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“Hey. Betty.” 

 

Betty didn’t look up. She had been sitting at her desk, hunched forwards until her nose was 

almost touching its scarred surface, and really she thought that should have been enough of a hint 

that she didn’t want to talk.  

 

Her desk was an amalgamation of surfaces that had been forced together into a makeshift 

workspace, but the part that was currently under her nose--the part that used to be a school desk--

was her favorite. J+M, it said. Then J+L. J+D. J+J. She liked to wonder what had become of J 

and their many paramours, and whether the final J+J represented J’s eventual self-acceptance 

and the end of their quest for love.  

 

“Betty!” 

 

Betty looked up. It was Jim, of course. Always Jim, with his wonky reading glasses and his thin 

hair that he continued trying to scrape over his whole head, even though the metal plate that 

started just behind his ear and continued around the curve of his head like a shining silver beret 

was always going to be obvious.  

 

Betty knew that they were supposed to leave their Outside identities behind when they stepped 

into the workplace. They were supposed to wear business-casual attire, whenever that attire was 

available and intact, and adopt an attitude of civility. But Jim took it too far. He always acted as 

though he was working among a bunch of savages and hadn’t, just like the rest of them, survived 

a nuclear apocalypse and probably eaten a few people to do so. He even had a white button-up 

shirt that he wore on very special occasions. 

 

“What, Jim?” 



 

“Gabe is looking for you.” 

 

Betty’s stomach sank. She had known that Gabe would be looking for her, but hearing Jim 

confirm it was enough to turn her apprehension into something closer to real anxiety. Jim could 

see it on her face. She knew he could, especially when he gave her a smarmy smile and a wink. 

 

“Don’t worry, it’s the nice Gabe.” 

 

“The Gabes are all clones, Jim, don’t act like you can tell them apart,” Betty snapped. She 

pushed a pile of papers together angrily on her desk, and pretended she didn’t see Jim, still 

smirking, in the corner of her eye. 

 

Across the cubicle divider wall, Betty saw Donna’s head pop up and stare inquisitively down at 

her. Donna was missing an eye, and sometimes seemed to forget that even though she couldn’t 

see much on her left side, it was still obvious when she was staring.  

 

Betty lowered herself in her chair and pretended to work until there was the sound of a door 

opening and Gabe’s familiar voice in the air.  

 

“Hello, employees,” he said, with that all-American accent that only seemed to exist in this 

office and in very old movies. He turned on his heel, scanning the room. Betty fought the urge to 

literally drop under her desk, the way she would have in the Outside if someone had been 

looking for her with that level of intensity in their eyes. 

 

She settled for slumping deep into her office chair, which betrayed her with a squeak and a 

groan.  

 

“Betty!” 

 

She braced herself. It was happening. 



 

“Betty, would you mind stepping into the hall with me?” 

 

Slowly, begrudgingly, Betty lifted her eyes to his. 

 

“For a chat,” Gabe said, unaffected, smiling his angelic, all-American smile. 

 

Betty took a long, lingering glance around the room, aware that it might be her last. She drank in 

the beige-colored floors, and the beige-colored cubicles, and the dingy gray ceiling. She often 

found herself wishing that the ceiling was beige, too, to really complete the cocoon-like feeling 

of the office. The only other place where the beige color was interrupted was the large and 

ominous stain splattered in one corner. It refused to scrub out, and so someone had covered it 

with a battered artificial plant. Betty loved that plant, and the way its four frayed and papery 

leaves clung ferociously to artificial life.  

 

She cast her eyes around at her office mates, and although she would certainly miss them less 

than the artificial plant they had their charms, she thought. She could probably miss Donna’s 

friendly empty eye socket and the pictures of her giant two-headed pet rat pinned to her cubicle 

wall. And then there was Heidi, with her constant stream of entertaining gossip about Donna and 

the way she still sometimes snacked on forbidden irradiated snack food because she liked the 

tangy taste. Jim, with his stupid combover and aggressive mouth-breathing. And Jerry, Betty 

thought, narrowing her eyes as she stared at the top of Jerry’s head. There was also Jerry.   

 

“Betty,” Gabe said. Paternal. Admonishing.  

