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      Moonlight was cutting through the fog when I stepped out of my house on Union Street, bike by my side, and slipped on my earbuds. I found my favorite podcast on my phone – Mayhem Amuse-Bouche – and started the latest episode. The annoyingly bright and catchy theme song played, then replaced by the dulcet tones of the hosts – Candice Beth and Bethany Candy – introducing the story of a quadruple axe murder in Kansas that went unsolved for decades and how some progress in solving the case was finally being made. I hopped on my bike and rode off.

      I biked down Columbus Avenue, taking a left on Broadway. The Transamerica building loomed to my right. The wind coming from the Bay was strong and biting. I stopped at the curb just as Bethany briefly commented on something. Candice exclaimed to zip up my hoodie, exhaled roughly, and snorted to keep the snot in my nose. Taking a right on Battery, I saw the roofs of the skyscrapers near Embarcadero glow with a deep, ominous blue light. I looked at my watch: It was 5:50 AM. I pumped my bike’s pedals as hard as possible, riding past Jackson, Washington, and the old Customs building, then busted a right on Market. A lone bus with its overhead cable connectors went up to the Mission. But other than that, the street was dead. Nothing more than pale yellow street lamps burning in the haze and dead-eyed storefronts lining the way. Steam rose from the sewer grates and maintenance hole covers. I made it a game to avoid the steam, left around, then right around, and rode in the middle of the streetcar tracks before turning on Second Street and down towards my office building. 

      My office building is a squat four-story box on the corner of Minna Street. It was more an odorous open-ended alley than a street, the sidewalks lined with tarps and tents. I looked at my watch again: 5:53. I had time. I found a place on Minna around the corner from the entrance, twisted my backpack around, and pulled out a pack of American Spirits. I lighted my cigarette, inhaling the sweet, tasty smoke. My last moment of freedom before the hell of the day begins.

      From the corner of my eye, as Candice was describing the layout of the murder scene, I saw a shadow come out of a tent and head towards me. I tensed up, remembering the pocketknife in my pocket, and calculated how fast I could draw it out if needed. But the shadow disappeared under the bright beam of the building’s security lamp, turning into a boy. He was dressed in torn, filthy, smelly clothes. Long, matted brown hair came down to his bearded jaw. His wild blue eyes darted around, not focused on me, but his intent was me. “Hey, Icky,” he mumbled, grinning electrically and shyly.

      “Hey, Bigsby,” I said. “What’s up?”

      Bigsby kept to himself, trying not to bother anyone. Guided by a multitude of instincts and voices only he could understand, he didn’t stay in any particular neighborhood long, mainly to keep one step ahead of the cops and the good citizens who call them. But FiDi was his usual stomping grounds, and Minna Street was his corner. He was friendly to me when we met, always chatting about some outlandish thing. Later, he’d ask me for something, some little thing, nothing too much, but break off and apologize profusely if I didn’t give him anything.

      “Nothin’, man, nothin’. Ooh, sure is cold tonight, ain’t it?”

      “It’s six in the morning, Bigs.”

      “Ah, a new day! A glorious new day!”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      Bigsby kept his eyes to the ground, not meeting mine as he inched closer. “Oi, Icky,” he drawled slowly in a bad English accent, grinning like the Cheshire cat, making a smoking motion with one hand and pointing to the cigarette in my hand with the other. “Mind if I get a fag?”

      He thinks I’m gay. He’s just trying to give the impression of starting something. He does it from time to time. I don’t know why, though. I’ve always been nice to him, try to anyway. It’s one of his ticks, I guess. I ignore it. I know he doesn’t mean anything by it. I never told him what I was. I think it would only confuse him. I pulled a cigarette out and gave it to him. “You got fuego, Bigs?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I got the fire, Icky. The gods granted us mortal men fire.”

      “Prometheus gave us fire. The others were willing to let us freeze and starve.”

      “Oh, Prometheus, my daddy. My daddy!”

      “Sure thing, Bigs.” I looked at my watch: 6:02. I was already late. I threw my smoke down, stamped it out, and grabbed my bike. “Gotta head in. Keep it easy, man.”

      Bigsby waved me away and returned to his tent, his cigarette firmly clutched between his teeth.

      I went to the building’s lobby entrance, punched in the security code on the keypad near the door, and waited for the electric buzzer to sound. It came after a few seconds’ delay. I rolled my bike to the elevator and pressed the button. The motor shrieked. I waited for two minutes. Then, the motor died, and the button’s light went out. The doors hadn’t opened. I looked up at the floor indicator. The car was stuck on the second floor. I sighed and moaned. The elevator was known to break down occasionally, being old as dirt. But of all times, now? I let out a stream of profanity and curses as I got out my keys, unlocked the stairwell door, heaved my bike on my shoulder, and started marching up to the top floor.

