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            THE FLY TROPHY

          

        

      

    

    
      Printed on a large, rectangular piece of manila paper, the following text could be found in every post office where drones drop off the mail, every school bulletin board that nobody likes to read, and on the front page of every newspaper in the country.

      It also hung next to the window of Todd Swindell’s office at the Flakes Alive Incorporated (FAI) headquarters, where the wily Mr. Swindell served as chief executive officer (CEO). The proclamation marked the beginning of a new phase in stricter governance of the States of the Union.

      
        
        January 1, 2098

      

      

      The New America stands poised to prosper. Our new government boasts The Big Seven, that is, seven of the most skilled Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) in the business arena, to guide America through good times and crises as well. This establishmentarian ruling body has aided us in assimilating the good and expelling the bad of previous systems. Just look at the results of fifty-eight years of governing excellence. The loathsome prison system has been abolished, as the new way of serving time involves laboring assiduously for an assigned corporation, while improving oneself for future endeavors.

      Meanwhile, we have practically eradicated the black-market drug trade, creating safe places where one can recreate with substances while under laboratory supervision and with the knowledge that an antidote stands ready to be administered any time the user has a bad experience. We have eliminated big religion, with its plethora of money beggars, releasing its grip on politics and business. We have done away with the presidency, political parties and that annoying part of government that spends half of its time on campaigning for the next election instead of tending to its duties. Now the government serves you the full four years of each term. And those four years are ruled over by The Big Seven, who were appointed by the final president of the United States, Ghant Wackersham.

      Over the fifty-eight years of Mother Earth’s existence, we have removed many distractions from the workforce and the workplace, such as sports and sex. The banning of the latter has ushered us into an era where less than one-half of one percent of the population has a sexually transmitted disease. Soon, STDs will be completely eliminated.

      This modern America will shine like never before, as people live productive lives and help the corporate government build for the future. Now then, let the pages of your lives turn, my friends, and experience the New and Improved America here in the year 2098.

      At the bottom were the seven CEOs’ signatures, as well as a spot for the signature of whomever posted the document—in this case, Todd Swindell, FAI CEO.

      Look! There’s Todd now! He’s having coffee while perusing the pages of the Wall Street Digest. Whoops! A fat fly just buzzed past Todd’s thin nose. Angry Todd grabs a flyswatter from a hook on the wall and WHAP! He nails that ornery sucker! The tiny creature’s brown guts make a smear on Todd’s office window.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I refuse to clean that spot until the day Flakes Alive Incorporated overtakes the Great American Flake Company (GAFC) in flake sales,” declared a raspy-voiced Todd. “I’m tired of second place, goddamnit! Let those guts rot on that window until we make number one! Let them be a testament to our perseverance here at Flakes Alive Incorporated.”

      The thin, hollow-cheeked, goatee-wearing Swindell brushed the three scrawny hairs that tried to cover a lot of naked real estate on the top of his bony head and uttered a plaintive sigh. On his office wall, a picture of a sword made in the year 2040 hung proudly. His secret collection of antique swords was only on display in his sumptuously furnished home, out of sight from any earthling who might care to turn him in for withholding merchandise made before 2040, which was against the law. But the rich could bend and stretch the rules a bit.

      Todd’s office was cluttered with unopened boxes of cologne, candles, chocolates, and other assorted items, the result of job candidates groveling for recognition by bringing gifts when they interviewed. The gifts were carelessly stacked on shelves and on the floor. In the adjoining room sat larger gifts—an umbrella that shouted at you if rain was in the forecast, ultrafast microwaves, and even a fancy new quantum TV.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            TWINKLE, TWINKLE, LITTLE STAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Poring over formulas and chemical tables, Syd Waverly hunched beneath the smoky light radiating from his living room lampstand, unaware of the soft draft that had sneaked into his workspace once Twinkle Deshpande slid open the bedroom window and stealthily slipped inside. Now the smoke tumbled and curled above the Muriel Coronella cigar ensconced in the groove of a shell-shaped ashtray on the tiny, black, round table that encircled the post that held the three glowing light bulbs.

