humanity on its toes. Time crawled along, and circumstances changed. 
This is the present, he thought with a logical simplicity. It was a tautology, a necessary truth of identity. It meant that no matter what B equaled, A always was exactly identical to A. The present was the present. It was not good, and it was not bad. It just was. And in the simplicity, there was power. The past was not good. The future was not bad. Time was not qualifiable, and time was not moralistic. Time was. Time is.
The atmosphere had wrapped them like a tangible thing, and the Anarchist knew that every one of them was thinking the same thing. The future only was. But at the same time, it was good. It was brilliant. It was astonishing.
He looked at his friends and knew that they would miss him when he went home at the end of the week. With a fondness that was not bitter, he knew that he would miss them as well. But he did not feel sorrow; he did not feel regret or loss. He would hold the memory of the years at Bingham’s close, because they were intimately a part of who he was. He knew that as the years marched on, as the thoughts of his college years became more and more like a faded photograph in the back of a cherished photo album, that he would look back on those days and smile.
And I will. In fact, I already do.
 
 
THE END
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and a lot of life lived in between
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Author’s Note
 
This book took me twelve and a half years to write.
Or, more accurately, it took me six months to write, then another twelve years to find the courage to “kill my darlings,” as Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch put it. 
See, this book isn’t a true story. That would be ridiculous. But it was inspired by real people and a real place, and those people and that place were very dear to me. I started writing this novel after I’d left the people and the place behind in college, begun grad school laboratory work, and started having some really delightful panic attacks because I had ended up where I wasn’t supposed to be, doing what I wasn’t supposed to do. 
When this happened back in 1999, it felt as if in a mere six months, my life had gone from being filled with laughter and fun and camaraderie to having very little of any of those. Without the love and support and companionship of my now-wife Robin (to whom this book is dedicated), I think I would have lost my mind. I hated my new job in a way I didn’t think it was possible to hate something, but it wasn’t venomous hate. It was giving-up hate. I felt like I’d discovered that the best years of my life were behind me, and that the future I had to look forward to — at least the part of the future that comprised work, which was a lot of it once you factored in my 2.5-hour round-trip commute — was nothing but bleak. 
I wanted to turn back the clock, to go back to college and the way it had been. But because Superman wasn’t around to scream in anguish and then fly rapidly around the Earth to inexplicably roll time backward, I settled for going back in the privacy of my own mind. So I started to write down the stories we’d shared back then, back there. 
At first, the people I wrote into my new manuscript were as they had been in life, and the place was as it had been in concrete and glass. That soon changed, as “Bingham’s” became its own new thing and the characters began to blend and melt into wildly distorted, wildly exaggerated amalgams of the people I’d once known. The plot built itself, our for-real regular “Captain Dipshit” became a villain, Dicky Kulane materialized out of nowhere, and the characters began to think and talk for themselves. And what had begun as a kind of journal became the fully fictional first draft of what you’ve just finished reading. 
But I still remembered who the people had been in real life, and I still remembered every small feature of the place that Bingham’s had been based on. There really was a chipped-out shape in the paint that resembled someone the place had once known. There really was a pothole in the middle of the office floor. There really was, once upon a time, a real-life Ghetto Phone. 
I’d written this sprawling epic that was partially true, partially blue-sky fabrication — or inspiration, depending on how you see it. And because it was so important to me, I couldn’t edit it. I could nudge it a bit and clean up the wording and “punch it up” as the Hollywood types say, but I couldn’t address the biggest problems. I couldn’t remove the minor characters so that the reader would remember the main ones. I couldn’t remove my recounting of High Street’s many colorful characters that weren’t relevant, but that meant something to me. I couldn’t change the autobiographical truths of some real-life moments so that they made sense in the context of a fictional tale. 
In other words, I couldn’t commit to the harsh rewrite it would take to turn something I cared very much about into something that others might care about — and remain interested enough in to read all the way through. The first, second, and third drafts of this book were filled with my precious friends and memories. It was filled with my “darlings,” and I couldn’t bring myself to kill any of them.   
Flash forward a decade or so.
In November of 2011, a friend of mine named Adrian Varnam insisted that I read Steven Pressfield’s book The War of Art. He insisted, in fact, that he pay for a copy and have it shipped to me. I tried to protest, saying that I could pay for my own books, but he very firmly said, “I’m sending you this book,” and so I let it be. The book arrived, and I read it in a day. And after a week or two of letting Pressfield’s words rattle around in my brain, I realized something troubling.
I realized that The Bialy Pimps was still unfinished, no matter how much I told myself it was complete. I’d given birth to a major creative work, but I’d let Resistance stop me. 
I went to my closet and pulled out the manuscript box containing the 180,000-word third draft of my ancient novel (on the box: “IT’S VERY GOOD! TRUST IT! DON’T MESS WITH IT!” and the codicil I’d neglected to add “… UNTIL YOU’RE READY TO KILL SOME UNNECESSARY DARLINGS!”), and began reading. 
On the first read, I figured my task would consist mainly of excising the irrelevant parts. This was encouraging, because it meant I could do it relatively quickly. I’d lop out the sections that went nowhere and remove the huge, windy, introspective passages that were all about me telling myself that life was going to work out if I had faith. I’d put myself in the shoes of an objective reader and simply ask myself what bored me. And after a distance of twelve years — time during which I’d gotten and remained very happily married, had two delightful kids, quit the terrible job and created an online business that I enjoyed every minute of, gained some internet fame, and made many amazing new friends — I was every bit objective enough to do that. 
But the job was far, far harder than I’d thought. My emotion at the time had masked major problems with the manuscript. Dicky Kulane, who was the only major character that hadn’t been inspired at all by a real person, read like a cardboard cutout. Dicky’s plotting and motivations were totally unbelievable. I cut-jumped around the novel as it suited me as a writer, leaving the reader hanging and confused. A lot of it was still very funny and very good to my older and hopefully wiser eye, but it needed a lot of work. 
But I was on fire like I’ve seldom been. I rediscovered that place, now mostly fictional. I re-met those people, now personae in their own, imaginary right. From this, I found the energy from a top-to-bottom rewrite of easily two-thirds of the book, and did it on top of a full-load of “real, for-money business” I had on my plate. I got up early. I stayed up lated. I squeezed in over six hours a day on the rewrite in addition to my work and family commitments, and in around seven weeks, the final draft was complete. 
Well, almost. Until I published the thing, it would still be incomplete in the way that counted. So I told myself that no matter what happened with this novel, it deserved to at least see the light of day. It deserved, in Seth Godin’s terms, to be “shipped,” regardless of what would happen next. And I pushed through until that happened.
 
I hope you enjoyed this book, but if you didn’t, I won’t be offended because I didn’t write it for you. I wrote it the first time for me, and the second time for the book itself. 
No matter what happens next, I’m proud of this book, and what it’s grown up to be. I’m pleased it had the courage to be born, and then to be reborn. I’m glad it was able to tell its story, and to become what it was meant to become. 
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