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ÒWhen a man cannot get what he wants in one 
world, he Þnds it in another. And isn̓t one of lifeʼs 
great pleasures to see new places and do new 
things?Ó

 Ñ Cacambo





! ere once was a man who needed answers. 

He felt that everything in his life had gone wrong. He was 

miserable and desperate, but he didn’t know what to do. 

He thought long and hard about all his problems, trying to 

" nd out where he went wrong, what mistake he made. He 

tried talking to his friends, but it seemed that nobody 

could help him.
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Chapter One

He wakes up every day, and itÕs the same thing.

 As he opens his eyes, Noah realizes that the annoying sound in his 

dream is actually his alarm clock going off. He rolls over and shuts it up 

with a smackÑjust like he does every dayÑthen rubs his eyes, slowly 

coming to life. ItÕs 7:20 a.m. on Tuesday and, just like every other day, 

he has to be at work by 8. He gathers the gumption to sit up, and soon 

heÕs on his feet, supported by the morning light. 

 Noah turns back to the bed, just as he does every other day, to look 

at his girlfriend Annie. His waking hasnÕt disturbed her; sheÕs lying on 

her back with her limbs spread wide, like a roadkill raccoon that 

someone covered with newspaper so no one would have to see it. Her 

mouthÕs open wide, and her tongueÕs hanging out. Noah traces a 

glittering trail of drool from her mouth to a puddle on the mattress. 

ÒEw,Ó he says to himself.

 He turns to glance at Babe, his armoire, which is still asleep, like his 

girlfriend. Unlike his girlfriend, though, Babe is beautiful and 
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composed, austere and glisteningÐblue. Noah smiles and turns toward 

the shower, the next step in his morning routine.

 The waterÕs hot and the pressureÕs high. Like his morning routine, 

those things are constants, and heÕd stand under the water constantly if 

he could. HeÕs only got a few minutes, though, and soon he returns to 

the cold of the real world. He dries off, gets dressed, fixes his hair and 

brushes his teeth, then moves on to the kitchen for breakfast.

 ItÕs two-minute oatmeal with peanut butter and banana chunks 

stirred in and a glass of orange juice, just like every other day. His 

routine allots enough time to properly enjoy the foodÑperhaps the only 

thing he enjoys about his workdaysÑand he savors every bite. The 

oatmeal heats his body and kindles his spirits.

 Noah checks his pockets and bags before leaving his apartment, 

locking the door behind him. He makes his way down the hallway and 

then the stairs; he steps outside to greet the day in person. The breeze is 

cool on his face, which is still slightly damp from the shower. He gets 

inside his car, a few-years-old Honda Civic, and drives down the street 

to SmithonÐWesson, where he works. 

 SmithonÐWesson, the biggestÑor maybe onlyÑadvertising agency 

in Heartland, Wisconsin, is less than two miles from NoahÕs house, but 

he doesnÕt have the time to walk. No one who works at SmithonÐ
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Wesson lives far away, and everyone drives. What would Noah look like 

if he didnÕt? A homeless person, he supposes. A poor bum. Sure, heÕs 

not driving a Maserati, but just having a car is a major status symbol; 

driving it a minute to work tells everyone, ÒIÕm well-off enough to have a 

car that sees less than five minutesÕ use on any given day.Ó What a 

message.

 HeÕs been working in accounts at SmithonÐWesson for three years. 

ItÕs his second real job out of college; he worked at a bigger agency in 

Milwaukee for a few years, but he didnÕt like living in the city. When the 

opportunity came to him, he decided to move into one of WisconsinÕs 

countless semi-suburban towns. He found Heartland amicableÑit was 

just like the town he grew up inÑso he stayed, living alone. He met 

Annie a little over a year ago. It was magicalÑuntil she moved in with 

him. ÒSeeing her in the morning is like when you watch those behind-

the-scenes clips for your favorite movie,Ó he once said to a friend. 

