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Adrift 

Cliff gets into his car and takes off his apron.  He puts it up to his nose and smells it 

the same way someone might smell his own fart, but with less satisfaction. 

Underneath the strong musk of espresso he detects sweat and what could only be 

pickles, which puzzles him since he works at Starbucks. He tosses the apron over his 

shoulder and turns on the car, the radio cutting into the silence.  Isn’t intended for 

use as a weight loss drug, but you may lose weight while taking it – Cliff quickly puts 

on a CD and then double-checks to see if the vents are blowing cold air. They’re not. 

He reaches into the center console and takes out a bag of pot, a grinder and a metal 

one-hitter painted to look like a cigarette. After filling the pipe, he holds it up to his 

mouth and sucks in the flame from his lighter on the other side. 

 It is, in all aspects, a normal day for Cliff. He rolled out of bed an hour before 

his shift started, wet his hair in the bathroom sink and threw on his uniform before 

getting high and showing up to work forty minutes late. Most days Cliff works as a 

barista alongside the Rudolph Blvd. location associate manager, Teddy, who also 

happens to be his younger brother. When Teddy realized that Cliff convinced 

another employee to clock him in before he arrived this morning, he threatened to 

fire the employee who did it and told Cliff he would need to stay late tonight if he 

wanted to keep his job. Of course, Cliff didn’t. As soon as five o’clock rolled around, 

he waited for Teddy to occupy himself and slipped out the front door. If he gets 

fired, he thought, so what? He doesn’t need this job.  



Finnegan 

 2 

Cliff makes most of his money selling pot and various other psychedelics. 

Enough to make considerable cash but not enough to where he feels he’s put himself 

in any danger, legal or otherwise. Most of his customers are students from colleges 

around the city who buy in relative bulk to sell pot and acid to their fraternity 

brothers and ultimate Frisbee teammates. A few of them are locals and an even 

smaller bunch have been such loyal customers for so long that Cliff now considers 

them to be friends. But Cliff’s family doesn’t know anything about this side of his 

criminality. They have him pegged as a user, not a distributor. Having a job like 

Starbucks makes Cliff’s claim of living off his savings for the past year more 

believable. 

 Teddy doesn’t need the job either. He’s a senior studying business law at 

Emory, the same school Cliff dropped out of three years ago. He’s the kind of kid 

who thrives when he’s on edge, the kind who runs on stress and caffeine. When his 

schedule proved too light for him his freshman year, he picked up this job as a 

resume-builder, and he’s clung to it out of some confused notion of dutifulness or 

loyalty ever since. He brought Cliff on board at his parents’ suggestion last year; they 

were worried their oldest son had lost his sense of direction, something Cliff didn’t 

think it was entirely Teddy’s business to know, but didn’t disagree with either. 

About eight months later, he seems only to have grown more lost, at least by their 

standards. He’d had limited success making beats for various rappers in the area, 

but most of those he gave away for free. 

 As Cliff pushes another cloud of smoke into the stale air of his car, he realizes 

he forgot to grab his tips before sneaking out of the shop. He sets his head down on 
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his steering wheel and texts one of his coworkers, asking them to run the cash 

outside. “Sorry,” she replies after a few minutes. “I heard what happened with you 

and Teddy this morning and I’m not trying to get fired lol. Hes looking for you haha” 

Cliff doesn’t really see the humor in the situation. He groans and gets out of the car, 

slamming the door shut before shuffling back toward work. Almost as soon as he 

walks in the door, Cliff sees Teddy’s milky face bobbing toward him from behind the 

counter. 

 “Oh good, here I was thinking you had forgotten about your punishment.” 

 “Punishment? Who are you? My fucking dad?” 

 “Who are you? A middle schooler with authority issues?” 

 “You can’t make me stay past my shift, Teddy. I’ve got shit to do. I have rights, 

you know. Worker’s rights.” 

 “Worker’s rights, huh. I guess you’re right. Sorry, man,” Teddy nods and puts 

his hand to his chest in mock apology before jerking his head as if waking from a 

dream. “Oh wait…except…if you have worker’s rights, I guess that means you’d have 

to do some sort of….work, right?” 

 “Fuck off, Teddy,” Cliff says cooly as he glides past his brother toward the 

register. A middle-aged customer with a laptop at her table looks up at Teddy, who 

apologizes for the disturbance but says nothing of the sudden skunk odor gently 

wafting around the door his brother just walked through. 

 “You know what, Cliff, I get it,” he says quietly, meeting him behind the 

counter. “You don’t care about working here. We all get it. Fuck Starbucks, Fuck 

corporate America, fuck the world man whatever, I get it. But this is a fucking job. 
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And I can’t cover for you anymore. If Beth brings up your name or it’s your head on 

the chopping block again, I can’t vouch for you.” 

 “Word.” Cliff rolls his eyes as he takes his portion of the cash from the 

counter. Teddy grunts. 

 “I don’t care if you work here or not. It’s no sweat off my back. Really. But I’m 

done sticking up for you, so it’s not my ass on the line anymore. If you want to do 

something else, great. Do something else. You think I want a brother who works at 

Starbucks his whole life?” 

 “True. I have a brother who’s been working there for like, three years and 

he’s already turning into a huge prick.” 

 “Seriously, don’t act like this, Cliff. Don’t act like I’m the bad guy. I’m not the 

one who strolls in here every morning smelling like he just got done using axe body 

spray to fumigate a dispensary.” 

 “That’s just coffee.” 

 Teddy’s look tells Cliff he’s not buying it for a second. Cliff shrugs; it makes no 

difference to him. 

“Come on, Cliff. Just help me out. Just until six. Less than an hour, now. That’s 

all I ask. At least make it look like you give a shit.” 

 “Workers rights, man,” Cliff says apologetically as he heads past his brother 

out the door.  