      Muted sunlight was streaming through the windows facing Second Street when I reached our dark office floor. No one had arrived yet. I turned on the lights, bringing some life to the drabness. I leaned my bike on the wall with my company’s name – Souni Robotics – stenciled. We manufacture and sell Souni, a small robot that works as a companion and digital assistant to its owners—something like Alexa, but with wheels and a cute face. I went to the kitchen, started the coffee maker, and headed to my desk in my team’s shared space as it brewed. After starting my computer, I looked at the queues that came in the night before. Over 1,520 individual queues. Candice was talking about the depths of the axe wounds on the victims’ chests.

      The podcast was over, and I poured a cup of coffee when the maker was done brewing. Someone barged their way through the stairwell door. “God fucking damn it! The elevator is out again?” Valdez, my supervisor. No one would guess he was my boss. He’s younger and baby-faced but handsome and immature in public, especially after a few cocktails. But he’s a hard worker, more so than me. Probably more so than anyone else on my team. He earned his position through grit. I looked at my watch: 6:30. “You try lugging a bike up those stairs,” I said.

      “Is that you, Icky?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Shit, dude, no need to gloat.”

      “Bart was running late again?”

      “You know it.”

      I walked back to my desk. Valdez was at his, facing mine, getting his computer ready. His hair was perfectly styled. Buff, well-toned arms flying across the keyboard. He squinted over the screen. “1,520!” he shouted.

      “Yeah, I saw it when I got in.”

      He sank forward over his desk, supporting his head in his hand. “I swear that stupid thing is going to kill us. Have you started yet?”

      “Not yet. I was waiting for you.”

      “Alright, alright. You take the top; I’ll take the next rung. And when the rest come in, we’ll split it.”

      “Sounds good, Val.”

      I went through the top twenty queues, listening to the recorded human commands through my headset and either confirming the Souni unit’s action or correcting its interpretation for the engineers here and the devs in Romania. Then, I categorize the queue and close it. It was a bullshit job, but it paid the bills. All of my queues needed correcting, though some pretty creative cursing entertained me.

      The rest of the team started trickling in. Michael slunk in, his blue-green eyes darting around, trying to avoid Valdez’s hot, angry gaze. Michael has this industrial-surfer boy vibe: tall and skinny, with floppy brownish hair down to his eyes, and always dressed in black with silver jewelry. He is also a bit of a dick and a complete slacker. We had ten queues done for everyone he completed. He is always late, with never an excuse to offer. Bobbi huffed in later. She is statuesque, elegant, and looks like Aisha Tyler. She, too, is always late, but she has a reason. She travels in from Pittsburg on Bart. And that’s after leaving her young son in the care of her mother. But she either stays late in the office to help get the queues down or works when she gets home. So, there’s that. “Is there any coffee?” Bobbi asked.

      “In the kitchen,” I said.

      “You’re a doll, Icky.”

      “What’s it looking like?” Michael asked.

      “As if you care,” Valdez shot back.

      “Over fifteen hundred,” I said.

      “Fuck!” Bobbi shouted from the kitchen.

      Valdez split the queues among us equally, and we got to work. “I don’t care if you finish,” he said. “That’s not the goal anymore. Just get them down.”

      By 7:30, the rest of the company came in. The engineers complained loudly and viciously about the elevator – Valdez assured them he was looking into it – before heading to their desks on the other side of the office. The customer service team – Randy, Sally, Eduardo, and Martha – marched to their shared space behind us, huddled together in secular prayer, then turned on their computers and donned their headsets. I had respect for them. I may not like my work, but I don’t have to endure the customers’ demands for answers and satisfaction when such things are sometimes beyond the CS team’s capabilities. I heard the first wave of calls chiming in, could hear the customer’s demented wails through my headset, and saw the team’s pained expressions when they answered. The rest of the managers came in at nine or ten or something.

      By eleven, we had the queues down to 1,100. We didn’t celebrate because they would go up again by tomorrow, maybe even higher than today. “I’m going out for a smoke,” I said, throwing my headset on my desk. I stood up and stretched. My bones popped loudly.

      “We’ll be here,” Valdez said. “Oh, hey, Icky, when do you want to take lunch?”

      “Has anyone decided yet?”

      “Michael is going now. Bobbi’s heading out at noon. That leaves you and me.”

      “When are you going?”

      “You give me a time, and I’ll figure it out.”

      “I’ll take two.”

      Valdez gave me an evil smirk, followed by a low rumble chuckle. He shook his head before wadding up a piece of paper and throwing it at me. “An hour before you clock out? You asshole.”

      I shrugged, took my pack out of my backpack, and went down the stairs to my spot on the corner of Minna. The tarps were gone. No tents were standing. The PD must have done a sweep earlier, and Bigsby and the rest were now in the wind. I lighted up and took a deep drag. Before I knew it, my fifteen minutes were up.

