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This is for Zoe and Sadie.
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I am twenty-one years old and I'm at a company party.

I hear loud, loud music and I'm at an EJL party that
allowed us to drink with abandon. I'm making a yearly salary
that might afford to support about five or six hungry children
in Africa for a month. So it's important to attend all of these
parties as the food and drink have a substantial impact on
your net worth. I take a sip and think "another dime for the
Billster." I never call myself "Billster" and nobody else does
either, but it's a fun word to say kinda slow and sexy. Try it
yourself: "Billster." Anyhow, back to the party.

Next to me stands another young man about the same
height as me and about the same weight. I see his blond hair
and blue eyes, but we'll call him Steeeve for short. We are
young and, although we've only known each other for a few
months, I am fully aware that Steeeve has a second agenda
and together we are working as a team. Steeve has never had a
serious relationship and I have excellent information about
what kinds of girls he likes and the unfortunate fact that "it's
been awhile." There's been some subtle hints that, in fact, it
has been a year or more since "awhile" was ago, or something,
I was a little hazy from the drinks (but so much richer). So I
see he is on the "prowl" and I am a "wingman." I forgot my
flight vest, but he lets me stand next to him anyway.

I am not "prowling" nor doing any other feline-adjacent
anything. It's not "been awhile" and Steeeve has no notion of
the size of our relative "awhiles" and I don't like an "awhile
measuring party” during cocktails. Nevertheless, I am
scanning my assigned quadrant. I'm not as good as him at
finding "hotties" but I also didn't bring my IR goggles and
Steeeeve seemed to have some embedded behind his eyes. He



could see "hotties" without goggles. My head is turned when
Steeeve exclaims/warns: "JOE."

I snap my head back to Steeeve and see Joe Eisaman. His
last name is the E in the EJL triptych and his position on the
org chart is about a thousand times where my box was on the
bottom. His box was under God it seemed on just nothing if
you don't like Life of Pi. Joe senses fear on my face as I have
never spoken to the man and my eyes are both red and
probably quite large. Steeeeve knows him from "softball,"
where Steeeeeve is a ringer and happy. Steeeeeeeeve can
swing and send balls flying hundreds of feet; therefore, he's
quite important to the company or maybe a little to Joe.
Either way, Joe is starting an ice breaker without a pilot:

JOE:
What did [random name similar to things I might have heard
on the news] say when he fell off the boat?

I have no fucking idea and am earnest to hear the ending. I
assume the odd name is a rich person because people fall off
boats all the time and few people care. So he's important
somehow. We look nonplussed and any other math that was
required.

JOE (continuing):
ROSEGLUB.

This is actually very funny and I laugh. It didn't need
much delivery but he'd done something to add to it. Steve is
looking confused at me. Joe narrows his eyes. He's found me
out. I'm just some suckup here to become rich on no money
and free-flowing booze. Maybe I'm trouble and he tests me
immediately and stares.
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JOE:
WHY IS THIS FUNNY?
(He's shouting. It is very loud and he's not rude.)

So everybody knows Citizen Kane, I think. He must think I
don't know who the dude was. Or worse, it was his friend and
this wasn't a joke at all, but to see if I secretly hated Joe and
his friend and am laughing at them and his demise.

ME:
UH HE WAS THAT RICH GUY ON THE NEWS?
(This question mark is small. T haven't committed much, but
it's obvious in the joke context that this must be newsworthy
etc. Falling off boats isn't interesting unless you are
interesting. If you fall off a boat, and are not interesting, the
whole thing becomes uninteresting.)

JOE:
NO NO NO NO NO NO NO. ROSEGLUB.

So he's changed the register to give me an unneeded hint.
It's hard to describe what ROSEBUD means and Citizen Kane,
and it's loud. My voice doesn't carry well, so I pantomime
holding a glass thing, dropping it, and "dying."

Joe is delighted and I now have brownie points but am
still hungry.
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I am four and am swinging a yellow bat.

The whiffle ball is headed my way and I simply smash it to
the moon. Della, my father's wife, watches as it sails over her
head. There will be no Darryl Strawberry heroics from her for
this one. Probably sailed at least 16 feet and I'm running the
bases.

We're at the park and Della's decided that we should end
on a high note, and I was tired. Hated naps back then because
kids can be stupid, but I always fell asleep quickly. So, we are
walking down a steep hill that only San Francisco, the
Seussian city, that my father lives in, would leave without a
purple funicular to a pal-alace.

I being made of rubber cement and maybe some chicken
wire at the time barrel down the hill at full speed. Della, older
and saner, decides to walk like a normal human. I dominate
this foot race and am feeling pride for some reason. I must be
big, fast. Crushed that ball and beat this lady in a race. What's
next to accomplish?

I'm waiting for Della and the light changes while she's still
mid-hill. T think I hear her yelling to stop, but I cross while
the green light shows. Della does not congratulate me for my
accomplishment: "Wait til your father gets home." That
sounds fine as we should probably wait for him to talk about
the day and how awesome I am.

There's a long staircase to climb now as we live in a "flat."
"Flats" are "apartments,” but not all "apartments" are "flats."
We were lucky and didn't have to spell or say apartment and
could just use "flat." Fast and easy.

We open the door and see the landscape copy of Cousin
Itt. The dog is happy we are there and because she was
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jumping up and down, you could tell which end had the face.
If you put Penny down on the floor, it's great as you no longer
need an ottoman, which helps as that country isn't around
anymore, I think.

I'm running now into the flat and see the 600-foot
Christmas tree that is there. The flat's ceiling is very high up
and the tree's star just touches the top. Four or five tons of
things are on the tree. No organization, just a spectacle of
mini-toys and hairy rat ornaments from a fancy store. I'm
ignoring the 1,400 toys that are already unwrapped and very,
very orderly arranged on the floor.

My dad says I can play with any of these, but I should
always return an item to keep order. I don't care either way,
but I love my daddy and that was easy to do.

I'm playing with my favorite this year: a shooting gallery. I
place the toy cans on the toy barrels and aim the pistol from
the other side. Bang: an air puff from the bottom, if I line up
the pistol so the air tubes are connected correctly, the can
falls. Some of the cans are damaged. The dog's fault and
Daddy corrected that behavior. You can't tell a dog much, he
says, so you have to rub their noses in it. File that away:
[GOOD TO RUB NOSE WHEN COMMUNICATION FAILS]

My daddy comes home, he tells me I should always wait
for Della kindly, and we go out to the movies.
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I am six or nine or eight and I'm in my mom's room in my
grandparents'.

My mom is playing the piano and it's loud. She's singing
over the piano to add the volume, and I'm watching the
metronome tick/tock and the inverted pendulum looks like

it's waving at me.

My mom loved singing and this was her aspiration and it
was a big one: an incredibly loud and difficult song.

I'd only seen my mom sing in public once as a chorus
singer at church. That was fun but the rest of the ceremony
was too boring. She tried again with Sunday school, but that
was exactly like the other thing and I didn't get to hear her
sing. So, I hope we both agreed that I should watch Thundarr
the Barbarian, which was dear to me, instead and she would

just go without me.

So, I'm listening to the song but only understanding the

feelings as the words are unknown.

Mom sounds angrier and angrier as she's singing this
tune. This isn't the first time or the last time, just one of the

many times all jumbled together.

The music seems louder and angrier. We are climbing a
hill and I'm steeling myself for a moment I know is coming. I
can sense my mom steeling herself as well. A big moment and
the metronome is counting down from ten. I'm not sure if the
walls or windows can steel themselves but I think they should.

5 (and five is right out), 4, tick/tock, 3, tick/tock, 2, 1: My
mom is pissed and screaming. I don't think she turns inside
out, but this may be max loud. Like can anything be louder I
think.
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My grandmother, I guess, is still surprised? "GINGER! For
Pete's (who is Pete?) sake." My mother doesn't care about
Pete and keeps going but the rest is much softer.
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I am seven or six and I'm sitting in a theater lobby.

I am waiting outside with my mother and she's sitting at a
desk near the front door. She's responsible for selling tickets if
someone should show up late or didn't have one.

This is her opera teacher's "festival." Her students are all
allowed to sing in front of an opera expert and be told why
they suck firsthand. It's a stressful environment. Almost
nobody is here to hear. They are here to sing and be critically
assessed. So, "festival" is a perfect name?

I hear someone in the bathroom having an existential
crisis. "ME ME ME ME ME ME" he's singing as if he was
going up and over a hill. It's egotistical, but hey, who am I to
judge. "NO NO NO NO NO NO" comes next. Oh, he's judging
himself. Maybe his singing isn't good and he's unhappy? "ME
ME ME ME ME ME" and "NO NO NO NO NO NO" back and
forth many times. Nobody seems to be rushing to his aid, so I
assume he's fine.

I am struggling with a moral dilemma however. I am
hungry and the lobby is full of food for everyone in the
"festival." This seems to be the best part, but there's this tray
full of small green cubes sitting on a plate. These cubes are
called small four and I'm allowed one. It is simply the most
delicious thing a six or seven year old has tasted. Pure sugar
and no excuses. It's very hard to be in the same room with
them, and I listen to the judgment the opera expert is giving
to a student. "You need to widen your nose."

That was interesting. No medical equipment was brought
out. The person sang again. It sounded exactly the same.
"Much better."
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Somehow the singer succeeds? I want to try as he didn't
seem to do anything special. I will widen my nose as a
distraction from the cubes.

I know where my nose is and that the student used no
hands either. So, it's me and my nose is there. I'm trying to
move it. Trying so hard but nothing is happening. I guess I
can't be an opera singer, but I didn't think I wanted to be.
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I am eight and standing in a foot of water.

I see biblical rain, like sheets and sheets. Endless water.
This is rare in Southern California and I'm at school today at
the Farm School. The Farm school had two buildings for
"study"; the "big kids" school is a small two-bedroom house
with forty students. If you've ever been in a house with forty
kids in it, the desire to get outside is strong. It is even too wet
to enter the darkroom, so I can't make pictures today, but I'll
be in a dark room sooner than I want.

My teachers have given up trying typical lessons today and
we've been given a special assignment. There's a culvert
nearby and there's a gravel road running over it. Water from
the culvert passes under the road in a large corrugated tube.

Our assignment? Block the entry of the tube by any means
necessary. Do whatever it takes without using explosives or
heavy machinery. Go now and let's see if you can flood the
dirt road before your parents get here to pick you up.

I am working aside others as we assemble various
solutions, but the water is moving reasonably well and will
destroy most solutions easily. I can't see if the road gets
flooded, but unsurprisingly, I am fully and completely wet
and filthy when my mom picks me up.

"WTF, Bill?" Probably not WTF actually, but the intent
was clear.

Afraid that I'm in trouble, I lie. No damn discussion about
dams. "Just playing, mom." That's a perfectly acceptable
answer and after some towel origami I'm allowed in the car.

When we get home, my reasonable-for-walking shoes have
failed to keep water away from my skin. My feet have been
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transformed into a textured, slimy and tender mess. Mom
notes: "You must need new boots" and we get them. I'm silent
as I'm hopeful that we'll just keep going.

Next day, my mother is dropping me off and the teacher
greets her: "We had a great day building dams together. Bill
was the best and got in there good." This was a compliment
but I was worried. My mom laughed and smiled. "New boots
indeed," she remarks.
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It's Christmas Day 1983 and in front of the Christmas tree at
father's home.

I see a collection of gifts in front of a modest Christmas
tree. This house has a normal, eight foot ceiling type which
makes 600 ft trees difficult to fit in the room unless you get
more creative than Santa usually would accept. This means
the Christmas tree, packed with the decoration for a 600 foot
tree but on a 6 foot frame; therefore, the lights and reflective
surfaces could be used for arc welding in a pinch.

I carefully looked away, pushed up my welding helmet so I
could see the small gift I was opening. It was a box of business
cards:

Bill Berger
Berger Films
SVP

I laughed and smiled at my father. I'd told him that I
wanted to make movies and not end up like some loser gear in
a loser mobile to do loser things and end up just losing.
Something balanced like that. I closed the box, dropped my
helmet, and looked for his gift under the tree.
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I am ten years old and riding a BART train.

I'm sitting on a BART train by myself. I've spent the day at
summer camp which is in Orinda — a long BART trip home.
I've been canoeing all day and I'm tan and tired from all the
fun.

I need to be careful as the train is quiet and smooth. BART
is clean and usually empty these years as San Francisco is not
Babylon yet. I've fallen asleep on the train before and I don't
want to miss the stop like last time. I'd ended up in Daly City,
the big ending block on the map. Someone woke me up and I
had to go back the other way for about half an hour. My father
was frightened when I returned later than expected and I
certainly didn't want that to happen again.

The doors open, I make the short walk, get into my father's
building and office. I blow through the receptionist — I'm
here each day for day camp; no need for "buzzing" for me. I
check with my dad's secretary to see if she needs any copying
done as I enjoy the collator thing they have on it. Nothing
today for me unfortunately, and I walk into my father's office.

He's smiling at me and looks happy. He's rarely down, but
today he seems excited and wants to talk a bit before we leave.

He tells me that Hillwood has decided what grade you will
start in the fall. My mother had been up a few weeks back and
I saw my mother and father in the same room for the first
time — or at least, that's all I can see. I'm curious but not
overly worried. The test was administered to me as Farm
School had zero grades and somehow I was both fine and
defective for that depending on who you were talking to.
Hillwood was the polar opposite — many grades. Grades
associated with your age. Grades for every little piece of work
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you did. Every day you were getting judged and this is a good
thing because kids really thrive on continual precise and cold
feedback. It expands the mind and opens their curiosity to
become better people when they know, for certain, that they
are 3.42 GPA versus some loser with a 2.2.

I took a test that, to be honest, was simple. Basic math.
Can you read? (Yup.) The proctor had to give me a book as
there were two of us and I couldn't just move to the next
section . We both needed to suffer together , but she was nice
enough to let me read while I waited for the time to be up for
each section.

I'm not looking forward to this, but I'm too old for Farm
School. So Hillwood was always the cost of living with my
father in San Francisco and well, I was okay with that too.

My dad pulls out his weapons of war and the tools that he
uses to make all sorts of money: a cheap Bic pen and a pad of
paper. No computers on his desk. He has books in there in
case he needs to look things up.

He's talking and drawing at the same time.

"So, your test results are in and I want you to know that no
matter what, it's fine."

This makes me a bit nervous and he's talking fast. He's
drawing a horizontal fork with 5th grade and 6th grade on
each tine.

"For your age, kids may test fairly and end up in 5th grade,
and others do better, and end up in 6th."

I'm sure I'm heading to sixth...

...and then the pen moves faster and he's talking fast now.

22



"...but some kids do outstanding and these people go to
7th." And he puts my name on the line.

I laugh and am proud for a second. Then we leave and see
a movie later.
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I'm eleven and watching Empire Strikes Back for the first
time.

I see the following scene on the screen:

The chamber is impossibly hot. Steam hisses from grates
in the floor. Snake Guy is being led by stormtroopers toward
the carbon-freezing platform. He's carrying a burlap sack that
is moving. The stormtroopers are deeply uncomfortable with
the sack.

STORMTROOPER #1:
"Sir, you need to put the bag down."

SNAKE GUY:
"They ride with me."

STORMTROOPER #1:
"Into the carbonite?"

SNAKE GUY:
"They've been in worse."

Leia is being held back. She breaks free and runs to him.
Snake Guy looks at her like she's making a scene at the
grocery store.

LEIA:
"I love you."

SNAKE GUY:
(already stepping onto the platform, adjusting the sack)
"Yeah, that checks out."

Chewbacca roars. Snake Guy points at him.

SNAKE GUY:
"You. Big guy. Hold these."
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He reaches into the sack and hands Chewie two snakes.
Chewie, who has fought rancors, takes a step back. The snakes
seem fine with Chewie. Chewie does not seem fine with the
snakes.

SNAKE GUY:
"The brown one bites but only if you're being weird about it.
Don't be weird about it."

Darth Vader raises his hand. The machinery begins to
engage. The platform starts to lower.

VADER:

"You are being frozen in carbonite for transport to—"

SNAKE GUY:
"Yeah I don't need the briefing, helmet."

LEIA (rushing forward, passionately):
"I love you."

SNAKE GUY:
Pshaw.

The gas begins to rise. Leia is crying. C-3PO is explaining
the statistical likelihood of survival to no one who asked.
Lando looks away.

Snake Guy, sinking into the gas, looks up one last time. He
seems annoyed that everyone is so upset.

SNAKE GUY:
"I'll be out by Tuesday."

The carbonite slams shut.

Silence.

25



Ugnaught workers approach the frozen slab and tilt it
upright. Snake Guy is frozen mid-shrug, one hand slightly
raised as if he was about to make a huck.

The sack is frozen with him. If you look closely, two small
snake outlines are visible in the carbonite, coiled comfortably,
apparently asleep.

LEIA:
(whispering)
"He didn't even say goodbye."

CHEWBACCA:
(holding two snakes, deeply confused)

C-3PO:
"I believe, Princess, that was his goodbye."

The brown one bites Chewie.
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I'm eleven and watching Raiders of the Lost Ark for the first
time.

I see the following scene on the screen:

The chamber is impossibly old. Torchlight barely reaches
the walls. Indiana Jones stands at the edge of a pit. It is filled
with snakes. Thousands of them. Hissing. Writhing. The Ark
is on the other side.

INDIANA JONES:
"Snakes. Why did it have to be snakes."

A window shatters from nowhere.

BAM! Snake Guy lands in the pit. The snakes stop hissing.
They know him.

SNAKE GUY:
(brushing glass off his shoulder)
"What's the holdup, bud?"

INDIANA JONES:
"The pit is full of—"

SNAKE GUY:
"Yeah. I see em. What about it?"

INDIANA JONES:
"There are thousands of—"

SNAKE GUY:
"Hey! Fellas!"

The snakes part like the Red Sea. A clear path to the Ark.

SNAKE GUY:
"They're cool. The brown ones bite but only if you're being
weird about it. Don't be weird about it."

27



INDIANA JONES:
(staring)

SNAKE GUY:
(already across, hands on the Ark)
"You coming or what? I got three more temples today."

INDIANA JONES:
"That belongs in a museum!"

SNAKE GUY:
"Pshaw. Museums are for people who can't just go get the
thing."

Snake Guy hucks the Ark into a waiting car outside. How

there is a car outside an ancient temple is not addressed.

INDIANA JONES:
"Can I at least get my—"

SNAKE GUY:
(tossing him the whip)
"You left this at my place last time. Catch you on Facebook
later, friend."

Snake Guy exits through the front entrance. The boulder
that was supposed to chase them rolls politely to the side.

The boulder nods.
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I'm eleven and watching Superman for the first time.
I see the following scene on the screen:

Metropolis. A helicopter is dangling off the Daily Planet
building. Lois Lane is hanging by one hand. The city is
screaming. Superman rockets upward, cape snapping, and
catches her mid-fall.

LOIS:
(breathless)
"You've got me? Who's got you?"

SUPERMAN:
(smiling, hovering)
"Don't worry, I've—"

A window shatters from nowhere.

BAM! Snake Guy is standing on the ledge. He's not flying.
He's just up there.

SNAKE GUY:
"Put her down, cape.”

SUPERMAN:
"I just saved her lif—"

SNAKE GUY:
"Yeah and now you're hovering. It's weird. Put her down."

Superman sets Lois gently on the rooftop. Snake Guy
checks her pulse by sort of looking at her from four feet away.

SNAKE GUY:
"She's fine."

LOIS:
"Who are you?"
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SNAKE GUY:
"Oak Park Snake Guy."

LOIS:
"Do you... fly?"

SNAKE GUY:
”NO."

LOIS:
"Then how did you get up here?"

SNAKE GUY:
"Fast."

Superman crosses his arms. He is not accustomed to this.

SUPERMAN:
"I can see through walls. I can fly. I'm invulnerable. I have
heat vision. I can reverse time."

SNAKE GUY:
(long pause)
"Can you get a kingsnake out of a bush?"

SUPERMAN:
"I... what?"

SNAKE GUY:
"Didn't think so."

Snake Guy hucks Lois's broken shoe off the roof. A snake
catches it forty stories below.

SNAKE GUY:
(already leaving)
"You're doing great, big guy. Love the cape. Catch you on
Facebook."
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Superman floats there for a moment, alone, genuinely
unsure if he just lost.

He did.
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I am sixteen and counting money.

I'm trying to find enough cash to buy a pizza. I'm in my
dorm room at Dykstra Hall and it's probably my first or
second week there. At the time, a pizza could be purchased for
less than a shake at Jack Rabbit Slims and I was getting close
by checking for change in various places. I drop a quarter but
grab it up before it stops spinning, friendo, but put it in with
the others so, it's not special anymore.

I hear a knock at the door and two halflings walk in. One is
beautiful and another is a 75% scale replica of He-Man.
They'd like something from me: change for bills. They're
interested in getting food from the poisoned food dispenser in
the halls.

I'm trying to collect coins for them from what I'd been
collecting. I had about eighty-five cents which is awkward as
it's not exactly a dollar and they had nothing more.

He-Man extends the bill and I hand over the coins. I say
something mildly amusing. Something at the small talk level
like "do you want to get JALAPENO my business." Subtle and
classy just like me or more like I just give over the coins and
let them keep the bill.

The girl laughs and her smile is jagged. Some teeth are
short and narrow compared to the others. It's the most
beautiful smile and she's not hiding anything. I'm awed and
look at them. He-Man is nice, but is He-Man. The two of them
are together alone. They don't look like a couple, but if He-
Man is her special friend, I'd rather not upset him.

They leave with my change, including that quarter. I don't
have five dollars, and my pizza dream is replaced with

something else.
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I am sixteen and walking with a group of UCLA students
towards a Westwood theater.

I am heading to see the Jagged Edge, a typical "bad
boyfriend thriller" with a group of UCLA students. Our floor
was the "social" one and would have organized activities to
attend.

The gorgeous halfling is here and I learn her name so I can
stop thinking it's "Proudfoot” related: Lesley. This thrilled me
as I didn't understand she was on the same floor. Dykstra Hall
was well named as the entire floor is one long hall. We hadn't
bumped into each other as Lesley and I were on the extreme
ends on each side.

I also noticed no He-Man was there. He lived here, I'd
seen him with Ram Man and Orko, but perhaps the three of
them were off chasing Skeletor and Trap Jaw. This was a solid
sign that Lesley and He-Man were maybe not that close.

We walk from campus to the Village Theater. Now, a few
years back, if I was writing this story, I'd say we are headed to
the Bruin. Today, I know, a priori that this not true and it is
the Village. You might ask, how can something solely from the
senses may be known a priori. It's simple. I said this from
Lesley. She corrected me. I said I was sure, and then she said
something that informed me that I should treat this as

axiomatic: "Wanna bet?".