ÒTotally ruins it.Ó

 In less time than it took to nuke his oatmeal, he arrives at the office 

and parks in his usual spot. SmithonÐWesson is on the second floor of a 

two-story building near downtown Heartland, a boring brick cube with 

three signs attached to the facade. He enters under the sign between the 

tax chain and the independent accounting agency that take up the first 
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floor. Framed samples from Smithon–Wesson’s portfolio decorate the 

stairwell like fine art, but they’re certainly much cheaper than any 

Rembrandt. 

 The first thing he sees is Deirdre, the secretary. Since she dresses 

well—every day it’s something distinct and extravagant—she probably 

makes a good first impression on visitors. She also contributes to 

Smithon–Wesson’s exotic factor, being, as Noah’s boss put it on his first 

day, “probably the only black woman in Heartland.” Most importantly, 

though, she’s probably the only employee on staff who gets paid to file 

her nails. “It’s not that the rest of us do much work,” Noah says to 

himself. “We just don’t really care much about our fingernails.”

 “Good morning, Noah. You’re looking great today,” she says, just as 

she does every other day.

 “Morning, Deirdre,” Noah says without stopping. “Love the blouse.” 

She nods back politely, and her eyes return to her nails.

 In the hallway, Noah walks past his boss Rod, who gives him a 

friendly nod and hello. “He’s got something stuck in his teeth again,” 

Noah thinks. “Really, it’s a glaring oversight in the facade of someone 

otherwise so detail-oriented.” Though Rod’s the head of accounts, he 

dresses like a creative, all his designer clothes carefully tailored. His 
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face is like a phantom, his skin almost invisible, framed by long, dark 

hair. It looks ridiculous on a man his age. 

 Nothing about Rod seems to fit in rural Wisconsin, and Noah has 

spent many paid hours speculating about RodÕs history. ÒWhatÕs he 

doing here?Ó Noah wonders. ÒThereÕs no way he grew up around here, 

or heÕd look more like everyone else.Ó Maybe he killed somebody and 

heÕs just here lying low. Is he a mobster? DoesnÕt look like it. Maybe 

some kind of big time embezzler. Did he move here so his money would 

go further than in the city? Or maybe he moved to Wisconsin so he 

could feel superior, something thatÕd actually require effort, talent and 

luck in a big city. For all the speculation, it just dawned on Noah that he 

doesnÕt actually know anything about Rod that he didnÕt make up. ÒI 

donÕt even know if heÕs got any family,Ó Noah realized yesterday.

 Noah walks to his desk, which is indistinguishable among the 

handful of other desks but for the lack of family photos, and sits down 

to officially start the day: He shakes awake his iMac and pauses for a 

minute to imagine that heÕs on the beach in CaliforniaÑitÕs his desktop 

background.

 The first thing he does is check his e-mail, which drives his workday. 

Sometimes he finds nothing in his inbox, for example, so nothing is 

exactly what he does all day. Other times, heÕs busy with meetings and 
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phone calls. Today, he has a few client messages to forward to Creative, 

some arcane spam messages, a couple of general inquiries and a memo 

from Rod about a meeting at 9 o’clock in the conference room.

 Noah spends the next 50 minutes responding to old e-mails, which 

have him looking up account information and talking to coworkers to 

answer questions ranging from “How much do I owe you?” to “Why do I 

owe you so much?” and “What do you think about this?” to “Let’s do 

this instead.” 

 Time flies. Noah glances at the clock in the corner of his screen and 

panics; it’s 9:14. He quickly gathers a pen and notepad and darts to the 

conference room, where everyone’s waiting for him. “Everyone” being 

almost everyone in accounts, some creatives he recognizes and a few 

others he doesn’t. “How’d I not notice everyone getting up?” he thinks. 

 “There you are, Noah,” says Rod. “I was just saying I thought I’d 

seen you earlier today.” He takes a sip from his mug, which is probably 

half-full of green tea. Or maybe today it’s half-empty. “Anyway,” Rod 

says, “Let’s get started.”