      The low volume of the television commercials lent the room the upbeat ambiance of a sales seminar. Oblivious to it all, Syd slowly unseated the cigar, while not taking his eyes off the formulas, raised it to his thin lips, and puffed. He began plugging numbers into an algebraic equation in an attempt to work out the perfect formula for the No-Sog corn flakes that his employer, Flakes Alive Incorporated (FAI), had been coveting for so long.

      Meanwhile, Twinkle slithered around the bed like a blacksnake in the dark. As she inched her way toward the door leading into the hallway, she caught a whiff of smoke from the cheap cigar. The poor girl suffered from allergies and tried desperately not to cough. When she felt sure of herself, that she would not cough or gasp, she moved into the hallway with utmost caution.

      The flashing lights from the goofy television commercials helped to guide her to the living area, even though she’d taken pains to memorize the layout of the house plus the garden outside.

      Twinkle edged her way to the opening in the living room and paused to seek the correct position and prepare herself for the important task before her.

      A braided rug underlaid the gold recliner, the lamp and a larger oval coffee table. The rug had become unraveled in three spots, according to Twinkle’s keen eye. Each spot represented a small problem in Twinkle’s life. She envisioned the loose material of each spot rethreading itself until there were no more ravels. That is how she tidied her own problems, one ravel at a time.

      Everything pristine.

      A band of tiny square tiles encircled the maple interior of the coffee table. A couple of magazines—one with the title of “Television” and the subtitle of “Get More Out of Commercials”—interrupted the uniformity of the table design. A 75-inch, 3D holographic TV hung on the wall between a set of family photos. A matching gold couch with four gold pillows sat against the only wall without windows. The windows on the side walls had their blinds closed.

      Twinkle immediately noticed the wood floor in the living room and dared not move a step closer or risk a creaky old floorboard giving her away. She felt confident that her aim would not fail her at this juncture. She had glided like a feather in a soft breeze from the bedroom window to her position at the end of the hallway, and now it was time to think through her plan. She took a long, slow breath and aimed the pipe. She closed her eyes and imagined going through the motions. Careful not to move her head, she fictitiously blew into the tube and the dart parked itself right in the neck of Syd Waverly. Bullseye! Twinkle had targeted the exterior jugular vein and, in her imagination, succeeded in penetrating just that. She opened her eyes and prepared herself for the real thing.

      Suddenly, the worn-out chemist tossed his pen on the lamp-table and rolled out the footrest on his beige recliner, stretching his legs. A flurry of dread flushed over Twinkle’s tiny body. She feared Syd might get up to get some coffee or some other beverage. Surely he would see her. But the sage chemist instead relaxed, and the Twinkle’s anxiety dissipated. She pulled out a long tube from her slacks and positioned herself on her knees at the corner where the hallway meets the living room. The angle was perfect, allowing for a clear target of the neck area.

      The ninety-two pound assassin opened a small canister containing a poisonous dart, which she inserted into the pipe, and aimed it with a steady hand and a most selective eye. Now she blew the dart into poor Syd’s neck and patiently watched as the discerning, veteran chemist began to expire. With one soft grunt he barely moved, as the dart tipped with curare did its work in the bloodstream and around the muscles that control the lungs. A bit of drool dripped from the corner of Syd’s mouth and his head slumped to the side. The thin cigar still trickled smoke, as the TV man vociferously ranted about some new cleaning product.

      Twinkle admired the ambiance of quiet death. She could feel her own chest taking in air and breathing it out. So mysterious, she thought, that such a relaxing moment could correspond to another’s demise. Invigorated, her eyes bulged and her soul murmured for the loss of humanity and the coinciding gain in her own mirth. Her bosom tingled at the sight of fresh death.

      Twinkle slowly positioned one end of the blow gun on the living room carpet and waited until Mr. Waverly’s aspiration subsided. Paralysis had set in. Twinkle checked his nonexistent pulse, removed the dart, and smeared a bit of make-up over the tiny wound. Then she slipped the notepad from beneath Syd’s fingers, stuffed it in her pants, put out the cigar, walked into the bedroom and closed and locked the window, finally letting herself out of the front door.

