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A Clockwork Barista
Colin shook off his psychological paralysis.  He dug into 
his backpack to retrieve his phone, cursing softly. Half an 

hour earlier he would have seen the sign on the door, and he 
would have held the strategic initiative.

Kevin Cockle

fiction

Colin Bates took a deep, calming breath through his nose, held it 
in his belly for a count of seven, then exhaled over a count of eight.  
His heart still pounded, but he was starting to regroup.  Starting to pull 
himself together.

Think.
How could this have happened?
Long strips of brown wrapping paper lined the high street-side 

windows of the shop.  On the door, an optimistic sign on the corporate 
letterhead of the building manager read: “Caffe Oggi is now closed.  
Stay tuned for the next exciting opportunity to occupy this space 
soon!”

Colin rubbed his eyes. The same eyes Kaley routinely called 
“adorable”.  If she could have seen those eyes right then, she might 
have come up with some other word.  “Panicked”, maybe.  “Aghast”.  
“Distraught”. It was 7:00 AM, MST.  It was a bright, crisp, spring 
morning in Calgary, in the well-tended neighbourhood of Edessa 
Heights just south of the downtown core.  Normally, Colin loved 
making the trip to open the shop because of the picturesque landscaping, 
the elegant houses, and the spectacular views.  The Elbow river curled 
along the bottom of the ravine, and across a charming Olmsted-esque 
footbridge sprawled a lovely off-leash dog park.  Normally, it was 
idyllic.

But this morning, the auto-bus had hit one of those assholes who 
still insisted on physically driving his own car.  It boggled Colin’s 
mind that some people paid actual money to retain analogue privilege, 
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but there it was.  As if anybody had the reflexes and situational 
awareness to navigate rush-hour traffic on their own these days.  And 
sure enough, this morning—of all mornings—some selfish jerk made 
himself into a big twisted pile of collateral damage.  That was all it 
took to make Colin thirty minutes late.

The high-pitched whine of traffic on Elbow Drive filtered in as 
Colin shook off his psychological paralysis.  He dug into his backpack 
to retrieve his phone, cursing softly. Half an hour earlier he would 
have seen the sign on the door, and he would have held the strategic 
initiative.  Now, at the official opening time, the signal had gone out 
that the shop was in fact gone for good, not simply closed pending 
regular operating hours.

He swiped to his pro-page. “Crap!”   His profile had updated as of 
7:00 AM: “Unemployed”.

Diagnostics would already be running, calculating the reserve-life 
of his savings and credit.  His landlord would be pro-rating rent-due 
for the rest of the month.  His video feeds, music, porn—his network 
access drip—all his stuff…he didn’t have time to cancel everything in 
good order.  He would just have to let his money hemorrhage while he 
managed the crisis.

The big thing was his phone.  Christ almighty, how much time was 
left on his plan?  Just the thought of losing mobile access had Colin 
swaying on the spot.

His follower-count on Twitter was plummeting. Nobody loves a 
loser, baby.

Quick glance at sosh: “Shit!”  Kaley had updated her status to 
“single”—or at least, her system-settings had automatically updated 
based on his changing metrics of desirability.  He couldn’t help but 
think of the last movie she’d made him watch (“Kale-yyyy, NOBODY 
watches these things anymore!”) the one where that bald-headed 
little kidnapper kept saying “Inconceivable!”  Colin got it now: that 
furious impotence.  The sense of betrayal—not by a person—but by 
the cosmos itself.  Inconceivable indeed.

His feed was full of messages, but he couldn’t deal with responding 
just then.  He had to get out in front of this, somehow.  He had to…

A change in the whizzing sound of nearby traffic made him glance 
up.  Drivers were switching to manual and pulling over to the curb 
about halfway up the block and around the southeast corner.  Two cars 
so far.  A third switched lanes and parked.
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Colin moved behind the corner of the office building that had once 
housed Caffe Oggi.  He rummaged in his bag, pulling out his trusty 
Glock, chambering a round and slipping the gun into his rain-jacket 
pocket.  His heart rate was picking up again, and that wasn’t good.  
His bio-metrics would be profiling like those of a bank robber, or a 
purse-thief.  

Things were bad enough now that he was on an income clock.  
Soon as he’d been flagged as “unemployed”, the odds of him turning 
terrorist started creeping up.  The anxious biometrics reinforced those 
trend lines: desperation was a radicalizing agent.  The cars pulling 
over—their occupants would be his executioners in a few more 
minutes.  In Calgary, once someone had a T-score of thirty or more, 
the closest community was expected to take neutralizing action.  If 
the people driving those cars hadn’t pulled over, weren’t prepping to 
engage, they’d run the risk of being seen as accomplices.  Sympathizers.  
Enablers.  Same dynamic was pushing Colin’s follower-count down.  
Nobody wanted to be connected in the wrong way, once the shooting 
started.

Colin peeked around the corner and down the street: six cars 
now.  Given his publicly-known armament, and allowing for extra 
magazines, the drivers would want sufficient numbers and firepower 
to guarantee solution while minimizing chances of injury.  It was only 
a matter of minutes now.