 

Betty marched into the hall, avoiding Jim’s stare and trying to hold this moment in her mind as 

long as possible: the moment before the good times ended. The door closed behind her, and the 

air suddenly smelled like dust and smoke instead of Jerry’s instant coffee. 

 

It was a stretch to call the space outside the office a hall. It had been a hall, once, almost 

definitely, but now it was more of a collection of bricks, rebar, and a few window frames. A tarp 



that served as the roof flapped cheerfully overhead. There were yellowing, laminated 

motivational posters on some of the wall fragments that Betty always enjoyed reading as she 

walked by. WE’RE ALL IN THIS TOGETHER, SO LET’S HAVE SOME FUN WITH IT, one 

said. Another: GIVE IT ONE HUNDRED AND TEN PERCENT. One simply yelled 

TEAMWORK!  

 

“So how are things going, Betty?” Gabe asked. She could feel him smiling at the side of her 

head, and reluctantly she turned to look at him in his loose white shirt and miraculously 

unblemished khaki pants. He had been genetically engineered to be handsome and charming. 

Betty knew all this, and yet his charisma still pulled her in. The dimples at the corners of his 

mouth were a particularly aggravating touch. 

 

“Great,” she said. “Really great.” 

 

“But that’s not entirely true, is it, Betty?” Gabe asked. Now his voice was gentle. He wasn’t 

calling her a liar, only teasing out a few things she’d left unsaid. These genetically-engineered 

clones are good at the jobs they were genetically engineered to do, Betty thought darkly, even as 

she opened her mouth and confessed. 

 

“I’ve been feeling a bit upset lately.” 

 

Gabe nodded. Slow, deep nods. His forehead wrinkled in concern for her. 

 

“Tell me more about that.” 

 

“Jim is driving me crazy,” Betty said. They had walked far enough that the hallway had ended, 

unceremoniously, between two piles of rubble that had probably once been the main entrance. 

There was a rusted, decorative gate, but it was more for show than anything. The Gabes were the 

real security. Betty had seen what the Gabes did to intruders, and the evidence they left behind 

was more of a deterrent than any gate could be. 

 



“He nitpicks my work,” Betty continued. “He smirks. He whistles when he breathes out of his 

nose.”  

 

“What else?” 

 

“My chair is starting to make my back hurt. And,” she said, feeling the well of deep rage inside 

her threatening to erupt, “Jerry always says ‘It’s Monday-Funday!’ on Mondays.” 

 

“That does sound aggravating,” Gabe said.  

 

“It’s the first thing he does. Every Monday morning.” 

 

They stood at the end of the hallway and stared out into the bare, dusty land beyond. The earth 

and sky blended together in different shades of brown, with only a few shriveled trees in the 

distance to suggest where the ground ended and the air began. 

 

Betty took another step forward and peered around the low, broken wall. The boxes of 

paperwork that they produced in the office were there, as always. When a box got too full, one of 

the Gabes would empty it and the papers would swirl away in the wind so the box could be filled 

with their work again. It was satisfying, the regular filling and emptying of the boxes. She had 

come to love having a goal that was always just out of reach and never put her life on the line.  

 

“But wasn’t there something else?” 

 

“Not really,” Betty said testily.  

 

“Go on, it’s just us out here,” Gabe said, smiling, and Betty was confessing again before she 

even realized she had started. 

 

“I told Jerry that if he said ‘Monday Funday’ again I would put his head on a pike and throw the 

pike into the sun.” 



 

“And?” 

 

“And a few other remarks.” 

 

“And?” 

 

“And I grabbed his ears and pulled. Fairly hard.” 

 

“Betty…” Gabe said, and she could hear the bad news in his voice. She turned to look at him, 

and the sorrowful expression on his face had deepened. 

 

“I understand your reaction. And I find Jerry very grating myself,” Gabe said, putting his hands 

behind his back and gazing solemnly out into the distance. “Just because a phrase rhymes is no 

reason to repeat it ad nauseam.” 

 

“Thank you,” Betty said, triumphantly. 

 

“But you know we have to be very strict about keeping out-of-control emotions out of the 

workplace,” he said. 

 

To her credit, Betty did not feel any out-of-control emotions in that moment. Just a small 

sadness.  

 

“There’s plenty of room in the Outside for emotions and passions,” Gabe said. “In the Outside, 

you can put people’s heads on pikes and throw them into the sun all you want.” 

