
Small stakes ensure you the minimum blues
Can’t think big, can’t think past one or two.

Spoon, “Small Stakes”

I work in a cubicle, next to a nice woman named Doreen who is generous 
with her generic-brand Tylenol when I’m hung over or on days when

I’ve got the regular kind of headache that won’t die. Doreen does the same
sort of work that I do, only she is better at it. She takes notes at depart-
mental meetings without being asked; she answers the phone in a voice that
makes people want to cut out the rudeness and try on the nice. She cares
about the business of writing sales proposals, and I try not to.

Doreen’s got grown children and an ex-husband who’s a city council-
man. He left her a long time ago. She told me this one afternoon when
neither of us had any proposals to work on. She keeps quiet on her side of
the cubicle wall—she does not make personal phone calls—but I pass her
cubicle 50 times a day, and so I know that she likes Halloween, Christmas,
Easter, and especially St. Patrick’s Day. She keeps statuettes in a filing cab-
inet—Santa Clauses and leprechauns and goblins—that show up when the
season’s right. She’s hung a picture of Pope John Paul II on her wall and
did not at all care for The Last Temptation of Christ, which I mentioned once
because I knew she’d have something to say about it. Doreen smiles when
she admits to her occasional pint or two of Guinness. When I sneeze, she’ll
bless me and then ask if I’ve been taking my vitamins. And then I’ll lie and
say that I have.

She’s also told me about Andy, about how she raised her boy-genius
grandson for five of his earliest years before the State of Maryland returned
custody to her daughter, who has since taken the boy far away to North
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Carolina. When Doreen had him, she fed him books and morals and ideas.
She plans her vacations around her grandson’s Christmas and summer
breaks. She buys him things like Fender Telecasters and lessons for Irish
step-dancing.

When I saw him last, Andy had grown two inches in two months, and
if I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn he had a shadow of fuzzy hair on his
upper lip. He’s a loud little guy, and I overheard him talking about the
Orioles and Saturn’s moons and Green Day. I passed Doreen’s cubicle on
the way to mine and saw him resting on her lap, facing her, his legs to either
side of her waist. I sat down at my desk, on the other side of the cubicle
wall.

“Mom, I don’t think we’ll have time to get to the mall and back,”
Doreen’s daughter was saying.

Doreen whispered into Andy’s ear. He giggled. “Grandma,” Andy said,
“you already know what my favorite is!”

“I know,” Doreen said.
“Grandma,” Andy said, “Grandma. You’re hugging me too tight.”
“I know,” Doreen said.
Because of Andy, I know that Doreen, on the inside, is someone else

entirely from the woman who eats Cinnamon Life with 2 percent milk
every morning at 8:45, after she’s booted up the computer and checked her
email. Those five years with Andy put something inside of Doreen that nei-
ther the state nor her daughter can ever reach, that her ten-by-ten-foot
cubicle cannot contain. She’s got a framed, glowing portrait of her grand-
son Andy—maybe faded and a little distorted now that he’s ten—that burns
inside of her like nothing on this planet, on any of Saturn’s moons, or any-
where else.

Doreen’s not the only one. We—Doreen, the rest of us, me—are not who
we say we are. We in the Marketing Strategy and Delivery department, or
MS&D for short, are not proposal coordinators or graphics specialists, and
we are not staff writers. We do our jobs—some of us better than others at
getting out of bed on time—before going home and coming back the next
morning to do it all again. That’s the constant. But while we make our key-
boards whisper, eating our tuna sandwiches in the cafeteria and refilling the
copier with fresh reams of paper as odorless as the work that we do, we are,
on the inside, somewhere else entirely. That’s the other constant. We show
up in the mornings because some of us have mortgages and some of us have
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other little dreams we want to buy, even if we can’t make out what they are
just yet. And then, after we’ve shown up, we stay home. Each of us lives in
a secret world that no one else can see, a place that owns the kind of stain
that’s lost its scent but none of its laughter. We are, always, somewhere else.

We work for a big American corporation. When you’re depressed enough
to talk to somebody in a by-the-hour sort of way, or when your son gets
deep into cocaine, that’s when our company steps in. Minus your copay,
we’ll take care of the first three visits to the psychiatrist or the social
worker. Or maybe the first five, something like that. But then you’re on
your own, because this company we work for is not a charity. It’s not the
Red Cross.