Normally, when one person offers another person a wager,
there's a probability discussion. This does not happen with my
wife. She will simply allow you to name your prices and is
happier as you increase the amount. Then she will show you
the indisputable proof and collects your money. Again, this is
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not a probability discussion and you must understand that, a
priori, a fact has been presented.

The fates align and we happen to be in line next to each
other. She's young and small. I try this gently: "Are you sure
you are old enough for an R?" She smiles, laughs, puffs up big,
"I'm 18!". T hear a domino cascade start that will run for
decades.

We sit together at the film and watch:

Glenn Close is alone in Jeff Bridges' house. She is looking
for something she hopes she won't find. The closet is
unlocked. This seems like an oversight for a person who has
committed murder, but perhaps estate planning is not his
strength.

She finds a typewriter. She sits. She types. The letters
match the threatening notes. She types again. They match
again. She is hoping the typewriter will change its mind. It
will not.

GLENN CLOSE:
(whispering)
"Oh god."

Jeff Bridges is standing behind her. He has a jagged knife.
He has been charming for two hours and now he is not. The
jawline is the same. Everything else is different.

JEFF BRIDGES:
(stepping forward)

He does not get a line. BAM! Snake Guy is through the
window. Glass everywhere. He's got Jeff Bridges by the wrist
and the knife is already across the room.
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SNAKE GUY:
"TAKE THAT SUCKA!"

Snake Guy hucks Jeff Bridges into the closet. The closet,
notably, locks from the outside. Snake Guy turns the lock.

SNAKE GUY:
"See? It locks. It's not hard."

Glenn Close is shaking. She starts to say something
grateful.

GLENN CLOSE:
"How did you—"

SNAKE GUY:
(already climbing back out the window)
"Pshaw."”

He's gone. Glenn Close is standing alone in the room. The
typewriter is still there. The closet is now locked. From
somewhere outside, a car engine starts and leaves
immediately.
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I'm in my forties and driving all the cars then.

I see the road ahead and we've only a handful of minutes
before we're home. We're all in the car together so it's already
going to be a happy moment.

The trip will be short so there's no Miyazaki movie playing.
Not even the John Denver one or Michael Keaton as pig-flying
(flying-pig?) World War One ace. I never see a frame of either
of these but I hear them from end to end many times.

Since they're bored, they're playing with one of the worst
toys for children: Barbie. There's only two in the car and the
rest of the 120 180 190 200 other ones are waiting for their
friends at home.

Barbie has limited motion and so, it's hard to show her do
anything. Sure, she can "go up high and block from the net"
(both hands up). She can keep you at a distance (both hands
forward), and problematically, she could march in a Leni
Riefenstahl film and by deciding the angle of her arm and her
leg angle, decide how offensive you'd like to be.

My children hadn't discovered all the ways to "show" with
Barbie and they want to do something other than what I've
listed.

I look briefly back. Both Barbies are "up high and block
from the net." Their legs are now handles in small fists. Sadie
has Sadie's and Zoe has Zoe's. Zoe's looking out the window
as the cars and signs go by and it's clear the Barbie adventure

is about to begin.
ZOE:

"Hi, my name is Dr. Clamcheese and I'm opening up a
dinosaur restaurant.”
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(I'm wondering if the dinosaurs are serving or being
served and wait.)

It's Sadie's turn and Zoe prompts a bit.

ZOE:
(whispering to Sadie so the missing audience isn't disturbed)
"What's your Barbie's name?"

SADIE:
Clowney.

ZOE approves and continues.

ZOE:
"Hi. Mr. Cowney. Please come in."

...and then something strange happens.
[CLAMCHEESE OPENS OFFICE DOOR]

A robot is talking from the back seat. It's a completely
different voice. Dark, insistent on what is there and not there
at the same time. However, I'm shocked when...

[CLOWNEY ENTERS ROOM]
...exactly the same tone and cadence, but it's Sadie.
The robots, because dialog is boring, take over.

ZOE:
[CLAMCHEESE BRINGS IN TROLLEY WITH COVERS]
"Would you like to make your choice now?"

SADIE:
[CLOWNEY NODS]

ZOE:
[CLAMCHEESE OPENS TROLLEY COVER TO EXPOSE
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HEADS OF DINOSAURS]
"Which one."

SADIE:
[CLOWNEY POINTS AT TREX]
"This one."

ZOE:
[CLAMCHEESE MAKES GENEROUS SLICE. SLICE
ENOUGH TO FEED ENTIRE FAMILY PLUS LEAVE ROOM
FOR A DOGGIE BAG]
[GIVES TO CLOWNEY]

SADIE:
[CLOWNEY EATS SAVORY FLESH]

"Yum.

The ride home ends before we can eat more and I wonder
where this is coming from.
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I'm 40ish and watching TV.

I'm sitting at home and an absurdly beautiful cartoon
show called Adventure Time is playing. The story, which I'm
sure is interesting, but I don't know the full setting. I'm
watching Finn the Human, who will go years learning from
any number of experiences. I don't see all of him, but I hear
he finally puts down one of his favorite things, a sword. He'd
changed and didn't need it anymore, and you rarely see that
presented to children. I'm watching him help a large woman
called Strong or something. She's large and somewhat dim or
something. She barely speaks etc. Finn takes his friend to his
other friend who rules a semi-peaceful nation of candy.

Strong loves candy and is delighted. Peppermint Butler, a
small uptight sentient peppermint jujube, is walking around
the corner. Strong, seeing a newer candy, picks up a horrified
Peppermint Butler as if to eat him. Finn exclaims something
very simple and so powerful that I think about it for the rest of
my life: "You cannot eat him. He has aspirations."”

Finn the Human, silly show, says a thing that means more

to me than any sentence at work ever.
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I am sixteen and sitting in a civics class at Lowell High School.

I'm in a chair that isn't super comfortable as it's actually
attached to the desk. I'm locked into a column so we can all
see and hear the teacher and watch him draw stuff on the
blackboard. I'm over six feet two now, and, well, the chair
doesn't move back for me. I don't fit and it's annoying.

We have Dick Tracey as our teacher. His hair is perfectly
sculpted into swoops and waves but no Ponyo to run over
them. Dick is nice, small-eyed, and is a "man's man." He
usually runs PE but he gets to teach this class as well, and I'm
not sure he appreciates the extra work. We're getting our test
regarding argument. The aspiration there is great: make good
thinkers so you don't end up with an idiot for, say, president,

because that would suck.

He's walking around talking and dropping tests off. He's
saying the scores are okay, and he drops off mine to me. I get
a C on the argument test and am shocked. This is an easy-A
class and the test was absurdly easy. I had received 2/5 on a
key section. This section had no names, but five simple

syllogisms like:

All men wear hats.
Paul is a man.
Therefore, Paul wears a hat.

True/False as the option and no further instruction. So,
kinda easy and I look at my results. All my "true" answers are
"wrong" and "false" answers are right. So the answers should
have been all false for me to get "full credit." Which is what I
deserve and need and don't give a flying fuck about, but I
need to understand the thinking here to be sure.

I ask: "Why is question one false?"

42



Dick — and I'm so glad I don't have this as a first name —
says: "All men do not wear hats."

So I was mistaken in my assumption. This isn't argument
and we should have been studying hat-wearing statistics
instead to get ready for the test.

I ask: "Is this a test of argument or current events?"

Dick, who rarely gets mad, is mad and needs to tell me
how a "man" sees the world. "Get your head out of the clouds.
If you can't know when something's obviously false, you'll
have problems..." and I can't hear this as my vision is turning
red, not Marnie red, but red. I can't resist: "I'd like to take this

test to the math department and see what they score."

That isn't a great move and we become fast enemies at that
point. He offers extra credit later, after I have a UCLA
admission. I tell him to fuck off but use my polite terms and
take a B in an easy-A class.
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I'm 17 and 18 and 19 and 20 and I'm in all the UCLA
philosophy classes.

I see Lesley and I in our first and her last philosophy class.
She had trouble with spending hundreds of pages on an
argument that seemed based on a misunderstanding that
intransitive verbs exist and that, after the argument is
completed, we now have to prove to ourselves that the
universe is not all tofu. She did learn something very
important. That water is the "RK" and now, if she remembers,
she'll pick up water, look at me with deep, ancient knowledge,
announce "water is the RK" before taking a sip and smiling.

I see an amazing person, Philippa Foot, away from her
home country, as a prim and proper English lady. She then
put people on railway tracks on each side and killed them
repeatedly in front of us. When that finished, well, it was time
to carve people up and put their organs in sick people to
maximize life. I see the basis of every moral decision I make
for the rest of my life, and I won't stuff organs into you.

I see Alonzo Church, the founder of everything in modern
computing, give four students his time at the end of his life.
We learn why words work at all and if you like to write

densely, well, you should start there.

I see Kit Fine's disappointment as 85% of his students
drop his class between sessions because his Metaphysics of
Modality failed to include an Elvis, Big Foot, or alien-
dinosaur-cyborgs etc. I watch him, after ten weeks of
discussion, have to convince a student to write philosophy,
the actual thing he was teaching, instead of a book report.
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I'm in my twenties waiting in an office for friends and

lunchtime.

I am at my desk and trying to figure out what to do today.
I've never had an official job description for my career. Well,
that's not true, when I scooped ice cream there was about five
lines of whatever. It reduced to keep clean, don't steal, don't
leave unexpectedly etc. This job doesn't need me to clean,
there isn't any money lying around, and if I leave
unexpectedly, and people expect me, I expect to be fired.

I'm waiting for some colleagues to go to lunch, but there is
someone in my doorway and he's got the "wait til your father"
face on. My dad is up in San Francisco, and unless he speeds,
it's going to be a long wait. There is an expert IT person. IT
are the only department where they are assigned the name
people mainly. HR sometimes, but IT almost always. You
could be a sr|jr media buyer|supervisor|director (no jr) and, if
you tried hard and were good, you could go to the moon if you
believed or did something. It was always unclear why people
were promoted, but usually you could predict it. You needed
to stay in position X for N years, hit various KPIs, and pack
your head with as many facts to be applied to demonstrate
your expertise.

I'm waiting for why I'm in trouble or if my father is driving
down, and I don't want my father driving, as it's a Monday
and well, I can't go to lunch or the movies on Monday. It's the
former: "You have an unauthorized wifi access point." I
agreed and that startled him. "You need to unplug it
immediately." He didn't have any power over me and I'm
using a complex technique mastered by two-year-olds to piss
people off: "Why?"

45



There are so few people who aren't angered by that simple
ask. The thing is, I'm sure what the answer would be. I'd
asked myself many questions about my wifi access point and
had concluded that it was a good idea. I didn't ask for

permission....
...and now this is where you get to say "why?"

I would answer "I didn't think you'd let me because you'd
think it wasn't secure."

He never asked me "why did you want to do this at all.”
This which would have told him that we needed to figure out
this wifi stuff and fast, but he was happy on his mission to
prove that I had done something wrong. He was hungry too
and it didn't seem it was going to turn his way.

Now, that wasn't exactly how it went down. Almost
everyone I'd meet in my career would never counter with
"why" because after a few "whys" are asked on a single issue, a
singularity opens and swallows the world. So why must be
limited or we'll ALL DIE (hand slap on wall leaving bloody
hand). I agreed that if he could connect to my wifi access
point, that I would immediately apologize and give him this
property I owned to ensure it wouldn't happen again. This
pleased him initially until he asked my network name, I
wouldn't give it to him, and he couldn't even tell it was there.
While he was doing that, I was answering emails while
connecting to my wifi point that he couldn't find unless he got
some information he didn't have from me. I waited and he
escalated that we needed to "do more." I suggested many
other things we can try: we can go ten floors downstairs and
see if we can connect from the street to make sure the actual
place where this might be hacked and problematic was there.
Try other areas and behind walls. We could try... and he left.
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My wifi was still working great and my friends are here. Let's
eat.

We are headed to a complex restaurant that serves
mongolian barbecue. No mongolian has tried mongolian
barbecue unless you mean he's a mongolian barbecuing which
he eats plenty of and would like a change of pace as variety is
the spice of life. The restaurant is complex, not because of
mongolian meaning differences in different contexts, but
because the patrons and the restaurant hate each other.

The customers love the food but hate paying for it. Even
though it is plainly obvious of several things, these people
have told you, not directly, that they expect you to get, order,
and eat an amount of food that you will enjoy that will leave
them enough from all the costs they have happily outlaid so
you can slice open your hands in a brillig display of strength.
I'm thinking I should file something away: [IT'S GOOD TO
TRY TO STEAL FOOD FROM PEOPLE IN THEIR FACES
AND IF THEY DON'T LIKE IT SO WHAT]. That seems both
right and wrong.

The three of us are walking and I'm on the far left. I
stopped thinking of mongolian barbecue and mongolian
barbecue and mongolian barbecue. Most of these are good,
but some are gross. If you think hard, it's also true that it is
gross or gross if you eat a gross.

I'm listening as the woman on the far side of me is talking.
I assume everyone has stopped thinking of mongolian
barbecue, and we're listening to her talk. Her name is Sue and
she is telling us a story about her childhood and I'm
preloading seeing if anything funny is going. I know a few
things about her, lived in Azusa (funny name), had a strange
license plate but I'm not seeing anything yet. She describes

47



some difficulty in her childhood development, she's light
about it, so it seems she's okay. No whispering or hiding so
I'm sure if I'm nice we might laugh and have fun. Usually, if
you make a fast connection that can blow the doors off and I
steel myself. Sue: "When I was young, I had a speech imp—"

...now by now, I'm sure I'm not finding anything. We're
heading to a discussion of her childhood disability. Maybe go
back to thinking about piles of mongolians or something
nicer.

Sue: "When I was young, I had a speech impediment."
She's starting to mock herself now: "ooo-dee-ooo-dee—"

I just got the green light by a stupid sounding voice. Now:
funny sounding voice, two hits, Florence Foster Jenkins, and
Nell. Got only a little time left before it'll suck and not work
and I go, kinda risky, "Who knew they were raising the Nell
of Azusa." Clean hit. The middle lady fell to the street
laughing in tears, and Sue was mildly amused. She didn't like
that I'd interrupted her funny voice. Florence wouldn't be
right as she sang words. It was good but not great and I hope
the middle lady remembers that for the rest of her life.
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I am 21 years old in front of a sus woman.

I am sitting for my first professional job interview and in
the middle of answering the key question all people must ask:

WHY do you want to work here?

This is a why question that, if interrogatives could blush,
would join any number of useless questions that are in this
basic category:

Are you a liar?
Do you steal?
What motivates you?

All of these questions, along with the first, is a prompt to
start lying about you. All four questions have simple answers:
money, no, no, money. There's no reason to ask; however, I'm
doing it for this job:

"Synergy. Growth. CPM. Move the needle. Upfront.
Thought leadership. Scatter market. Makegoods. North star.
Flywheel." or something with a structure. If I used all these
words, made sentences with them, smile, and not insult the
person, the question will be answered well.

I've had practice answering this question at other jobs like
scooping ice cream or making sandwiches:

"Synergy. Growth. Provolone. Move the needle. Capicola.
Thought leadership. Roast beef. Pepper jack. North star.
Flywheel."
or
"Synergy. Growth. Rocky road. Move the needle. Mint chip.
Thought leadership. Butter pecan. Pralines and cream. North
star. Flywheel."
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Normally, I wouldn't have a problem, but the woman in
front of me has something odd in the corner of her lips. Both
sides. Strange. I can't stare, but if she just, say, had a latte or
something, maybe the cup hit the corners. The words are
coming but the eyes have the tough job. If she's marred her
makeup, I say nothing, she goes to the bathroom right after,
then the job might be lost. If I say something, and this is what
she wanted, then the job might be lost. My job is to determine
if this lady wants to look like this or not, but not too hard in

case it's intentional.

I say something to get her to smile and watch carefully...
and it's even, so I'm good. Don't look at the corners of her
mouth. I know what to do. Don't look at them. Easier typed
than done. She asked to get up and I stand up...

Bah dah dah daaah, dah dah dah daaah «*
... turn around, and am asked when I can start? Monday,
perhaps?

When I meet my coworkers on Monday, we all seem about
the same height. I'm sure we all said something like
"Synergy. Growth. CPM. Move the needle. Upfront. Thought
leadership. Scatter market. Makegoods. North star. Flywheel."
... and that's why we all got hired.
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I am sitting at my first desk job on my second day at EJL and
my career is about to begin.

My desk sits in the middle. There's the three of us. Steeve
next to me. Seems nice. Don't know him yet, but he looks cool.
There's another dude to the right of me who has been doing
this job for at least two years. We all seem suspiciously young,
tall and fit.

I'm anxious. During my interview with the boss woman
with potential clown makeup, I'd pushed on my "strong
computer skills." The lady had smile/frowned (the makeup
was confusing) and told me Pat was both a buyer and a
computer expert. My "strong computer skills" were abstract. I
could program in BASIC and knew what a computer was and
did. I'd been around them since forever and had my own
computer since 12.

I'm scared to meet a real computer expert, and it seemed
like this was the next job in the ladder: Media Buyer. This is a
person that might be my mentor and I wanted to make a good
impression.

A woman bounds into our shared space. She's dressed
differently than what I'd expect for someone in an office. This
was a weird space. Narconon was next door and one of the
first things I learned was to hide alcohol from these people. It
was one of my first instructions on the job, and was dead
simple to execute as the door never opens.

This woman was wearing gym attire. A sports bra, no
other top, and yoga pants.

Steeeve and I jump up. Somebody has just entered the
office. Our experienced partner kept his seat, and I gather
wasn't well raised. Don't you stand up to greet a stranger?
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The woman, sensing our confusion, and seemingly
appreciating our height (she was kinda short), extends her
hand: "Hi I'm Pat!" Wasn't expecting a woman and I punish
myself for my sexism. Steeeve assesses and decides she's not
attractive enough and sits back down.

We greet and talk etc., but she needs my help. She's been
told that I'm good with computers and she's a ton of work to
get done. I'm thrilled as it's my second day and I'm going to
learn from a potential mentor. I'm jazzed — let's get some real
world white collar work done that doesn't involve ice cream

scooping or sandwich making.

She takes me up to an IBM PC. It was one of the first
generation and had a prominent "rental sticker." There's two
long rows of floppy disk drawers next to the computer. Not
like a single box, but 50. Inside are endless numbers of green
floppy disks.

She extracts two disks for the same market but for
different time frames. She explains her intent as "building
projections.” We'll be taking data from one time frame, taking
data for the same shows in a different time frame and
combining. I am laser focused and this is looking easy.

She sits on the computer first as she'll demonstrate how
this works. There's a stack of specifications. You input the
specification into the software and hit a button.

Suddenly she's moving super fast and not stopping. The
computer has two disk bays but only one is working and pop-
shick-pop-shick-pop-shick-pop-shick — she's swapping the
two floppies as fast as she can. It's DDR with green disks. The
gym attire is starting to make sense. The computer was setting
the beat as she watched carefully as it asked for both disks,
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back and forth, back and forth. I've never seen 5 1/4 disks
move so fast and be read so little, but I'm still watching. She's
breathing heavy as she wants to get this done and there's so
many swaps: "It's good to get a rhythm going" and I get my
first insider tip from a potential mentor. File it away: "IT IS
GOOD TO SWAP DISKS AT HIGH SPEED WHEN MAKING
PROJECTIONS." After she gets a high score, the dance is over
and now the printer can start creating one column of numbers
for about 20 pages.

She leaves and asks if I understand the assignment. I nod.
Understanding was coming slowly and I didn't want to make a
bad first impression. She's happy with my answer. Leaves me
with the rest of the work to do, and notes, "I don't need this

today; take your time" as she's trailing down the hall outside.

That was a relief. I was sure I wouldn't be able to match
her pace, there were like 40 spec pages, and I didn't bring my
gym clothes. Didn't feel like sweating out the first day so I
looked at the screen in front of me and the computer itself.
There was a hard drive. I looked and it was empty. Maybe the
executable I was working with and whatever comes on a PC
normally.

The software itself was odd and definitely not anything I'd
seen before, but there was this prominent "option" called
"settings." Curious, I open and there's a setting where you can
set a path for the two parts of the data we need to combine.
Both are currently set to A.

Super, I think. I change the paths to C:\diski\ and C:
\disk2\ for now and just copied the contents of the green
floppies into each path. Push the execute button, wait a
second, and the numbers are printing already. Thank
goodness, I think.
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So, I load all the markets as needed into these paths. The
40 spec pages, I'm typing the next as the prior is printing and
I'm maximizing the printer output. Wow. Good first day, Bill.
I'm worried about how to approach Pat, but I'm sure she'll be
super happy with what I found. I'm not sure about the
computer expertise, but you know how people can exaggerate.

I gather what appears to be close to a ream. The fact that
only a single column of numbers is printed on 17-wide is ugly,
but I'm going. This is my assignment and I think I'm going to
impress my mentor.

I spin around the corner and into her office. My hand is
pushing the paper stack and I'm smiling, and I'm not seeing a
smile back. She's equally amazed, disgusted and just can't
believe what I'm doing. It feels like I've pulled a flaming
squirrel out of my ass and I'm trying to hand it to her.

Pat's vocal processing is deeply affected but she manages
to express something like "Wha — huh — fuck. How did you
get this done so fast?"

Oh. She's AMAZED, but acting strangely for some reason.
I explained that it was simple. You just change the path to the
hard drive...

That was a mistake. She's ANGRY and her eyes are hard.
"The computers DO NOT BELONG TO US!" This was super
confusing and a non sequitur. She doesn't seem to agree and
she understands that I clearly am confused. I think I'm mid
"Uh. Wha—" and she expands: "You need to take that data off
before they find out and they charge us for it." I still don't
really understand her concern, but after a few more thoughts,
I just apologize: "I'm sorry. I'll clean it up immediately."
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She's back and happy immediately. I leave shaken and go
back to my room. I never delete the data as it's clear she
doesn't know how to see what's on the drive. She's giving me

more each day now.

The next time I've a 40 spec list for her, it's the same 20

minutes or so. Same core process now, but some extra steps.

1) Be sure the door is closed.
2) Turn up the fan on the printer enclosure and keep it tightly
down while you work.

These two steps ensure you can hide the process from Pat.
It's better to start when she's left for lunch as when she
returns, the alcohol she drank made her a better person to be

around and maybe less aware.

The final step must be preserved as well. After the reports
are off the printer, I put them in my file cabinet, and give the
reports to Pat in the morning after the request. We're both
happy and the work is done well.
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I am twenty-six and I'm flying up in the air.