 He looks across the conference room, over the two dozen employees

—account people, creative directors and partners—gathered before him, 

and hesitates uncharacteristically, as if he’s lost for words. “Well,” he 

says. “You all know that over the past few weeks, we’ve lost a few of our 
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key local accounts. Jane’s Flowers, for example, forsook us for DO&G in 

Milwaukee. Whatever. You’d think a little local business would 

understand the importance of supporting a little local ad agency. No 

hard feelings, though, right?

 “We also lost the dollar store, but that was because they went 

under,” he continues. “Nothing we could really do about that. And on 

the bright side, they’re not blaming us at all. Smart. Dollar stores are a 

pretty 90’s business model, anyway. Don’t you think? We all knew it 

couldn’t last.” Rod picks up a piece of paper from the table and glances 

at it before continuing.

 “Today, I have some bad news for you guys, unfortunately. I got a 

call this morning from John Kane of Kane’s Grocery, and it looks like 

we’ll be losing his account, too.” Noah’s throat visibly tightens—that’s 

the biggest account he’s in charge of. “Again,” Rod says, “nothing we 

could have done about it; Kane blames Wal-Mart for stealing all his 

customers with their smiley-face savings. He just put up sale signs 

today, and he expects to close his doors in the next few weeks. Also, 

Ben’s General and Dick’s Pharmacy are closing—we didn’t have 

accounts with them, you know, but I’m just saying. Again, they cite Wal-

Mart. Too bad we can’t get the Wal-Mart account, huh?” He chuckles to 

himself and takes another sip.
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 “So that means our biggest account is the Sandwichery down the 

street and—some of you know this—last night Jeff, the owner, called me 

and said it’s been a little tough. Not sure why he bothered calling, now 

that I think about it. I mean, he doesn’t call me to give me the weather 

report, does he? Anyway, he says he may want to do some revamping on 

his account, but made it clear that he has no plans to pull out from 

Smithon–Wesson. So that’s good. And the Sandwichery is good, too. 

Have any of you guys eaten there? I just went there for the first time the 

other day; pretty good.

 “Okay, so that’s all the bad news I have,” Rod says. “If you have 

something to say, talk to me about it later. Now, I just wanted to also 

mention that we have to take really good care of the clients that we do 

have, so none of them go with another agency. We really can’t afford 

that right now. I mean, our clients are going out of business right and 

left. We can only say it’s not our fault for so long, you know? Anyway, 

assuming those cases really aren’t our fault, we have to do everything we 

can to have no cases that are our fault. No more Jane’s Flowers, you 

know.

 “So, Account Managers: When you leave this room, go ahead and 

call everyone on your list to make sure everything’s going okay for them. 

Ask if they need anything from us. Try to be really cordial. Maybe we’ll 
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get some gifts to sweeten the pot a bit. What do you think, John?Ó He 

looks at John Smithon briefly, one of the partners. It seems that he 

hadnÕt been listening. 

 ÒAnyway, I also want all of you to brainstorm a business or two 

around town that you think could use our services, and weÕll reach out 

to them in the next few days. You know, guys, being a small-town 

agency, we have that really personal, good service thing going for us. 

Like Dunder Mifflin in The Office, but we donÕt have as much fun. LetÕs 

take advantage of that. The service thing, not the not having fun. I 

mean, I still donÕt want you having too much fun, just donÕt take 

advantage of not having not too much fun... Or something. Well, you 

know what I mean.Ó Those who are still listening are just puzzled.

 ÒWell, thatÕs it, everyone,Ó says Rod. ÒNow get out of here and do 

some work, whatever that might be.Ó

 Noah returns to his desk with the other account people and 

continues to click through e-mails, occasionally flitting over the 

keyboard. ÒOh, hereÕs that e-mail from Kane about his account,Ó he says 

to himself. ÒI was wondering why I hadnÕt heard anything from him.Ó

 ÒHi Noah,Ó the e-mail begins. ÒI just wanted to give you the heads up 

so Rod wonÕt be the first person you hear this fromÑÓ

14



 “Well, that didn’t work,” thinks Noah. He continues to skim the 

message:

 “Business has been pretty bad recently. I think most of my 

customers have started going to Wal-Mart instead. I mean, it really is 

much cheaper. To be honest, even my wife goes there sometimes. 