Our company pays for my new hardcovers from Amazon and my bottles
of Thursday-night Miller High Life so that I’ll write and assemble these huge
documents, some of them the size of two Baltimore phone books stacked
together. We package these proposals in giant three-ring binders, and stuffed
inside are exploding pie charts and stills from slide shows and pages and sec-
tions and reams of just awful, unreadable text. They’re meant to persuade the
people at, say, Enterprise Rent-A-Car that they should hire my big company
to take care of their run-ins with depression or the coke problem or the bet-
ting on college football. My company does what’s called “managed behav-
ioral health.” “Managed” in that we tell you which psychologist to see if you
don’t want to pay for it—“behavioral” in that we don’t do babies and arthri-
tis. In the past year, so that I’m not fired before I’ve really begun, I’ve had to
learn about managed behavioral health, or MBH for short. It’s my guess that
our company does some good in the course of the making of profit. But
that’s just a guess, and if it’s true, then there’s the “health” part. I don’t think
my company actively kills people, is what I’m saying.

We, who work in a mirrored-window office that could be any office
along any interstate in America, have a limited field of vision. This is by
design. All of us in the Marketing Strategy and Delivery department carry
little plastic rectangles with us. They’re called “badges,” but I will not call
them that. When someone asks if I’ve got my badge, I remove the plastic
rectangle from my wallet and say, “Do you mean this thing?” I refuse to
own a badge, even if these magical devices open doors for us. Because of
federal laws about medical histories, other people in our company can’t get
into our section of the building and we can’t get into theirs. We’ve been
segmented.
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We, in MS&D, have formed some kind of family. We know what we
sound like when we walk, when we sneeze. We know who doesn’t mind
working late because they don’t want to go home. We know who’s got a
daughter about to graduate high school even though it was pretty touch-
and-go there for a while, who’s 45 minutes late for the fourth time this
week, and, for sure, who’s been crying. We know, in the course of putting
out these proposals, all of us shoulder-to-shoulder and ass-to-ass when
things get hairy in the production room, that it’s only a matter of time
before Doreen will curse once or twice, and that my man Dimitri will be
humming his gospel music because it’s what keeps him going, what keeps
him sane. We know what our insides sound like.

Here’s what I want to be able to say: that I am, through and through, a ter-
rible, just awful employee, someone who comes in smelling of last night’s
scotch and tomorrow’s apathy. My hair’s too long, for one thing, and I’ve
recently started in again on the beard. Except for the first two weeks, I’ve
been late every day I’ve come to work. I like to take long lunch breaks
roaming the Borders or the Target in the first strip mall I get to when I
drive west on Snowden River Parkway—not buying a thing, but picking
stuff up, reading the back-cover blurbs on beautiful and dense little paper-
backs, and feeling the textures of products in my hands. I like to be
reminded that things you can buy have small heartbeats: a two-man
Coleman tent that I could unfurl in a place where you have to guard your
food against bears, a jacket that makes me feel like the college professor my
mom always said I’d be, the goofy children’s book that’ll make my girlfriend
smile. Because what are the goods on those shelves if not promises of some-
thing you wish you had, or were?

I may not know what it is exactly that I am supposed to be, but no way
am I going to eliminate any possibilities. I’m not the kind who goes in for
tattoos, but if my bicep were wide enough I’d get this:“I’ve got something
inside of me that you can’t kill.” And even though our business-casual dress
code doesn’t allow for that kind of thing, I at least would know what was
tingling my arm like fire underneath that houndstooth check that looked
totally different when I ordered it from J. Crew’s autumn catalogue.

I wish I knew exactly how I sounded on the inside, but there are too
many noises. Or too few. Because on days when I work hard, staying late
to scour the hundreds of emails to make sure I don’t miss some crucial edit,
on days when I bleed a little of myself into these giant, awful proposals,
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sometimes I feel this pride rise up inside. I don’t want this pride. I want
total disdain. Because I’m not, goddamn it, supposed to be here. I was
meant for other things: better music or mountains out my windows or bet-
ter dreams at night, a soundtrack that’s all glorious singing coming from the
front of a gilded hall.

