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Chapter 1: The Beige Room
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The air in Conference Room B tasted of ozone, damp wool, and the distinct, sulfurous ghost of an egg salad sandwich someone had eaten in there three hours ago. It was a smell that settled in the back of the throat, coating the tongue in a film of corporate despair.

Angela Hansen sat very still. At thirty-four, stillness had become her primary survival mechanism, a way of reducing her surface area so the world would have less of her to grab onto. She was seated in a chair made of black mesh that was slowly, aggressively imprinting a grid pattern onto the backs of her thighs. Her blouse, a polyester blend she had bought on sale at a department store that was currently going out of business, trapped her body heat against her skin. It was essentially a wearable greenhouse. She could feel a single bead of sweat slide down her ribcage, tickling her like a phantom finger.

Across the laminate table sat Wiley.

Wiley was the Vice President of Logistics Coordination, a title that meant everything and nothing. He was a man who moved through the world with the unearned confidence of someone who had never been interrupted. He was wearing a suit that was slightly too blue, a shade that vibrated unpleasantly under the fluorescent lights. The lights themselves hummed, a high-pitched mosquito whine that Angela suspected only she could hear, or perhaps only she found maddening.

"We need to drill down on the synergy here, Angela," Wiley said. He leaned forward. He had a piece of dry skin flaking off his lower lip, a tiny white flag of dehydration. Angela found herself staring at it, mesmerized by its precarious attachment. "We’re looking for a paradigm shift in how we archive the legacy data. We need to be agile. We need to be rockstars."

He used the word rockstar without a hint of irony, as if archiving shipping manifests from 2004 required leather pants and a guitar solo.

"Right," Angela said. Her voice sounded thin, like paper tearing. "Agile."

"Exactly. Agile." Wiley tapped the table with a pen. Click, click, click. "I feel like you’re holding back, Ange. I feel like we’re not getting the full Angela Experience."

The Angela Experience. It sounded like a disappointing theme park ride, one where the rollercoaster gets stuck on the ascent and you just sit there for four hours looking at a parking lot.

Angela adjusted her glasses. She wanted to tell him that the "Angela Experience" was mostly just managing lower back pain and wondering if she’d remembered to unplug her hair straightener. But she didn't. She nodded, a microscopic dip of the chin.

"I’m just processing, Wiley," she said.

"Process out loud!" Wiley threw his hands up, and a waft of his cologne hit her. It smelled like musk and desperation. "I want to see the gears turning. I want to see the sausage being made."

God, please don’t make me think about sausage, she thought. Her stomach gave a treacherous gurgle. She had skipped breakfast because the milk in her fridge had smelled questionable, and she hadn't possessed the emotional bandwidth to smell it a second time to be sure.

She looked past Wiley’s ear, toward the window. The blinds were drawn, but one slat was bent, allowing a laser-thin beam of afternoon sun to illuminate the dust motes dancing in the stagnant air. On the windowsill, trapped between the glass and the cheap vertical blind, was a fly.

It was dead. It had been dead for a long time. It was a husk, a dry, crispy thing with its legs curled up tight against its body, as if it had died in a fetal position, hugging its own knees. Angela felt a sudden, piercing kinship with the insect. It had probably flown in here full of buzzing optimism, looking for a crumb of bagel or a drop of soda, only to realize too late that the windows didn't open and the air was recycled and no one ever really left Conference Room B. It had buzzed and banged against the glass until it simply ran out of fuel. Now it was just decor.

"Angela?"

She snapped her focus back to Wiley. The skin flake on his lip had moved. It was now hanging by a thread. The suspense was excruciating.

"I’m listening," she said.

"I was saying that the Q3 metrics are looking soft," Wiley said, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, as if the soft metrics were a personal failing they were conspiring to cover up. "And when the metrics are soft, the board gets... itchy."

He scratched his neck to demonstrate itchiness. It was a theatrical gesture, performed for an audience of one.

Angela looked down at her hands. They were pale, the cuticles slightly ragged. She picked at them when she was anxious, which was always. She tried to arrange them in a way that looked professional, clasping them on top of her notebook. The notebook was empty. She had written the date at the top of the page—October 14th—and then nothing else. The emptiness of the page felt aggressive. It stared back at her, demanding content she didn't have.

"What do you think is the bottleneck?" Wiley asked. He wasn't really asking. He was setting her up to agree with whatever theory he was about to propose.