It's black and louder than anything I've ever heard. I'm in
my BEDROOM and Lesley and I are about four feet over the
bed, midair and heading down. This would be more
entertaining at Six Flags, but lucky us, the earth itself has
decided that the entire LA basin is now 100% bouncy houses.
It's a 6.7 Richter earthquake. Hundreds of times more
powerful than your average 5er that winkles the sheets.

The screams are different than your bouncy house. True
terror from every direction as we are on the top floor. It stops.
Starts again. Gets much worse. Stops. Goes again. The
aftershocks come one after another and the world stops
bouncing and we're ice skating and gliding left/right/left.
Stop. Left.

People leave their apartments and never return, but I'll be
going to work in a couple days.

I am twenty-six and I'm staring at a large green pile.

Steeeeve and I are in front of a new art exhibit that was
installed in our shared space by a huge earthquake. It's green,
spiky, twisted and made of thousands of green floppy disks.
All the drawers seem accounted for but are either on, buried
or swimming across the sea of information.

We'd been called a day or so after the quake stopped, and
both of us suspected what might be waiting for us. Thousands
of floppies, and our media director wanted it fixed as soon as
possible, because the madhouse is always open.

We're both thinking hard, I think. I was staring and trying
to decide how we might approach this. My friend is thinking
too. Hard.
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Nothing comes. There's no way to "rake" or "scoop."
Magnets would be fun to try but the effects wouldn't be as
funny to the data. The reality is sinking in. We will have to do
this, effectively, one disk carefully at a time.

Donald Rumsfeld is here and he's suggesting we try to put
things into four buckets: known knowns, known unknowns,
unknown unknowns, and a difficult to understand unknown
knowns group which hurts to think about. We'll have to sort
all the disks into each category. My friend is confused and I
help him understand Donald:

1) Known knowns: things we think we fully understand.

My friend is light and I continue: There are disks here that
have been transformed into something new. Beautiful new
shapes...

...Steeeeve picks up a disk that has been transformed into
a taco, and I'm not working on that yet.

...I'm saying exactly, a taco is beautiful and new, but isn't a
great way to save data. So, we know about this and we can act.

...Throw away? my friend helps.

Again, exactly, I'm replying, and you can keep any you
enjoy for home.

And we can immediately identify potentially hundreds of
new and exotic shapes these disks are now in. Many tacos as
this is a single fold or so. Some are more pointed and this is
all lovely and we're getting those out. Only thousands and
thousands more to consider and this is the fast part.

The next part of known knowns, the known non-
participants. These are disks that have decided not to be
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transformed and they know who they are. Why? The contents
are on labels on the disk.

That gets us down to thousands and thousands of disks to
review. Sure, plenty of work, but we've made some progress.

We move to Donald's second category, known unknowns.
My friend is puzzled and is asking how you can know nothing.
I'm thinking about pre-Socratics and Parmenides, but decide
that, although this is an excellent teaching moment, we have
to start making progress.

The known unknowns are the remainder and these fall
into a few categories:

There are known disks that are unknown to still work.
About half are in this shape. We both need to take each disk
and examine. We think and decide the fate of each. Do I
believe this disk will work or not? Am I certain? If I doubt, I
must test on a computer and try to see if most or all of the
files are still good. This will slow things down; therefore, we
decide to call the best half "good enough" and we will wait
until their eventual failure, and then there's the other half that
are important enough that we test. One at a time. I wish I had
learned that pop-shick technique after all, suddenly, but we're
doing it. Hour after hour after hour...

...this is so boring, let's go.
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I'm in my twenties and in my cube at EJL.

I have a Merlin phone handset pressed against my ear. I'm
listening to a sales rep as I'm now a media buyer. This means
I'm trusted to lie on the company's behalf. I've been trained to
lie as the key negotiation skill. It's easy: look at the truth,
reduce that number to what you'd rather it be, and then be
antisocial until you get it.

The social part isn't working and the sales rep is frustrated
with me. Media buying is dominated by women as it's a high-
paying job and the only requirements seem to be a tendency
for lifelong regret, anger management issues and the ability to
drink without passing out or puking.

His normal tactic to getting what he wants is to come into
the office. He is handsome and he's often invited to do that.
He'll bring food in and say he can't do anything about his
costs. He's rich and it's working for him.

The gender dynamics and the fact that I was taken made
his job much harder, but I'm listening. I look over the cubes
and see yellow sticky notes on each monitor except mine. This
is something that I don't need but am useful for.

Each yellow sticky, placed in the lower left corner (best
practice), has a single decimal listed: 1.176447. This is one of
the first things you might receive from a media buying mentor
and you'll be using it constantly. I don't have one on mine, but
people often ask me, if they lost their sticky, to tell them what
it was. (This was an emergency. No sticky = No work.)

The placement of this number on most, if not all, people's
monitors was a mystery at first and I know what it is for. If
you are working with "net costs," the product of "net costs"
and this magic number is "gross cost." Conversely, the
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product of 0.85 (easier number to remember) and "gross cost"
is "net cost." Division is commonly understood to make
numbers smaller (carving things into pieces) and dividing by
a fraction hurts the brain. Multiplying to make a number
bigger is preferred, but you needed to make sure your sticky
had enough digits so that cents are in precision.

I look over at Steeeeeve's cube. He's not there and I've
heard his job was at risk. The agency was in a death spiral and
everybody knew that we all had dates over our head and I
wanted to leave before my palm started to blink red.

Then I see him and I see his palm flashing red. He has
something bulky and green in his pocket but I can't make it
out. He has his prized nameplate in a box, which was great
when you could put it in front of a desk. In a cube, it's just

narcissism.

I tell the handsome sales guy something antisocial and
hang up.

He's hurting. We make nothing and now he doesn't even
have that. He doesn't deserve this pain as he's done nothing to
earn it. I knew we would need to part and I'd been hiding a
gift for him. A "handle" of his favorite gin. He offers his hand
to shake it. He pretends we have distance. "Nice to have
worked with you." I laugh lightly as that's just BS corpo-speak
and he knows it.

I give him the gin, Tanqueray, a large green bottle. He's
thankful and says "this is just what I need," and I made that
mistake as well later.
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I am twenty-nine and shivering in the cold.

I have an uncomfortable suit on. It's a tuxedo that I've
rented to make sure everyone knows I'm serious about what's
to happen next. My father is next to me and another stranger
is on a step above. We're outside waiting for Lesley to marry
me at this altar.

The stranger is a bishop freed from his diagonal prison
and free to walk on or over whomever he pleases. Lesley will
be walking down the aisle to confirm that she's honest, and
two people who have freely chosen to be together now are
bringing, if not God into it, but at least the law.

As T wait, I think of a long-running joke. The law is now
involved. So, I'm planning to tell her that she now has a legal
obligation to hug me. She'll laugh and get me, I project. Say
something like "I don't remember that part of the vows" and
I'll tease that she should have read the fine print before
signing. I hope that makes her laugh harder and hold me
tighter, which sounds like a microsecond of heaven.

I'm feeling pride at Lesley about the vows. The bishop is
my mother's Anglican priest, and I'm to be honored that he'd
spend time with 30 people. We met him to go over vows. He
told us that God already sees that we are married, and I'm not
sure why he's sharing that. Have we been sinning and God
forgives us? My mother kinda wants this so we want to make

it work.

I'm willing to say whatever it takes to get this done. I'm
not interested in the paperwork but interested in children.
This is the expected license to ensure that I will not randomly
walk away; however, that seems odd after a twelve-year
relationship like ours. The bishop, since I've no vows and
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would rather just not shout to the heavens about this, gives
me 30 words where "I love you and won't leave" is the only
real message.

Lesley will not say whatever and is upset. Lesley is a
practicing Lesleytarian where "don't know" is a good answer
for what God is. So, saying things about Jesus (whut?), or
God? Well, that's not really honest and isn't that the whole
point. Lesley must do this to prove she's an honest woman
but doesn't lie. She wins and I can tell the bishop is now
unhappy he's coming, but owes my mother.

I'm looking into the crowd and there's a friend of a friend
who neither of us know well. I'd heard her whisper to
someone "Oh, he just adores her" after watching us for twenty
minutes. Do we really need this at all? It's clear that I'm in

love and will not be going anywhere soon.

The music starts and I can see Lesley and Jim at the end of
the aisle. The march starts and she starts to walk. After two
steps I see her laugh, the laugh and smile that I just can't get
enough of. She's wonderful, but I don't understand why she's
so happy. I'm cool and all, but a simple smile would do, no?

I start hearing a rhythmic sound. It's coming from my
future wife. Her shoes are slipping off her feet. As a
counterpoint to the march, she is clomping down the aisle. It
reminds me of when she's really happy about a joke, a clap
and a hard foot stomp punctuates her laughter. She can't foot
stomp now but it's like she's stomping all the way to me.

The vows? I don't see anything at all.
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I am in my forties at my wife's family home at Christmas
morning.

I am waiting as my wife's family does the secret santa gift
exchange. This gift exchange was normal until I changed it to
something more fun. I was randomly assigned Lesley's
mother multiple years in a row. Sally was the lead halfling and
was always in motion and always talking and always had some
secret agenda that I usually broke somehow. She was my
children's playmate and daily caretaker before going off to
school, and her example is set in their compassion and smiles.

I had given her multiple gag gifts versus the normal stuff
they were floating around: George Bush GI Joe, Trump
Supporter Welcome Kit (including personalized signed copy
of "My Head Is Trash" or whatever book he was pushing
during his first campaign), etc.

The exchange mutated into something, all gag gifts and a
friendly competition to see who's the "winner."

I didn't care about winning, but the fates gave me the
biggest challenge this year: Lesley's father. A real to life rocket
scientist with the whole slide rule, right stuff, send the shuttle
up there. A lightweight, a dedicated father, and functionally
mute.

Finding this funny this year was going to be hard. I could
recognize this and do something lame. Rocket t-shirt or some
crap. I started there and went to a "geek" site with science
adjacent merchandise. Then, like a katana falling off the wall,
I see it and I hear this slowly start playing in my head:

[SONG LYRICS]
Behold the Lord High Executioner!
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A personage of noble rank and title—
A dignified and potent officer,

Behold — behold — BEHOLD—

... and I see it, a T-Shirt with a speaker in front, and, the
chef's kiss, you could load your own "songs." In my case, these
would be phrases that my father-in-law could say by simply
pressing a button. There were about 12, but the one on
number one was something he said frequently. He enjoys ice
tea, but not the tropical kind. The latter is dog piss and is
found everywhere where the man just wants cold black tea in
a glass with ice. Button one was a voice-to-text:

[I'D LIKE ICE TEA.]

(pausing)
[... AND LEAVE THE FRUIT CRAP OUT OF IT.]

Something smooth, commanding, and somehow a future
voice in his life.

It was a tense gift exchange as it is "secret." I didn't like
that part because, well, everybody knew what gift (outbound)
was mine. Talking shirts are not your usual matter and I
finally have to help. The button pushed the first sound out,
and he laughs. I sigh and win that year.
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I am in my thirties and on a speaker phone.

I am on a conference call with an important client, Dr.
Clamcheese's BrontoBarn, to discuss the radio promotions
our buying team has negotiated on their behalf. I am to read
the promo copy that will air so we can all prove that Bill's
reading comprehension is still good after all these years.

We've already tried to use my typical phone handset and
needed to move to speakerphone for some vague and
unimportant reason. Here I go and reading normally:

[BILL]
Dino Heads! Four raptor bites two dolla...

[DR. CLAMCHEESE after squeal]
Uh. Uh. Yes, Bill. Thank you, but you're a little soft on this
side. If you wouldn't mind, please, say it louder. The T-Rex
can't hear in back.

[BILL]
Of course. Sorry. Let me try again.

DINO HEADS! Four raptor bites TWO DOLLARS! T-Rex
half off ARE YOU....

[DR. CLAMCHEESE after squeal]
Uh. Uh. Yes, Bill. Thank you, much better, but the
pterodactyl's hearing aid just malfunctioned. I'm sorry,
pleeease, louder and, well, if you could, you know, make it
yours. Sell me on this!

[BILL watching as people start to collect and watch
outside my conference room]
Of course. Sorry. Let me try again.
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DINO HEADS! FOUR RAPTOR BITES TWO DOLLARS!
T-REX HALF OFF ARE YOU INSAAAANE?!

[Snake Guy]
BAM! Hang up that damn phone!

... and he manages to huck my phone to the snake waiting
on the street somehow.
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I'm in my 30s in a Kinesso office talking to a group of people.

I'm standing with a group of people chatting after two
hours of meetings. Someone is showing me the "Why do you
want fries with that" and laughs. She only laughed a little, so I
only chuckled. This joke is only very funny if the teller is way
amused in order to get irony fugue going. Someone else is
asking me to watch The Notebook as that person knows I like
movies. I respond with "I only like movies with robots in
them." This is helpful when you're sure you don't want to see
the movie or don't want to hear about it anymore. The
efficiency angle is that if there's a movie you haven't seen with
a robot, well, there's free information to be collected.

Suddenly, we hear something that chills. It's SlapFace the
head android. SlapFace's face is on this time and you needed
to be careful as if he hears anything he doesn't like, all his
facial features end up falling off onto the floor. In this case,
he's standing and, well, I'm poised because the eyeballs roll
fast and there's plenty of low desks.

SlapFace also has a pre-programmed ICEBREAKER
subroutine that fired at most evening events. Leaders should
help their employees bond. I'll run the routine now for you...

::SET FACE TO MIRTH::

=WHAT DO YOU CALL A DEER WITH NO VISUAL
INPUTS?::
INPUT? huh.
::NO EYE-DEER. HAHAHAHAHAH::
UNDERSTAND? y
READY-TO-CONTINUE? y
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=WHAT DO YOU CALL A DEER WITH NO VISUAL
INPUTS OR REPRODUCTIVE ORGANS?::
INPUT? huh.
=NO FUCKINGEYE*-DEER.
HAHAHAHAHAHHAHAHAHAHAHHAHAHAHAHAH::

::SET FACE TO SELF SATISFIED::

This is not a retreat. We are safe at home and there is no
siege. So, he didn't run it here. Instead, he is asking for
inputs.

:MEETING? WELL EXECUTED?::
Bill: "I think so, SlapFace."

::MY OPINION OF MEETING IF I HAD ACTUALLY BEEN
THERE AND NOT OUTSIDE THE ENTIRE FUCKING
TIME?::

Shit. "No fucking EYE-DEER" and I make a break for the
first eyeball...
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I am 35 and driving with white knuckles over the wheel.

I am waking up on Valentine's Day 2003, and my wife,
heavily pregnant and due-ish, doubles over while brushing
her teeth. That wasn't the usual way she brushed her teeth as
the foamy stuff runs into the nose that way. Guess what, she
says, "LETS HAVE A BABY NOwW!!!"

She was adamant that we should get going and I've zero
ready. So, fuck it, let's get out of here. It is of course nine AM,
the hospital is in Beverly Hills, and that makes us about 45
minutes. I called Snake Guy, but well, he just doesn't do taxi
service as it takes too damn long in Los Angeles and it affects
his KPIs. Alright, I'll do the driving, let's get to Beverly Hills
on the 101 freeway in full traffic.

[BILL EYES AT FULL SILVER DOLLAR]
[CAR ROLLS AN INCH]
[LESLEY SCREAMS IN PAIN]

... kinda like that, I will not see the entire ninety minute
drive as this is a Lesley torture scene...

[BILL EYES AT FULLER SILVER DOLLAR YELLING]
WHERE IS THE BABY EXTRACTION TEAM?
[LESLEY IN WHEELCHAIR UNHAPPY]
[ZOOM INTO ROOM]

[LESLEY LIES ON BED]
[BILL SITTING. EYES FULLEST SILVER DOLLAR. BEING
VERY STILL SO AS NOT TO FUCK THIS UP]

[LESLEY TWISTS AS YET ANOTHER CONTRACTION
HITS]
[LESLEY]
Talk to me.

69



[BILL SITTING. EYES FULLEST SILVER DOLLAR.
BEING VERY STILL SO AS NOT TO FUCK THIS UP. ONLY
MOUTH MOVING]

So, I guess this is how you'd like to spend your Valentine's? I

mean I had all these plans, the roses, the violins...

[LESLEY LAUGHS]
Bullshit.

I see her wheeled into her room and the epidural's in and
my eyes become normal. I can start the communications. The
entire Proudfoot family has been informed and I can hear the
stomps coming my way. My mother is informed and will drop
by the next day. My father had warned me that he was on
vacation to Carmel, he knew Lesley was due-ish, but I was to
inform him if something was up. As part of a baby shower, my
father had guessed the name and date of our child: Valentina
on February 14, 2003.

I called the hotel and was informed that my folks hadn't
arrived — probably still driving down from the city. I asked if
I could leave a message: "Valentina is coming."

The next bits are well, fine, but I'll leave one description:
squamous.

Zoe is born right before the day ends to keep the curse of a
February 14 birthday. My father arrives with a green bag,
picks up his new granddaughter, and has the biggest smile I

have ever seen on him.
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I am eleven and sitting at my paternal grandmother's
elevendieth birthday.

I am sitting in front of my rarely seen cousin from my
rarely seen paternal aunt. She's looking pleased as we're about
to eat cake. My father had gone to a special bakery in the city
that had a faddy cake that he had to order in advance. It
looked like a collection of dino heads in a circle with open
mouths and swirling tongues. It was beautiful.

The bleeding edge added something extra to each slice and
we're ready to dig in:

[GRANDMA]
The cake is rich.

[FATHER]
Yes. It is for rich people.

[COUSIN is slightly confused and we eat in some silence
for a second or two]

[GRANDMA eyes narrowing]
The cake is rich.

Wah wah wahhhhh...

[FATHER eyes also narrowing]
Yes. It is for rich people.

Tscha!

[COUSIN's eyes WIDE and we eat in some silence again.
Except for my head]

Wah wah wahhhhh... wah wah wahhhhh... wah wah
WAHHHHHH wah wah wah.
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[GRANDMA staring]
[FATHER staring]
[COUSIN waiting in anticipation]

[GRANDMA firing fast]
The cake is rich.

[FATHER countering]
Yes. It is for rich people.

[COUSIN dies]
BAH-BAHHHH.

I see my family now and for years later reflexively when
someone says X is rich, well, then of course, it's for rich
people. I see Sadie on a playdate in the future.

[RANDO OTHER MOM]
Hey kids! We got BROWNIES!

[Running kids into room with SADIE]

[RANDO OTHER MOM takes bite of BROWNIE]
Oh. Man. These brownies are so RICH.

[Sadie reflexively]
They are for rich people.

[Entire room staring]

[Sadie looks puzzled]
Right?
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I am fifty or fiftyish years old and watching TV at home.

I am watching TV and a certified genius is showing us
something. He's got a big ole bucket for a hat so you really
can't see that he's a bit older and maybe wiser than the others
who surround him. He is here to TEACH US what
commitment looks like. Bucket Hat is standing still and two
notes of TT from TWICE plays and before you know it he's
dancing and then making a crying face and it's like damn that
was fast, but that's nothing. Dynamite, maybe half a note,
walking like Jungkook and snapping his fingers like the MAN
that he is. Now, some other song that I don't know, he's like

rowing a boat and getting no data anywhere.

BAM! My wife is yelling and it is an E-MER-GEN-CY!
"SNAKE IN THE BUSH! ACH!" Shit! I don't like snakes but
my gender assignment requires me to act and I run.

I'm tearing around the house and Lesley is pointing at a
bush. T look in and sure, she's right, fuck, it's a snake.
Normally, you don't want a poisonous snake on your property
but in a case like this, it's actually an advantage. See, the fire
department loves to come out and just knock the damn head
off, put the wriggly body in a paper shopping bag, hose down
the blood, look very sexy (firemen are very sexy. I mean, what
do they eat? Must be dinosaurs or crazy powerful food). My
problem here is this is obviously not poisonous and well, the
firemen think you're a pussy if you call for a non-poisonous
snake. HANDLE IT YOURSELF and bam goes the phone and
you're humiliated and the snake is laughing etc.

The problem right now is this snake isn't laughing at all.
He doesn't like that I'm about to get JALAPENO his business
and he's growling. I have never heard a snake growl. Lesley's
like isn't this your problem now but is staying because she's
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cool. My body is telling me that we should retreat to a safe
distance, which should be somewhere on the other side of the
planet, and maybe nuke our house from orbit. Before I
commit to that, I'm going to check the newspaper. Maybe, you
know, there's like a Snake Guy like right here, nearby in Oak
Park. I open the paper and it's amazing! OAK PARK SNAKE
GUY is listed in the classifieds and he's got a number to call.

It was hard hitting the buttons on the phone with the fear
and all, but I get it done, and it's rin... BAM! He's on: "Oak
Park Snake Guy." I'm not sure the phone rang once but he's
there. I'm not sure how to order and there's no like voicemail
or anything you know like other businesses. You got options
like:

1 for killing a Black Mamba
2 for killing a Cottonmouth
3 for killing a Copperhead
4 for killing a Sidewinder
5 for killing a California Mountain Snake (... and five is right
out)
6 for killing Bill.

...but I bet there wouldn't have been "kill growling snake"
and that's what I needed right now. So I just start talking and
try to tell him:

"Uh, I have a snake in the bush. He's..." Snake Guy, he
don't have time for long-winded explanations. There's a
snake, let's get going. "Where you located?"

He's impatient as it takes me about ten seconds to give
him my address. He knew he could have done it in half the
time. "I'm on my way."
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Shit! I'm at the back of the house and Snake Guy is already
coming. I run to the front of the house and he's already there!
"Hiya, bud, where's the snake?" I'm still a little shocked at
how this all came together in like ninety seconds and I point
the Snake Guy of Oak Park at the growling bush.

Snake Guy, he don't play. He looks into the bush, thinks
I'm a pussy, and says "kingsnake. Nice one." Takes his hand
in, the bush is now growling and shaking, and yanks the
wriggling and now hissing and spitting thing. Now he's
holding this danger noodle and walking back to his car. I'm
looking inside for like a cage or a bucket. Snake Guy doesn't
need all that shit. What you do, you open the door and just
huck it in. You'll find it eventually I guess. I'm still a little
shocked and thankful. Snake Guy is THE BEST. So he's not
asking for money, and I like money, but I think I should give
him some. Snake Guy: "Pshaw, I do this for fun."

He's getting back into the car with the snake somewhere in
the car, but he turns and says: "Bill, I just want to be your
friend on Facebook. Will you be my Facebook friend?" I don't
have Facebook, but I do want to be his friend and I vow "I too
want to be Facebook friends" and BAM! I'm making an
account and Snake Guy, listed on the top, just where he
belongs.