When he gets back to his car, he realizes not only that he’s locked himself out, 

but that he’s left a sizable bag of pot in the driver’s seat as well, exposed for all to 

see. His parents quit paying for a AAA membership when they cut him off, and, as far 
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as he’s concerned, it isn’t worth the coin to pay some tow-truck driver to pick the 

lock, especially if it means that some guy with a name like “Mojo” or “Scruffy” could 

turn him in for possession if he so pleased. As he stands there, the clouds turn a 

foreboding battleship gray and a breeze cuts through the latent downtown heat the 

same way it might fill the underbrush of a jungle before a storm. Sensing this 

disturbance, he resolves to smash in the driver’s side window before things get 

worse. 

 Now, Cliff surveys the mostly vacant lot to find something heavy – a brick, a 

stone, a loose chunk of asphalt – to do his dirty work for him.  It doesn’t take long for 

him to find something: A cinder block, wedged up against a bent handicapped sign 

on the other side near the overpass.  

“Ooo mamacita,” Cliff says to the void, rubbing his hands together like a 

cartoon robber about to dive into a vault of gold. He bends over at his waist and 

grabs the block, letting his fingers slide into either end of its holes.  

 With more confidence than strength, Cliff tries to yank the cinderblock up to 

his chest. It doesn’t budge. He tries again to hoist it with his freckly string-bean 

arms, this time with the same results. Taking a deep breath and bending his knees 

only slightly, Cliff braces himself for one last attempt. He heaves his head and strains 

his neck, snapping his butt forward and using his back to jerk the block up just 

enough for it to fall back down on his toe protected only by his Crocs. “HOLY SHIT 

FUCK,” he grimaces, limping around with his shoulders bobbing up and down 

around his head like a wounded bird. To distract from the pain, he imagines the 
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inventor of Crocs kneeling with a pistol jammed into his mouth, choking out the 

words, “They’re perfect for yard work!” Fuck yard work, and fuck Crocs, he thinks. 

By now, the attendant at the other end of the parking has looked up from 

whatever game he was playing on his iPad and has kept his eye on Cliff. He watches 

as the barista with a bright red mullet limps the hundred yards to his car, his green 

and black uniform lending him the appearance of an oversized leprechaun.  

With his foot too tender to kick in the window, Cliff prepares for what he 

considers his next best option. When he was a kid, he saw an episode of Law and 

Order: SVU where two detectives broke into a vacant house; The male detective used 

his elbow to hammer through a window while the female held his jacket against the 

glass to keep him from slicing open his arm. It worked for them. Quick and clinical, 

easy as pie. He puts his apron up to the window and positions his elbow so that it’s 

perpendicular to the glass, removing and replacing it in rehearsal. 

One. 

Two. 

Three. 

His elbow meets glass, immediately sending a jolt of searing pain up and 

down his arm, tingling beneath the heat like a faint electric pulse. The thud seems 

deafening, echoing under a slight reverb of distant thunder. He bends over and tucks 

the wounded elbow into his lap, screaming into the ground. 

“Law and Order…is…a bunch...of BULLSHIT!” 

 He lets his head fall between his knees, and from this inverted vantage point 

he spots the attendant walking toward him. He stands up to take a better look. A 
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gray and white-striped button-down wraps tightly around the man’s gut, which sags 

slightly over the waistline of his jeans. He holds bright red toolbox in his right hand.  

“You alright there, buddy?” the attendant asks. 

“Yeah,” Cliff grimaces, still cradling his elbow with his left hand. “Everything’s 

good, I’m fine. No problem here.” He offers a limp wavein demonstration of his 

health, but the attendant continues toward him. 

“If I didn’t know any better I’d say you was tryna steal someone’s radio.” 

“Oh, no no no no no no, this is my car, I –uh, I just locked myself out.” 

The attendant stops a few feet from Cliff and gives him a once-over. He 

grunts. 

“What? What does that mean? You just grunted. Is grunting good or is 

grunting bad? Does that mean you believe me? Are you calling the cops?” 

“Relax kid, I’m not calling the cops.” He sets metal box on the trunk of Cliff’s 

car.  

“So you believe me, then,” Cliff said. 

“Don’t have to. I know you’re tellin’ the truth.” As the attendant opens the 

box, Cliff blinks at the sound of metal snapping against metal “I watch you drive 

outta here at least three times a week. Figured I’d help you out.” 

Cliff stammers embarrassedly. Out of all the interactions he’s had with his 

man, this is the first time he offers anything beyond a reluctant “Here you go” or 

lusterless “Thanks.” He always imagined people with jobs like that hate life so much 

they want nothing more than to be left alone. 
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“But I still wanna know why you thought breaking in was a good idea. That’s 

the real question here.” The attendant chuckles. 

“No,” Cliff replies, “The real question is, what the hell is that?” He points to 

the long, hooked wire and metal plate the attendant has in his hand. 

“It’s a lock pick.” 

“That thing? A lock pick?” 

“I’m just gonna give you the benefit of the doubt by assuming this is the first 

time you’ve locked yourself out, so you’ve never had the displeasure of having to see 

how one of these things work. I mean, it sure as hell didn’t look like you knew what 

you were doing,” he chuckles again and approaches the window. 

“You know, I appreciate the help, but you don’t have to sound so amused.” 

The men laugh and Cliff walks in to get a closer look at the attendant. “So how 

exactly does this work?” 

“Well, to be honest, I ain’t really sure how it works. I mean, I know there’s a 

latch or something inside here that controls the lock for this door, and I know this 

hook somehow deactivates it, but I don’t really know how it works.” 

Cliff watches as the attendant pries a way in for the wire at the base of the 

window. “I mean, it sounds like you just explained it.” The attendant looks up, his 

bushy eyebrows almost touching at the middle as he thinks. “Oh, I thought you were 

askin’ how it is that we have any cars left that aren’t stolen when just anybody can 

get their hands on one of these things.” Cliff shakes his head a little. 

