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Dedication

To coffee, what a wondrous drug.
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Doppio Dave Dances

 

 

 

 

Doppio Dave approaches the counter with his plastered down bowl cut, jutting brows shading empty green eyes, teeth and gums mashing lips, hands pushed down hard in his trouser pockets and a green track-suit jacket zipped to the top. He pulls out one hand, leans his head to the left and unscrews his face while holding his finger up for that international sign “just a moment please”. He gains his composure and then looks at Kisha like any “normal” person you’ve ever met and kindly asks, “May I have a Doppio Espresso please?” 

A look of uncertainty crosses Kisha’s face as she replies, “Sure thing sweetie. What’s your name?”

“Dave.” 

Kisha smiles and says, “That’s $1.75 dear.”

Dave’s composure begins to slip and he quickly slides back to his normal state and awkwardly places $1.75 on the counter. Stepping back, he pulls his other hand out of his pocket. He extends his arm out, quivering like he’s holding an enormous weight. His face contorts into a look of worry, teeth biting into his lip, beady eyes darting back and forth. What follows can only fully be experienced by hearing the sound it makes. 

He slams his hand into his head with the kind of strength reserved for only giants and retards. The impact is stunning to see. The first time you see it, you need to see it again to believe it. Every time after is just as mind-blowing. His entire head and neck become bright red right as he braces his dome for the onslaught. The sound rivals that of a gunshot. Flinching is unavoidable. Customers are halfway to duck-and-cover before they realize what is happening. 

Immediately after the amazing blow, there is a rapid succession of softer blows he rains down on the topside of his head. All the while he repeats the words “Doppio Dave” in a dopey voice. Next he waltzes over to the door, customers giving way as if before Moses, and gently touches it with his index finger. 

I lean in close and say, “You see Kisha, if you don’t get him his Doppio by the time he’s done with that door, you can fully expect this exact scenario to reoccur over and over again until he does get his Doppio.” 

 He has days where he will cruise on in for six of these, each time performing the entire sequence over and over again.  The customers react like spooked cattle every time.

“Oh my goddess. What’s wrong with him? How can he do that to himself? Should we ask him to leave?” asks Kisha.

I laugh as I walk toward the back with my coffee and reply, “No, we’ve tried that before. It doesn’t work and in the end you’ll have a frothing crazed super strong mentally-challenged person and four or five cops attempting to restrain him. It’s easier to just put up with it once and get him his Doppio. Look, here he comes.”

And I walk on back to the backroom sipping my go-go juice to the sounds of the grind. 

“Doppio Espresso for Dave!”

“How can I fulfill your needs?”

“Does mocha have sugar in it?”

“Quad tall almond mocha for Lance! Have a terrific day Lance!”

“Can I get that non-fat?”
 






  

Hello

 

 

 

My name is Jason. I work for the largest corporate coffee chain in the world.  I’m your smiling, friendly, cheery-eyed barista making triple grande two-pump hazelnut non-fat no-foam 180° high-maintenance lattes for more than half the working force of America. Real estate agents in ill-fitting suits march alongside doctors holding keys to Mercedes, sneering at dentists with toothy grins for secretaries in high heels who smile insincerely at business executives that cheat on wives who push their strollers in through the doors of my store. I interact with over 200 different people each day, five days a week. I know a third of these people’s names and their favorite unique coffee beverage.

I know how many kids they have, what they do for a living, what their favorite TV show is and the basic moral belief system that motivates them. I’ve worked in eight different stores among a variety of environments. I can walk down the street and pick out people in the crowd by what they drink in my stores.


Coffee is good. A great many people love coffee. Some people simply cannot start their day without their special handcrafted cup o’ Joe. I know. I’ve seen you.


Walking to work today, my mind ruminated on what the day would hold for me. I had a good idea of how it would progress from start to finish. The stress levels reached are familiar friends. The hectic speed and chaotic crowd seem essential. The masses await me as their slave/savior. I have what they need: caffeine and the ability to dress it up with whip-cream and a stylish jacket made of cardboard. I have control over their need and am, in turn, completely controlled by it.  

I must smile and be cheery. I must exude a sense of warmth and well-being, even to those who are rude and demanding. I'm to be accommodating and knowledgeable, without being condescending or exhibiting “baristatude”. Though some come searching for confrontation, I must turn the other cheek. For many, we are an acceptable outlet for their pent up aggression. A punching bag, a receptacle for the self-loathing angst they’ve built up from their frustrating lives. The symbol I wear to alert all of this fact is a green apron.


Walking in through the doors, I glanced around and took note of who was working. I spied Kisha, Jeb, and Stacy on my way to the back and my stomach sunk as my expectations were fulfilled. It left me wondering if my cynicism has any correlation to the shit droppings fate rains upon me or if maybe fate has fallen asleep on the job and regardless of any petty human emotion I can muster, the world is just going to shit. Whichever it may be, it hardly matters now because I just saw the Cow as I turned the corner into the back room. 