Anyway, I can’t justify this kind of spending on ads if they’re not 

working. I mean, it’s really been a pleasure working with you people 

over the past few years, but I think it’s time to take a break...”

 “I don’t get it,” thinks Noah. “Why don’t these people understand 

that this is just exactly the time where advertising is crucial? We just 

need a change of direction, is all. Find out what makes Kane’s Grocery 

better to shop at.” He hits reply and is about to begin drafting a message 

(“Oh, how Rod would love me if I got this account back,” he thinks), 

when one of the chairs nearby emits a caustic squeak. A few seconds 

pass and it happens again. And again, and again. Noah—he’s cringed 

and lost concentration each time—finally looks over.

 “It’s James. Again,” he thinks. “I don’t know what his deal is, but his 

chair is always frickin’ squeaking. Drives me nuts.” 

 Suddenly, he notices a whole slew of things in the office that drives 

him nuts.  The tapping of a hundred pens, the clicking of a thousand 

keys, the millions of vibrations he can feel through the floor. Every pet 
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peeve heÕs collected over the past few years unites to torment him. He 

hears Dean, a few desks over, whispering quietly to himself:

 ÒOkay, I just need you toÑwork. Aha! I figured it out. Great. That is 

great. Now if I could justÑÓ

 ÒOh my God,Ó Noah says to himself. ÒShut up!Ó He looks around, 

trying to distract himself from the sounds and feelings, and he notices 

Bob, a fellow account man, walking by. ÒThat shirt fits him like a 

balloon,Ó he thinks. ÒDonÕt these people know how to buy clothes?Ó 

Somewhere in the other half of the floor, he hears the flip-flops of some 

creative flapping as he walks. ÒWhy do they get to wear weekend 

clothes? I donÕt even have any client meetings today, but I still have to 

dress up.Ó He notices Rod walking around slowly, lingering in certain 

areas. HeÕs not doing anything; just looking around. ÒWhat the hell? 

DoesnÕt he have any work to do, either?Ó Noah thinks.

 As he sits there, Noah thinks, ÒI wonder if I do anything that drives 

other people nuts and just donÕt know it. Oh well, sucks for them.Ó

 Sooner or later, Noah reels himself in. He begins looking for 

something to do, having entirely forgotten about the e-mail he was 

going to send to Kane. ÒFocus,Ó he says. ÒI must have something 

important to do today.Ó Suddenly he remembers what Rod said at the 

end of the meeting: Call the clients. ÒPerfect,Ó Noah says to himself. 
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“Let’s see here. Who’ve I still got?” He digs through a file and pulls out a 

familiar sheet of paper.

 “Johnson Pest Control. We’ve got some local TV spots, Heartland 

Daily placements, some direct mail. Okay, good start. Also had those 

back-to-school publications, but that’s over with.” He runs his finger 

down a long list of names, most crossed off or arrowed to another 

account person. “Oh, wow,” he says to himself. “That’s the only one I’ve 

got? Crap.”

 His hand meets his forehead, and a lightning bolt flashes in his 

mind. “I have to do something. I’ve got to call this client and make sure 

I don’t lose him too, or I’m done for. I’ve got to make some calls and talk 

to some people and get some more accounts and do some more work so 

Rod doesn’t saunter around and see me doing nothing half the time, 

passing the judgment that I’ll see soon enough. I’ve got to do something 

here or—”

 Noah’s hand slams downward and returns to his head in the same 

instant, holding a phone. Without looking at the sheet before him, he 

dials the number for Johnson Pest Controls.