“Shit. Well, that’s a good question too.” 
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“Mmm” the attendant grunts in agreement. He looks back down at the car 

and just as he’s about to start in on the door, he pauses, eyes pointed right at the 

driver’s seat. “I guess now I can see why you didn’t wanna call anyone.” 

“Yeah,” Cliff inhales sharply three times, a habit he refers to as nervous 

laughter but to others sounds more like a wounded crow. His ears get hot and his 

stomach suddenly feels hollow. He doesn’t need any lawyer’s fees or police 

investigations draining his funds and slowing down business. “I just – you know.” 

The attendant offers another ambiguous grunt in response, still intent on 

opening the door. “Let me guess: you’re holding onto it for a friend,” he says. He 

yanks on the wire. Nothing happens. 

Cliff finds this comment disarming. There didn’t seem to be any malice 

behind it, he said it with the same lusterless deadpan affect as everything else. But 

something about the context, the sheer lack of concern, lent the statement an almost 

paternal air.  

“Exactly. It ain’t mine, I don’t touch the stuff,” he says. 

“Oh I never touch the stuff either. Surpised I even knew what it looked like,” 

the attendant says, staring down the tool as if he can actually see what he’s fishing 

for on the other end. He gives it another tug and this time they can hear the clunk of 

a lock disengaging. “Aha,” he yanks the wire out of the door and raises his harms in 

mock celebration. “There ya have it!” 

Lightning flickers above the two, followed by a faint bassy roll of thunder a 

few seconds later. As the first few drops of rain begin to fall, the men crane their 
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necks and squint into the thickening air. Cliff looks over at the attendant, whose eyes 

stay fixed on the ceiling of cloud above them. 

“Hey, man, look. I really appreciate your help,” Cliff says. 

The attendant doesn’t acknowledge him. His stomach bends out from an 

otherwise lean frame, a common sign of a strange disproportionality Cliff associates 

with old age. After a certain point, you’re not fat or skinny, he thinks, just kind of old. 

The attendant responds. Without turning his head. 

“Hey, ‘man,’” he whispers as a soft smile spreads over his face. He looks at 

Cliff from the very edges of his eyes, again causing him to caw nervously. Slowly, the 

man’s chuckles roll into hearty laughter. “No problem ‘maaaaaaaan!’”  

Suddenly, Cliff begins to laugh, too. It isn’t a nervous laughter, or a polite one. 

It’s not the kind of laughter he gives his nieces and nephews after they stumble their 

way through a bizarre knock-knock joke, or the kind he forces out of himself when 

watching TV to let others know he’s enjoying himself. It’s a real laugh. A full laugh. A 

laugh he has no control over, no explanation for. It comes, almost instinctually, 

straight from his diaphragm – a prolonged and less painful hiccup he couldn’t stop if 

he tried. At that, the attendant erupted into laugher and staggered over to pat Cliff’s 

shoulder. 

Once the laughter subsides, the attendant staggers over and puts his hand 

out to shake Cliff’s. 

“Lenny,” he says. 

“Cliff.” He grimaces mid-reach as the tendons in his elbow scream for the 

abuse to stop. This only makes Lenny laugh again. 
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“Shit, kid. You somethin’ else.” 

“Yeah, well, I’m glad I could entertain you.” 

“Well, at least you got that sack to help you deal with being a goddamned 

idiot. Not that I would know, but I heard that stuff helps with pain.” 

“Yeah, I’ve heard that too,” Cliff says, rubbing his elbow. Another soft roll of 

thunder fills the silence between the two. Cliff coughs.  

“Want some?” 

 

Rain rattles the glass of the access booth’s windows, where water leaks steadily into 

a mop bucket from a small whole in the ceiling. Cliff sits on the abrasive ceramic tile 

underneath a thickening gray haze, legs crossed, trying to imagine what use Lenny 

has for a mop in his line of work. Maybe the lot is trying to make more money by 

priding itself on clean spots, he thinks. They could remodel the booth and put in a 

few charging stations for electric cars and market themselves as an upscale parking 

lot. They could become a sustainable parking lot. Wow. Incredible 

Cliff’s head bounces in silent laughter as he marvels at how real of an idea 

this is. Not in a practical sense but in the sense that someone could realistically 

implement the it and see some degree of success in Reynold Heights, especially 

given the number of technocratic trust fund children he sees on a daily basis at 

work.  

“So how old are you?” Lenny strains his voice to speak without exhaling. 

“25.” 



Finnegan 

 12 

Lenny’s eyes bulge out of his head and he coughs out the smoky equivalent of 

a spit take.  

“Shit,” he says. “I got hairs on my ass older than you.” 

“That’s kinda fucking gross, dog.” Cliff laughs as he takes the joint from 

Lenny’s peanut-knuckled fingers and puts it to his mouth. He inhales. “How old are 

you?” 

“Old enough for it to be some disrespect if you ask me.” His face suddenly 

tightens around his eyes, the insides of which were just a few shades darker brown 

than his skin, the whites of them teary and pink. As they stare at one another 

through the room’s smoky atmosphere, it feels like some sudden fluctuation in 

earth’s gravitational pull just made everything two pounds heavier. Then, just as 

suddenly as he fell silent, Lenny breaks into a wheezy laugh and starts clapping. Cliff 

doubles over as well, and they can barely hear it when a hand knocks rapidly at the 

window. They fall back into silence  

“Shit kid, what do I do?” Lenny asks, his eyes darting back and forth. 

“Answer it,” Cliff replies matter-of-factly.  

“Ok, if you say so.” Lenny looks like he seriously doubts this plan will work. 

“Don’t tweak,” Cliff says. “It’s the same thing you do everyday.” 

Smoke billows out of the window as soon as Lenny opens it, replaced by 

sheets of windblown rain that drench every part of his body above the counter, 

which was about nipple-high. He stands there smiling blindly at the deteriorating 

ticket in the driver’s soaking hand.  

“Afternoon! Ticket please!” He spits rain out of his mouth. 
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The arm shakes emphatically and Lenny stands motionless for about five 

seconds before plucking the ticket from its hand. Without closing the window, he 

sits at the computer and inserts it into the scanner. 