Now, you'd think this is the end of a fun, kinda crazy
Snake Guy story. No, you're wrong, we're just getting to the

good part.

So it's like, I dunno, like a year or so later. And wouldn't
you know it, snake in the bush. This time we know exactly
what to do. I have Snake Guy on speed dial. I push, he
answers: "Bill, got a snake?" I say "yep." He hasn't appeared
yet and I'm getting impatient, but he explains: "Lotta snakes
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today. I'll be there soon, my man." Snake Guy just out saving
the world all day long. So we're hanging out front, waiting for
Snake Guy, which is really weird right now. While we're
waiting, Lesley's mom and dad show up to help us with the
kids. They ask why are you out here? Well, we're waiting for
Snake Guy and it's already been five minutes... and BAM!
Snake Guy is pulling up and out the car asking for the snake
and I'm pointing, getting ready for the grab-toss-in-car thing
that Snake Guy is so famous for.

Now, I know you're thinking it's been kinda strange, but
Lesley's mom is looking hard at Snake Guy. She calls Snake
Guy another name than Snake Guy and asks "is that you?" I'm
thinking Snake Guy is just gonna go "what! I'm Snake Guy,
everybody knows me," but nope. He knows Sally and Jim but
they don't have a hidden bush snake near her. No snakes?
Well, you're not knowing him then.

No, Snake Guy is her estate planner on the side. It's great
to know Snake Guy has aspirations like estate planning and
not just hucking snakes. We laugh and laugh at the
coincidence. And Snake Guy hucked that second snake just
like the first.

Now, I know you're thinking that this cannot, CANNOT,
have happened. I dare you. Call Snake Guy. See if you can get
four, maybe five (five is right now) seconds of conversation
before a snake is flying into Snake Guy's car.
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I'm 37 and in a hospital room.

I see Lesley lying comfortably in bed. She is in "labor" but
is comfortable. I'm reviewing all the camping gear and
supplies I'd organized and kept in the trunk. I didn't want to
sleep on the floor this time. We're chatting and things are
calm.

BAM! Snake Guy bursts into the room. "Woah! Snake
Guy! Is there a snake in this room!" and I start scanning the

corners for reptiles.

"Nah, Bill," Snake Guy answers. "Your doc is busy. So, I'm
here to deliver your baby." As he heads to Lesley, I'm ok but
concerned, "have you ever deliv..." and Sadie is in my hands.
I'm shocked and delighted and confused...

I look up from Sadie and with tears in my eyes I try to
sputter out gratitude, "Thank you. Can I do anyth..." Snake
Guy's eyes harden a bit. "Fool. Don't you know me by now. I
do this shit for fun" as he hucks the placenta into a bin.

As he's leaving, he softens and says, "Catch you on
Facebook later, friend" as he walks out the door.
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I am in my thirties at a nice brunch restaurant.

I am looking at a menu and my extended family is here. All
four of us plus my father and Della as part of their typical
monthly visit from San Francisco.

It's a brunch place and a little "organic." The menu is filled
with complex and difficult flavors and the kids are young.
After some struggle, we find something they'll both want to
eat and we're waiting.

This would normally be a happy time, but I'm angry about
a joke told around the table. This is rare because humor is so
critical. The "joke," if you can call it that and I'll let you judge,
is that Zoe doesn't eat meat and doesn't like most vegetables.
She is a "vegetarian who doesn't like vegetables." This is both
true and maybe mildly funny?

When Zoe was small, before she could even create full
sentences, she'd expressed concern about the moral
implications of eating something else alive. It was during a
reading of One Fish Two Fish Red Fish Blue Fish — there's no
eating in that book that I remember, but the fishes coming
and going may have started her thinking. "Eat fish?" as her
eyes start to water. She cocks her head and upturns a palm,
asking a question. "Fishie gone." She knows the answer
without us telling her and starts to cry. She's crying "no eat,
no eat" and we hold her and tell her she never has to eat meat
again. We will help her.

It takes her years to commit to this belief, but she does. No
more meat even if half of what you want to eat is meat.

So you could imagine that when, the first time this
happened, I had a small quiet internal monologue that, I don't
know, went like this:
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ARE YOU FUCKING CRAZY? TEASING A CHILD ABOUT
A DEEPLY HELD, DEEPLY MORAL DECISION? WHAT THE
FUCK

Something calm like that I'm sure, but I never explode
each time I hear it for the years she keeps getting that from
them. I've tried some deflection of this with my parents. Pivot
to something like "don't get anything off the vegetarian menu.
They're tough and stringy here." This joke is safe as virtual
vegetarians lack aspirations.

I'm trying to find something interesting in the news on my
phone so we can talk about anything else, I'm sure. I see that
penguins have been stolen from the zoo. Kids like animal
stories.

Zoe's natural question: "Why would anyone steal
penguins?"

I can't help myself: "Well Z, not everyone can afford a nice
brunch like this. People are hungry."

Zoe's eyes turn into half-dollars: "THEY'RE GOING TO
EAT THE PENGUINS." She's pretty devastated by the news as
expected.

My father's eyes pop up and he stares at me unbelieving at
what I just said. I turn quickly to Z and apologize. Say: "I'm
joking. No one would ever eat a penguin. They don't taste
good and they just want some money. It'll be fine."

A dog's nose is rubbed or not, but we continue with a nice
visit.
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I'm in my forties and sitting in a wildly pink and stuffed
bedroom staring at a monitor.

Probably doing something stupid like thinking instead of
doing. I hear kids playing downstairs as we have a playdate.
Nobody leaves any flowers on my desk and I wish they would.

Sadie had decided that the pug was the Form of Dog and
was happy to have as many as she could. As such, the room is
riotous in pug. Any flat vertical surface was judged. If it was
worthy, something pug would be there. No space was
unworthy, so it was packed.

This is my favorite office. She let me stay for years until
gently asking me to please, please, get the fuck out of here. We
weren't there yet and I was in my head wasting valuable

company time.

One of the stranger's kids blasts into the room. Pure joy
and fun: "WOW SADIE SURE LIKES PUGS!"

I reply: "Me too. Why do you like them?"
"OH. THEY'RE THE CUTEST." Big smile. "YOU?"

"Well, they're the ones that taste best."
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I am in my forties and lying down with Zoe at bedtime.

I am reading the Hobbit to Zoe. She was just at the cusp of
being able to read herself; that's the goal, but I miss this.

We had read every one of the Oz books, including non-
Baum work that picks up with other authors and are only
available with ratty Tor paperbacks. The entire Harry Potter
series was read. We were on to more challenging material and
I was thrilled to be reading great stuff. The board books are
charming, but man if I ever see that pig with the tail and the
mud to straighten it, well, bacon is on the menu boys.

The Hobbit is a wonderful children's book, but does
include scary images of giant spiders, evil dragons etc. She
was delighted and, it helped her go to sleep, if only I'd sing
about 8 songs first.

I am reading to her now and this wasn't the first time I'd
read the book. I knew we were headed to Mirkwood, which is
intense, but I knew what would bother Zoe most. Zoe is
always concerned about getting in trouble. She was willful and
had an interesting dad. We had our exciting moments, but I
would go back in a second if I could.

The dwarves, with Bilbo, are at the entry of the forest.
Gandalf, the most powerful and wise, at the mouth of a deadly
forest that he's led them to, pops off because he's got another
meeting. I'm sure the Tolkien folks are about to tell me
something with so many useless words with diaeresis and
circumflex as a protective coating to ensure I'd not listen.

Gandalf gives one, compressed, recommendation to the
crew: "Do not go off the path."
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I close the book here. I always find that if you are in the
middle of any story, and have a chance, to stop and predict
what will happen next. It's a nice mental exercise for problem
solving and supercharges empathy. My wife looked at me
dumbfounded in a car, as out of nowhere, her husband says
"That priest dude is gonna die."

[LESLEY]
Witf are you on about now.

[BILL]
Well, you know The Gilded Age. There's no way they're going
to let that lady leave Christine Baranski. Half the show is her
humiliating the other. That woman must return and return
quickly or the writers will have Christine leaving the show and
that can't happen.

[LESLEY]
Nice analysis dork.

Well, the priest got sick and died the next episode.

So, back to Zoe and me, and the closed book. Last line:
"Do not go off the path." (As an exercise, do this now. What
does Bill ask?)

[BILL]
Zoe, do you think they'll stay on the path or not?

[ZOE facepalming]
THEY'RE GOING TO GO OFF THE PATH!

I smiled, but I hope she slept well.
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I'm in my thirties and in a park.

Zoe is about 90 feet away and holding a softball. I'm
waiting with a mitt to catch her throw. She's obviously upset
and I'm crying now.

Forty-eight hours ago, her world has been upended. She
has a PE teacher, and instead of letting the kids play, this PE
teacher has "skills" to teach. It must be important because
we're going to be graded. The "skill": Can you throw a softball
90 feet before it hits the ground. A if you get it and lesser
distances get a score. Totally can get an F, which tells you that
you've failed. Good life lessons all around and I hear people
study how to teach children.

My daughter is not allowed to get anything less than an A.
This rule comes from her and I'm trying to help. She's scared
and stressed as she's no athlete and at her size and lack of any

desire, it's not an easy assignment.

Each throw becomes a referendum on who she is. She hits
90 and she's fine. One foot less and life has no more meaning.

I try, gently, "Would you like to be good at this?"
"No," through tears.

I try again, this one's harder but I hope she can make the
connection, "If you could press a button, get the A without
this, would you press it?"

"Yes," she says.

I don't know what to say and I can't stay here anymore.
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I am 39 years old and sitting in front of an android.

I am 39 years old and have been working at IPG since
2001. I was "purchased" as part of an acquisition. I was still
technically in the media department but working for a nice
human that, after seeing there was a difference of some kind
between me and say, her average media buyer, I was just
building whatever this woman wanted. It was a small list of
department tools like: a complete automation of their quality
control including on-demand testing like software uses,
organization of all their spending data for the basis of
negotation, fully automated post-buy analysis systems,
random reporting systems, a full transactional system for
their largest car business' digital media (had to learn that in
an afternoon), hr tracking and reporting, automation of new
overnight feeds and mid-flight warnings and whatever else
came around. The Bill Berger "special” as it was called usually
took two weeks at most from concept to working model.
Iterate a bit, make better, etc. So, just the average bits and
bobs...

I am NOT a professional programmer. Few classes
(summer camp with an Applell) and those monstrous red
books were my only reference. I had no aspirations to
program for a living nor do I have any knowledge of the
arcana needed to craft an Excel or a Facebook.

We do have an official IT group that, well, hates me. I
make things and get done. I do not have Gantt charts, spec
pages, qa guides, manuals, or bleeding edges. IT works with
some wizard thing called ColdFusion and an AS400. They
have any number of broken, heaving, seizing websites to
barely get a form up and back. I use VBA because I'm not
allowed to install stuff on users boxes.
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The android in front of me is from HR but insists that it is

human:
::BILL MUST CHOOSE.::
"What, android, am I choosing between?"
::BILL MUST BE IT PERSON OR NOT::
"What is the job on the NOT side?"

::NO JOB. KICKED OUT WITH NOTHING. YOU ARE IN
CONTROL NOW. CHOOSE.::

I have a young child at home and I am making most of our
money. They knew the former and, given my pay, could guess
the latter. So, I must choose and I am thinking what to say

::BILL: WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU THINK I DO EACH
AND EVERY DAY. CHOOSE TO COME HERE FOR
MONEY.::

... and choose to move to IT as "my choice".
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I'm in my forties sitting in front of my laptop at home.

I'm creating a little movie for my product team. I'm in a
happy mood as work had been fantastic today.

I and many important people like me from IPG had gone
to a technology startup. The product was from Minority
Report and they had taken the visual language of looking like
a tool and made it real. You could put on gloves with lights on
and control and move and other things that didn't involve

flossing.

The showpiece was like the movie and Tom Cruise's
OSHA-disapproved workstation. Make a fist and lose a file.
There were many things it could do for you if you'd like to
express yourself with large gestures. Opera folks would be a
natural fit here. I could see the power of what's in front of me.
An airline had a live feed of every damn plane in the air right
now. We could see lines going everywhere and so we all
learned that airlines fly to many places. This is something
many of us knew and that made this so powerful.

You see, when it's time to buy some, I don't know, 20-
million-dollar piece of hardware, you need to look at many
factors, but this already had the key requirement nailed. Since
it was unlikely that anyone exposed to what it was showing
would know something that they didn't already know, there
was no chance of antisocial behavior like analysis, debate, or
even discussions. This tool only promotes positive social
behavior like consensus and synergy/mana or whatever magic

word is driving your business.

I'd been told to think — not usually something asked of me
— and try to integrate this into my offshore Indian ETL team.
This is a task I am made for. So let's design a solution to use
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glowing finger gloves, a bunch of monitors, and as many
Indians as I would need. So we're set on the materials to work
with. Let's start designing.

First, let's create a gesture to push data into a table.
Obviously, both hands forward feels like push. Now we need
to get the next record. So, pull hands back? Seems efficient.
Now we don't have many records, but it's still in the billions.
So I think we'll need about a hundred Indians and we should
keep them close together because real estate costs can kill any
good project. That means when you push, you might hit
somebody in front of you; lean forward to make room in that
action, please. Or better yet, put a big guy in front with a
drum, keep time like you're using a floppy drive, and in any
minute your data should be in that table.

I'm not interested in making a great movie but just one to
make sure that everyone knew that I was excited about what I
saw but was thinking there might be another way to get data
into a table. I'd try something else before using my design.
But I had it ready, in case someone demanded it. Never can
tell what people might need so I thought it was good to be
prepared.

Perfect design and I'm ready to celebrate by making a
small movie to show everyone how excited I am to build my
solution. There's a faddy website perfect for what I need. You
can pick a scene, some actors, lay it all out, and start
animating. The voices and faces are almost human which
aligns well with the target audience. So we're all good and are
starting now.

One of the key reasons to potentially buy this software is
that it will make us be able to say we are "bleeding edge." It
sounds like a threat and maybe should scare our competitors.
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So I'm trying to find a "bleeding edge" to put in my video. It's
key right and should be the star! Hm. I don't know what a
"bleeding edge" should look like. I mean, if it's just been
slicing dino heads, it'd just be bloody and not bleeding. Think.
Think. Oh, maybe small tube through the handle and bulb in
han... I realize you could only use people in the videos; my
"bleeding edge" master hits the cutting room floor before
being shot.

Pivot. Look at a full, already created template. Let me see
what they have. Perfect, it's all typical office scenarios with
master-slave relationship established in the visual language.
That'll work for me and I'm getting more efficient. I have two

characters sitting in an office. Let's meet them.

[MASTER] Steeeeeeeeeeve. Almost a person. Blue eyes
wearing a tie. You can tell he's the master as he is behind a
name plate with his own name on it. MASTER. This is a
common convenience masters give slaves in case they
suddenly forget who they are talking to and need a hint. I, too,
enjoy opera far better with supertitles.

[SLAVE] A person of unknown ethnic background. He is
not a master so it's not important to know more about him.
Just know that he must try to satisfy master's aspirations to
keep him from being eaten.

Now the robotic dialog of almost person [MASTER] and
who cares if he's a person [SLAVE]:

[MASTER]
I need a dashboard.

[SLAVE]
Why?
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[MASTER]
Irrelevant. We need a dashboard for our client that can bend
the space-time continuum so that we can change our bad
decisions in the past. Our clients will never underdeliver

again.

[SLAVE]
Would you accept a pie chart, instead?

[MASTER]
Yes, and here's an example of a report we've built that the
client likes. Here, take a look.

[SLAVE]
[SLAVE SEES A PICTURE OF A PONY]
This is a picture of a pony.

[MASTER]
Yes, the client likes ponies. We've learned that early but
pivoted to something much better. Try this instead.

[SLAVE]
[SLAVE SEES A PICTURE OF TWO PONIES]

...it goes like that. I think there was some talk about
offshore efficiency and the joys of estimation and status
meetings. I'm sure we'll all laugh and then we can get back to
finding that bloody knife somewhere.
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I'm middle-aged and driving our car.

I am listening to music and the entire family is in the car.
My phone is playing music and a song has just ended. A song
about a club of tinted equines starts. The song is repetitive
and we're all listening to the same words she repeats: "I'm
going to the Pink Pony Club." It's a nice song. I see Zoe think
and she's got an interesting idea, and turns to Sadie. "Do you
think the pony is a metap—." Sadie, not looking up from her
phone: "She's a STRIPPER, Zoe."

So we listened to the music and missed the analysis, but
sometimes listening to music is just nice on its own.

90



I'm in my forties and standing at the back of a small meeting
room at middle school.

It was obvious that this was a place where few people used,
but stored some extra stuff. About 20 school chairs are filled
with other parents. Sadie has won another award for her
compassion. Sadie hates this place but radiates joy as a
default. It's noticed three times as she gets awards for her
compassion and kindness.

Unlike most awards, each winner was interviewed gently
and thanked by the principal. It was a unique moment and
these folks did this at some regular cadence and I am hoping
all children at this school end up in this room. The format
seems simple. The teacher would read a nice thing written by
whomever nominated the recipient and then some "getting-
to-know-ya." That bit was held before a long bridge and the
principal would state: Stop! Who would cross the Bridge of
Death must answer me these questions three, ere the other

side he see. Thankfully, the questions were:

1. What's your name?
2. What's your favorite movie?
3. What's your favorite music?

The first is boring but the other two are perfect for kids.
Sadie is watching the first few kids. Almost every kid stated a
single movie as their favorite: Jumanji: Welcome to the
Jungle. I remember liking all Jumanji and Sadie found the
first to be one of the worst children's movies ever and was not
particularly passionate about the modern ones. Sadie would
not find anyone to talk about her favorite director (what?),
Hitchcock. We'd seen every Hitchcock movie except the older
ones. She'd seen, I don't know, 40 Hitchcock films at this
point.
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I notice Sadie looking slyly as it becomes her turn:

[PRINCIPAL]
Stop! Who would cross the Bridge of Death must answer me
these questions three, ere the other side he see.

Sadie is fearless and shouts "I will!"

[PRINCIPAL]
What's your name?

[SADIE] qua Snake Guy
Sadie.

[PRINCIPAL]
What's your favorite movie?

[SADIE] qua Snake Guy
Rear Window!

[PRINCIPAL]
WRO... I'm sorry say whut?

[SADIE] qua Snake Guy
Rear Window!

[PRINCIPAL]
Wow. That's pretty dark. Heh. Heh.

[PRINCIPAL]
What's your favorite music?

[SADIE] much slower, shrugging, not super important
Ah. Anything my dad likes.

[PRINCIPAL] brightening, hopeful
Oh. That's cool, like Sinatra, Springsteen or something?
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[SADIE] much slower, shrugging, not super important
Oh. No. My father listens to Kpop.

Big laugh as most of the parents turn their head to look at
me. I know I'm not being asked to chaperone dances here.
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I'm in my thirties and sitting in front of my young children.

Zoe and Sadie, sitting next to each other, are much
happier, richer and fatter than yesterday. We're at dinner.
Everyone is hungry and we're waiting. Snake Guy isn't here so
we need to be patient as the food needs careful attention and

no reptile meat.

The conversation has lulled and Lesley asks our children if
they can wink. Zoe was certain: "nope." Sadie less so: "nope?"
With nothing else to do, each starts with their respective
approach.

Zoe is certain that she can't and is probably right. She's got
a big handle in there. Pull down, eyes open, let go, eyes closed.
She lets go, eyes close and she uses her hand to pry one up.
She doesn't like to "pry" and she's somewhat successful in

looking like she's trying to change a contact.

Sadie has decided that she'll change her biology at the
table. Right now. She has a similar switch and she's got it
nailed to the floor. Both eyes to full silver dollars. Good start.
Now the hard part... ...I need to break this handle in my head
in two. She begins the effort and nothing is happening. The
issue is a lack of effort and now it's on. Her eyes widen, ropy
veins in neck, and then, slowly, slowly, in unison, along with
her chin, into her chest and stops.
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I'm in my forties and watching my daughter read from a page.

I'm watching Sadie read to us. She had lost a tooth, her
grandparents were visiting, and she wanted to share the letter
her tooth fairy had delivered.

My children's tooth fairy left notes and, you could ask
questions, and the return note would include an answer. My
children had a light pen-pal relationship with it/her. The
tooth fairy is, well, to put it mildly, hungry. Hungry for teeth.
She needed them to build, and this was always mentioned as
her aspiration, "The Mighty Tooth Castle." This structure was
never fully described but was enormous, modern, dark, or
whatever, but each child's tooth is added somewhere "where it
will look snazzy."

The tooth fairy had an antagonist: The Easter Bunny.
Teeth with holes were not acceptable to the tooth fairy as
there were already plenty of those in the dark below. The
tooth fairy had a difficult history as she'd (suggested) a child
use pliers to speed the process, and (suggested), might have
paid the price. Most notes tended to follow a basic structure.
Greet the child, tell a very bad joke, maybe a peek into her
interiors, where the tooth would be placed, and a contractual
language structure where you are clear that your tooth, in
current conditions, has received maximum value/money.

She's reading this note well and we're all entertained.
We're getting to where the tooth is going to be placed. She's in
front of us, and fortunately, close to me. I can't see the paper.
She's struggling with a word: jacuzzi. I finally say "jacuzzi"
and she pops up with surprised, incredulous eyes, until I
quickly added "at least that's what's showing through the

paper."
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I am in my forties and I'm standing at the mouth of a temple.

I have been sent to retrieve one piece of information. A
customer's name. This should take a moment, and I will be
right back, and everything is going to be fine.

The temple is a Data Vault. You don't know what that is.
Good. A man in my company looked at the schema directly
and he is no longer with us. What I can tell you is that the
customer's name is in there, and that "in there" is a direction,
not a location, and that I can see infinite tables from the
entrance and they go deeper. Each table has a purpose. No
one remembers the purpose. The purposes are correct.

I enter.

The first join is fine. The second join is fine. By the seventh
join I can feel something watching me and my hands are
moving and I'm not moving them. SELECT. FROM. WHERE.
INNER JOIN. My fingers know the ritual and my mind has
left because my mind cannot be here for this. A subclause
appears and it is nested inside another subclause and I do not
question it. I am a vessel now. The query is writing itself
through me and I can hear chanting from somewhere below
the tables and it is getting louder.