But still, I always come back. I pull into the freshly tarred parking lot
every morning. I swipe my card and hang my jacket on the corner of my
cubicle wall. I swipe my card to take a piss in the first-floor men’s room. I
write cheery things on birthday cards when I don’t feel like it. I write my
proposals, and when they’re spell-checked and three-hole-punched and
printed out as sure as sunrise on the expensive glossy paper that Dimitri
orders twice a month from OfficeMax, I get that feeling in the gut that
makes the drive home feel like a long, slow exhale. It feels good to get all
the fonts and margins and bullets just right in a 150-page proposal, with its
section headers and its graphs and charts about claims statistics and follow-
up procedures for outpatient psychiatric visits. I’ve got pride in these
uptight pieces of shit because they’re my pieces of shit.

Then, on slow days between big deadlines, when I remember that I’m
not supposed to be a proposal writer, I get angry. It’s not the giant parking
lot and its rows of Toyota Camrys and Ford Explorers, or the actual build-
ing, or even the company I work for. It’s that I care about any of it, for even
a moment. I once told my boss, Alice, that I take pride in my work, and I
meant it when I said it, then regretted it. I wished I could do something to
take it back, like maybe humping her coat rack—something over-the-top
and elemental. I don’t want an ounce of pride inside of me for this job. I
want to tear it into pieces, because this—the humming computer, and the
lunchtime walks up and down the stairwells for exercise, and the hellos in
the mornings when I don’t mean them—is not who I am. I’m not that guy
there.

We have a weekly All Staff Meeting. It’s capitalized like that. It meets every
Wednesday at 11:00 A.M. in the Atlantic 04 conference room by the recep-
tionist’s desk. When it’s her turn, Doreen takes very good, detailed notes.
She takes great pride in this assignment, getting down who says what, and
who disagrees, and who was present and who was not.

I wonder how she does it, how she writes such detailed notes—beauti-
ful in their scope, really—while she’s got that picture of Andy inside of her,
a little boy who is an altogether better kind of beauty. Because I know that
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Doreen, when we get down to it, derives pleasure from those notes. She
gets pleasure from the job that I do, but which she does better.

But who am I kidding? I know that if I ever got stuck with it, my notes
would shine: complete, organized, witty when I could get away with it. I’d
make sure there were no comma splices before I sent them out to every-
one in MS&D. My verbs would agree with their subjects.

Here’s what I do: I write proposals for a living. I’m a Staff Writer in the
Marketing Strategy and Delivery department at a large American company.
And on the drives home after we’ve boxed up the binders and called for
the courier, after I take that deep breath, I look in the rearview mirror and
know that I’ve become someone entirely unlike the person I always
thought I’d be. Turns out that maybe my insides, that big place that’s sup-
posed to contain the best I’ve got, contains things unknown.

I’d like to go looking for my insides, but it’s easier not to. Consider the
snack room, with its machines that sell Skittles and Snickers and Mr. Nature
No Cholesterol Unsalted Trail Mix. Next to those machines sits a water
purifier. When you press the button, a beam of ultraviolet light flickers on
and (a sticker on the machine says) purifies the 34-degree water. The water
is perfect and cold and good. When it is cold outside, it is warm enough in
the office that I have to strip down to short sleeves. When it is hot outside,
I do not sweat. If I were to start a fire where I work, putting match to Post-
It, the sprinklers would put it out, and fast. If I wanted to burn like Kerouac
or his roman-candle friends, or like a guy with a curious eye and a used
pickup that’ll get me there, first I’d have to give up this twice-a-month
direct deposit, this ease.

But still, I’m getting ready. I’m practicing. I’m sitting at my desk, the
glare of the window bright on my screen. Though Doreen thinks I’m
working on my proposals, I’ve got her fooled. I’m not at any kind of pro-
fessional level yet, but I’m getting there. Those sounds she hears in the
afternoon are mine: the sighing, stretching, sighing again, sitting, tapping
my foot, swiveling around to the window, or sometimes swiveling because
I’ve just got to. I’ve got to swivel. She should check with her grandson
Andy. He knows what I’m talking about. I’m working on something, and
I’m better at it than her. After she leaves for the day, I’m staying late, ramp-
ing up my game. I’m turning and turning over here on my side of the
cubicle wall, trying like hell to whir around in a blur, stopping only long
enough to grab my desk with both hands and shake it, loud enough to
hear.
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