“What’s going on up there?” Cliff shouts through a wall of rain. 

“The machine don’t like it when the tickets get wet!” Lenny yells over his 

shoulder. He removes the refused ticket and plops it on the table, flattening it out 

and massaging it like a prodigious chef preparing handmade pasta. He feeds it back 

into the machine, this time with success.  

“Two-fifty,” he shouts into another mouthful of rain. 

_________________________________ 

 
Freddie takes out his phone to see if Cliff texted him; he hasn’t. Even though 

he rides his bike to work in the mornings, Freddie often catches a ride home from 

Cliff. The two sometimes get off work at the same time, but Freddie usually stays 

after for an hour or so doing team building exercises. These exercises are normally 

just structured meetings during which teams of interns discuss the project they’ve 

been assigned to work on for the summer, but sometimes they’re actual exercises, 

where teams have to work together to accomplish an arbitrary task. Today, the 

interns were taking turns catching each other as they fell off a tower of aerobic 

stepping blocks when someone got on the loudspeaker and told everyone to head to 

the basement. There was a tornado warning and Revolution Advertising is located 

on floors twelve through fifteen of the Sevens building, a cylcindlcial skyscraper 

made largely of glass in one of downtown’s newly revitalized neighborhoods. Now, 

Freddie finds himself bored half to death and surrounded by attractive women in 
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designer athletic wear. In a last-ditch attempt to avoid hypersexualizing his peers, 

he begins to replay an episode of SpongeBob in his head. Is it time already to ruin 

Squid’s day? Don’t start without me! 

“KRTC just tweeted that there’s been a confirmed funnel cloud spotting in 

Brookhaven.” Stefanie wipes the sweat off her forehead with her bicep. Freddie 

shudders.  

“Good. Better their privileged asses than mine!” Doug shouts. Doug always 

shouts. Freddie laughs even though he grew up in Brookhaven. 

“What the fuck, Doug? That’s where I live,” Stephanie narrows her green eyes 

at Doug, emphasizing her stake in this hypothetical disaster. Her deep chestnut 

braids cling tightly to her scalp, beads of sweat continuing to materialize along the 

borders of her manicured hairline. Hey SpongeBob, your house is gone!  

“Besides,” she adds, “aren’t you from Lawrenceville?” 

Doug shrugs. “So what?” Stefanie rolls her eyes and leans back against the 

wall. She doesn’t bother zipping up her windbreaker even though she’s wearing 

nothing but a sports bra underneath. Freddie can’t keep his eyes off her dri-fit 

leggings, a dizzying mosaic of jagged neon yellows and fractured fluorescent blues 

that cling to her legs in a way that makes even the act of looking at them feel 

criminal. The logo embroidered into her hip takes two f’s and arranges them in such 

a way as to form an hourglass shape. A buxom starfish inserts himself into Freddie’s 

erratic thoughts. 

“Freddie, too. Right?” She looks over at Freddie, who has to gather his 

thoughts. 
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“What?” 

“You live in Brookhaven, too, don’t you?” She asks. Freddie has to catch 

himself from agreeing with her. At that moment, he would have said yes to anything 

she said. 

“Yeah. Or I mean, no. No, I don’t live there anymore. I live downtown, 

actually.” 

“Oh, well, yeah,” Stefanie nods. “But I mean, like, your parents live there and 

everything.” She waves hand as if that’s what she meant the whole time. 

“Actually, no. My family moved to Denver our senior year.” Freddie smiles 

and laughs, not because he finds that particularly angst-filled stage in his 

adolescence humorous, but because he didn’t want to sound like a dick. Stefanie 

surrounds herself with the types of people who get mad at you for forgetting even 

the dullest milestone of their involvement in your life. 

“Oh, right. I remember that.” Freddie knows this is a lie, but it doesn’t bother 

him. “Well, my point is, you have your roots in Brookhaven.” 

“Yeah, I guess you could say that,” he laughs again.  

“What do you mean ‘you guess’?” Doug cuts in. “Are you from there or not?” 

Everything always has a clear answer in Doug’s head. Something either is, or it isn’t.  

“Well, I mean I’m from Brookhaven, but…I don’t know. I guess that’s just a 

weird way of putting it, you know?” Freddie rubs the stubble on his neck. “I mean, 

for one, I don’t really know what culture there is out there that can be absorbed and 

internalized beyond family life and individualism, and even that seems like it’s more 

a result of socioeconomic factors than geographical ones. And besides, I don’t know 
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if I really have roots anywhere at the moment. If you have roots, it means you’ve 

grown in some way. Not just up, but out. Out into the air, into the world, into the 

unknown – into something completely unrecognizable. I just never thought of me 

having roots anywhere, I guess, because I haven’t really done any of that.” 

Doug and Stefanie nod uncomfortably.  

“Jesus,” Doug says, almost like he’s out of breath. “Fucking creatives.” He 

looks at Stefanie, who laughs through a quick smile, all the encouragement Doug 

needs to keep talking. “I mean, you ask one simple question and they come back 

with some bizarro Kanye answer. Like, who says shit like that?” 

“What’s wrong with giving an honest response to an honest question?” 

“Nothing, except that all you fucking copywriters and designers are just a 

bunch of fucking walking magic 8 balls that give you the “reply hazy, try again’ 

response every time you shake ‘em!” Doug shouts at the volume level he uses when 

he’s trying to seem playful. His chin wiggles as he shakes an invisible pool ball. 

Stefanie laughs, and so does Freddie.  

Stefanie and Doug are two of Freddie’s teammates this summer, the 

remaining two being identical twins from St. Louis who spend most of their free 

time bickering with one another as they are now, away from the group. Most team 

projects, which form the main component of Revolution Advertising’s internship 

program, address small nonprofit causes or corporate social responsibility efforts – 

accounts that look good for everyone involved but don’t generate a lot of revenue on 

their own. Freddie guesses that’s how they justify paying the interns so little for 
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such skilled work. His team’s assignment involves creating a PSA campaign aimed at 

14-18-year-olds about the angers of texting while driving. 