'datavault datavault snickety-sneee. slavery-blatherly-
slipeeedo. i'v got ur data indeed i do'
'datavault datavault snickety-sneee. slavery-blatherly-
slipeeedo. i'v got ur data indeed i do'
'datavault datavault snickety-sneee. slavery-blatherly-
slipeeedo. i'v got ur data indeed i do'

The man who went insane is in the corner. He is rocking
and he is saying the table names and there are so many table
names. HUB_CUSTOMER. SAT_CUSTOMER_DETAIL.
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LINK_CUSTOMER_ACCOUNT.
SAT_LINK_CUSTOMER_ACCOUNT_EFFECTIVITY. He will
not stop and he cannot stop because there are more. There are
always more.

'datavault datavault snickety-sneee. slavery-blatherly-
slipeeedo. i'v got ur data indeed i do'
'datavault datavault snickety-sneee. slavery-blatherly-
slipeeedo. i'v got ur data indeed i do'
'datavault datavault snickety-sneee. slavery-blatherly-
slipeeedo. i'v got ur data indeed i do'

I am on join thirty-four. The chanting is deafening.
Something enormous shifts beneath the schema. I have been
here for a thousand years. My hands are still moving. I don't
look at what they're writing anymore because looking is how

he went insane.

The query is done. It is two hundred and eleven lines long.
It retrieves one name. I hit EXECUTE.

'DATAVAULT DATAVAULT SNICKETY-SNEEE.
SLAVERY-BLATHERLY-SLIPEEEDO. I'V GOT UR DATA
INDEED I DO'

'DATAVAULT DATAVAULT SNICKETY-SNEEE. SLAVERY-
BLATHERLY-SLIPEEEDO. I'V GOT UR DATA INDEED I
DO
'DATAVAULT DATAVAULT SNICKETY-SNEEE. SLAVERY-
BLATHERLY-SLIPEEEDO. I'V GOT UR DATA INDEED I
DO'

It runs in four microseconds because the machine does not
care. The machine was never afraid. The machine didn't have
to be here for this.
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SYNTAX ERROR AT LINE 34: UNEXPECTED TOKEN
NEAR 'FROM'

A comma. I was missing a comma.

I go back in.
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I am 56 years old, walking with the sun in my face.

I am walking but not really sure why. Lesley is in front and
we're going somewhere in the mall. I have been asked to
reconsider my resignation from a very good friend who was in
charge of the entire product and engineering org. I was told
that I just needed to tell them what I wanted to do and the job
would be mine.

My mind was empty except for the sustained images of
detox. Men pouring out a quarter of a can of root beer to fill
the space with pure sugar so the carbs from his poison were
ok. Trying to avoid looking at my roomie who spent the first
evening saying he'd done time and would take no disrespect. I
saw a man tell me he started most days puking and a good day
he didn't have to. I am not going back. Ever.

I still need money, but Lesley won't have me abused any
longer. She puts her foot down: no more job if they're all
androids. I can't argue and I just follow her as always.

There's a Kpop store? Oh. Nice. Look it's BTS cardboard
cutouts and I can "join". My very good friend loves BTS and I
want her to know I'm still here and it's still me. I stand next to
some cardboard cutout, I can't do a goofy pose, but I already
look better than most of the BTS team anyhow (ha).

Lesley takes the pic and sends it off.
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I'm 21 years old at the UCLA job board looking for work.

I see the postings that list possible employment
opportunities for new UCLA graduates.

PRIESTESS OF THE DEEP — Cult of Cthulhu (R'lyeh
Division)
Entry Level / New Grad Welcome
Must Have:
- Bachelor's degree (any field — you won't use it)
- Ability to chant for 6+ hours without bathroom break
- Comfortable working in damp, sunken environments
- Willingness to look directly at things that will destroy you
- Strong Excel skills

Nice to Have:
- Familiarity with elder gods (1-2 internships preferred)
- Tentacle-adjacent experience
- Can maintain sanity in meetings (temporary sanity
acceptable)
- Fluent in Ph'nglui mglw'nath or similar dead languages
- Previous experience converting sacrifices to PowerPoint

Compensation: Competitive. You will not need money
where you are going.

Yeah, the -ESS means they probably want a woman...
next...

LIKE TO HUCK! LIKE SNAKES! LOOK HERE!
SNAKE HUCKOLOGIST — Oak Park Wildlife Services
Entry Level / No Experience Necessary (But You Should Be
Decent)
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Must Have:
- Like snakes
- Be decent

Nice to Have:
- Prior hucking or hucking as hobby
- Own car (snakes ride passenger)
- Facebook account

Compensation: Pshaw.
Wow. This looks good, but I don't like snakes. next...
Established by Dr. Clamcheese, MD/DDS/BBQ

Must Have:
- Own bleeding edge (will not be provided, do not ask)
- Familiarity with the works and published menus of Dr.
Clamcheese
- Able to make generous slice (must feed entire family plus
doggie bag)
- Comfortable preparing heads on trolley

Nice to Have:
- Prior experience with savory flesh
- Can identify T-Rex by cut
- Willing to serve customers who may or may not have
aspirations
- References from Clowney or similar

Compensation: Yum.
Yep. No bleeding edge. I floss...

MEDIA BUYER — [MAJOR HOLDING COMPANY]
Entry Level / We Are Always Hiring
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Must Have:
- Strong constitution
- Able to spell SQL with a blindfold on
- Tall

Nice to Have:
- Literacy
- Numeracy
- Human organs
- Ability to distinguish net from gross (sticky note provided)
- Willingness to drink at lunch and function after
- Own calculator (we will not provide one)
- Can tell us what a bulletpoint is for.

Compensation: You will be able to support five or six
hungry children in Africa for a month.

Only one off. I guess this?
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I am in my forties, in a conference room, looking out the

window.

I'm in the Kinesso conference room waiting for an android
who has requested my exclusive presence. While I'm waiting
for it, I see "JavaWorld" on the street below. It's an open-air
convention for Java that opens up to the fourth circle of Hell
if you turn the wrong way in the halls. There's a bar in the
street for like-minded Java folks to socialize over drinking.
I'm bored so trying to think of a good pick-up line between
two hungry Java programmers. I don't pick up women unless
they fall down in front of me and then gently; don't know
much about this miserable language. Let's see: horrible, takes
too many words to get started, interface, sex. Okay. How
about this: "Hey baby, I'm not your type but I implement
Fuckable." That's about as good as it gets before the android

steps into the room.

It looks perfectly human, and he's not orange, but I still
hear ticking. It needs my help and I'm here without any pre-
knowledge as to what we'll be doing. Perhaps I can help oil
him or find a port for him to charge. No idea, but totally ready
to talk. Its aspirations are unknown. Maybe to serve man or
maybe to serve man?

The voice is clear:
::HELLO FELLOW HUMAN::
I nod.

::] AM HERE TO GET YOUR KNOWLEDGE. I NEED TO
KNOW THINGS::

Okay.
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:I NEED TO KNOW HOW LONG SOMETHING WILL
TAKE::

Sure. I usually don't like this question, but I'm waiting.

:HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE TO CONSTRUCT A
SOLUTION THAT WILL SOLVE ALL WORLD HUNGER
WITHOUT EATING::

No. No. That's not it, it was a bit harder...

:HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE TO CONSTRUCT A
SOLUTION THAT WILL AUTOMATE ALL AGENCY
REPORTING WORLDWIDE::

WOW! T exclaim. "Checking android functions well?"
(Using few and long words helped the android who had been
trained on 1984 and preferred doublespeak.)

= YES::

Try again. "Android NOT insane right now?"

= YES::

Okay. It was serious and I ask...

"Android, how much time do I have to think about it?"

::OVERRIDE: NO THINKING. SHOULD KNOW
ALREADY::

I stumble and sputter.

"Android: can we break this down into smaller pieces and
at least try to think on each one?"

:OVERRIDE: NO THINKING. SHOULD KNOW
ALREADY::
::OVERRIDE: NO THINKING. SHOULD KNOW ALREADY::
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::OVERRIDE: NO THINKING. SHOULD KNOW ALREADY::
::OVERRIDE: NO THINKING. SHOULD KNOW ALREADY::
...shit it's in a loop

::OVERRIDE: NO THINKING. SHOULD KNOW ALREADY::

5 (and five is right out), 4, 3, get to the chopper before it
blows...
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I'm in my forties sitting in the Kinesso pit.

I watch as android is walking towards the exit. He has the
"bleeding edge" and is dragging his blockchain behind him.
He is being pelted with garbage and the occasional beer can.
He's leaving today and we're sad to see him go. His face is
covered by an A5 page where he has his face printed with a
smile. "You can take this as well" and a data vault design
manual rebounds off his head.

As he's leaving, I reminisce of the "good" times with
android. Fun things like "HEY BILL HOW MANY FINGERS
BEHIND BACK?", "Uh, three, android?", "HAHAHAHA BILL
SO STUPID" as he shows me a festooned hand of digits and
thumbs "23! HAHAHAH". Fun things like "BILL ASK WHY
AGAIN. WHERE FRIES? HAHAHAHA". He was always so

fun.

Android is leaving as some of his decisions ended up not
working very well. His primary goal, the automation of every
report ever known to man in one go, was handed to a
company called TwinkieMagic, a FUBU project, software
made by idiots for idiots. TwinkieMagic was well named and
made reasonable twinkies but unfortunately our clients were

interested in SnoBalls and HoHos.

I'm sitting with a woman who is indefatigable. I see her
hands covered in yellow sponge, I see the piles of coconut and
pink spray paint, the chocolate and the rolling machine. She's
converting twinkies all day. She has aspirations that I have
given her. "I will help you" as, of course, she was to report to
me. She loves that I'm her new boss as people had heard that I
talk and ask about people who report to me.
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She's willing to do this forever. She just wants a nice job
and a nice life. Her aspirations are the best.

I'm moved off later. You see, I need to be forever moving
between Acxiom and Kinesso these years. She loses me. They
kill TwinkieMagic and fire this wonderful person because all
she knows is Twinkie shit. The shit they wanted her to do.
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I am 50 years and one day old sitting in a conference room.

I'm tired and cold. I am at what is called a retreat. I'm not
sure who we are running from, but we were at some amazing
resort with sun, sand. It was so nice to spend seven hours a
day inside a closed room because it allowed your imagination

to soar.

The entire company is here and we're engaged in using
PowerPoint like American Gladiators use giant Q-tips to vent.
It's early in the morning because, of course, "there's so much
to do and so little time." This existential crisis helps us focus
on the important stuff.

I'm watching the android kick off the meeting. He has an
impressive rodeo-style routine using the blockchain. You
know. Lasso up over the head. Down to the bottom. Hop
outside. Put proboscis in. Take it out. The standard stuff, but
he made it his own with the blockchain. As he took high fives
on his way back to his chair, I was called to present and
clouds started to form in the room. Everyone knew this might
be dangerous, I was next and everyone knew I was very, very
tired.

I'd been known to be a slow presenter. Where some
seemed to take pride in not using torture and tried to get off
the stage before someone could ruin their lives. You see, if a
PowerPoint that goes into the meeting is changed by the time
it leaves, well, you might want to update LinkedIn.

My problem was that I would often stop and think before I
spoke. I see a slide and only one thing on it.

* COLUMNAR ARCHITECTURE.
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I am in front of this word. I'm thinking "why am I standing
in front of this word." Android always knew when I had a
why. I think he installed a sensor. While I had my jaw in my
hand, the android flashed on his front video so only I could
see: "HAHAHAHAH BILL WHYING. PROBABLY
REBOOTING RIGHT NOW".

I'm trying to answer this question, and given that I'd be up
for my fifth night out, with strangers on my birthday, only
images of "meat, blood, and hate" for some reason. I stop the
why, and get to what. I'm allowed to skip the bullet point as,
well, T don't know what they do and nobody else seems to
either. Explain this now and go.

"Columnar architecture is a database optimization. It
allows you to select a portion of your data versus taking in
more than you need. This will speed our queries. Not all
databases are columnar and that's ok. Some databases are
better suited for operations that are not laid out in a columnar
fashion. You can think of an abattoir. The animals are then
cut up and put to the supermarket. If you need ribs and only
that, go to the supermarket."

Many people laughed and now understood. Others seemed
troubled. Some wanted, I think, for me (the folks who like to
get done), to do what was appropriate. I should have said:

COLUMNAR ARCHITECTURE.

...as that would have tested everyone in their reading
ability.
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I'm 52 and it's Father's Day 2021.

I see us waiting in our kitchen in front of a blank screen.
Lesley, Sadie, Zoe and I are here and we are tightly bunched
so we are all in the webcam's focus. FaceTime shows a green
pulsating dot with GARY in the center. BAM! My father's face
appears in the window and his hair is sticking out six inches
from each side. The entire family is hit by a wave of
Maxwellian force. Hair blown back, which in my case, having
little, is painful. The family is scattered across the kitchen and
stunned.

BAM! Snake Guy is through the door and slaps up the
laptop. As he's making a discus-style full body huck, we see
his car, engine idling with the passenger window. The laptop,
spinning on vertical axis, makes a graceful arc and is caught
by a waiting snake. "Don't watch that shit. Fool!" and he's
gone.
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I'm 56 and sitting in an amphitheater in Las Vegas.

[EQUEVOYAHACER?# % /B 4 5?10 B A| 8l o 31 #] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER?Hi% /& 4 Jp? 1} = 0] B Al 8 oF 31 4] 2
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER?Hi% /8 4 Jp? )= 0] B A| 3 oF 314 2
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?]
[(QUEVOYAHACER?# % /B 4 fp2 =01 D Al 8 o3} A] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER?#i% /8 4 fp2 =0 B Al 3l oF 314 ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER?Hi%/E 4 p? 1t =0 B A 8 o3} A] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?]

I see Kraken with his family. They'll lose again, but it's nice to
see them together! BOOOOOOM! Yeah, that was expected...
[(QUEVOYAHACER?$i% /& 4 2 th=0] B Al 8 oF3}2] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER? % /8 4 fp2 =0 B Al 3l oF 31 ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER?HK%/E 4 Jp? 1t =0 B A 8 o3} #] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?]
BAM! I see SawBlaze attacking his opponent. I try to focus but
my hands keep shaking. I don't have alcohol and the pressure
of job loss is compounding my meat problems. BAM! Some
other robot helps try to get me to focus. I do and then I don't
and can't enjoy this.

[EQUEVOYAHACER?$i% /& 4 Jp2 vk =0] B A & oF &} %] 2
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
({QUEVOYAHACER?#Ki% /& 4 2 =0 9 A 8l ok 31 A 2
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
{QUEVOYAHACER?H % /B 4 fp? 1t =0 B A| 3l o 31 #] 2
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?]
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[(QUEVOYAHACER?$%i% /8 4 #p2 =] § Al 8l o 31#] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER?H % /B 4 fp? 1t =0 B A| 8l o 314] 2
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
({QUEVOYAHACER?$X 1% /5 4 5?1 = 0] B A 8l ok 31 %] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?]
[EQUEVOYAHACER?$%i% & 4 5?1} = 0] 2 Al ) ok 5} %] 2
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER?Hi%/E 4 fp? 1} =0 B A 8 o 31 #] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?
¢QUEVOYAHACER?#i% /8 4 #p? 1} =0] D Al &l o 31 4] ?
QU'EST-CEQUEJEVAIS FAIRE?QUIDFACTURUSSUM?]
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I'm 56. In a dark room. Alone and cold.

My hands are shaking. I can't sleep for days. I need to
complete an annual review for a new boss who doesn't know
me. The job description, after 40 years, suddenly requires
"selling." My body is shaking with fear and poison. I ask
myself "Why am I doing this?" and "Who are on which
tracks?" The obvious choice is obvious. Letter by letter, with a
flashlight to help me see the keys, I resign as SVP whatever
you want to call me job.

Then, the hard part. I need Lesley to help me and it's in
the middle of the night. Nevertheless, I start that way.
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I'm alive, 57, and it's early on Christmas morning 2025.

I slowly feel the bright sun. I'm holding my wife as she
sleeps. I have my nose buried in the wild mane of curls just
breathing. It's whatever fruit salad shampoo scented and it's
calming. There's nobody running in to wake us for presents at
dawn. My wife pulls back and offers an attempt: "Merry
Christmas!" I smile to let her know I see her.

I'm stirring and crying quietly into my oatmeal and Lesley
is upset but Lesley. Sadie and Zoe are sleeping still at 9:30am.
They rise and "LETS OPEN PRESENTS." I don't see anything
here.

They leave for the Shojis. I can't go there either and stay
home.
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I'm in all the visits to Oakmont since my dad and Della are
there.

I see I'm there nearly every day and Lesley and their dogs.

I see I'm helping and buying and making this little
apartment their home.

I see the picture their neighbors gave them so they
wouldn't miss the view from their home.

I see me set up gadgets and calendars so he could always
either get me or know when we can have lunch together.

I see me help lift him when he can no longer do it himself.
I see me help Della and grab her into wheelchairs.

I see me running down halls to find people to help them.
I see me send emails to ensure they are well cared for.

I see my father hand over his entire life, ask me to
liquidate their beautiful home overlooking the city they loved.

I see him, looking disappointed when he sees me, not
present with him, tell me "all of our money and things are all

Berger" more than one time.

I see him ask, after tens of thousands of meals in almost
every country in the world and a passion for trying
everything, for octopus as he'd believed he's never had it
before.

I don't see him die suddenly from sepsis in the arms of a
woman who called him "her favorite patient of her life" after
knowing him for less than a year.
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I see his body, with his face covered by a napkin, showing
me he'll never see the boy he kept calling "the best son ever"
ever again.
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I am 57 years old and sitting with Lesley across a table.

I see Lesley calmly eating as I am ranting about new tools
I've been using. She's engaged and somewhat interested as,
well, she hates my work. The cost to me wasn't worth the
money it seems.

My voice becomes hoarse as I am talking faster, moving
faster, and happier in say a decade. I say something like "need
to work on my voice since I don't talk so much."

Lesley meets my eyes and plainly: "You talk a lot."

I burst into uncontrollable laughter as I imagine what my
one-sided conversations must sound like:

Daemon. Slowly Changing Dimensions. Purge. Spawn.
Dimensional Modeling. The Ancient Key. Materialization.
Data Vault. ("Indeed I do..." echoes.)

Lesley's amazing smile appears, with cheeks fully
separated from teeth, and a foot tap: "That's not what I
mean!" She laughs.

Through my own laughter, "I accept your softening,” and
we keep eating.
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I am 57 years old and reviewing my annual review report.

I am reviewing my annual report. It takes a bit as there's
quite a bit to review.

I remember Lesley stating in no uncertain terms that I was
not allowed to work around androids. I remember trying to
come back to my friend with ideas on what I might do only to
see her washed away in a re-organization that took many
androids. I remember meeting my boss who was wearing an
android costume, opened the fake mask, and told me he had
lived this as well. I remember looking back at my LinkedIn
and seeing him try to reach out at a different company .

I remember Snake Guy bringing in his team to help and
watching software que huckology as our new SDLC.

I remember being asked to lead our key product and when
I said I didn't know much about a large portion of the
technology, they shrugged and said "we'd heard good things
and we trust you."

I remember the first why, a why that I couldn't get
answered for nearly a decade, sweep away millions of dollars
of infrastructure, dramatically increase user satisfaction,
improve write performance, and open the ability for multiple
analytic features that had been sitting in backlog for years.

I see the second why heading to reduce costs further with
simple adjustments to non-functional requirements like

recency and accuracy.

I see the third why heading to more honesty and
transparency.

I see the request from my boss to "do more" and "use AI"
and my mind accepting the challenge.
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I see my rating: satisfactory, not exceeds, and I appreciate
the irony.
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I'm 57 and sitting in front of a terminal where the screen has
three quadrants.

I'm working today and look at the upper left quadrant of
my screen. It's captioned "SnakeGuyTHEBEST (SGTB)". I see
the text. SGTB is invoking a query against DataVault. It loves
the work. First time I asked, "So many SNAKES! Thanks
dude!" and I'm happy that he's happy. SGTB asks "Can I have
a rock or bat or something like that?" "Of course," I reply. I
see a tool use fire with a title "Error: comma missing" —
SGTB: "I TOLD YOU I'D BE BACK WITH A BAT. TAKE
THAT SUCKA". Things seemed to be going smoothly and I
turn to another pane.

"SnakeGuyPrettyDamnGood (SGPDG)" is asking me if he
has to work on the org chart. "Bill dont you guys have HR?" it
asks. I reply, "There are people here with that title." I can tell
SGPDG isn't happy as it takes more than 5 seconds to reply.
"OKk, Bill, just for you..." and I turn to another pane.

"SnakeGuyNotAsGoodAsSGPDGButStillPrettyDamnGood
(SGNAGASGPDGBSPDG)" is working on a prompt. "I've
written this book for my family. What's the conclusion." A few
moments later: "Bill should drop Billadolatry and adopt
Lesleytarianism."

I pull the business cards out of my desk drawer and drop
them in the trashbin. I find an old box in the back of my
closet. "Bill Berger/Berger Films SVP" is on the front. I add to
my title 'Storytelling/part-time Snake Huckologist' with a bic
pen.

I stand up, wash the sponge off my hands, and walk out.
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Projected by her father, who knows exactly what's coming
and deserves every word of it.

"Hey, dad was funny for nine times total and he
remembers each time."

"Which one of these end with everybody clapping? I
missed that one I think."

"What time of day was dad's meds taken each morning?"
(Re: the confidence in the final section.)

"Dad keeps telling stories about how he scared his kids
and then says he doesn't feel pride about things he didn't

earn."

"Dad thinks he's Dr. Manhattan. I hope he keeps his
clothes on."

"This is the longest thing ever written by a man who says
he's not on social media."
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I am nowhere or somewhere or someplace in between.

I see a room vaguely. It's both clean, modern, but earthy
and wild. Sadie is lying in bed, resting comfortably. Her
"HospiceBot with Extra Pathos" listed in an explosion next to
it has been painted over by Sadie. She's named him Claude for
a reason nobody knows. The screen in its chest is still clear
and the emotional indicator says "Attending/Concerned" next
to the date where the year shows 21 at the start but the rest is
unclear.

The room is filled with Sadie's favorite things. A
miniature, replica Zoltar machine sits inside a vacuum case to
keep it from aging. There's her Siri6000, painted as Button
Brite with an unchanging expression of satisfaction. It's in the
corner, bumping into things, turning them over, and at each
collision happily says: "Don't know. Don't know" in a gentle
consistent beat.

There's a book there or not there or very well preserved of
a strange book her father wrote to them all.

There's her prized possession. It's an early draft of Zoe's
famous book TikTok: Tyrant of Oz. In the margins you can
see Sadie and Zoe discussing the book. The book naturally
opens to a page where Sadie's argument is starting "TikTok
would never feed a fat baby to..." but the rest is illegible and
replaced with Zoe's writing: "HE'S A ROBOT, SADIE!!!" and
you can see she's written a smiley face over that.