 

How did his teeth stay so white? Betty wondered as she smiled back at him. 

 



“But you know what this place is for,” he said. “This is a calm place. A place of control. This 

place is…the opposite of the Outside. We’ve managed to capture the repetitive mundanity of 

pre-war capitalism, and it can heal souls if it’s left uninterrupted.” 

 

He turned to look at her again. 

 

“I’m afraid you’ve interrupted it.” 

 

“I didn’t even come close to taking his head off,” Betty said. She could hear the whine in her 

own voice. 

 

“I’m afraid even that is too far,” Gabe said. Now his voice was firm. Betty felt her temper rising.  

 

“Listen, Betty. These little sanctuaries have to keep the wildness out. People need these spaces. 

They need to fill out paperwork and throw it away, they need to drink bad instant coffee and 

have little disputes with their cubicle mates, because the alternative is joining a tie-dye cannibal 

clan.” 

 

Betty remembered a run-in she’d had with a tie-dye cannibal clan. It had been memorable. 

 

“But some people do better in the Outside,” he went on. “And there’s no shame in that. I 

remember when you came to us, I had the impression that you had done pretty well for yourself 

out there.” 

 

“I did,” Betty said, and she felt a little stirring of pride that she had forgotten about over the past 

few months in the office. “I was the best rat furrier for miles. Don’t tell Donna,” she added. 

 

“So maybe it’s better for you out there.” 

 

“And maybe it’s not.” 

 



“And maybe it’s not. You can always come back in a few weeks and try to pass the entrance tests 

again. People do that. There’s more back-and-forth than you’d expect.” 

 

Betty sighed. “It seems like we should just be able to have both. Can’t we have both?” 

 

“Well, we tried that for a while,” Gabe said, waving his hand at the dead earth around them. 

 

The wind carried a stinging layer of sand over their feet. The air was growing humid; there was a 

smell of acid rain. 

 

“Can I go back and get my things?” Betty asked. 

 

“I’m afraid not,” Gabe replied. 

 

Betty found herself taking slow breaths, trying to calm down, and then stopped herself. Why 

should she calm down now? 

 

“If you want, you can fight me as a farewell from the office,” Gabe said graciously. “Many 

people say it’s both a cathartic work experience and a good preparatory session for reentry into 

the Outside.” 

 

He was rolling up his sleeves in preparation. He smiled again, but now Betty could see through 

it. He wasn’t really offering her a gift. He didn’t really care about her. Had he ever lived 

Outside? She doubted it. She was beginning to remember her old self; the fiercer one that could 

live off of nothing but a cache of 200-year-old Twinkies for weeks, or fend off a flock of hungry 

mutated seagulls with a ballpoint pen. The black plastic bag that she had so proudly fashioned 

into a pencil skirt began to feel sweaty and restrictive.  

 

“How about it?” Gabe asked again. He had his hands on his hips. He looked as mild and content 

as ever. All he had to think about was when to empty the next box of papers, or when to tell 

Heidi that her perfume was beginning to overwhelm the office again. 



 

“No,” Betty said, turning away with what she hoped was a noble expression. “No, I don’t want to 

leave on a note of--” 

 

She turned and sprang at him before her sentence was finished with a scream of exhilaration, and 

whether or not she had truly caught him off-guard she did manage to bite his forearm, hard. 

 

They had a good fight. She lost, as they had both known she would--it was common knowledge 

in the Outside that you should never fight a clone--but Gabe had struck a pleasant middle ground 

of not incapacitating her while not taking it easy on her, either, and when he physically threw her 

into the dust outside the office building she was bruised and a bit bloody but mostly she was sky-

high on adrenaline.  

 

Gabe was affably wielding the long arm of a rusty paper cutter that he had picked up from the 

debris outside the building, just to let her know he was serious about her not getting back in. It 

shone red and orange in the hazy light, and he looked particularly handsome there, in his clean 

white shirt with his head of loose curls silhouetted against the burnt-brown sky.  

 

“Good luck out there, Betty,” Gabe said with a smile, and when she gave a particularly feral 

scream and a laugh as he closed and locked the gates, he winked at her. “Give it one hundred and 

ten percent.” 

 