As his team’s copywriter, Freddie does most of the heavy lifting when it 

comes to verbal and written communication. From scripts for Spotify ads to 

campaign taglines – even a few archaic print ads – he writes it all. Ashley, one of the 

blonde sisters from St. Louis, edits all of his writing, though she never has to do 

much since Freddie is already such a perfectionistic writer to begin with. The other 

blonde sister, Ashton, does all the design and artwork for the campaign. Between 

Ashton and Freddie, their positions call for the most amount of specialized skill and 

individual talent, whereas the other four rely more on their discipline and work 

ethic to get them through each of their tasks.  

Doug takes care of all the team’s research needs. At 27 years old, he’s the 

oldest of the interns. A strangle looking man, Doug has stubby legs that look even 

shorter compared to his long arms, and he’s about two inches shy of what Freddie 

considers average height for guys his age. He wears Randy Jackon’s brand of 

prescription glasses, RJ Dawgs, and the rings of his eyes are such a dark brown 

they’re sometimes hard to distinguish from his pupils. Freddie respects, or at least 

acknowledges, Doug’s ability to read humans, at least in a theoretical sense. What 

types there are, what they like, what they don’t like, what makes them wish they had 

a blender that could tear a cellphone into fine sand. In this way, Doug is the perfect 

person to take gift shopping; feed him a few bites of non-personally identifiable 

demographic and psychographic information, and he could have a person pegged 

down to the kind of detergent they use.  
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Freddie knows this from the first day of his internship, when they asked 

everyone to reveal a unique fact about themselves and Doug contended he could 

guess what kind of detergent somebody used “without even having to smell them.” 

This claim, while not entirely false, proved to be less audacious than it first appeared 

after Doug revealed that his guesses were based on people’s answers to the 

question, “what type of detergent did your parents use?” It wasn’t like he was 

guessing someone’s perspective of death, Freddie had thought. But Doug knows a lot 

of little tricks like this one, and – in terms of reducing human consciousness to a set 

of individually meaningless data points – he’s quite good at what he does. People at 

Revolution find it extraordinary when he gets things right. It’s what they pay him to 

do, and for that, he and only he refers to himself on occasion as ‘The Guru.’ 

The official leader of Freddie’s team, the account executive, is Stefanie. This is 

the only position on each team held by an actual member of Revolution’s staff. 

Freddie and Stefanie have known each other since grade school. Their moms were 

on the same PTA board ever since her parents switched her to public schools. One 

time, when they were in fourth grade, Freddie’s mom hosted book club at their 

house and Mrs. Redling brought Stefanie over after a last-minute cancellation from 

their babysitter. Mr. Redling was on business in China – he was always on business 

somewhere. The two classmates went down in the basement and watched TeeNick 

together. Toward the end of the night, during an episode of Zoey 101, they held 

hands, and for the next three weeks, Stefanie and Freddie were dating. She broke up 

with because he loved her too much, she said. He put “ILY Stef!” at the end of all his 

away messages on AIM, and he ended every Instant Message to her with a “<3.” 
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They drifted apart after that, as Stefanie skipped a grade in middle school 

and went on to graduate college in three years. Now she’s a junior Account 

Executive at one of the fastest growing ad agencies in the South, but she still has 

freckles on her nose that reveal themselves every summer. Almost two decades 

later, Freddie still feels humiliated when he remembers this.  At first, he didn’t know 

how he felt about working with her so closely, but it turns out not to bother him that 

much. She’s more than qualified for her job, and she seems to know a thing or two 

about coordinating the efforts of a group. 

Stefanie and Doug turn their attention back to their phones, and now Freddie 

surveys the basement. There’s close to twenty other people down here, roughly half 

of the agency’s payroll, at least in terms of head count. Most of the senior members 

make it out of the office before 5 on Fridays. They say that, as senior staff members, 

their work never stops, so they’re entitled to a few early days here and there. It’s 

almost 6 o’clock, and the once-refreshing basement air is now stale with body heat. 

None of the interns are getting paid for their time in this basement, since the 

meetings are technically voluntary. Nobody has to go to them, but everyone always 

does. This troubled Freddie at first, but that was before he got access to the 

company beer cart. Across the street from the Sevens building sits a popular 

microbrewery named The Boxing Goat, who also happens to be one of Revolution’s 

clients. Now, every day at 4:45, two junior staff members will emerge pushing a cart 

rigged with two separate kegs of the brewery’s product and offering it to those 

fortunate enough to have unfinished, unpaid work to take care of at one of the most 

respected agencies in the game. There isn’t even a limit on how much you can drink. 
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Freddie never refuses, though he usually limits himself to just one or two. As he 

stands here waiting for the weather to pass, he wishes they had brought the beer 

cart down to the basement with them. 

He checks his phone again to see if Cliff has said anything. Nothing. 

Ordinarily, Freddie would have his twitter feed open right now, but he only has 11% 

left on his battery and he doesn’t know how long they’re going to be stuck down 

here. He peers over at Stefanie and tries to get a look at her phone. She’s on 

Instagram, scrolling through photos too quickly for him to see their content from 

where he stands. What does Stefanie Redling’s Instagram feed look like? He 

wonders. He imagines a cascade of utter babes, seascapes and gourmet dishes 

flowing down her screen. Fitness tips, advice on healthy eating, life hacks and 

shakes made with South American grass. Labrador retrievers, diamond engagement 

rings, butts. So many butts. Girls’ butts, guys’ butts, toned butts, fat butts, muscular 

butts, thick butts, butts that form a heart-shaped gap with the thighs beneath them, 

butts backdropped by sunsets and butts draped in the flags of the world. 