      Once she stepped outside, she pulled the plastic booties from her feet, slipped off the plastic gloves and removed the shower cap from her head, tucking them all in a small bag she wore around her neck. Her tiny nipples seemed to swell a bit with excitement beneath the tantalizing moonlight. With scarcely a wisp of dust, she disappeared into the star-studded night.
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            BAD INTELLIGENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      Though Twinkle drove casually toward the office, her heart raced with enthusiasm. She glanced at herself in the rearview mirror—a petite figure with medium dark skin, a thin face, and thick lips. She knew her innocent eyes could fool anyone, so she broke into a smug smile. Soon, she would hand the formula over to the lead man of the operation. She could feel her nerves tingling as she approached her destination. She parked her car, went inside the office, and knocked on the door of the meeting place. They were waiting for her. She thrust the document into the hands of her boss, who was an expert in interpreting algebraic expressions.

      Silence hung over the room like a wet awning, while the big boss inspected the material on the notebook page.

      “Why, this is an incomplete formula!” bawled Chad Scandalman, the corpulent CEO of The Great American Flake Company (GAFC). “What the fuck have you done? It’s not finished!”

      “Sir,” noted Cecil Weatherspoon, vice president of operations at GAFC, “we were under the impression that Mr. Waverly had completed the formula.”

      “You floundering ass-craps, you fucked up everything!” yelled Scandalman. “Does this look like it’s done?!” He held up the incomplete and scribbled formula for all to see.

      “But sir, rumor has it that the formula was completed. The recipe done!” protested Twinkle.

      “Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched,” warned “Cliché” Bob, Scandalman’s go-to guy, jack-of-all-tradesman, and golf partner. “You fools!”

      “Rumor?” Scandalman commented caustically. “We don’t go by rumor, Ms. Deshpande. We go by fact here at GAFC! Fact! Do you hear?!”

      “My job,” retorted Twinkle rather haughtily, “was only to extinguish, Mr. Scandalman, and that, I have done.”

      “Cecil,” Chad Scandalman asked the shocked vice president, “are you the one responsible for this?”

      “Our intelligence,” noted Cecil, “pointed to a completed formula, sir. As it turned out, it was bad intelligence.”

      “Garbage in, garbage out,” said Cliché Bob.

      “Oh, shut up, you blithering misfit!” yelled Cecil, staring at Bob with piercing eyes.

      “I have a mind to hold out on the other half of your payment, Ms. Deshpande,” barked Scandalman.

      “I wouldn’t do that, sir,” responded Cecil. “We may need her for another job. Besides, we don’t want her to turn on us.”

      “Just let me remind you of our sworn secrecy,” warned Scandalman. “Only us four know about this plan. Make sure we keep it that way.”

      Each of the four gave acknowledgement.

      Scandalman reluctantly handed Twinkle the envelope containing her final payment. “All of you, get the hell out of my office! When I decide the next step, you’ll know.”

      The three schemers filed out of Scandalman’s office, Cliché Bob last. Before he could disappear into the hallway, the rotund CEO reminded him, “Don’t forget. Golf tomorrow at Mapleton, Bob. Tee time is two o’clock.”

      “Right, Mr. Scandalman,” Bob confirmed.

      The four scoundrels were unaware that Italian American chemist Annie De Luca had already earned consideration as the replacement for Syd Waverly at Flakes Alive Incorporated and was preparing to toil feverishly to create a flake that would remain rigid when soaked in milk. Meanwhile, Twinkle sulked a bit. I don’t have to take Bob’s bullshit, she thought. And Scandalman is a big hog. I’m a professional assassin, not a spy. They should have had the right intelligence before they sent me in there in such a rush.

      Scandalman sat alone in his tidy office, wringing his hands and muttering his regrets. “Of all the cock-knobbing blunderers, I have the foremost bunglers on the list. Fucking, cock-throttling Goddamn shit, fuck suck muck GODDAMN FUCKERS!” Scandalman pounded his fist on his oak desk and buried his head in his hands. “I want that goddamn formula!”
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            COMMERCIAL SUCCESS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Henson clan huddled in the family room, forming a semicircle around a brand new 3D holo-TV they’d purchased at Bold Buy Appliance Store. A seemingly endless succession of cute commercials emanated from the stereo setup. The entire family gazed steadily at the silly commercials, laughing heartily at the antics of the goofy actors, most of whom had given up on the movie industry long before.