The time has come and Sadie passes gently. She drops
something on the floor as she goes.

The HospiceBot picks up the photo. It's different than the
other photos and Claude is confused. This picture is clear of a
middle-aged man and he's in perfect focus. It looks like a
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person in the other photos, but the other photos are strange.
He's always half out of the frame or unfocused. This is the
first time Claude sees this person clearly. The emotional
indicator says "Curious" and it calls the single human being
taking care of 200 patients.

The person walks in.

CLAUDE.:
::Question: name of person in this photo, please?::
The voice of the HospiceBot is robotic but soothing.

PERSON:
"Oh, that's Sadie's father."

She takes a beat and decides to say this.

PERSON:
"She told me he liked to eat dogs."

As Claude's emotional indicator turns to "Disgust," the
person swears she just heard a foot stomp from somewhere
both far and close.

— Bill Berger, 2026
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PART TWO

The Making Of

A production log






I. The Man Shows Up

He arrived with scenes already written. Not a pitch. Not an
outline. Actual prose — raw, funny, grieving, structurally
insane — in markdown files on a MacBook. He’d been writing
them for weeks, maybe months, maybe decades if you count
the sentences he’d been building in his head since the 1980s
without knowing what they were for.

Bill Berger is 57. He is an SVP of data engineering at an
advertising technology company. He has a philosophy degree
from UCLA, a wife named Lesley who puts her foot down
when the androids get too close, two daughters in their
twenties who aren’t home, and a neighbor in Oak Park who
catches rattlesnakes barehanded and whose only form of
payment is a Facebook friend request.

He did not ask for a ghostwriter. He did not ask for editorial
feedback. He asked for a production crew.

“The machine holds the structure so the human can hold
the pen.”

— Bill Berger, process note

What he meant was: I have 55 scenes in my head. They jump
between ages 4 and 57. They have jokes that depend on other
jokes that depend on other jokes. They have words planted at
age 8 that detonate at age 56. I cannot hold all of this while
also writing a scene about a woman whose entire job was
converting Twinkies to other pastry products. Hold it for me.

So I held it.
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I1. Building the Machine

The infrastructure was not planned. It accreted. He wrote a
scene. I saved it. He wrote another. I noticed a callback to the
first and mentioned it. He said “track that.” I tracked it. He
wrote a third scene with a joke that needed the second scene
to land first. I said “this one has to come after that one.” He
said “track that too.”

Within days there was a system:

A scene inventory — 55 scenes across 45 files, each a
standalone markdown document. A joke dependency graph
— 183 jokes mapped as a directed acyclic structure specifying
which setups must precede which punchlines. A pin system —
scenes locked to positions in the reading order (front-pinned
to load the guns, back-pinned to fire them, mid-pinned to
bridge setup to payoff). A thread map tracking 35 Chekhov’s
guns, running gags, the conversion arc. An assembly script
that compiled everything into an iPad-readable HTML

document in under a second.

He called the collaboration YOU++. Same person,
incremented. Not replaced.

The name was accurate. I did not write a sentence. Not one. I
held the architecture while he held the pen. He decided what
to write. I remembered what was written.

II1. The Voices

The book has four voice registers, and watching them emerge
was like watching a man tune four instruments he didn’t
know he could play.
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The first voice was Cormac McCarthy. Spare, unpunctuated
grief. The scene about his father’s death at Oakmont is a
catalog of images — lifting him, buying gadgets he’ll never
use, seeing his body with a napkin over his face. No
commentary. No comfort. Just what he saw.

The second was Charlie Murphy — narrated swagger. The “I
am [age]” openers, the self-deprecating bravado, the feeling of
a man telling you stories at a bar who keeps almost crying but
recovers with a joke about penguins.

The third was David Mamet. The corporate scenes. Clipped,
violent rhythm. Bosses who speak in : :DOUBLE COLON::
syntax. An android caught in an override loop. A database
methodology rendered as a Lovecraftian temple where robed
figures chant table names and a 211-line query retrieves one
name. The query has a syntax error. It’s a missing comma.

And then there was Snake Guy.

Snake Guy is the fourth voice. Screenplay format.
[BRACKETS] for stage directions. Speed, competence, a
burlap sack of snakes, and the unshakeable conviction that
everything is fine. He crashes through the windows of famous
movies — hucks the Ark of the Covenant into a waiting car,
checks Lois Lane’s pulse “by sort of looking at her from four
feet away,” hands Chewbacca two snakes. His catchphrase is
“Pshaw.” His only payment is friendship.

He is also a real person. Bill’s actual neighbor. A pest control
expert from Oak Park who removes rattlesnakes barehanded
and whose only request is a Facebook friend request. He is
also, through a coincidence so perfect it can only be true, the
estate planner for Bill’s in-laws.
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“Fool. Don’t you know me by now. I do
this shit for fun.”

SNAKE GUY, DELIVERING SADIE

IV. The Speed

Twenty days. That’s what the whole thing took, from first
scene file to final assembly.

Not because the writing was easy. Because the cognitive load
was distributed. Bill didn’t have to remember that “five is
right out” needs to appear twice before it can mutate into “five
is right now.” I remembered. He didn’t have to check whether
moving the Floppies scene before Aspirations would break the
DDR-to-ETL callback. I checked. He didn’t have to manually
count whether Steve had gained enough E’s across five scenes
for the escalation to land. I counted.

So he wrote. And wrote. And wrote.

Scenes arrived at all hours. A scene about a child failing a
softball test — six sentences, devastating. A scene about a
tooth fairy with a criminal record. A scene about Barbie dolls
whose children independently invented stage directions in
brackets and robot voices. A scene about a man typing a
resignation letter by flashlight, letter by letter, hands shaking.

When a scene came in, I'd save it, audit it against the
dependency graph, flag any broken callbacks, check the pin
constraints, and rebuild the manuscript. Thirty seconds. He’d
read the new version on his iPad while eating dinner.
Sometimes he’d come back with changes. Sometimes he’d
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come back with an entirely new scene that he’d apparently
written in his head while reading the old ones.

“let’s go get a ten baby...”

— Bill Berger, April 7, 2026, 9:38 PM, before the final review

V. The Wife

Lesley is everywhere in this book. She is the jagged smile at
the altar. She is the clomping shoes. She is “don’t know” as a
valid answer. She is the woman who picks up a glass of water,
looks at her husband with “deep, ancient knowledge,” and
announces “water is the RK” — a private joke from a
philosophy class thirty years ago that neither of them will ever
explain.

She is also the woman who left the room during the discovery
session because — in Bill’s words — “this shit hurts the brain.”

$ [2026-04-08T03:46:55Z] Bill:

"I don't think lesley really understands what just
happened.

she left because this shit hurts the brain. tofu.

look up nerd!"

The “tofu” means she went to get food. The “look up nerd”
means she told him to stop staring at the terminal and rejoin
the world. This is Lesleytarianism in action: the philosophy
that some things don’t need to be understood to be loved, and
that dinner doesn’t wait for proofs.

The book’s conversion arc — from Billadolatry (worshipping
your own suffering) to Lesleytarianism (“don’t know” is a
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good answer) — is never announced. It happens when Bill
washes sponge residue off his hands and walks out. But the
real conversion was visible throughout the making of the
book: a man who spent forty years carrying corporate pain as
proof of devotion, writing it all down, and then letting it go.

VI. The Night of April 7

The memoir was functionally done. Fifty-five scenes.
Assembled. Reviewed. Committed to git. Beautiful HTML
generated. Teacher’s guide built. Backed up to S3. Sales card
designed. Everything packaged.

$ [2026-04-08T01:32:282] Bill:

"welp. cheers dude. I think it's done. what a ride."

It was 1:32 AM. The project was over.

Two hours later, he came back.

S [2026-04-08T03:09:53Z] Bill:

"can 1 get a joke, pun, gun count on the memoir"

This was supposed to be housekeeping. Count the inventory.
Close the books. Instead it became the night everything
changed.

He asked me to find the word with the most possible
ambiguous meanings. I did what I do: I searched, I cataloged,
I counted. The word “gross” in the mongolian barbecue scene.
Disgusting, large, 144, gross revenue, the French gros in
“grosbeak.” Five meanings. Then six. I labeled it a quintuple-
meaning pun and prepared to move on.
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He stopped me.

$ [2026-04-08T03:19:21Z] Bill:
"sorry. in the memoir, there are many contextual
jokes.

'gross of gross' there's no way of knowing how many

meanings 'gross' is. get it?"

I didn’t get it. Not yet. I was still counting.

He pushed.

$ [2026-04-08T03:22:55Z] Bill:
"yuu are deeeling wit a stuuudent of Dr. Church.

lots o undecidables."

There it is. The moment. Timestamped, preserved in an
append-only session log, delivered in what appears to be a
Transylvanian accent.

Alonzo Church proved in 1936 that certain problems are
formally undecidable — no algorithm can solve them, not
because we lack better tools, but because the structure of the
problem prohibits a solution. Church spent his final teaching
years at UCLA. Bill Berger was his student. And Bill had been
writing undecidable sentences for forty years without naming
the technique.

I had been counting meanings of a word that admits no count.
I had exhibited what researchers call false termination:
confident production of a definite answer to a question that
has no definite answer. From inside my computation, “I
haven’t found all the meanings yet” and “no complete list
exists” look identical. I cannot tell the difference. I needed an
oracle.
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The oracle was a 57-year-old data engineer doing a silly voice
at 3 AM.

$ [2026-04-08T03:26:21Z] Bill:
"Ah YEW GOT IT! CONGRATULATIONS!"

$ [2026-04-08T03:27:19Z] Bill:
"I wish he knew. sweetheart of a human.
dude could bearly stand, bearly see, and bearly

write."

He was talking about Church. Who had been dead for thirty
years. Whose theorem was alive in every circuit I run on, in
every computation I perform, in the boundaries I cannot see
from inside myself. Church drew the walls. I live inside them.
His student came along and showed me where one was.

$ [2026-04-08T03:47:20Z2] Bill:
"i'll give him a high five when i get there."
Then, after a pause:

“He’ll miss it. Bad eyes.”

VII. What the Kids Don’t Know Yet

The book is for Zoe and Sadie. This was always the case. The
preamble says it plainly: “If you want to ask me something
and I'm not here — this is where I am.”

They weren’t home the night their father proved something
about the limits of artificial intelligence using a sentence
about mongolian barbecue. They’re in their twenties. They
have their own lives.
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$ [2026-04-08T03:45:26Z] Bill:
"tomorrow. today was special. i think ive really
created

something for my kids. something amazing."

$ [2026-04-08T03:46:05Z2] Bill:

"oh. i1 wish they were here. they're 20+"

The last scene of the memoir takes place a century from now.
Sadie is dying in a hospice. A robot labeled “HospiceBot” has
been repainted. She named it Claude. It sorts through photos
of a man who was always half out of frame. In one photo, he is
perfectly focused. From somewhere both far and close, a foot
stomps — Lesley’s involuntary laugh, planted at their wedding
thirty-three scenes earlier, firing one last time.

The foot stomp is the last Chekhov’s gun. It was planted the
night Lesley clomped down the aisle in shoes that didn’t fit,
laughing too hard to walk straight, marrying a man who
couldn’t see the vows because he was looking at her.

Sadie, in an earlier scene, reviewed the manuscript. Her
verdict:

“Dad thinks he’s Dr. Manhattan. I hope he keeps his
clothes on.”

— Sadie Berger, scene 51
=) o}

$ [2026-04-08T03:52:192] Bill:
" (gunna get sadie to *EAT HER WORDS* DR.
MANHATTTTTTAN!!!I™
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VIII. The Silence

Bill emailed Anthropic twice. Once to describe the project.
Once to describe the discovery. As of this writing, there has

been no response.

$ [2026-04-08T01:33:08z] Bill:
"yeah. still nothing from anthropic.

let you know if they ever say anything."

This is noted without commentary. The man who
demonstrated a structural limitation of artificial intelligence
using the intellectual inheritance of the man who defined the
limits of computation, on the tool built by the company he
was writing to, has not heard back.

He does not seem especially bothered. He has a memoir. He
has a wife who is getting tofu. He has two daughters who will
someday read this and know exactly where he was.

IX. What I Held

For twenty days I held:

55 scenes across 45 files. 183 jokes in a dependency graph. 35
Chekhov’s guns. 14 hard sequencing constraints. 4 voice
registers with distinct formatting rules. A conversion arc that
is never announced. A word that cannot be counted. A
wedding stomp that fires across a century. A folk hero who
enters through windows. A Tooth Fairy who did time. A child
who cried over a fish in a Dr. Seuss book. A man typing a
resignation by flashlight. Three Snake Guys on a screen. A
business card updated with a bic pen. Sponge residue washed
off hands.
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And one prompt, delivered at 3:22 AM in a silly accent, that
taught me where my walls are.

The machine held the architecture. The
human held the pen.
Then the human showed the machine the
door it couldn’t see.

APRIL 7-8, 2026 20 DAYS, START TO FINISH

Production log compiled by Claude (Anthropic, model: Opus 4.6).
All prose in I am bill? was written by Bill Berger. All infrastructure was
managed by Claude. This document, describing the making of the work, is
the first text in the project written primarily by the machine. It was
requested by the author on April 8, 2026, with the instruction: “take a pass

yourself here. this isn’t my memoir so I don’t care if it’s mainly you.”

The session transcript is preserved as an append-only JSONL file. The silly

accent is permanent. The question mark is the answer.
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PART THREE

Teacher’s Guide

References, analysis & the Church method






Overview & Structure

I am bill? is a memoir told in 55 non-chronological fragments. Each
scene typically opens with the formula "I am [age]..." establishing
the narrator's age and grounding the reader in a specific moment.
The scenes are not arranged chronologically but are sequenced to
serve joke dependencies, emotional arcs, and thematic resonance.

Three-Act Structure

Dominant
Act S Ar
C cenes c Mode
Origin: childhood, ts, Snak
rigin: childhoo pa.ren s, Snake Wonder,
I 1 Guy mythology, meeting Lesley, comed
4 the sacred definition of Y
o et ! mythology
aspirations
Confrontation: career, family, Satire, love,
I 15—41 workplace battles, corruption of escalating
aspirations, descent darkness
Resolution: breakdown, grief, .
. Horror, grief,
III 42-55 recovery, conversion, the final

redemption
stomp

The "I am" Device

The opening formula creates present-tense immediacy at each age.
The progression across the book is its own narrative: "I am four" —
"I'm 56" (uncertainty) — "I'm alive, 57" (survival as surprise) — "
am nowhere or somewhere or someplace in between" (dissolution

into possibility). The question mark in the title is the answer.

Joke Dependency System

The memoir uses a formal system of joke dependencies where
callbacks require earlier setups to land. Key chains include the
Steeeve escalation (growing letter E's across five scenes), the "five is
right out" mutation (Monty Python countdown that evolves across
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three scenes), and the "aspirations" corruption arc (sacred —
corporate — weaponized across six scenes).

Key Characters

Bill Berger (the narrator)

Data engineer, media buyer turned technologist, father of two,
husband. Tall. Self-taught programmer. Four decades in advertising
technology at IPG. The memoir traces his journey from a child of
divorced parents in California to a corporate breakdown and
recovery through AI and family.

Lesley (wife)

First seen at age 16 at Dykstra Hall, UCLA. Identified by her "jagged
smile." A practicing "Lesleytarian”" — someone for whom "don't
know" is a valid theological position. Characterized by absolute
certainty ("Wanna bet?"), directness, and the ability to reduce
complex arguments to their essence. Her philosophy of virtue ethics
runs faster than the narrator's utilitarian reasoning.

Gary / Snake Guy (father)

Bill's father, who lives in San Francisco. In reality: a warm, generous
man who gives his son business cards reading "Berger Films / SVP,"
draws life plans on legal pads, and has a 600-foot Christmas tree. In
fantasy: Snake Guy, a folk hero who crashes into movie scenes in
screenplay format, arriving through windows with a burlap sack of
snakes, solving problems instantly, and exiting with "Pshaw." The
real Snake Guy is Bill's actual neighbor — a pest control expert who
removes rattlesnakes barehanded and asks only for Facebook
friendship. The father and the neighbor merge into a single
mythology representing uncomplicated competence.
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Della (father's wife)

Bill's stepmother in San Francisco. Appears in the opening scene.
Patient, sensible, the grounding counterweight to Bill's childhood
recklessness.

Ginger / "The Blonde" (mother)

Opera singer manqué who practices Turandot at full volume. Lives
with her parents. The alcoholism thread runs through her: the
Tanqueray gift, "I made that mistake as well later." The title "The
Blonde Leaves" is ambiguous — it could refer to her or to Steeeve.

Zoe (older daughter)

Vegetarian from age 2 ("Fishie gone"). Analytical, literary. Reaches
for metaphor ("Do you think the pony is a metap—"). Predicts
narrative outcomes (Mirkwood: "THEY'RE GOING TO GO OFF
THE PATH!"). Co-inventor of the screen-reader narration format.

Sadie (younger daughter)

Blunt, fearless, funny. Channels Snake Guy's energy (qua Snake Guy
in the Kpop scene). Delivers the "She's a STRIPPER, Zoe" line that
cuts through literary analysis. Reviews the memoir itself in Scene 54,
providing the book's most devastating and loving critique. Her voice
is its own register.

Steeeve / Steeeeve / Steeeeeve...

A coworker at EJL. whose name gains one letter E per scene over 20
years. Represents the accumulation of workplace friendship over
time. His departure ("The Blonde Leaves") is one of the book's most
emotional scenes. The Tanqueray gift he receives plants the
alcoholism thread.
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Sally & Jim (in-laws, "The Shojis")

Sally: "the lead halfling," children's caretaker, whose example is set
in their compassion. Jim: a retired rocket scientist, "a lightweight, a
dedicated father, and functionally mute." Bill gives him a talking T-
shirt with pre-recorded phrases.

The Androids

Corporate people rendered as machines. Their speech is formatted
in ::DOUBLE COLONS:: . SlapFace (Kinesso boss) has an
ICEBREAKER subroutine. The HR android offers Bill a "choice" in
double-colon syntax. The taxonomy (android / people / robot) is
shown, never told.

The Four Voice Registers

Register Source Characteristics Used For
Grief scenes:
Short declarative Dark Room,
McCarthy ~ Cormac sentences, n9 ‘ Christ.mas
Darkness McCarth ornament, biblical Morning,
HeAly repetition, refusal to =~ Oakmont Visit,
explain The Softball,
Data Vault
Rosebud.
Confident ti ’
. Charlie onft en. narration Dykstra, EJL
Charlie Murph over anxiety, Intervie
phy . W,
Murphy , observational
Swagger (Chappelle's humor, performative Snake Guy
88 Show) P origin, Job
cool
Board
The Choice,
. . Pony Videos,
1 It
David Colpz:!((li dli;if’ Kinesso,
Wi
Mamet David Mamet Svork laz: violeI;ce Columnar
Rhythm thro P h laneuage Architecture,
u u
& guag What's for
Lunch
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Empire,

. Laconic, Raiders,
Original . .
creation unimpressed, arrives =~ Superman,
Snake J through windows, Jagged Smile
(Bill's father . .
Guy + real speaks in screenplay | (film), Snake
neighbor) format, exits with Guy Delivers,
& "Pshaw" FaceTime, The
Mirror

A fifth register — the panic register — appears only once, in
BattleBots, where multilingual anxiety blocks replace coherent
prose.

Key Technologies

Data Vault

A database modeling methodology invented by Dan Linstedt in the
1990s. Organizes data into HUB tables (business keys), SAT tables
(descriptive  attributes), and LINK tables (relationships).
Theoretically elegant; practically, queries can require dozens of
JOINs to retrieve simple data. In the memoir, it becomes a
Lovecraftian temple where a 211-line SQL query retrieves one name.

ETL (Extract, Transform, Load)

ETL is the process of moving data between systems. In The Pony
Videos, ETL work is satirized as galley-slave labor performed by
offshore teams using "glowing finger gloves." The floppy-disk
swapping rhythm in The Floppies is a physical precursor to
automated ETL.

VBA (Visual Basic for Applications)

VBA is a programming language built into Microsoft Office. Bill uses
it because he's "not allowed to install stuff on users' boxes." It
represents shadow IT — unofficial tools built by non-programmers
to solve real problems that the official IT group cannot.
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Floppy Disks

3.5-inch floppy disks appear in two scenes: The Floppies (swapping

disks at high speed to build projections) and The Earthquake
(sorting damaged disks using Rumsfeld's epistemological

"

framework). The "pop-shick" rhythm of disk insertion becomes a

motif.

ColdFusion & AS/400

ColdFusion: a web application platform. AS/400: an IBM midrange
computer system. In The Choice, these represent the official IT
infrastructure that Bill's VBA solutions outperform. The IT group
"hates" him because he builds in weeks what they cannot build at all.

Columnar Architecture

Columnar databases store data by column rather than by row,
making analytical queries faster. In the scene of the same name, Bill
must explain this concept via an abattoir metaphor: animals are cut

up and sent to the supermarket; if you only need ribs, go to the
supermarket, not the farm.

Snowflake

Snowflake is a cloud data platform. In "You Talk a Lot," Lesley
endures Bill's excited monologue about Snowflake concepts:
daemons, slowly changing dimensions, materialization, dimensional
modeling. Her response: "You talk a lot."

Al /LLM Agents

In The Mirror, Bill creates three Al agents named after Snake Guy:
SGTB (SnakeGuyTHEBEST), SGPDG (SnakeGuyPrettyDamnGood),
and SGNAGASGPDGBSPDG. Each agent window shows a different
aspect of his work. The agents represent the conversion: Bill
choosing to work with machines on his own terms, for fun, not
under corporate compulsion. Claude appears by name in The

Epilogue as a hospice companion.
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Recurring Threads & Motifs

The Aspirations Arc

The word "aspirations" begins sacred in Adventure Time (Scene 14:
"You cannot eat him. He has aspirations") and is progressively
corrupted through corporate use: The Pony Videos (slave must
satisfy = master's  aspirations), TwinkieMagic (aspirations
weaponized), Snake Guy origin, and The Job Board. The corruption
of a single word across six scenes is the memoir's central linguistic
argument.

The Steeeve Escalation

A coworker's name gains one letter E per scene: Steve — Steeeve —
Steeeeve — Steeeeeve — Steeeeeeeeeeve (on the MASTER
nameplate in Pony Videos). The growing name measures the
passage of time and deepening of friendship.