Shamelessly hedonistic hashtags, #FoodPorn #GucciPorn #GymPorn 

#MountainPorn, all of the accompanying photos obscene only in their unadulterated 

beauty. It all makes sense; everything is beautiful and nobody dies. After a moment, 

Freddie looks down and notices he’s fully erect. 

 
 

_________________________________ 

 
“Oh sh-shit,” Cliff coughs into the stale smoke before answering his phone. “Hello?” 
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 “Dude, we’ve got a situation over here,” Freddie’s voice has a hushed 

urgency. 

 “Sorry man, I got caught up with something, I’ll be right over.” 

“What? No, Cliff, where are you? Are you driving in this shit?” 

 Cliff pauses, as if checking to see. “No,” he giggles forcefully, “I’m in a parking 

booth.” 

 “A what? No- nevermind. We’re gonna put your shit on hold ‘cause right now 

I’m looking at a possible code pink situation.” 

 “Code pink? Holy shit dude, someone saw your dick?” 

 “Well, I’m not sure. Technically, it’s more of an awkward-middle-school-

boner type of situation than a code pink, but it’s definitely possible someone caught 

me pitching a tent.” 

 “What?” Cliff laughs incredulously. “How does that happen? You know you 

can hide those things in your waistband, right? You’ve heard of waistbanding?” 

 “Of course I’ve heard of waistbanding, I invented waistbanding.” 

 “Well, look how far that got you.” 

 “Do you think this is funny?” 

 “Do you not?” 

 “This is serious dude. You know Stefanie?” 

 “That chick you dated when you peaked back in grade school? The hot one?” 

 “Yeah, sure. Well, we were doing a team exercise in the gym when we had to 

go to the basement because of the storm. Anyway, she’s wearing a sports bra and 

leggings, and it’s hot down here, and we’re all really close together and dude I just 
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don’t know what happened.” 

 “I think I could guess.” 

 “Can you please, just for one second, not sound so entertained?” 

 “I’ll try,” Cliff contains his laughter. “Alright dude, don’t freak out. You said 

you’re not sure anyone saw it?” 

 “Yeah, Stefanie and Doug were the only ones facing me, and they were both 

looking at their phones.” 

“How long was it…up?” he stifles another giggle. 

 “That’s the thing, I’m not sure. If I had to guess, maybe ten seconds?” 

 “So…no one saw it.”  

 “Well, I can’t be so sure. What if one of them looked up?” 

  “Look,” Cliff sighs into the receiver. “Let’s say this guy, Doug, saw it. He didn’t 

say anything, did he?” 

 “No.” 

 “Right. Probably because if he was looking anywhere other than his phone, it 

was at the smoking hot mamacita two feet away from him, more than likely just as 

boinged as you. So you really only have to worry about Stefanie.” 

 “Okay…” Freddie isn’t sure if he believes this, but says nothing. 

 “And even then, you’re probably in the clear.” Cliff pauses. “Nah, you’re 

definitely in the clear. Hundo-percent. There’s no way she saw it.” 

 “How do you know that, though? Aren’t you just saying that so I’ll calm 

down?” 
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 “No, not really. Damn, lemme see how I can put this.” The line goes quiet for a 

few seconds, and Freddie looks out of the stairwell to see if anyone is in earshot. 

“Look at it this way: you’re a sexy independent fox like Stefanie, and you’re holding a 

device in your hand that is essentially a database of every dick ever photographed, 

an encyclopedia of dicks –“ 

 “Dikipedia,” Cliff interrupts briefly. 

 “Right. You’re Stefanie and you’ve got a whole dikipedia on your phone, right 

at your disposal. Would you look at Freddie Harrison’s dick?” Freddie takes a second 

to think about it. 

 “…Damn dude…I don’t know…” 

 “Yes you do. Now is not the time to flatter yourself.” 

 “That’s pretty harsh, though. I mean, I got good bulge.” 

 “Of course you do, man. Your bulge is great. It suits you. Your bulge is your 

flavor. But this isn’t about how pretty your dick is, it’s a discretion thing. It comes 

down to numbers. She can see the balls of the world on the internet, yours is just a 

drop in the dick sea. That’s the reality of 2016, man. And it’s beautiful.” 

 Neither of them speaks for a few seconds. Freddie takes a quick breath. 

 “You know what? You might be right,” he says. Cliff gives a soulf grunt in 

agreement. “I mean, shes’ got access to all the dicks. Schlongs of ever creed, color 

and cut. Why bother zeroing in on mine?” 

 “I wouldn’t be, bro. Besides, even if she did see it, what does that matter? We 

live in a dick-desensitized culture, homie. The other day I got on PornHub and I saw 

a dude with a like a two-foot dick on the home page. The home page, man. Just 
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wavin’ it around, hittin’ people in the face with it. As far as boners go, yours is pretty 

benign.” 

 “Thanks, man…I think. Well, anyway, I’d better get back to my group. They’re 

probably wondering where I’m-“ 

 Freddie’s phone dies before he can finish his thought.  

 

_________________________________ 

 
 
 
Stiff rain sounds like marbles rolling off of the roof of Cliff’s car as he sits parked 

outside the Sevens building, a soft yellowish glow barely reaching him from inside 

the lobby. He hangs up as Freddie’s phone goes straight to voicemail again. 

Definitely dead, Cliff thinks. He doesn’t want to strand Freddie and leave him to ride 

home in this weather, but he can’t wait around all night for him to come outside.  It 

took him fifteen minutes to make the six block drive from Lenny’s booth, and at that 

rate, he’ll need to leave as soon as possible if he wants to get back to his place in 

time for an eight o’ clock pickup. 

As he leans back in his seat, he stares vacantly at the sheets of rain streaming 

down his windshield. What would people do in situations like this back when they 

didn’t have cell phones? How did people who were getting picked up know when to 

come outside? Did they wait outside? What if it was raining, like it is now? Would 

people’s rides just leave them behind if they didn’t come out on time? Of course not, 

he thinks. People would probably park their cars and go inside. They’d have face-to-
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face interactions, feed the meter and go inside and sit and wait while their friends 

finished getting ready. How dreadful. 