      There was an insurance commercial with a porpoise driving a sleek new spaceship and another starring an agitated walrus. Then a candy commercial for Dizzy Dots steered the atmosphere into a comic storm in which a cacophony of giggles and grunts by entertained viewers permeated the household. Commercials for intelli-phones and toaster ovens followed when, suddenly, a short clip of the movie Citizen Kane drew the family into a chorus of “Oh no’s” and “This sucks” announcements. But soon the mood brightened when a cute ad for razor blades elicited Oohs and Aahs as if the family were watching Fourth of July fireworks.

      The father, Herb, was a rather handsome man with a trim build and no facial hair. He had a pointed nose and thick eyebrows. He wore a Newton County School System tattoo on his forehead with the letters NCSS inside an oval. All school systems were now public stock companies, competing for territory and pupilage, and Herb’s employer was especially competitive.

      The commercials continued for over an hour before a snippet of The Godfather elicited more booing from the otherwise lively family. “This is nonsense,” cried Herb. “We keep getting interrupted by these boring movie clips.”

      The Henson family harnessed the spirited fun of commercials to spread joy through the household. The whimsical nature of these brief skits set an ambiance of homey cheer. Their yellow house had a lovely white picket fence around it, a canopy over the front porch, and dormer windows. Inside, the house featured arched doorways, a pair of fireplaces, one in the living room and another in the family room, and two baths with brass fixtures. New carpeting covered most of the floors, except for the kitchen and bath, which had ceramic tile floors. The charming residence felt like the quintessential all-American dwelling.

      “Does anyone want to play a game of Oligarchy?” asked Holly Henson, the jolly mother of the crew. She wore her brown hair in a ponytail and had luscious lips that dared not be kissed. Her forehead tattoo matched Herb’s, as she relished her role in the Parent Teacher Association. The children all cheered at her game suggestion, and she smiled broadly as she took the Oligarchy box from a living room shelf.

      “I do!”

      “Oh yes.”

      “Cool!”

      Before long, Herb Jr. raised his cash-heavy hands in the air and shouted “Victory!”

      Once the family sat down to eat dinner, the dry-dog-food commercial everybody adored came on the television. The announcer warned against wet food, and, at the conclusion of the ad, a dog was shown rubbing its itchy butt on the carpet. The family members burst into an uproarious laugh, while munching on their meat and potatoes. The TV ads had grown more daring with their toilet humor, beginning far back with cartoon bears peddling toilet paper and so forth, but apparently it mattered not to the average audience.
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            NO-SOG FLAKES

          

        

      

    

    
      On several occasions, Annie De Luca thought she had plugged the correct numbers into the No-Sog, Stay-Crisp formula only to be disappointed when each chemical blend failed to produce the prized flake inhibitory waterlogging results. Passionately, she toiled through the hours, her wavy, dark hair shining beneath the fluorescent kitchen light. Her olive complexion reddened a bit with each new disappointment, the birthmark on her left cheek standing out on her tiny face. Meanwhile, her heavy eyebrows moved up and down with hope and then failure.

      Annie knew that if she could find the solution at home, she could then replicate the experiment the next day at work. She tried this and that experiment, but the damn flakes turned soggy every time after three minutes of desperate hope. Finally, the hypersensitive lab technician heaved the latest bowl of milk and flakes at the kitchen wall, where the vessel exploded into ten or more pieces, and the creamy solution splattered across the front of the stove and refrigerator.

      “Fuck!” she exclaimed, “I can’t get it right!”

      “What’s all the shouting about?” asked her male companion, Anthony Valentino, as he rushed into the room. His already prominent eyeballs grew bigger by the second, as he rubbed his scruffy beard.

      “Mind your own business!” shouted Annie. “Go play with your fucking HO trains!” “Well, who’s gonna clean this up?” asked Anthony.

      “Who cleans everything up?” sassed Annie.

      “Geez,” said Anthony, “what did I do?” A glum look fell over his face.

      Annie, slightly humbled, but still very frustrated by her inability to make the numbers work, said, “Maybe I have to change the hard-flake formula itself.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t stay up for me,” advised Annie. “I’m going to be working all night on this project.”

      “OK,” said Anthony. “Goodnight.”