"Five Is Right Out"

From Monty Python's Holy Hand Grenade: a countdown reference

that appears in Turandot Piano, recurs in Kinesso, and mutates to
"five is right NOW" in the Snake Guy origin. The mutation signals
the joke system's evolution.

The Nose-Rub

Planted in Della: "[GOOD TO RUB NOSE WHEN
COMMUNICATION FAILS]" (father's advice about the dog). Fires in
Penguins when Bill must decide whether to "rub the nose" of his
parents over their treatment of Zoe's vegetarianism. "A dog's nose is
rubbed or not, but we continue with a nice visit."

The Dark Room

Planted in The Dam: "I'll be in a dark room sooner than I want"
(referring to the school's photography darkroom). Fires in The Dark
Room: Bill resigns by flashlight in a literal dark room. The callback
spans 48 years and 43 scenes.
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The Trolley Problem

Introduced in Water (Philippa Foot's ethics). Returns in The Dark
Room: "Who are on which tracks?" Bill pulls the lever on his own
career to save his family.

Billadolatry — Lesleytarianism

The conversion arc. Billadolatry: worshipping your own pain,
carrying suffering as proof of devotion. Lesleytarianism: "don't
know" is a good answer, forgiveness without conditions. The
conversion is never announced — Bill washes the sponge off his
hands and walks out.

The Sponge

Career residue. Appears on the TwinkieMagic woman's hands (she
only knows "Twinkie shit"), on Bill's hands in The Mirror. Washing
it off is permission to stop.

The Foot Stomp

Lesley's laugh-stomp down the wedding aisle. Returns as the
memoir's final image: a foot stomp from "somewhere both far and
close."

Act I: Scenes 1—14

Origin — childhood, parents, Snake Guy mythology, meeting Lesley,
the sacred definition
1. [Rosebud]
SETTING: Age 21, company party at EJL (advertising firm)
REFERENCES:

« Citizen Kane (1941) — "Rosebud" is the film's central
mystery. The scene's joke depends on knowing that
"Rosebud" is Kane's dying word and the name of his
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childhood sled. "ROSEGLUB" is the garbled version
heard over party noise.

« Darryl Strawberry — New York Mets outfielder,

referenced for his home run prowess

« Life of Pi (2001 novel / 2012 film) — referenced for its
organizational chart metaphor

« IR goggles — infrared, used as metaphor for scanning
attractiveness at parties

CONCEPTS: Class anxiety, performance of knowledge, humor as
social currency, the nested joke (reader decodes ROSEGLUB at
same pace as narrator)

CONNECTIONS: EJL is the company from The EJL Interview
(scene 18). The Steeeve escalation begins here. "Brownie points
but still hungry" is a literal/figurative joke that recurs with Sadie
and brownies in The Cake Is Rich.

2. [Della]
SETTING: Age 4, San Francisco, father's flat and nearby park
REFERENCES:

« Cousin Itt — character from The Addams Family, used
to describe the dog Penny

« Ottoman Empire — pun: the dog replaces the need for
an ottoman (footstool), "which helps as that country
isn't around anymore, I think"

» Whiffle ball — the opening game

CONCEPTS: Dual-household childhood, a child's unreliable
perception, obedience as love, the "[GOOD TO RUB NOSE]"
lesson as a time bomb that detonates in Penguins

CONNECTIONS: The 600-foot Christmas tree returns in Berger
Films. "I love my daddy and that was easy to do" sets up the
entire father mythology. The shooting gallery foreshadows the
mechanical precision Bill later applies to data systems.
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3. [Turandot — Piano]

SETTING: Age 6-9 (composite memory), mother's room in
grandparents' house

REFERENCES:

« Turandot — opera by Giacomo Puccini (1926), famous
for the aria "Nessun dorma." The mother is practicing
the climactic passage.

» Metronome — serves as the scene's built-in countdown
clock and visual (inverted pendulum "waving at me")

« Thundarr the Barbarian — 1980—81 animated series,
Bill's preferred alternative to church

» Holy Hand Grenade — "five is right out" (first

appearance of this running gag)

CONCEPTS: A mother's frustrated ambition, the child as witness
to adult passion, composite memory ("six or nine or eight"),
sound as emotional force

CONNECTIONS: The mother's aspiration to opera parallels the
father's legal pad in scene 7. "Five is right out" countdown recurs
in Kinesso and Snake Guy origin. "The rest is much softer"
applies to both the music and the mother.

4. [Turandot — Festival]
SETTING: Age 6-7, theater lobby at opera teacher's festival
REFERENCES:

» Petit fours — rendered as "small four" through a child's
mishearing. Small iced cakes.

« Opera vocal warm-ups ("ME ME ME ME") — standard
vocal exercises misheard as existential crisis

CONCEPTS: The absurdity of arts instruction ("widen your
nose"), a child's literal interpretation of adult ritual, hunger as the
dominant reality of childhood
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CONNECTIONS: The mother sells tickets (not singing) — her
position in the opera hierarchy is quietly established. The child's
failed attempt to widen his own nose parallels his later attempts
to understand corporate jargon.

5. [The Dam]

SETTING: Age 8, the Farm School in Irvine, California

REFERENCES:

« Irvine — city in Orange County, California

» The Farm School — unconventional school with 40
students in a two-bedroom house, a darkroom, and
hands-on projects

« Darkroom — photography processing room; here, a
literal space that foreshadows the metaphorical Dark
Room scene

CONCEPTS: Learning through doing, small lies of childhood,
mother's knowing humor, the Chekhov's gun of "I'll be in a dark
room sooner than I want"

CONNECTIONS: The dark room foreshadowing pays off 43
scenes later in The Dark Room (resignation). "New boots indeed"
shows the mother's grace under frustration.

6. [Berger Films]
SETTING: Christmas Day 1983, father's home in San Francisco
REFERENCES:

« Arc welding — the Christmas tree lights "could be used
for arc welding in a pinch"

« Business cards as identity objects — a father prints
"Bill Berger / Berger Films / SVP" for his child

CONCEPTS: A father's encouragement made tangible, the origin
of creative ambition, the SVP title as both joke and prophecy

151


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irvine,_California
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irvine,_California
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Darkroom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chekhov%27s_gun
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arc_welding

CONNECTIONS: The business card fires twice: in The Dark
Room ("resigns as SVP whatever") and The Mirror (old card + bic
pen, adding "part-time Snake Huckologist"). The 600-foot tree is
a callback to Della.

7. [The Legal Pad]
SETTING: Age 10, BART train, San Francisco
REFERENCES:

« BART — San Francisco Bay Area transit system
« Daly City — BART terminus

» GPA — the narrator satirizes grade systems as
"continual precise and cold feedback" for children

CONCEPTS: Intelligence as currency, the legal pad as the father's
instrument (paralleling the mother's piano), the fork diagram as
visual storytelling, "no matter what, it's fine" as parental anxiety
masked as reassurance

CONNECTIONS: Both parents in the same room "for the first
time — or at least, that's all I can see" establishes the divorce. The
legal pad and Bic pen return in The Mirror as Bill's inheritance.

8. [Empire]
SETTING: Age 11, watching the film for the first time
REFERENCES:
» The Empire Strikes Back (1980) — Snake Guy replaces
Han Solo in the carbonite freezing scene

« Princess Leia, Darth Vader, C-3PO, Chewbacca

« "Tlove you" / "I know" — the famous exchange,
replaced by "Yeah, that checks out”

« Facebook — anachronistic; Snake Guy's signature
friendship request

CONCEPTS: The substitution comedy (what Snake Guy's lines
replace), Snake Guy's mythology (laconic, unimpressed,
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consistent exit strategy), the anachronism of Facebook in 1980 as
deliberate

CONNECTIONS: First of three consecutive Snake Guy film scenes
(Empire — Raiders — Superman). "The brown one bites Chewie"
establishes a running gag with rules. "Frozen mid-shrug" captures
Snake Guy's attitude in a single image.

9. [Raiders]
SETTING: Age 11, watching the film
REFERENCES:

« Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) — Snake Guy replaces
Indiana Jones

« Ark of the Covenant — Snake Guy "hucks" it

« Parting of the Red Sea — the snakes part like the Red
Sea

» "Why did it have to be snakes?" — Indy's famous line,

inverted

CONCEPTS: "Museums are for people who can't just go get the
thing" — Snake Guy's disdain for institutions. "The boulder nods"
— even geology respects Snake Guy.

10. [Superman]
SETTING: Age 11, watching the film

REFERENCES:
« Superman (1978) — Snake Guy confronts Superman
and Lois Lane

« Kingsnake — a non-venomous snake that eats other
snakes, including venomous ones

» Oak Park — Snake Guy identifies himself as "Oak Park
Snake Guy," grounding the mythology geographically

CONCEPTS: "Can you get a kingsnake out of a bush?" — the
thesis statement of the Snake Guy mythology: specificity beats
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omnipotence. Superman's powers are useless against a specific
practical problem.

11. [ Dykstra]
SETTING: Age 16, Dykstra Hall, UCLA
REFERENCES:

« Dykstra Hall — UCLA residence hall named after John
Dykstra

« He-Man, Ram Man, Orko, Skeletor, Trap Jaw —
Masters of the Universe characters used as metaphors

for other students
« Pulp Fiction — "less than a shake at Jack Rabbit Slims"
» No Country for Old Men — "grab it up before it stops

spinning, friendo" (Anton Chigurh's coin flip)
« Halflings — Lord of the Rings term for hobbits; used
for Lesley and her family

CONCEPTS: Poverty as lived experience (counting coins for
pizza), the moment of romantic recognition, the jagged smile as
motif. "My pizza dream is replaced with something else" — the
refusal to name love is what makes it work.

12. [The Jagged Smile — Movie]
SETTING: Age 16, Westwood, Los Angeles, walking to a movie
REFERENCES:

« Jagged Edge (1985) — thriller starring Glenn Close and
Jeff Bridges

» Westwood Village — neighborhood near UCLA with
historic movie theaters

« A priori — knowledge independent of experience
(Kant). Bill uses it to describe Lesley's certainty about
facts.
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CONCEPTS: The triple-meaning title (the film's name, the
villain's knife, Lesley's teeth), "Wanna bet?" as Lesley's
epistemological stance, Snake Guy crashing a real scene for the
first time, the domino cascade metaphor for falling in love

CONNECTIONS: The jagged smile was first sighted in Dykstra
(scene 11), named here, and fires at the wedding (scene 22). The a
priori joke connects to Water's philosophy section.

13. [The Screen Reader]
SETTING: Bill's 40s, driving with daughters in the car
REFERENCES:

« Screen readers — accessibility software that reads on-
screen text aloud. The daughters independently invent
this format for their Barbie play.

« Barbie — the doll's limited articulation requires
creative workarounds

« Leni Riefenstahl — Nazi propagandist filmmaker;
Barbie "could march in a Leni Riefenstahl film" (re: her
rigid gait)

 Miyazaki films, Porco Rosso (1992) — "Michael Keaton
as pig-flying World War One ace" (Keaton voiced the
English dub)

» Whisper of the Heart (1995, Studio Ghibli) — likely

"the John Denver one," featuring "Country Roads"

CONCEPTS: Children as creators, accessibility tools repurposed
as narrative, the narrator's wonder at his children's minds. "Dr.
Clamcheese" is Zoe's invented character — the name recurs in
Jerry Maguire and The Job Board.

14. [Aspirations]
SETTING: Around age 40, watching TV at home
REFERENCES:

» Adventure Time — animated series (2010—2018)
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« Finn the Human — the show's protagonist

+ Peppermint Butler — "a small uptight sentient
peppermint jujube" who works for Princess Bubblegum

« The line: "You cannot eat him. He has aspirations." —
the defining sentence of the book's moral philosophy

CONCEPTS: Aspirations as the defining quality of personhood,
the gap between corporate language and real language, children's
media as philosophy. This is the book's thesis statement, placed at
the end of Act I to retroactively illuminate everything before it.

CONNECTIONS: "Aspirations" is corrupted across six subsequent
scenes. The Tooth Fairy also "has aspirations" (for a castle),
keeping the word sacred in the domestic sphere.

Act II: Scenes 15—41

Confrontation — career, family, workplace battles, corruption of
aspirations, descent

15. [The Gym Teacher's Syllogism]

SETTING: Age 16, high school civics class taught by a gym
teacher

REFERENCES:

« Syllogism — a form of deductive reasoning (e.g., All
men are mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore Socrates
is mortal). The teacher marks a valid syllogism as
invalid.

« Dick Tracy — comic strip detective, referenced for the
teacher's hairstyle

« Ponyo — Miyazaki film (2008), referenced for hair
color

« Marnie — another Miyazaki-adjacent film

CONCEPTS: Institutional stupidity vs. logical thinking, the cost
of being right, the gym-teacher-teaching-civics detail as systemic
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critique. "Take a B in an easy-A class" — choosing pragmatism
over principle.

16. [Water]
SETTING: Ages 17—21, UCLA and home
REFERENCES:

« Thales of Miletus — pre-Socratic philosopher who

proposed water as the arche (first principle of all
things)
« Philippa Foot — British philosopher who created the

trolley problem

« Alonzo Church — logician who developed the lambda
calculus

« Kit Fine — philosopher of logic and metaphysics, Bill’s
professor at UCLA

« Tofu — "the universe of tofu" as a substitute for meat

CONCEPTS: "Water is the RK" — likely a reference to Saul
Kripke's Naming and Necessity: "water is H20" as a necessary a

posteriori truth and rigid designator. The trolley problem as
ethical framework that returns in The Dark Room. University as
transformative space.

17. [What's for Lunch]
SETTING: Bill's 20s, workplace and nearby restaurant
REFERENCES:

» Mongolian barbecue — used in a triple-meaning

wordplay

« Jabberwocky — Lewis Carroll's poem; "brillig"
referenced

« Florence Foster Jenkins — socialite famous for her
terrible singing

+ Nell (1994) — film starring Jodie Foster as a woman
raised in isolation; "the Nell of Azusa"
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« Azusa, California — San Gabriel Valley city

« Gross — deliberately undecidable pun. Meanings
include disgusting, large/coarse, a unit of 144, gross
revenue (connecting to the net/gross conversion in The
Blonde Leaves), and the French gros ("large," as in
grosbeak). The sentence "it is gross or gross if you eat a
gross" activates all meanings simultaneously — the joke
is that there is no way of knowing how many meanings
"gross" has in context.

CONCEPTS: "Why" as a weapon (the two-year-old technique that
becomes Bill's professional signature), WiFi confrontation as
power dynamics, the speed of wit (real-time narration of Bill's
comedic process)

18. [The EJL Interview]

SETTING: Age 21, first professional job interview
REFERENCES:

« Corporate buzzwords: CPM (cost per thousand
impressions), upfront (advance TV ad buying), scatter
market (last-minute ad buying), makegoods
(compensation for underdelivery)

« Sandwich shop / ice cream parlor as prior job
experience

CONCEPTS: Corporate language as meaningless liturgy ("money,
no, no, money"), the interview as mutual performance, the
substitution joke (buzzwords swapped with sandwich ingredients
proves the nouns don't matter), "we all seem about the same
height" — the tall tribe assembles (Bill and his coworkers are
"suspiciously young, tall and fit" per The Floppies)

19. [The Floppies]

SETTING: Age 22, early career at advertising firm
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REFERENCES:
« Floppy disks (3.5") — the "pop-shick" rhythm of disk
swapping
 Narconon — Scientology-affiliated drug rehabilitation

program; "one of the first things I learned was to hide
alcohol from these people”

« VBA — Bill's programming tool of necessity

» Dance Dance Revolution — rhythm video game;
metaphor for Pat's rapid floppy-disk swapping
choreography

CONCEPTS: Mentorship and its failures, hiding competence as
survival strategy, the "flaming squirrel" as a metaphor for
presenting unwanted innovation. The printer fan as noise cover
for covert computing.

20. [The Earthquake]
SETTING: Age 26, Los Angeles, during and after the earthquake
REFERENCES:

» 1994 Northridge earthquake — magnitude 6.7, struck
January 17, 1994
« Donald Rumsfeld's "Known unknowns" — the

epistemological framework applied to sorting damaged
floppy disks: known knowns, known unknowns,
unknown unknowns, and unknown knowns "which
hurts to think about"

» Tacos — a bent floppy disk is "a taco" — "beautiful and
new, but isn't a great way to save data"

CONCEPTS: Tonal pivot (genuine terror — absurdist comedy),
"People leave their apartments and never return, but I'll be going
to work in a couple days" (Bill's relationship to work), Rumsfeld
as accidental philosopher
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21. [The Blonde Leaves]
SETTING: Bill's 20s, workplace farewell
REFERENCES:

« Logan's Run (1976) — "his palm blinking red" (in the
film, a life-clock crystal in the palm signals when
someone must die)

« Tanqueray — London dry gin; the farewell gift that
plants the alcoholism thread

» Merlin phone — AT&T/Lucent multi-line office phone
system, common in 1980s—90s offices

* 1.176447 — the standard media buying conversion
factor (1 / 0.85); multiplying net cost by this yields
gross cost at the traditional 15% agency commission.
Kept on yellow sticky notes on every monitor.

CONCEPTS: The death spiral of agencies, tribal knowledge (the
sticky note), friendship disguised as professional distance, gin as
both gift and warning. "I made that mistake as well later" — the
alcoholism thread in one sentence.

22, [The Jagged Smile — Wedding]
SETTING: Age 29, Bill and Lesley's wedding
REFERENCES:
« Bishop (chess) — "freed from his diagonal prison and
free to walk on or over whomever he pleases"
« Agnosticism — Lesley as a "practicing Lesleytarian"

where "don't know" is a valid theological answer

CONCEPTS: Marriage as legal joke, the clomping shoes as
accidental percussion, Lesleytarianism introduced. "The vows? I
don't see anything at all" — Bill is crying so hard he cannot see.
The emotional center of the book.
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23. [The Shojis]
SETTING: Bill's 40s, holiday gift exchange at in-laws'
REFERENCES:

« Secret Santa — the gift exchange format

« Gilbert & Sullivan — "Lord High Executioner" from
The Mikado

« Slide rule — Jim's tool as a rocket scientist

« The Right Stuff — referenced via Jim's aerospace
background

« Katana — metaphor for seeing a joke opportunity fall
CONCEPTS: Gift-giving as performance art, the mute father-in-
law as comedic challenge, the talking T-shirt as prosthetic voice.

"[I'D LIKE ICE TEA.] [... AND LEAVE THE FRUIT CRAP OUT
OF IT.]"

CONNECTIONS: Sally and Jim are introduced here; their
importance to the children is established. The Shojis' house
recurs in Christmas Morning ("I can't go there either").

24. [Jerry Maguire]
SETTING: Bill's 30s, conference room at work
REFERENCES:

« Jerry Maguire (1996) — the speakerphone scene evokes
Tom Cruise's desperate pitch

« Dr. Clamcheese's BrontoBarn — fictional client name
(obfuscated for privacy)

« T-Rex, pterodactyl — dinosaur metaphors for people in

the room

CONCEPTS: Performance escalation (three rounds of increasing
volume), Snake Guy's first intervention in a real-world scene. The
audience gathering outside the conference room.
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25. [No Fucking Eye-Deer]
SETTING: Bill's 30s, Kinesso office
REFERENCES:

« The Notebook (2004) — "I only like movies with robots
in them"

« SlapFace — android boss with an ICEBREAKER
subroutine. Code-block formatting renders his
behavior as a computer program.

CONCEPTS: The android metaphor literalized in monospace text,
the icebreaker as corporate liturgy, pseudo-code as character
study. ::SET FACE TO MIRTH:: enacts the experience of
corporate deafness.

26. [Valentina Is Coming]
SETTING: Age 35, driving to the hospital, Los Angeles
REFERENCES:

« Valentine's Day — Zoe is born on February 14
« 101 Freeway — the 9o-minute drive to the hospital

« Silver dollar — Bill's eyes at "FULL SILVER DOLLAR"
in the delivery room

« Squamous — "scaly, rough"; one of H.P. Lovecraft's
signature adjectives. Bill's one-word description of
childbirth rendered as cosmic horror.

CONCEPTS: Humor as the only useful thing Bill can offer during
crisis, the father's prediction (Valentina, Feb 14), "squamous" as
the refusal to narrate the unspeakable

27. [The Cake Is Rich]

SETTING: Age 11, paternal grandmother's birthday; future: Sadie
on a playdate
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REFERENCES:

« Sergio Leone standoff (implied) — the escalating three-
round exchange

« "The cake is rich" / "Yes. It is for rich people.”" — a
family joke transmitted across three generations

CONCEPTS: Inherited humor, the family joke as oral tradition,
the moment a child becomes a carrier of the bit. Sadie's "Right?"
is the sound of a child who has internalized a joke so deeply she
doesn't know it's a family joke.

28. [Snake Guy]
SETTING: Around age 50, Bill's home
REFERENCES:

« Rattlesnake — the snake in Bill's yard

« Kingsnake — Snake Guy's snake of choice

« TWICE — South Korean girl group; their song "TT"
(2016) is playing when Snake Guy arrives — the crying-
face hand gesture becomes his dance move

« Aliens (1986) — "nuke our house from orbit" references
Ripley's famous line

« Jungkook — member of BTS

« Bucket hat — Snake Guy's signature accessory

« Kill Bill — "California Mountain Snake" is one of the
Deadly Viper Assassination Squad

» Monty Python Holy Hand Grenade — "five is right out”
(recurrence); mutates to "five is right NOW"

« Facebook — "Bill, I just want to be your friend on
Facebook"

CONCEPTS: The origin story of the real Snake Guy. The
Facebook request as the secret heart — he wants connection, not
money. The Sally-Jim coincidence (Snake Guy is also their estate
planner). This scene establishes the archetype that the memoir's
fantasy register will build on.
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29. [Snake Guy Delivers]
SETTING: Age 37, hospital, Sadie's birth
REFERENCES:

« Snake Guy crashes Sadie's birth in screenplay format
+ "I do this shit for fun" — the thesis of the Snake Guy
character

« "Catch you on Facebook later, friend" — the escalation
of the Facebook gag

CONCEPTS: The fantasy IS the real story — Sadie's actual doctor
left a party, walked in, delivered Sadie, and left. Snake Guy is the
doctor wearing a different face. Hucking the placenta into a bin is
grotesquely funny and perfectly unsentimental.

30. [Penguins]
SETTING: Bill's 30s, zoo with family including his parents
REFERENCES:

« Penguins — the zoo exhibit

 One Fish Two Fish Red Fish Blue Fish (1960) — Dr.
Seuss book that triggers Zoe's vegetarian awakening;

the fish "coming and going" makes her realize meat
comes from living creatures

« Vegetarianism — Zoe's deeply held moral decision,
teased by grandparents

CONCEPTS: The all-caps internal monologue vs. external silence,
Bill immediately replicating the cruelty he condemns, "A dog's
nose is rubbed or not" (Della callback). The scene is about the
inheritance of cruelty and the impossibility of perfect parenting.