Cliff is only about twenty yards away from the building’s entrance, so he 

could make a run for it. It would be easier just to go home and have Freddie fend for 

himself. For all he knows, Freddie could be stuck in that building overnight, in which 

case he would probably be spending the rest of his night alone, bored out of his 

mind. Cliff’s apartment is a small studio with a bathroom and a kitchenette within 

smelling distance of each other. His laptop is the only entertainment device in the 

room, aside from some old Vonnegut books he used to read in high school and a 

copy of The Communist Manifesto he doesn’t remember buying. Aside from a small 

drum sampler, all of Cliff’s gear – two synthesizers, a midi keyboard and an acoustic 

guitar – is upstairs in Freddie’s apartment, which Cliff considers an environment 

more conducive to his art. He likes having another set of ears around when he 

makes music, and Freddie’s apartment is not only bigger, but it has a desktop 

computer with all of his audio programs pirated onto it. Besides, Freddie seems to 

enjoy watching Cliff work. He’s even started making a few little loops of his on in FL 

Studio.  

At this point, Cliff’s made himself hungry for another night in his 

appropriated studio, and he decides to go in after Freddie. As soon as he steps 

outside, water covers every inch of his body. His right foot lands in a puddle that 

soaks through all of the holes in his Crocs, and his skin stings under the fire of pea-

sized bits of hail. He quickly realizes that it would be pointless to turn back, so he 



Finnegan 

 26 

slams his door shut and wades around the front of the vehicle, letting out a primal 

screech as he stomps toward the entrance. 

 No one greets Cliff when he enters the lobby. The silence is jarring compared 

to the bedlam outside. Squeaks from his rubber shoes echo off the slate marble walls 

and raised ceiling as he passes the unmanned security desk on his way to the 

elevator. When the door opens up to the basement, a crowd of mostly white girls 

turns its attention to the sopping wet Starbucks employee standing before them. 

 “Greetings, comrades. How goes the war against fascist consumerism?” he 

says in a surprisingly convincing Russian accent. Somehow, the eyes looking back at 

him seem even more confused now. “Oh, shit. That’s right.  Different kind of 

revolution.” He clears his throat after this joke falls flat. “I’m looking for Freddie 

Harrison?” he says to no one in particular. Most of the people in the basement go 

back to looking at their phones in groups of five or six. One or two of them points to 

the other end of the room, where Cliff spotts Freddie’s bright orange running hat.  

 “Jesus, bro, didn’t I tell you to burn that thing?” he says, sneaking up on his 

friend from behind. 

 “Cliff? What the fuck are you doing here? And why are you so wet?” He gives 

Cliff a once over and stares at him like he’s naked. Stefanie and Doug look terrified. 

 “Cuz, man. I was waiting outside to pick you up but you weren’t answering 

your phone, so I had to come inside. It’s really coming down out there.” 

 “No shit, Cliff. You were outside in this?”  

 “…yes?” 
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 “Oh my god, there are, like, tornadoes out there.” Stefanie’s mouth hangs 

open with disbelief and a tinge of disgust.  

 “Damn, really? Well, fuck.” Cliff takes off his soggy hat, running his fingers 

through his hair before replacing it. He cocks his head to look at Stefanie and his 

eyes light up. “You must be Stefanie.” He flashes a smile, perhaps his most charming 

quality. Of everyone he knows who had braces as a kid, he’s probably the only one 

who still wears his retainer at night. Stefanie timidly reaches out to shake his hand. 

 “And you are…?” 

 “Not important.” Freddie cuts in, strangling Cliff with his look. The last thing 

he needs is for his coworkers to meet his drug dealer. “Didn’t you hear me on the 

phone, man? We’re trapped down here until the storm goes away.” 

 “Trapped?” Stefanie says. “Jeez, way to make it sound like you like us, dude.” 

Freddie hates how his teammates always do that. They confuse their work with 

friendship, just because they get drinks together a few times a week and see each 

other every day. Not that he doesn’t like his team, he would just rather spend his 

time alone or with Cliff. Freddie has a hard time hanging out with people for 

extended periods of time without putting his foot in his mouth; Cliff, who seems 

entirely incapable of processing any emotion resembling shame, is the only person 

he’s never felt embarrassed around. 

 “You know what I mean,” he says. “We can’t leave.” 

 “Yes you can!” Doug shouts at his talking volume. “These meetings are 

optional. And I don’t see any point in making you stay here in the basement with us. 
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But me? I’m staying right here until this storm passes.” Doug crosses his arms and 

plants his feet, as if challenging all the forces of nature to defeat his portly frame.  

 “Yeah, Freddie. We’re not doing anything here. If you wanna leave, I won’t be 

mad. We’ll just say you had to leave early.” Freddie turns around and rolls his eyes. 

He doesn’t see why there’s any need to say anything about his departure. Still, 

though, after what happened earlier, a concerned letter from management about his 

dedication to the team seems like a fair price to pay if it guarantees today won’t be 

the day his teammates see his erection. “But I still think it would be a dumb idea to 

leave in this weather.” 

 “I do too,” Freddie says. “But I think it would be an even dumber idea to let 

this dumbass do it on his own.” He gestures toward Cliff, who clearly isn’t paying 

any attention. He just grins politely and points his half-open eyes at whoever is 

talking. Stefanie and Doug look at him with concern on their faces, and he snaps out 

of it.  

 “Alright, brudda. Ready to go?” Cliff asks, rubbing his hands together.  

 “Besides, it’s only a few block,” Freddie adds, ignoring his friend. “I think we’ll 

be fine.” 

 “Ok, well, just text me or something when you get home so I know you’re 

safe,” Stefanie says. Freddie can’t tell if her concern comes from a personal space or 

one of propinquital obligation, but it seems genuine and he can’t help but feel 

flattered by it either way.  