Colin pressed his back flat against the window and looked up the 
avenue to the lip of the ravine.  He was on the verge of hyperventilating; 
his heart was hammering so hard he was starting to see spots, but 
screw it—no breathing exercise would calm him now.  The biometrics 
of a suicide-bomber making his final run.

He could make it to the ravine—two blocks.  He could run down 
the slope to the bridge and disappear into the park.  It was a large 
green space—some of it manufactured lawns and gardens, but much 
of it wild aspen and pine forest.  There was time to run, but if he ran, 
he’d have to destroy his phone.  There would be no coming back from 
that. The only people who didn’t have phones were those who didn’t 
want their movements and bio-metrics tracked.  The only people who 
didn’t want their movements and bio-metrics tracked were potential 
terrorists.  Running would put his T-score in the high nineties.

Show strength, he reminded himself.  Attack was— statistically 
speaking—always a good default strategy.  Fourteen bullets: six 
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drivers, give or take any passengers.  He wouldn’t have to kill them 
all, just enough to dis-incentivize the rest.  Attacking would also drive 
his T-score up, but as long as he maintained personal transparency, 
people would understand that escalation had been his best option.  He 
could broadcast his case, see who picked it up.  It was something.  It 
was hope.  But if he were to opt for offence, he’d have to move right 
now.  Every second he delayed, another car vectored in on his location.

Colin felt tears coming on, and fought them back.  Beneath his 
black Caffe Oggi shirt, he felt the metallic weight of the silver wolf’s 
head talisman he wore on a thong around his neck.  He’d been all 
about nature, about the environment – all that stuff was on his profile.  
He was a good person who cared about the right things, no matter 
what the data-stream was saying.  I’m not a terrorist! Colin thought-
screamed to himself.  Of course, that was just one man’s highly 
subjective opinion.

The talisman made him think of the park again—the inner-city 
wilderness.  Ending there, if he had to end…that wouldn’t be the worst 
thing.  The trees, the burbling river banks, the rolling lawns.  Slowly, 
he slid to a seat on the concrete, feeling the cold glass at his back.

Inconceivable.
“You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think 

it means.”
A chime sounded out: his phone.  He lifted it, swiped to alerts.
Jesus!
He tapped his pro-page, swiped to activities.
His page had automatically sent out his profile as soon as Caffe 

Oggi was no more, and he’d gotten a hit.
Tap.
Café Batucada in Oakland.  Manager position on offer, awaiting 

acceptance.  Colin tapped “Accepted”.
A timer started: twelve hours.  He had twelve hours to get from 

Calgary to Café Batucada in Oakland, CA and start his new life.  Again.
“Yes!”  Colin shouted, eyes wide, feral.  “Yeaaaah!”
He re-engaged the safety on his gun, put it back in his pack.  He 

updated his credit line with the new inputs.  Indentured pay-back 
period awaited his acceptance: this would bridge Colin’s start-up 
expenses in the new city by allowing creditors to garnish his wages at 
source until he’d squared all accounts. 

His heart-rate started accelerating again, but in a good way this 
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time.  Still kinda/sorta reading like a mugger timing his move, but as 
data came in, that would all get re-correlated, re-filtered.  No longer 
the profile of a potential criminal, but the portrait of a hard-working 
go-getter, enthusiastically grasping new opportunities.

Colin stood, rounded the corner, walked south on Elbow.  Most of 
the stopped cars had rejoined the jet-stream going north to the core, 
but a few were still curbside.  According to his phone, two of the cars 
were in Colin’s ride-sharing community, and he selected the cheapest 
option.

As he walked towards the car, he booked a flight and arranged for 
a ride-share pick up.  Twelve hours?  He’d make it in eight, maybe ten, 
barring traffic.  And barring any more analogue friction.

He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.  The rictus grin of 
uncontrollable relief.

Beaming, he opened the car door and nodded at the driver, a 
freelance software engineer in his twenties named Tom Cheng.  
Tom loved retro-arcadia, stim-tabs, and was a Class 3 Marksman – 
considered deadly at ranges of up to fifteen meters with a pistol.  Three 
confirmed kills: Tom Cheng took his civic duties seriously.

Dodged a bullet, Colin thought, upon seeing Tom’s profile.
“Where to?” Tom said, morphing seamlessly into professional 

mode while his car checked Colin’s re-established credit.
“Airport.” Colin grinned, never looking up from his phone.  As 

the car slid out into the flow, Colin forfeited the damage deposit on 
his apartment to get out of the lease, and granted permission for the 
property manager to monetize any of the few possessions left behind.  
Such permissions had already been granted in the lease agreement, but 
Colin wanted to be extra cordial to insure good comments and a high 
score from the owner.

Done, Colin realized, cheeks flushed.  Just like that, he had 
disengaged from his Calgary commitments.  He was free.

The rising sun cast a golden light against the papered-over 
windows of the now-defunct Caffe Oggi.  In the distance, a dog 
owner unleashed her labradoodle. The two of them headed down the 
gravel path into the ravine.  The delicate scent of lilacs tinged the cool 
morning air.

Colin was going, going.  Gone.
Almost as if he’d never really been there at all. ▪