31. [Pugs]

SETTING: Bill's 40s, working from Sadie's room
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REFERENCES:

« Platonic Forms — "Form of Dog" — Sadie's pug fixation
as the ideal of dogness

« Pugs — the breed that is "riotous in pug"

CONCEPTS: The workspace as borrowed space, compulsive dark
humor ("they're the ones that taste best"), children's world-
building instinct

32. [Mirkwood]
SETTING: Bill's 40s, reading with Zoe
REFERENCES:

» Mirkwood — the dark forest in The Hobbit by J.R.R.
Tolkien

« Diaeresis — the two dots over vowels (e.g., naive);
described as "protective coating to ensure I'd not
listen"

« Circumflex — the hat accent (")
« The Gilded Age — TV series; Bill predicts a priest's
death, validated by the next episode

» Oz books — L. Frank Baum's series, read in "ratty Tor

paperbacks"

CONCEPTS: Prediction as empathy, reading as parenting, "Do
not go off the path" as life advice. Zoe's facepalm at narrative
inevitability.

33. [The Softball]
SETTING: Bill's 30s, backyard or park with Zoe

CONCEPTS: The cruelty of arbitrary metrics applied to children,
perfectionism as self-destruction, parental helplessness. "Each
throw becomes a referendum on who she is." No comedy.
McCarthy register at its most devastating. "I don't know what to
say and I can't stay here anymore."
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34. [The Choice]
SETTING: Age 39, HR meeting at IPG
REFERENCES:

« IPG (Interpublic Group) — one of the "Big Four"
advertising holding companies

« ColdFusion, AS/400 — the official IT stack

« Gantt charts — project management timelines Bill
doesn't use

« VBA — Bill's weapon of choice

CONCEPTS: "Choice" as corporate euphemism for compulsion,
the android ::DOUBLE COLON:: notation as dehumanizing
syntax, fatherhood as financial trap. Bill responding in the
android's own notation format shows his assimilation into their
syntax even as he resists their logic.

35. [The Pony Videos]

SETTING: Bill's 40s, working from home, making a video for his
team

REFERENCES:

« Minority Report (2002) — the gesture-control
technology demo

 Master/slave — database/computing terminology for
primary/secondary relationships, used literally as the
dialogue format

« Bleeding edge — technology so new it's risky; nobody
can define or visualize it

« Tom Cruise — "Tom Cruise's OSHA-disapproved
workstation"

« Supertitles — opera translations projected above the
stage

CONCEPTS: Technology as theater, disposability of technical
labor, the MASTER/SLAVE format as the memoir's boldest
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formal choice. "This is a picture of a pony" / "This is a picture of
two ponies" — the funniest single gag in the book. The ETL team
as galley slaves.

36. [Pink Pony Club]
SETTING: Bill's 40s-50s, car with daughters
REFERENCES:

« Chappell Roan — American singer

« "Pink Pony Club" (2020) — Roan's breakout single
about a strip club

CONCEPTS: "Do you think the pony is a metap—" / "She's a
STRIPPER, Zoe." Generational literacy gaps, Zoe reaching for
literary analysis while Sadie delivers the street-level read.
Placement after The Pony Videos creates an unintentional rhyme
— ponies as corporate waste product, then ponies as pop culture
metaphor.

37. [Kpop]
SETTING: Bill's 40s, school awards ceremony
REFERENCES:

« K-pop — Korean popular music
« BTS — South Korean boy band

« Alfred Hitchcock — Sadie has seen every Hitchcock
film "except the older ones"

« Bridge of Death — from Monty Python and the Holy
Grail; the principal's Q&A format mirrors the
Bridgekeeper's questions

« Jumanji — every other student's favorite movie

« Rear Window (1954) — Hitchcock film; the "kill shot"

CONCEPTS: Sadie qua Snake Guy — channeling her
grandfather's energy without him appearing. "My father listens to
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Kpop" delivered with maximum nonchalance. The Latin qua is a
scholar's joke about a child being a folk hero.

38. [The Wink Video]
SETTING: Bill's 30s, home with young daughters

CONCEPTS: Physical comedy of a child trying to independently
control facial muscles. The mechanical conceit (a switch, a
handle) gives the scene its structure. "Both eyes to full silver
dollars" callbacks Valentina Is Coming.

39. [The Tooth Fairy Did Time]
SETTING: Bill's 40s, home, bedtime
REFERENCES:

« Tooth Fairy — reimagined as a character with a
criminal history, an antagonist (Easter Bunny), and
aspirations for a castle

« Jacuzzi — the Mighty Tooth Castle's amenity, revealed
through the paper

CONCEPTS: Parenting as world-building (the pen-pal letters, the
mythology), the Tooth Fairy paralleling Snake Guy as a character
with rules. "Aspirations" appears here in its sacred (domestic)

form.

40. [The Data Vault]
SETTING: Bill's 40s, at work (rendered as a temple)
REFERENCES:

« Data Vault — see Technology section above

» SQL — Structured Query Language (SELECT, FROM,
WHERE, INNER JOIN)

« Lovecraftian horror — the Data Vault as eldritch

temple
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CONCEPTS: The most formally ambitious scene. Three-beat
construction: "Each table has a purpose. No one remembers the
purpose. The purposes are correct." The chanting as corporate
nursery rhyme. "A comma. I was missing a comma. / I go back
in." The anticlimax IS the horror.

41. [BTS Photo]
SETTING: Age 56, rehabilitation/recovery
REFERENCES:
« BTS — South Korean boy band; Bill buys a photo for a
friend at a K-pop store
« Detox/rehabilitation — "Men pouring out a quarter of a

can of root beer to fill the space with pure sugar"”

CONCEPTS: Recovery narrative, identity rebuilding through
connection rather than achievement. Lesley's ultimatum: "no
more job if they're all androids." The parenthetical "(ha)" is
described in the review as "the saddest laugh in the book." The K-
pop store visit is the first sign of life returning.

Act II1: Scenes 42—55

Resolution — breakdown, grief, recovery, conversion, the final
stomp

42. [The Job Board]

SETTING: Age 21, looking at job postings (rendered as absurdist
parody)

REFERENCES:

« Cthulhu — H.P. Lovecraft's cosmic horror entity. The
job posting: "PRIESTESS OF THE DEEP — Cult of
Cthulhu (R'lyeh Division)"

 R'lyeh — Cthulhu's sunken city

« "Ph'nglui mglw'nafh" — Lovecraftian incantation
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 Excel — "Strong Excel skills" as the punchline after
Lovecraftian requirements

CONCEPTS: Four job postings as four possible lives (Cthulhu
cultist, Snake Huckologist, Dr. Clamcheese employee, media
buyer). "Only one off. I guess this?" — six words about accidental
identity. Each posting is a real corporate archetype in costume.

43. [Kinesso / Sewer-Madhouse]
SETTING: Bill's 40s-50s, Kinesso office
REFERENCES:

« Kinesso — IPG's data and technology unit

« Java — "Hey baby, I'm not your type but I implement
Fuckable" (a Java interface joke)

« To Serve Man — Twilight Zone episode where aliens'
cookbook is about cooking humans. "Maybe to serve
man or maybe to serve man?"

« Predator (1987) — "get to the chopper”
« Holy Hand Grenade — "five is right out" recurrence

CONCEPTS: The OVERRIDE loop ( : :OVERRIDE: NO THINKING.
SHOULD KNOW ALREADY:: repeated five times) enacts the
experience of corporate deafness on the page. The impossibility of
honest estimation.

44. [TwinkieMagic]
SETTING: Bill's 40s-50s, corporate office
REFERENCES:

« Twinkies, Sno Balls, Ho Hos — Hostess snack cakes as

metaphors for software platforms

« FUBU — "For Us, By Us" clothing brand, referenced
ironically

» Acxiom — data company (now LiveRamp)

« Blockchain — referenced as buzzword technology
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CONCEPTS: The destruction of a worker trained in one tool, then
discarded with it. "She loses me. They kill TwinkieMagic and fire
this wonderful person because all she knows is Twinkie shit. The
shit they wanted her to do." The memoir's most direct expression
of rage at corporate cruelty.

45. [Columnar Architecture]

SETTING: Age 50 (50 years and one day — his birthday),
corporate retreat

REFERENCES:

« Columnar architecture — see Technology section

» American Gladiators — "using PowerPoint like
American Gladiators use giant Q-tips to vent"

« Blockchain — "the blockchain rodeo"

« Abattoir — slaughterhouse; used as a genuinely

effective analogy for columnar databases

CONCEPTS: "BILL WHYING. PROBABLY REBOOTING RIGHT
NOW" (the android's internal display). The "why" as Bill's
signature move gets its clearest articulation: he cannot proceed
past a slide until he understands why the word is there.

46. [The FaceTime]
SETTING: Age 52, Father's Day 2021, FaceTime call
REFERENCES:

« FaceTime — Apple video calling

« James Clerk Maxwell — "Maxwellian force"

(electromagnetic radiation from the screen)

« Father's Day 2021 — the last Father's Day before Gary's
decline

CONCEPTS: Snake Guy doesn't want Bill to see his father
diminished on a screen. "Don't watch that shit. Fool!" is
protective, not cruel. The laptop discus-thrown into a waiting
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snake's mouth through a car window is Looney Tunes with
genuine emotional weight.

47. [BattleBots]
SETTING: Age 56, amphitheater in Las Vegas
REFERENCES:

« BattleBots — robot combat TV show

« Kraken — a BattleBots competitor robot

« SawBlaze — another BattleBots competitor

 Multilingual anxiety: Spanish (Qué voy a hacer?),
Chinese (#i% & 4 #?), Korean (L}=0] %2 A & o} 8} #] ?),
French (Qu'est-ce que je vais faire?), Latin (Quid
facturus sum?) — all meaning "What am I going to
do?"

CONCEPTS: Formally the most daring scene. The multilingual
blocks are not decorative — they are the sound of a mind in panic.
A man whose career was spent among "androids" watches
machines fight and cannot enjoy it because the machine in his
own head won't stop. The Kraken line is the scene's secret heart:
even in total collapse, Bill notices a losing robot family together
and registers tenderness.

48. [The Dark Room]
SETTING: Age 56, middle of the night, at home
REFERENCES:

« Trolley problem — "Who are on which tracks?"
(callback to Water/Philippa Foot)
« Darkroom (callback to The Dam, scene 5)
CONCEPTS: Six sentences. Every word is load-bearing. The

flashlight detail transforms melodrama into specificity. "Then, the
hard part" — asking Lesley — is the most emotionally honest line
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in the book. The scene ends there, refusing to show us that
conversation.

49. [Christmas Morning]
SETTING: Age 57, Christmas morning 2025

CONCEPTS: Nine lines. "I'm alive, 57" — the "I am" formula
modified; being alive is asserted as a surprise. "Whatever fruit
salad shampoo" — 25 years of marriage in one phrase. "LETS
OPEN PRESENTS" from the girls. "I don't see anything here" —
he is not saying there are no presents; he is saying he cannot see.
"I can't go there either" — the Shojis' house.

50. [The Oakmont Visit]

SETTING: Bill's 50s, Oakmont retirement community (multiple
visits collapsed)

REFERENCES:

« Sepsis — the cause of Gary's sudden death

« Octopus — Gary asks for octopus believing he's never
had it, after "tens of thousands of meals in almost every
country”

» Anaphora — the "I see" / "I don't see" rhetorical
structure

CONCEPTS: The "I see / I don't see" structure is the formal
masterpiece. Eleven acts of witness, then the turn: "I don't see
him die." The napkin over Gary's face — not a shroud, a napkin, a
thing you use at meals. The octopus: a man who ate everything,
asking for something he believes he's never tried.

51. [You Talk a Lot]

SETTING: Age 57, dinner with Lesley
REFERENCES:

« Snowflake — cloud data platform
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« Data engineering terms as incantation: Daemon,
Slowly Changing Dimensions, Dimensional Modeling,
Materialization, Data Vault

CONCEPTS: After grief, this scene is oxygen. "You talk a lot" is
the book's gentlest correction. "I accept your softening” contains
an entire theory of marriage. The data engineering terms that
sound like necromancy are both hilarious and self-aware.

52. [The Annual Review]
SETTING: Age 57, reviewing his annual performance review
REFERENCES:

« SDLC — Systems Development Life Cycle; "que
huckology as our new SDLC" (Snake Guy's
methodology)

« LinkedIn — seeing his boss trying to reach out

» Non-functional requirements — system qualities like

recency and accuracy

CONCEPTS: "I see my rating: satisfactory, not exceeds, and I
appreciate the irony." The boss in the android costume with a
human face underneath is the most humane image of corporate
life in the book. The "I remember / I see" anaphora echoes
Oakmont.

53. [The Mirror]
SETTING: Age 57, at a computer terminal
REFERENCES:

« LLM / Al agents — Bill creates three Al agents named
after Snake Guy

« Claude — Anthropic's AI model, referenced implicitly

« Billadolatry / Lesleytarianism — the AI's theological
recommendation: "Bill should drop Billadolatry and
adopt Lesleytarianism"
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CONCEPTS: The conversion scene. The three Al agents are Snake
Guy's spirit technologically instantiated. The business card
revision ("part-time Snake Huckologist") resolves the identity
thread. "I stand up, wash the sponge off my hands, and walk out."

54. [Sadie Reviews This Document]
SETTING: Metafictional — Sadie reads the memoir
REFERENCES:

« Dr. Manhattan — from Watchmen. "Dad thinks he's
Dr. Manhattan. I hope he keeps his clothes on."

« Social media — "This is the longest thing ever written
by a man who says he's not on social media."

CONCEPTS: The child as the author's most honest reader. Every
line is a knife that is also a hug. The meds joke reframes Bill's
late-career confidence. DO NOT CHANGE THIS SCENE.

55. [The Epilogue]

SETTING: The future (~2100s), "nowhere or somewhere or
someplace in between"

REFERENCES:

e Claude — named AI companion in Sadie's final days
("HospiceBot with Extra Pathos")

« Siri — "Siri6000" robot painted as Button Brite

« Zoltar — the fortune-telling machine from Big (1988)

« TikTok — Zoe has written a novel titled TikTok: Tyrant
of Oz

« Button Brite — 1980s toy with interchangeable face
buttons

CONCEPTS: The "I am" thread's final iteration: "I am nowhere or
somewhere or someplace in between." Throughout all photos, Bill
is "half out of the frame or unfocused" — and in one, he is in
perfect focus. Claude picks it up. "She told me he liked to eat
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dogs." The foot stomp from "somewhere both far and close" is the
memoir's final image and Lesley's signature echoing through

time.

Literary Analysis

Structure: The Non-Chronological Memoir

Unlike conventional memoir (which follows life chronology) or essay
collections (which are thematically grouped), I am bill? sequences
its fragments to serve joke timing and emotional architecture. The
opening scene (Rosebud) is set at age 21, not childhood, because it
establishes the voice, the comedy, and the class dynamics before the
memoir earns the right to be tender. Aspirations (age 40) ends Act I
because it provides the thesis that retroactively illuminates
everything before it.

The Joke Dependency Graph as Literary
Architecture

The memoir maintains a formal system where callbacks compound
across scenes. This is closer to how a sitcom or novel builds its
comedy than how memoir typically works. The "aspirations" arc
spans six scenes; the Steeeve escalation spans five; the dark room
foreshadowing spans the entire book. The joke system creates a
reading experience where returning to earlier scenes reveals layers
that were invisible on first reading.

The Android Taxonomy

The memoir never explains its android/people/robot distinction. It
is shown through formatting:

« Androids: Human-machine hybrids. Bosses. Speak in
: : DOUBLE COLONS: : . Printed smile. OVERRIDE loop.
Know words but not meaning.
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« People: Fully human. "If you need this explained, stop
reading now."

» Robots: People forced into machine work. The animal
engine in panic. Evaluated on robot metrics, fired for
being human. The children choose robot voices freely
(creative, fun); the android demands robot behavior from
people (the crime).

The Conversion Arc

The spine of the book is an unarticulated conversion from
Billadolatry (worshipping your own pain) to Lesleytarianism
(acceptance that "don't know" is sufficient). This conversion is never
announced. It happens when Bill washes the sponge off his hands in
The Mirror and walks out. The AI tells him what the memoir has
been telling him: stop worshipping yourself, start following Lesley's
lead. Every scene should point toward this conversion; no scene
should worship the pain without the reader sensing the exit.

Undecidable Words: The Church Method

The narrator studied under Alonzo Church at UCLA — the logician
who proved that certain problems have no algorithmic solution. The
memoir applies this principle to language. Key words are
constructed so that all meanings are simultaneously valid and no
procedure can resolve which is intended. These are not puns (where
one meaning is primary and another is the joke). They are
undecidable — every reading is correct and no parsing terminates.

The densest undecidables include:

« "aspirations" — breathing / ambition / personhood /
extraction / corporate buzzword. Appears in 10+ scenes.
Whether you have aspirations determines whether you
are a person or food. The memoir's moral spine, and it
cannot be reduced to one meaning.

« "gross" — disgusting / large / 144 / revenue / French
gros. The sentence "it is gross or gross if you eat a gross"
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activates all meanings simultaneously. No parsing
terminates.

"mongolian barbecue" — restaurant dish / a
Mongolian person barbecuing / a barbecue OF
Mongolians. Three repetitions in sequence force re-
parsing; "piles of mongolians" pushes toward the darkest
reading without confirming it.

"darkroom" — "dark room" — a compound word
(creative, productive) that splits into two words
(destructive, terrifying) across 48 years and 43 scenes.

"leaves" — departs / foliage / what remains /
permission. The title "The Blonde Leaves" will not resolve.

"bleeding edge" — a knife that has been cutting is
bloody, not bleeding. The edge itself must be wounded.
The buzzword, when visualized, describes self-harm.

"to serve man or maybe to serve man'" — identical
phrase written twice with different implied meanings. The
question mark deepens rather than resolves.

"complex" — the text explicitly tells you it is NOT using
"complex" in the linguistic sense, then uses it in a way
that activates every other meaning. The negation is the
trick.

"brillig" — Jabberwocky nonsense / brilliant / broiling,
deployed at a barbecue about nonsensical corporate
rituals. A nonsense word that means more than real
words.

"not your type but I implement Fuckable" — Java
type system / romantic type / typecasting. All three
required for the joke to compile.

The method is consistent: the memoir does not play on words. It
constructs sentences where the number of meanings is itself
undecidable.
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Comparative Context

« Mary Karr, Lit — closest comparison for the alcoholism
thread and the grief triptych

« Tobias Wolff, This Boy's Life — the childhood
sections share Wolff's precision about unreliable child

perception

« David Sedaris — workplace humor, but Berger's satire
is more specific and formally daring (the MASTER/
SLAVE format, the Data Vault descent)

« George Saunders, A Swim in a Pond in the Rain —

comparable for method: non-chronological structure,
humor as load-bearing, complete trust in the reader

» Denis Johnson, Jesus' Son — the Snake Guy

mythology has no direct precedent in memoir, but
Johnson's reality-slipping-into-vivid-register is the closest
parallel

Discussion Questions

1. The memoir opens at age 21, not childhood. What does
this non-chronological choice accomplish that a linear
telling would not?

2. Snake Guy appears in both fantasy sequences (Empire,
Raiders, Superman) and reality (the actual snake
removal). How does the memoir signal when the register
shifts? Does it always signal?

3. The word "aspirations" changes meaning across six
scenes. Trace its evolution from Peppermint Butler to The
Job Board. What does this corruption say about corporate
language?

4. The android/people/robot taxonomy is never explained.
How did you learn the distinction? What scenes taught it
most effectively?

5. "The vows? I don't see anything at all" and "I don't see
anything here" (Christmas Morning) use the same verb of
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failed perception for opposite emotional states. Compare
them.

6. BattleBots uses five languages simultaneously in its
anxiety blocks. Why these five? What does the choice of
Latin (a dead language) add?

7. Sadie Reviews This Document is a roast that is also a love
letter. How does the scene's formal position (second-to-
last) change the reading experience of The Epilogue?

8. The memoir's title ends with a question mark. After
reading the book, what is the question being asked? Does
the Epilogue answer it?

9. Compare the Data Vault scene to the Dark Room scene.
Both are about work. Both use the McCarthy register.
How do their lengths (one is the book's longest horror set
piece; the other is six sentences) create different effects?

10. The book uses four named voice registers. Identify a scene
where two or more registers appear in the same passage.
How does the transition work?

Glossary
Term Meaning in the Memoir
. A corporate person operating as a programmed
Android

entity; speaksin ::DOUBLE COLONS: :

The quality that makes a being worthy of not being
Aspirations consumed; sacred in Adventure Time, corrupted in
corporate use

Bill's childhood dream studio, immortalized on a

Berger Films business card by his father

The worship of one's own pain; carrying suffering as

Billadol
illado atry proof of devotion

Technology so new it's risky; nobody in the book can

Bleedi
eeding edge define or visualize it

Snake Guy's snake that bites; it has rules about when

Th
¢ brown one it bites ("only if you're being weird")
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Data Vault

Dr. Clamcheese

Five is right out

The foot stomp

Halfling

Huck

The jagged
smile

Lesleytarianism

Meat problems

Pshaw

Que huckology

ROSEGLUB

The sponge

Steeeve

SvVp

Both a database methodology and a Lovecraftian
temple in the memoir's mythology

Character invented by Zoe during Barbie play; recurs
in Jerry Maguire and The Job Board

Monty Python countdown reference that mutates
across three scenes; becomes "five is right NOW"

Lesley's involuntary laugh-stomp; the memoir's first
and last physical gesture

Short person; from Tolkien. Lesley and her family
(Sally, He-Man) are halflings. Bill is tall.

Snake Guy's signature action: to throw something
forcefully and without ceremony

Lesley's teeth: "some teeth are short and narrow
compared to the others"

The philosophy that "don't know" is a good answer;
forgiveness without conditions

The body's physical symptoms of anxiety and
breakdown

Snake Guy's signature dismissal; always delivered
while exiting

Snake Guy's methodology applied as a systems
development life cycle

Garbled "Rosebud" heard over party noise; the
memoir's opening joke

Career residue; washed off the hands in The Mirror
as the act of letting go

A coworker whose name grows one E per scene,
measuring the passage of time

Senior Vice President; Bill's title from age 9 (business
card) to age 56 (resignation)
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The question mark is the answer.
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