 “Will do.” Freddie waves goodbye to Stefanie and Doug, his other two 

teammates still off checking each other’s hair for split ends.  
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 “Au revoir!” Cliff blows a kiss as he walks away. 

 

_________________________________ 

 

It took twenty minutes for Freddie and Cliff to drive the eight blocks to their 

apartment building, and the whole time Freddie couldn’t stop saying how bad of an 

idea he thought it was to be out in this weather. They both knew he was glad to be 

out of that basement, though. Cliff tried to bring up the incident, but Freddie still 

seemed too sore to talk about it. Neither of them is in a particularly cheery mood as 

they stand sopping wet, waiting for the elevator to take them out of the building’s 

parking garage and up to their apartments.  

“Dude, before you go to your place, you gotta come try some of this new dro I 

got,” Cliff says to Freddie. 

“What’s it like?” there’s a soft ding and the doors slide open. 

“Purp, man. Pure purp. Like, this shit looks like mold.”  

Freddie pauses for a few seconds before accepting. “Alright, cool. Let’s see 

this shit.” He presses the button for the fourth floor. The doors close and as they 

climb, Cliff can’t stop raving about his product. 

“It’s called og booby kush, man. Shit’s as dank as its name, too. I promise.” 

“Who comes up with these names? I swear you’re just making shit up.” 

“Nah, man. You’ve never heard anybody talk about OBK?”  

“Can’t say that I have.” 
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“Damn, homie, you need to listen to more hip hop. Some good old fashioned 

rap music,” he says in cartoonish voice as the elevator doors open and they turn the 

corner to Cliff’s hallway. From this end, the two can already tell the door to his 

apartment isn’t shut. Lightning pulses into the hallway and spills onto the wall 

directly across from the entryway. Cliff breaks toward it in a run. 

“No. Nonononononononono. NO!” He puts his hand on his hat and kicks the 

busted door after taking a look inside. Freddie peers in, expecting the worst. 

The chaos of Cliff’s studio apartment reveals itself more with each flash from 

outside, jagged shadows of overturned chairs and shattered smoke paraphernalia 

look like teeth on the tiny walls. Immediately, Cliff lunges toward the other end of 

the room, jumping clear to the other side of the twin mattress, where his safe 

usually sits.  

“FUCK!” He yells. He tears off his soggy hat and throws it across the room. 

Freddie stands mortified in the kitchenette, where he decides to get himself a glass 

of water. He doesn’t know how much money or drugs Cliff had in that safe, but he 

knows how much it could fit. The thing was the size of a locker, made to hold 

hunting rifles and shotguns. It must have taken at least five guys to lift it, he thinks. 

When he looks up from the sink, he’s surprised to see that Cliff has disappeared. 

Freddie shuts off the sink and walks over to other side of the bed, where he spots 

Cliff’s legs. 

“FUCK! FUCK! FUCK! FUCK! FUCK!” The bed does little to muffle his shouts. 

“FUCK!” 

“What? What?” 
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Cliff slides out from under the bed, his pale face flushed with anger. “They 

took my mattress stash too, man! I had like two grand in there!” Freddie spits out his 

water. 

“Two grand?! Jesus, dude. How much did you lose in total?” 

“In cash?” Cliff’s eyes are wide, pupils dilated so that their greyish green rings 

seem to glow. “I’d say about five thousand.” Freddie coughs again, still somehow 

surprised at this number. “But in assets, at least eight.” 

“What the fuck, dude? Haven’t you ever heard of a bank?” 

“Um, hello? Drug dealer.” Cliff points to himself with both his index fingers.  

“Well, I mean, aren’t you supposed to, like, spend that shit on cars or jewelry 

so no one can take it?” 

“And just what exactly am I going to do with six gold chains? Wear them 

everyday?” 

“…well…wouldn’t you love that?” 

“Fuck, dude, I totally would! Why didn’t I do that?” The two stand there 

looking at the collapsed remains of Cliff’s glass coffee table. 

“Who do you think did this?” 

“I don’t knooow, duuude,” Cliff says, panic pulling at the vowels in his words. 

“I don’t knowwww.” He paces nervously in a circle. “But honestly, dude. I got off 

easy.” 

“What do you mean?” Freddie asks. 
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“Well, it doesn’t look like they took anything other than my drugs and drug 

money. My laptop is still on my bed.” He gestures toward it, an easy target for 

burglary. “So I’m guessing it was another drug dealer.” 

“Ok, but what good is all that loot gonna do them if it’s trapped in a safe? I 

mean, aren’t those things supposed to be indestructible or something?” 

“I don’t know, maybe,” Cliff says dismissively. “They’re really just a way for 

families with guns to feel safer, though. Like, so their toddler doesn’t grab a twelve 

gauge and off himself by accident, I don’t fucking know man – that’s not the point. 

The point is, whoever did this wasn’t trying to get rich. They were trying to send a 

message.” 

“Which is…?” 

“They’re taking over, man. My business is now their business.” 

“That’s so fucked,” Freddie says, suddenly concerned about where he’ll buy 

pot now.  

“Yeah, but like I said. I got lucky. This was a peaceful warning, man. Imagine if 

I had been home.” 

“Oh shit,” Freddie’s stomach drops and presses on his bladder. He hadn’t 

thought about that. Cliff stares at the ground as he pulls at his rain-darkened red 

hair with both hands. 

“Fuck, man. What am I going to do?” 

“What do you mean, man? What can you do?” Freddie asks, not realizing how 

insensitive it sounds until after he says it. Cliff’s chest heaves slightly as he stares at 

Freddie, eyebrows wound into a confused look that only grows more intense. He sits 
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onto his bed, buries his face in his hands and groans quietly. It is the most dejected 

he has ever seen Cliff, which worries him since he knows how he’s prone to 

melancholy. He sits down next to his friend. 

“What am I gonna do?” He asks with less force, less anger, now that it’s 

started to sink in. “What am I gonna do?” 

 

_________________________________ 

 

 

 