      And, indeed, Annie fiddled with and juggled the x’s, y’s and z’s of the formula throughout the night. But she just could not crack the solution. Finally, she drifted off with her head on the kitchen table at 2:30 a.m., just in time to gather three hours of sleep before she had to prepare for another day at Flakes Alive Incorporated.
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            “ZIGGIE”

          

        

      

    

    
      Zigmund Wexler, a German-American pipefitter, fidgeted with his right ear, where the intelli-phone implant rested inside. He wondered whether medical professionals had ever performed an intelli-phone unplant. Sure, the device was hands-free, but Ziggie struggled through a constant ringing in his left ear, which he blamed on the device in his right ear. And he just could not get used to the gadget weighing down the right side of his brain.

      Other people had no problem with the electronic organ. But most people were phone people, that is to say, they loved to blab over the phone all day while their country went to hell and were not bothered by the inconvenience of metal machinery parked in their ear canal forever. However, Ziggie was no phone person; he did not talk much over the phone. He hoped that one day he could find an underground doctor who would remove it.

      And the commercials! One had to tolerate a minimum of two hours and twenty minutes worth of commercials every day. That was the rule. For the unworldly, this was acceptable. But for Ziggie, a veteran intellectual, these blasted verbal ads proved insufferable. Little twenty to thirty-second plugs for this product or that. Inane and dainty laugh-alongs, nerve-grating jingles, and tireless ditties that featured the most stupid humans and animals doing the most stupid things.

      One commercial from a major butchery featured a manmade piggie called Porkenflesh who absorbed a bolt of lightning that inspired him to arise from a state of nonexistence and hand out free packages of sausages to the neighbors. That ad was so successful that a follow-up called Brood of Porkenflesh featured piglet children. The piglets left a pork roast on everyone’s doorstep. Then, as is the case with all free-market packs of fools, they milked the thing as far as they could, and came out with a commercial for Pork ‘n’ Poop, a pink litter box for pet pigs, which had become the rage in the 2090s.

      Phone implants became available in 2046 but mandatory in 2073, and since then, the gadgets had been embedded in the ears of children as soon as they reached the age of five. As for the implantee, he or she had the option of turning the phone off by verbal command (as long as they had listened to the required two hours and twenty minutes of commercials): recite the phone serial number and the words “phone off.”

      So, during face-to-face conversations with others, one could disable the phone, though, unfortunately, with that being a hassle, it led people to limit face-to-face communication with other people, a bad thing for a society that already lacked in human relations. One had to leave the phone on at least eight hours a day. Ziggie deplored the entire process of carrying a phone in his head and would pay a sizeable sum to have it removed.

      Ziggie fell somewhere between a renegade and a maverick. Over the years, he had pondered restlessly the idea of dropping out of the mainstream madness brought on by The Great Cleanse of 2040. In fact, the seven CEOs that took over the presidency, that is, The Big Seven, marked 2040 as the beginning of time. No one was allowed to discuss anything that occurred before The Great Cleanse.

      Ziggie shunned that kind of thinking, labeling it “The Great Sham.” Of course, he had to be careful whom he spoke with, as discussing anything pre-2040 was illegal. And discussing anything negative regarding The Great Cleanse was illegal.

      He learned all that very early on in the Boot Camp for Business Aspirants (BCBA), which every commerce-oriented student took in the sixth grade. It served as a crash course that taught the fundamentals of mercantilism—how to wear a suit, tie a tie, polish shoes, button collars, shake hands, write checks, and pack a briefcase.

      If you planned on college, you had to take a more involved BCBA course during your freshman year in high school. That course entailed even stricter lessons, such as how to wear your hair, make a sales pitch, tune in to neoclassical music, avoid the five o’clock shadow, give pep talks and rally the troops, enlist the art of persuasion, allocate resources, hire and fire, navigate spreadsheets, give praise and admonish, give the authoritative stare, conduct oneself at office parties, etc. All the boring practices of the business world.

      One could even choose to specialize in How to be a Corporate Prick. That entailed learning the clean-out-your-desk-and-get-lost methodology for downsizing. These types of business courses, along with math and computer courses, made up most of the high school curriculum these days.

      After all, courses in history, biology, geography, philosophy, and even English hardly mattered anymore. Scarcely anyone took them; almost no one went for a degree in the humanities these dreadful days. It was considered a waste. The business moguls of the world wanted you taking computer courses and math courses only. They coveted the business-ready nerds who emerged from the BCBA coursework. They craved the sales candidate who knew nothing of history, but could jump right in and type up a storm on the keyboard, even if their English was beastly awful.