 After it rings for a few minutes, a pimply voice answers, “Gooood 

morning, this is Scott from Johnson Pest Controls. What can I rid you of 

today?”
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 ÒUhmm. Hi, Scott. This is Noah from SmithonÐWesson, your ad 

agency. Is the manager around?Ó

 ÒWell, Noah, as it just so happens, I am a manager. What can I do 

for you?Ó

 ÒNo, really, Scott. Can I talk to Jack, please?Ó

 ÒYessir. One sec, Sir.Ó

 After a few moments, a loud and emphatic voice is on the line: 

ÒNoah! My man! WhatÕs going on?Ó

 ÒHey, Jack. HowÕs business going?Ó

 ÒWell, you know. EverythingÕs slow these days, but we just got 

another job scheduled yesterday. You know, the middle school has a 

mouse problem. Oh, but keep that on the DL. I guess they had just one 

too many little girls screaming in the hallway and realized they had to 

do something. They still won't tell the students the problem is for real; I 

mean, theyÕve got the teachers spreading word that the mouse thing is 

just rumors, that the girls whoÕve spotted the mice were hallucinating. 

TheyÕve got the nurse in on it too. Really itÕs kind of needlessly weird, 

but whatever.Ó He trails off.

 ÒHuh...Ó says Noah, unsure of the proper reply.
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 “Anyway, the whole deal is good for us. Since they’re publicly 

funded, we can charge them whatever we want. What are they gonna do, 

get a guy from another town? Doubt it.”

 “Well that’s great, Jack. Listen: Is there any need you have that’s not 

getting met?”

 “Wait. Did my wife talk to you?”

 “Oh, God no. I meant with your business. With us. Is there anything 

I can do for you?”

 “What’s this all about, Noah?”

 “Umm. Well, I just realized we hadn’t talked in, umm”—he glances 

down at his client notepad—“since—oh, yesterday”—he curses at himself

—“and I, well, I thought we should touch base...”

 “What are you talking about? We just talked about this stuff. New 

ads, remember? New direction. You said you’d get some research done 

or whatever and get me some new mock-ups within two weeks, didn’t 

you?”

 “Right. Of course. How dismal of me. Well, are you sure there’s 

nothing else you need?”

 “Noah, what’s going on? Are you okay?”

 “Yeah. I’m fine.”
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 “Okay, look. No, there’s nothing else I need. You’re the ad people, so 

do my ads. I kill pests. Simple, right? If you’re doing my ads, then that’s 

all I need you to do.”

 “Fair enough, Jack.” As he says this, he hears the squeak again from 

James’ chair.

 “Okay, but thank you for calling.”

 “For sure.”

 “And are you sure you’re okay? Do you want to talk about 

something?” Squeak.

 “No, no. I’m fine,” says Noah, clearly stressed.

 “Okay, well. I guess that’s it then.”

 “Yep, okay. Well, I’ll let you know when we have those new ads 

done.” Squeak.

 “For sure, Noah. Sounds great.” 

 Noah hangs up the phone and buries his face in his hands, gathering 

his wits. Any efforts to this effect evaporate, though, when the 

squeaking of James’ chair reaches his ears. He dreadfully lifts his head, 

his face drained. He’s clearly had enough.

 “DOES ANYBODY IN THIS PLACE HAVE SOME WD–40?” 

 The words escape him without his permission, and he immediately 

covers his mouth, like they do in cartoons. At such an outburst, every 
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head in the office rises, looking for the source. Unable to cover it up, 

Noah stands up and mutters, “I need to get out of here. Tom, do you 

want to grab some food?” 

 Tom, a creative and a friend of Noah’s who had been walking by as 

he screamed, looks at Noah, half-embarrassed, and nods. The two leave 

the office together, every eye in the office glued to them until they’re out 

of sight. 

 “Dude, what happened?” asks Tom.

 “I don’t know. I just got sick of hearing James and his squeaky-ass 

chair. It’s just been driving me nuts.”

 “I guess I’m lucky I work at the other end of the office then.” The 

two of them head downstairs and out of the building, Noah in his 

oxfords and Tom in his sneakers. Noah with his pinstripe slacks, tail 

between his legs, and Tom in a pair of shorts. 

 They walk the two blocks to their favorite place for lunch, talking 

about the Brewers and the weird things their girlfriends do. Noah tells 

Tom about the meeting they had that morning. 

 “What do you think that means?” Tom asks.

 “I don’t want to think about it; that’s the thing,” says Noah. 