      One of the benefits of my shift was that I got to leave at 3 PM. The CS team was stuck until six. The engineers could stay until 5:30, but they mostly stayed in the office until who knows when. At 3, I turned off my computer, unplugged my headset, and packed up. “Alright, y’all,” I said. “It’s been real. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Michael didn’t acknowledge me. He looked immersed in his work. But really, I know he was staring blankly at the screen while listening to an EDM track he mixed some time ago through his headset. Bobbi was hammering away, Sisypheanly trying to make a more significant dent in the queues. Valdez spun his chair towards me, his hand raised. I gave him a high-five. “See you tomorrow, Icky,” he said. “We’ll have fun, I promise.”

      He’s been making that joke since he hired me. It lost its humorous disappointment a long time ago. I threw my backpack on, heaved my bike over my shoulder, and hiked down the stairs.

      When I exited onto Second Street, there was afternoon lethargy. There was barely any traffic and few civilians walking up and down the sidewalk. But other than that, there was no action. I put my bike down and rode down to Market, turning on Sansome.

      It takes a lot out of me to ride up Broadway. Even at the lowest gear, it’s an exercise. It’s not that I should complain; I need to get my blood going, especially after sitting at my desk all day. However, the main reason for my route is the liquor store on the corner of Columbus and Grant. I stop by some days to buy a cheap bottle of wine. I locked up my bike and headed in, waving at Amir behind the counter, who was watching a soccer game on his phone. I went to the shelves in the back, picked up a bottle of Tempranillo, and met Amir. “Another day, Icky?” he asked.

      “Another one in the can,” I said. “How’ve you been?”

      He shrugged as he rang up the bottle. “Surviving. You know how it is.”

      I looked at the register, doing a double take, “You’ve raised your prices?”

      “Have to. Things are getting more expensive. I heard there’s a recession coming.”

      “Everyone’s been saying that for a while.”

      “But the news keeps saying that a recession is coming. I see it all over the place.”

      “Sure, sure. They have an incentive to push that story.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You get your news online?” Amir nodded. “Well, they need you to click on their link. That gets them ad revenue. Every click is another cent added to their haul. And fear and uncertainty are what gets them those clicks.”

      “You’re not afraid, Icky?”

      “No, I’m not afraid. I survived the ’08 crash. I’ve seen worse.”

      I ran my debit card and waited nervously for the reader to give me the go-ahead. Slowly, a receipt was printed from the register. “You don’t need a copy, yes?” Amir asked.

      “No, it’s fine.” I stuffed the wine bottle into my backpack.

      “Until next time?”

      “Next time. Take it easy, Amir.”

      I continued riding up Grant Avenue. Mo’s was grilling. Tupelo wasn’t very busy. A line of people snaked up Green Street, waiting for Golden Boy. When I got to the intersection of Grant and Union, I got off my bike, made a right, and walked the rest of the way. Thankfully, my apartment is in a Victorian triplex, not too far from the intersection. I went inside. My roommate Connor’s room was next to the front door, overlooking the street. It’s small, with a pair of old, intricately lathed sliding doors that lead into the space we use for our living room. Connor kept them closed, using the doors as a wall to push his bed against. He wasn’t there. Krista, my other roommate, was in the living room, applying polish on her toenails on the couch. The TV was on in the background, playing a news story about a missing person in Vallejo. She looked up, “Hey, Icky.”

      “How’s it going?”

      “Nothing much. Chilling.”

      “Cool, cool.”

      I rolled my bike down the narrow hallway to my room in the back. It was the dining room back in the day, kitty corner from the kitchen, with built-in cabinets and hutches that I used to store my clothes and other stuff. I didn’t mind taking it despite the awkward floor plan. Two hundred dollars was knocked off from my part of the rent, and I got some natural light from the backyard. I set my bike outside on the landing of the back stairs. I went to my room, shut the door, tossed my backpack aside, and threw myself onto my office chair. I sat for a minute, staring at the ceiling. When my meditation was done, I dug into my backpack for the wine, twisted the cap off, and poured a good amount into the stained coffee mug on my desk. I felt good after the first drink, then poured some more.

      The bottle was halfway gone when my phone chimed. It was a text from my friend Tres Torres inviting me to hang out later tonight. But I was too exhausted. I texted her back, telling her how tired I was and asking if tomorrow would be alright. I got a response right away.

      That’s cool, Icky. Very cool!

      Cool.
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      Souni, call Dimitri.

      Calling Domino’s.

      No, Souni, Dimitri.

      I’m sorry, I don’t understand.

      Souni, look up Dimitri Spencer.

      Looking up Doggy Day Spaw.

      No, God damn it! Dimitri. Spencer.

      …

      Souni, are you there?

      I am here.

      Souni, call Dimitri Spencer.

      Calling Spencer Dental Artistry.

      God fucking damn it, this stupid piece of shit!

      A loud, violent, crunching thud was caught in the recording before the Souni unit powered down, probably the customer kicking the unit against a wall. I snorted louder than I should have. But I couldn’t help it. This person paid over seven hundred dollars for that little robotic piece of junk, only to destroy it in a moment of frustration. They had no worries about their money situation if they had an extra seven hundred dollars to burn like that.