      Ziggie despised it all. He had no interest in selling anything.

      Ziggie had also once contemplated removal of the ZXR corporation logo tattooed on his forehead. That being too obvious, he abandoned the strategy; however, he soon began to consider a cover-up tattoo over the Dairy Blue Corporation logo on his right forearm. Such “sinful” thoughts tugged at the rebellious thread that coursed through his spirit and mind. He longed to cover the company logo with a tattoo of a tiger.

      The scheming rebel finally persuaded himself to inquire about altering the forearm design, though he could not find a tattoo artist willing to break the law. The Seven CEOs and their underlings had so thoroughly molded and shaped society’s thinking that folks cringed at the concept of resistance. The Big Seven, as they called them, had a semipermanent roster of four paleo-conservatives and three moderate liberals.

      This is the way it was fixed in 2040. That’s when the nutcases got in and implemented the maniacal 2040 Plan, a traditionalist doctrine that demanded strict alignment with rigid societal rules and stark loyalty to corporations.

      For a guy like Ziggie, who despised corporations, such obsequious behavior as stipulated by a syndicate of business moguls proved intolerable. He simply could not comply.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            AMERICAN SCOUTING

          

        

      

    

    
      The peculiar demise of Sydney Waverly warranted investigation, though the detective assigned to the case had failed so far to uncover evidence of murder. Detective Hung Cho Lee knew of the vicious competition and the myriad ill feelings that existed between the two flake giants known as the Great American Flake Company and the Flakes Alive Incorporated. That the GAFC company had surreptitiously poisoned Mr. Waverly was not out of the ballpark of possibilities, yet proving such a devious connection, Detective Lee knew, would abound with difficulties. If only the crime lab could determine whether Mr. Waverly succumbed to poison, and, if so, exactly what kind of poison he had ingested, they would have something to trace back to a source.

      Of course, any mysterious death warrants a homicide investigation. Detective Lee did discover a single hair from the front porch of the Waverly residence. It was caught on the corner of an outside doormat. But it would be difficult to link a hair from outside the crime scene to any murder within the residence.

      In an intense interview with GAFCs CEO, Chad Scandalman, Detective Lee hinted at corporate wrongdoing, but the idea was swiftly rebuffed.

      “As you may know,” Lee said, “I am investigating the mysterious death of Flakes Alive Incorporated chemist Sydney Waverly.”

      “Yes,” said Mr. Scandalman, “the poor man just folded up like an autumn flower, I understand.”

      “Yes, well,” explained Mr. Lee, “as your company is an arch competitor of Flakes Alive Incorporated, and Waverly’s untimely demise caught us all a little off guard, and he was on the fast track to become a laboratory supervisor, I trust that you might share some thoughts about the matter.”

      “Well, it’s quite tragic for sure,” reasoned an agitated Mr. Scandalman, “and I sympathize with Waverly’s family and all, but, frankly, I’m just as confused and shocked as you are, detective.”

      Mr. Lee went on. “Might Waverly’s last breath bring a ray of sunshine to the outlook of a corporation that is in direct competition for the No-Sog flake recipe?”

      “Now, Mr. Lee⁠—”

      “Might even one of your spies—er, scouts⁠—”

      “Ahem, yes, we call them scouts⁠—”

      “. . . have had a hand in it?”

      “Our corporation,” assured a now pissed-off Scandalman, “would never partake in any such underhanded activity. How dare you insinuate such treachery, detective!” Scandalman wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and directed the eyeballs of his plump countenance right at Mr. Lee’s own eyeballs. “Now, if you will excuse me, our corporate lawyers would be glad to answer any further questions.”

      “You have no secrets?” asked Detective Lee.

      “No secrets, sir,” replied the perturbed CEO.

      “Are you sure?” prodded Hung Cho Lee.

      Now Mr. Scandalman grew irate, though he refrained from yelling. Instead, he adopted a wise-ass attitude. “Sure as getting a hand job at an Asian massage parlor,” he said.

      It was a wicked insult he hurled at Mr. Lee’s heritage.

      Detective Lee bristled at the remark, but his demeanor remained cool. “I ought to bust you right now,” he said softly.