"Well," Angela started. She cleared her throat. The sound was too loud in the quiet room. "The legacy software is... older. It doesn't integrate well with the cloud migration."

"Excuses," Wiley said, shaking his head sadly. "That’s a scarcity mindset, Angela. The software is just a tool. You are the craftsman. A bad carpenter blames his hammer, right?"

"I suppose," Angela said. She wanted to point out that a carpenter couldn't build a house with a hammer made of Jell-O, which was effectively what the legacy software was, but the effort required to formulate the metaphor and speak it aloud felt like trying to lift a car. It was easier to just let him be right. It was always easier to let them be right.

This was the tragedy of her life, she realized, watching the dust motes swirl. It wasn't a tragedy of great operatic failures or dramatic betrayals. It was a tragedy of erosion. Thirty-four years of saying "I suppose" and "Sure, that’s fine" and "No, you go ahead." She was a canyon carved by a river of mild inconveniences and other people's egos.

Wiley stood up and walked to the whiteboard. He uncapped a dry-erase marker. The smell of the solvent hit Angela—sharp, chemical, like a hospital cleaning supply. He drew a circle. Then he drew an arrow pointing out of the circle. Then he wrote the word OUTCOME in capital letters.

"We are here," he said, tapping the circle. "We need to be here." He tapped the word OUTCOME.

"Okay," Angela said.

"How do we bridge the gap?" He looked at her, eyes wide, manic.

"Bridge the gap," Angela repeated.

"Yes! Bridge it!"

"Maybe," Angela said, feeling the sweat pool in the small of her back, "we could hire a temp to help with the data entry? Just to clear the backlog?"

Wiley’s face fell. He looked at her with the pity one might reserve for a three-legged dog trying to jump a fence. "A temp? Angela, we’re talking about vision. We’re talking about architecture. You’re talking about... band-aids."

He capped the marker with a decisive snap.

"I need you to own this, Angela. I need you to be the CEO of the Archives."

"I’m a Junior Archivist," she murmured.

"Title is a construct," Wiley said, waving his hand as if swatting away a gnat. "Attitude is reality. If you walk in there like you own the place, you own the place. Fake it 'til you make it. Lean in."

He was reciting the bumper stickers of corporate America. He was a machine that turned oxygen into clichés. Angela felt a wave of exhaustion so profound it was almost physical, a heavy blanket settling over her shoulders. She looked at the dead fly again. It looked peaceful. It didn't have to lean in. It didn't have to be the CEO of the windowsill. It was just done.

"I’ll try to be more... owner-oriented," Angela lied.

"That’s the spirit!" Wiley beamed. The skin flake finally detached, falling onto his tie. Angela watched it land. It sat there, a tiny speck of human debris on the expensive silk. She felt a strange urge to reach out and flick it away, but that would involve touching him, or entering his personal space, and the thought made her skin crawl.

"Is that everything?" she asked.

"For now," Wiley said. He checked his watch, a bulky thing that looked like it could survive deep-sea diving, which Angela knew for a fact Wiley did not do. "I have a hard stop at two. Keep me posted on the synergy."

"Will do."

Angela stood up. Her legs felt stiff, her knees popping audibly. The mesh chair peeled away from her thighs with a sound like Velcro tearing. She gathered her empty notebook and her pen.

"Oh, and Angela?" Wiley called out as she reached the door.

She froze, hand on the handle. "Yes?"

"Smile more," he said, pointing a finger gun at her. "It confuses the enemy."

Angela forced the corners of her mouth upward. It felt like a grimace, like she was baring her teeth at a predator. "Right. Thanks, Wiley."

She stepped out of the conference room and the door clicked shut behind her, sealing the ozone and the dead fly inside.

The office outside was a landscape of varying shades of beige. Beige cubicle walls, beige carpet tiles stained with coffee, beige ceiling tiles stained with water. It was an environment designed to suppress the human spirit. The only pops of color were the red "EXIT" signs, which always seemed to be mocking her, glowing with the promise of an escape she couldn't afford to take.

She walked back to her cubicle. It was located near the printer, which meant her day was soundtracked by the rhythmic chug-chug-whirrrr of the machine and the constant foot traffic of colleagues retrieving warm paper.