 Back in the office, Noah sits at his desk, refreshed and ready to plow 

through a stack of files. The problem is, of course, that he has no such 
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stack of files to plow through. Slowly, he realizes that he has no work to 

do at all. He sits back and thinks.

 ÒWell, I could maybe go home early and spend some time with 

Annie,Ó he says to himself. ÒNo, no. I canÕt leave work early today. ItÕd 

raise too many questions. Well, I could ask around and see if anyone 

has anything to do... Maybe later I can talk to Rod and see if I can get 

some more accounts.Ó At this moment, a paperclip catches NoahÕs eye, 

and he picks it up. Suddenly, heÕs found something to do: Make it 

straight.

 ItÕs a task he does from time to time, usually out of boredom. But in 

it thereÕs a great underlying exercise: the practice of absolute control. 

ItÕs such a tiny, stupid thing, a paperclip. Something so small and 

insignificant, created by man to bind his papers. It would have no life 

without man, so it seems fitting that man should have control over 

everything about it. 

 In theory maybe, but not in practice. Something is so difficult about 

straightening a paperclip: You can get it pretty straight within seconds, 

but you can spend the next hour working with it, trying to get it 

perfectly straight, without even the slightest hiccup in its smooth form. 

Of course, using any tool but your fingers is cheating. 

22



 Noah thinks about these things as he tries to perform the task. He’s 

sitting there, hunched forward in his chair, his eyes only a few inches 

from his hands, examining the long, narrow, metal cylinder. At this 

moment, his entire universe is that strip of metal; it’s all he senses. 

Until, that is, he hears a voice.

 “Well, that’ll make this a bit easier for me,” says Rod. 

 Noah’s head shoots up, his ears cherry-red. As he recognizes Rod 

and understands his words, his embarrassment changes to horror. 

“Umm. Uhh,” he says. “I can explain. I was just—”

 “That won’t be necessary, Noah.

 “Look, I think you were expecting this. Or if you weren’t, maybe 

somewhere in the back of your mind you knew that you should have 

been. Since we’re both in the business of talking sideways and sugar-

coating, I’m going to tell you this plainly: You and I both know that 

there’s not enough work in this office to go around. A few of our account 

people are in the same situation as you, so the best solution for 

Smithon–Wesson seems to be to do some consolidation. I really like 

you, Noah, but I’ve had to make some decisions here.”

 “But Rod, listen. I’m really a hard worker. Just give me some time; I 

can get more accounts. Trust me.”
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 “I wish I could, Noah. But I’m giving you two weeks, and then we’ll 

have to let you go. That is, pending an Act of God. But plan on packing 

up. Of course, you’ll be able to collect severance... You can talk to Jim 

about that. Well, I guess that’s all there is to it. So the twelfth will be 

your last day with us. We have some time to say our goodbyes, so don’t 

get all teary-eyed yet. Anyway, thanks for your time.”

 “But what am I going to do, Rod? I’ve got bills to pay, groceries to 

buy. I have to live, Rod.”

 “I understand, Noah. But you have to realize I’m not running a 

charity here. I’m sorry. Two weeks, Noah.”

 Rod walks away carefully, leaving Noah speechless in his chair. 

“God damn it!” he says, clenching his teeth. “This goddamn paperclip!” 

He throws it aside and sits silently, almost shaking. This goes on for a 

few moments, until he finally comes to terms.

 “Okay, well,” he says to himself. “Now there’s really no point in 

staying here today.” He stands up at his desk and begins to pack his 

things. He looks around cautiously, trying to see if anyone’s privy to 

what’s going on, but there’s nothing out of the ordinary. 

 When he’s got all his things situated in his briefcase, he signs out of 

his iMac and takes off, walking just a little more quickly than usual.
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!e man had heard of a sage who lived all by himself in a 

house all by itself, very far away. It was said that the sage 

knew everything there was to know, that he could answer 

all questions that could be asked. !ey said that he could 

solve any problem that could arise. 

!e man re"ected on his life and all its problems, and he 

decided the only thing he could do was visit this sage. 