      Now Scandalman became belligerent. “Take your cheesy bow tie and your two-bit hat, Mr. Lee, and get the hell out of here!” barked the heated CEO.

      “If I see any of your slimeball scouts creeping around the free-market underbelly, Mr. Scandalman, I’ll hook a tow chain to your big fat ass and haul you in like a load of stinky tuna.”

      “Get out!”

      Scandalman said nothing else but boiled inside.

      Detective Lee adjusted his fedora, stood up, and exited the office, confident that he had roused Scandalman’s anger enough to indicate that the large CEO was lying. Mr. Lee thought that Scandalman’s rage indicated that he possessed the kill gene, but the detective figured that the top boss would not commit such a bloodthirsty act himself.

      He would have an underling do it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            THE TACTICS OF SCANDALMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Cliché Bob served as Scandalman’s point man, weaving crooked contract scenarios and trying to cheat rival corporate dealmakers. His modus operandi was to annoy them with clichés until they lost focus and allowed themselves to be suckered by his chicanery.

      “We’ve got ’em by the balls,” Bob would boast. “It’s just a matter of time.”

      Nobody could produce a worn-out phrase quicker than old Bob. He said, “Have a nice day!” and “Go for it!” so many times each day he could double as a game show host. So when Scandalman recruited him for the Syd-Waverly-snuffing lead man, the rotund CEO knew he would have to endure an almost endless parade of hackneyed sayings and piss-poor platitudes, as Bob kept him abreast of the ongoings of the tiny assassin, Twinkle Deshpande, and VP Cecil Weatherspoon.

      But Scandalman never saw a person he could not coerce into dirty work or swindle with low pay.

      So, Cliché Bob fervently snatched up the job and set to work with Twinkle and Cecil at once.

      When Twinkle accomplished her part—the most critical part—of the assignment and declared Waverly deceased, a river of trite phrases poured out of Bob’s mouth as if the supply was limitless. Yes, the clichés rushed forth ineloquently, dizzyingly, almost leading Scandalman into a bout with vertigo.

      They don’t call him Cliché Bob for nothing, thought Scandalman. My gosh, if he were ever interrogated by the police, he would put them all to sleep. I’ll bet he was a horrid bore in speech class. Should he ever utter a sentence without a cliché, the earth would certainly shake. Why, he could not say his name, rank, and serial number without inserting a cliché somewhere in there. If he ever delivered a eulogy at a funeral, everyone around him would drop dead.

      “Mission accomplished, Mr. Scandalman,” declared Bob. “We’re home free! Just sign on the dotted line—meaning my paycheck, sir.”

      “Well, Mr. Bob,” revealed Scandalman, “I have been meaning to discuss that with you. You see, the company is a little short on cash flow right now, and I was wondering . . .”

      “If I’ll take a rain check? Mr. Scandalman,” inserted Bob, as if seasoned to appreciate the art of being low-balled by the big CEO. “Certainly, sir. GAFC and I are good. You can take it to the bank!”

      By now Scandalman had reworked the Syd Waverly murder in his pompous brain. Even though the formula was unfinished, thought Scandalman, Waverly was surely on the verge of discovering the solution, so it was good that we did away with him before he could make the breakthrough, which surely would have precluded any type of benefit to the Great American Flake Company.
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            EFFICIENCY

          

        

      

    

    
      Babies with below-normal intellect were aborted in this crazy era of totalitarianism. The Intellect Detector Model II (IDMII) could yield the intellect of any baby in the belly as early as four months after it was conceived. In fact, anyone with a projected cost to develop themself that was higher than the lifetime amount they could produce was eliminated. Projecting a man or woman’s worth was no simple task.

      Tables and formulas prepared from years of difficult, complex development could now yield accurate figures for comparison, claimed the financial arm of the corporate government.

      Economic scientists worked well into the nights for several years to obtain the calculations.

      Together they carved out efficiencies in forecasting just how much each human was worth and how much it would take to sustain that person throughout a lifetime. This Sustenance Factor could be weighed against the Total Human Worth, and this comparison determined the fate of the unborn.

      
        
        Total Human Worth - Sustenance Factor = Life/Death Indicator

      

      

      If the Life/Death Indicator was positive, one lived. If negative, one died. The capitalist will incur no waste.
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