Angela sat down. Her chair here was older, the foam padding compressed into a hard, unforgiving pancake by the weight of previous occupants. She placed her notebook on the desk. She looked at her computer monitor. A screensaver of a tropical beach was bouncing around the screen. The water was an impossible, electric blue. It looked nothing like real water. It looked like window cleaner.

She felt a vibration in her pocket. She ignored it. It was probably her mother, calling to update her on the status of her hip, or her neighbor’s hip, or the hip of a celebrity she had seen on the news. Or it was Penny, needing something. It was always someone needing something.

Angela put her hands on her keyboard. She opened her email.

Subject: CAKE in the breakroom!!! From: Janice in HR Body: Happy Birthday to Gary in Accounting! There is sheet cake in the breakroom. Please help yourselves!

Angela stared at the email. She didn't know Gary. She had seen him, a man who wore short-sleeved dress shirts and walked with a heavy, plodding gait, but she had never spoken to him. The idea of eating cake to celebrate the continued existence of Gary felt absurd. And yet, the biological imperative for sugar spiked in her blood.

She stood up again. She was a marionette pulled by the strings of boredom and mild hunger.

The breakroom was the saddest place in the building. It smelled of burnt popcorn and dish soap. In the center of the round table sat the carcass of a grocery store sheet cake. It had been ravaged. The frosting, a vibrant, unnatural blue that matched her screensaver, had been scraped off in places. Crumbs littered the table like rubble.

Gary was there, holding a paper plate. He looked up as she entered. He had a mustache that drooped over the corners of his mouth.

"Cake?" he offered, gesturing with a plastic fork.

"Happy birthday," Angela said. Her voice was quiet.

"Thanks. Forty-five," Gary said. He looked at the cake as if it were a bomb he had successfully defused. "Halfway to dead."

Angela blinked. It was the most honest thing anyone had said to her all day. It was funnier than Wiley’s "rockstar" comment, and infinitely darker.

"Better than the alternative," she said, reaching for a paper plate. The stack of plates was flimsy; she had to peel two apart.

"Debatable," Gary said. He shoveled a large piece of corner piece—mostly frosting—into his mouth.

Angela cut a sliver of cake. The knife was plastic and bent dangerously under the pressure of the dense sponge. She managed to extract a small, crumbling mound. She didn't really want it. She just wanted to do something with her hands. She wanted to taste something other than the metallic tang of the conference room.

She took a bite. It was cloyingly sweet, gritty with sugar, and tasted faintly of the cardboard box it had come in. It stuck to the roof of her mouth.

"So," Gary said, chewing. "You’re in Archives, right?"

"Junior Archivist," she corrected automatically.

"Must be quiet down there."

"It is."

"Nice," Gary said. He looked wistful. "I’m in Accounts Payable. It’s loud. People are always yelling about invoices."

"I like the quiet," Angela said.

"Yeah. Quiet is good." Gary looked at her, really looked at her, for a second. His eyes were a watery gray. "You look tired."

Angela froze. She felt exposed. It was one thing for Wiley to tell her to smile; it was another for Gary from Accounting to see the bone-deep fatigue she carried around like a backpack.

"Just a long meeting," she said, retreating. She stepped back toward the door. "With Wiley."

Gary nodded solemnly. "The Synergy King."

"That’s him."

"Don’t let him grind you down," Gary said. He pointed his fork at her. "He’s just a suit filled with hot air. Stick a pin in him and he’d fly around the room like a balloon."

Angela felt a small, genuine smile tug at her lips. The image was delightful. Wiley deflating, zooming around the beige office, making a rude, squeaking noise.

"I’ll keep that in mind," she said.

"Enjoy the cake," Gary said.

Angela walked back to her desk, the taste of cheap frosting coating her tongue. She sat down. She looked at the blue beach on her screen. She felt the itch of the polyester blouse under her arms. She felt the pinch of her waistband.

Halfway to dead.

She looked at the date on her notebook again. October 14th.

She picked up her pen. Under the date, she wrote: I am braver than a dead fly.

She stared at the sentence. It was ridiculous. It wasn't even true yet. The fly had banged against the glass until the end. She was just sitting here, letting the grid of the chair map itself onto her skin.

But she didn't cross it out.

Her phone buzzed again. This time, she looked. It was Penny.

Penny: Need a favor. Huge. Don’t be a bitch about it. Call me.

Angela put the phone face down. She could feel the vibration through the laminate desk. It was a demand. A hook trying to snag her.
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