Indeed, this was a man who needed answers.
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Chapter Two

In minutes, NoahÕs entering his apartment. AnnieÕs there, as usual, 

sitting on the computer at the kitchen table. ÒHey Noah,Ó she says. Her 

appearance now is a far cry from what she looked like this morning.

 ÒHi, Sweetie. HowÕs your day been?Ó HeÕs still tense.

 ÒOh, you know. Busy. I woke up, and then I went to the store to pick 

up some things.Ó She doesnÕt seem to notice.

 ÒOh, well thatÕs great. IÕve just been at work, you know.Ó HeÕs miffed. 

Really miffed. But he keeps it inside.

 ÒThatÕs nice, Honey. IÕm just here working on some things.Ó She is, 

in fact, half listening and half playing games on Facebook. 

 ÒOkay, well thatÕs good.Ó He tries to play the game she plays all the 

timeÑfishing for sympathyÑbut itÕs not working.

 He shakily puts his things down and paces around the front room. 

HeÕs waiting for her to say something, and all he hears are clicks. 

 ÒAnnie. ArenÕt you wondering why IÕm home early?Ó HeÕs tapping 

his foot.
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 “You are?” she says cluelessly. “Oh yeah, I guess you are. Well, that’s 

interesting...” She trails off. 

 “Aren’t you going to ask me what’s wrong?” He’s pleading.

 “Something’s wrong, Honey?” She doesn’t even look up.

 “Yes. Couldn’t you tell? I’m wearing it on my sleeve.” He hates 

Facebook more every second.

 “Your sleeves look fine, Noah.” Not that she would know.

 “Annie, look at me.” She doesn’t. “ANNIE.” Nothing. “Annie, I lost 

my job today.” There’s no reaction.

 After too many seconds: “What’d you sa—YOU LOST YOUR JOB!?”

 “Yeah...” Now that he’s achieved his goal, he doesn’t know what to 

do.

 “No. No, no, no. God damn it! You can’t lose your job. What are you 

thinking? What the—?! You can’t do that! You just can’t. Oh my God. 

Okay, you. Right now, you need to go find another job. Just, just, 

anything. You can’t just lose your job like that. I mean, we have 

expenses. You know? Noah, are you listening to me?!”

 “Annie, what do you want me to do? This was out of my control.”

 “It’s your life, Noah. It’s never out of your control.”

 “Look—”
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 “Noah, I can’t deal with this. You’re clogging me up with all this 

stress. I have to clear my mind. Noah, I don’t think this is working for 

me anymore.”

 “Uh, wait. Annie, are you breaking up with me?”

 “Noah, you’re great. I’m sorry, but this has just been tough for me. 

I’ve got to get out of here, breath for a while. You understand.”

 “But Annie. I only lost my job. It’s not the end of the world, you 

know. And you can’t blame me—I mean, you haven’t had a job in 

months!”

 “Noah, don’t try to pin the blame on me. You see? This is what I’m 

talking about. I’ve got to get out.” She slams her laptop shut, takes it to 

their bedroom and tosses it in her overnight bag. She throws a few other 

things in her bag, and then she walks out the door. Just like that.

 “And she’s off,” Noah says, now alone. “Just like that.”

 He sits down and rubs his face with his hands. “Did that really just 

happen?” he says aloud. “And did I really just lose my job? Why is this 

happening to me? I didn’t do anything wrong, did I? My chair wasn’t 

the one squeaking, was it?” 

 He sits and broods for a few minutes. “So what am I supposed to do 

now? Is there really any point in going to work for the next two weeks? 

Even if I get 70 more accounts for Smithon–Wesson, he’s still dropping 
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me. IÕm not going back. But what can I do? What would I do in two 

weeks?Ó He realizes that heÕs made no plans for something like this, that 

heÕs never thought about what he might do after leaving SmithonÐ

Wesson. ÒThis is awful,Ó he says.

 ÒWell, this is the only ad agency in town. IÕll start with that. I think 

IÕd still like to work in advertising, because I donÕt know what else I 

could do. But I donÕt want to move back to the city; I hate the city. And I 

donÕt want to move to another worthless Midwestern town just to get 

laid off from another job and meet another stupid-ass girl whoÕll freak 

out and run away... This is stupid.

 ÒMaybe I could do something else,Ó he says. ÒI could check out the 

job listings and see if thereÕs something out there for me. I mean, this 

isnÕt the end of the world. ItÕs not that bad.Ó 

 He tries to convince himself that what he just said is true, and 

suddenly three yearsÕ worth of feelings hit him at onceÑfeelings he 

never realized he had. ÒBut I hated that job,Ó he says. ÒWaking up early, 

staying late. It took up my whole life. I mean, half the time I got home 

after dark. I didnÕt have time for hobbies or anything to save my soul... I 

had Annie, but now I donÕt even have her.

 ÒOh, I donÕt know what to do. I could find another job and sell my 

soul again . And I could just keep on living, but it wouldnÕt be any better, 
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would it? There’s got to be something I can do. Like what I always 

dreamed of when I was younger. Oh, but who am I kidding? I could 

never do that. I’ll just have to settle for something. But what?” 

 After moping for too many minutes, he makes a decision. “Maybe 

I’ll take a break. I haven’t had a vacation in a long time, and I’ve never 

gone anywhere on my own.” Noah remembers friends of his from 

college who studied abroad or went backpacking in the summer, and 

how they said it was an amazing experience—how they came back as 

different people. “I’ve always wanted to do something like this, but I 

guess my job was holding me back. Now’s the time, isn’t it?”

 “Maybe I’ll go to California,” he says. “To Joanstown, and just sit on 

the beach all day. Why not? There’s nothing for me here; why would I 

stay? There’s got to be something, somewhere that I’m just missing. 

Just not seeing here. So I’ll go somewhere else, and I’ll see it. I mean, 

this is the land of opportunity, isn’t it? Well, here’s mine. And I’m not 

gonna let it go. I’ll just go and see what happens. I can always come 

back if it doesn't go so well, right?”

 Once he convinces himself that he’s really going, he opens up Babe, 

his cow-shaped armoire, to begin packing. Babe’s awake now, of course, 

and smiles at the attention. “I’m going, Babe. This is for real. Are you 
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gonna miss me?Ó Babe continues smiling; at times like these, Noah 

wonders whether Babe can really understand him.

 ÒHey, why donÕt you come with me?Ó Noah says to Babe. ÒYou can 

walk, you know. I can keep my stuff inside of you, and I wonÕt have to 

pay for gas. ItÕd be like a carriage. You and me can go on this adventure 

together, just the two of us. What do you think?Ó

 Babe bats his eyelashes now, clearly in approval. ÒAtta boy, Babe. 

Atta boy. IÕm kind of excited. This is something new, something fresh. 

Really, really excited. WeÕll both get to start new lives. First thing in the 

morning, Babe. WeÕre getting out of here.Ó

 The next day, Noah wakes up before his alarm clock goes off. 

 He shoots up, wide awake, smiling brightly. He looks around and 

sees BabeÕs already awake. AnnieÕs still nowhere in sight. ÒI guess I was 

half expecting her to come crawling back like she usually does,Ó says 

Noah, Òbut maybe this time sheÕs gone for good. Well, whatever.Ó 

 He takes a shower, eats and gets dressedÑin weekend clothesÑ

elated to not be going to work for the first time in who-knows-how-long. 

He goes over the things heÕs packed, and double checks that heÕs got the 

directions to Joanstown, California, printed out.

 The time comes, and Noah leads Babe out of the bedroom for the 

first time since they moved in. ÒArenÕt you excited?Ó Noah asks him. 
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They walk together down the hallway, enter the elevator and leave 

through the front door with nothing but each other and whatever 

belongings and food Noah stuffed inside Babe last night. 

 ÒThis is going to be great,Ó says Noah. The sun shines brightly over 

them as they walk down the street, heading in whatever direction will 

take them out of Heartland.
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