I’m not even sure how I can still be rocked by the initial feeling of doom I get when first seeing her. She works five days a week. Well, maybe work is the wrong word to use in her case.  It’s more like she’s going to sit on her ass in the back and distract the staff with her weird theories while drinking as much free coffee and eating as many pastries as she likes. We usually stand in line to order our drinks before the start of our shifts. The Cow however, waits until a task brings a barista into the back where she will then ambush them, asking them to quickly make a drink, grab a pastry and deliver to her desk where she hardly ever leaves. This is her motivation in speaking to me when she notices me walk into the back.

“Hey there Jason! How are you? Listen, could you go grab me a peppermint mocha and a cinnamon roll?” 

My mind has a multitude of things it wishes to express at this request, but I tell her simply, “I’m not on the clock yet.  Get it yourself.” 

My needs come first Cow, and I’m definitely going to need a cigarette before I begin the pain-filled day of meeting other people’s needs.

Her mouth opens in disbelief and her three chins smash down together to form the perfect image of gluttony. “What is your problem mister?” I hear her ask petulantly through the bathroom door as I put my stuff away. On the way out I shake my head, grab my smokes and make for the exit. I’ve got six minutes before I start. Time is precious at the moment because when those six minutes are up, I’m no longer a free man. 

Outside by the magazine rack I light up a cigarette. My store is located within the confines of an elaborate community known as the urban mall. Here in this structure are hundreds of people milling about spending money on things cleverly packaged and presented to them as a commodity they simply can’t exist without. Consumers are like packs of wild dogs or pools infested with sharks; they can be dangerous if you get in their way. They have needs and time limits and specifications for their tailor made lives. Those of us who work in the mall eventually form an ‘us versus them’ mentality. 

Once mall employees become acquainted with one another, relationships are formed, boundaries drawn and levels of acceptable human behavior are established. The mall is the single best place to find anything you need. By being an employee of the place you are then shown what I like to refer to as the black market stalls of the mall. 

Aimlessly looking about, I spy the chick at the flower stand. For those that like flowery herb, she’s got some of the prettiest purple hair chronic you can find. She sells her little flowers to over fifty percent of the mall employees. The other half get theirs from the watch buckle kiosk and when the season’s out, the cleaning crew of illegal Mexicans can always help a pothead out. 

She waves over at me and smiles. She’s always nice when she sees me, which makes me suspicious. She’s probably one of those girls with the notion that beauty equals free shit, which unfortunately is often the case. To her, her smile has value. And maybe she thinks when she smiles at me, she’s given me something to which in exchange is worth a free cup of coffee. What she doesn’t realize is that as soon as I give her one free cup, she’ll be back the next day to try it again. And the day after that and the day after that.  

Eventually she will come to need the coffee and if I’m not there she’ll try to whore her smile to another male barista until the day she comes in and there’s only female baristas working. They do not like girls smiling at their male co-workers. This will lead to hostilities and drama that can be quite trying. Or maybe my mind is on a slippery slope. Who can say? So I merely smile back and look away continuing to smoke.

“Hey there sir! Sir. Sir. Do you have...do you have a cigarette!” shouts a bum that’s stumbled up close to me. He looks as if he’s been wandering the streets for twenty years. His nappy black and grey eight-inch beard has a collection of oddities including cigarette butts and bits of paper. His odor has a physical presence. 

“No. Go away,” I reply and look off in the other direction.

“What! Mother Fucker...you think...hey! Gimme a cigarette!”  

His sense of entitlement eclipses reason, believing I should comply with his request simply because he asked.

Stepping away from his haphazard approach I spy Chris the security guard standing by the hot dog cart. “Hey Chris! Come take care of this stupid fucking bum!”

The bum looks at me and scrunches up his face and yells, “You wanna get sprayed!” Oh yes, please, please do so immediately. I simply cannot start my day without bum spittle dripping from my chin.

He spits on the ground and I see Chris walking up, drawing his baton. Chris stands at around five feet and three inches.  He’s a little tough guy that looks like a Marshall Mathers replica. The seriousness that he puts into his job is comical. His gear is the same high-priced stuff that outfits the cops. His shades were bought from the kid’s section in Macy’s because they were the only aviators that wouldn’t fall off his face. Loudly chomping his Trident he asks, “Are we having an altercation out here?”

The bum shuffles awkwardly to face Chris. His arms spread out, long grimy fingers splayed out wide, he screams with his back arched drunkenly, “You! You think...you think you the police! I was in Vietnam motherfucker! I’ll show you what authority looks like you son of a bitch!” screams the bum. 

I glance at my watch. I have another two minutes until go time.  This should last another few moments and be quite good.

“You need to lower your voice and calm down sir or I will be forced to escort you off the property and call the police,” Chris says with all the sternness he can muster, readying his stance.

The bum dashes quickly at Chris, shoving him and stepping left then right before he loses his balance and falls forward, face-planting onto one of the magazine racks, taking the whole thing down with him. Chris gets all Miami Vice and rolls from the shove and then darts forward and places his baton down on the back of the bum’s head and yanks back the bum’s left arm and pins it with his knee. Out come the cuffs and one, two, three the bum is shackled with a puffing Chris adjusting his belt and looking satisfied. I know he’s standing there imagining he’s a police officer on the T.V. show COPS after subduing the bum. I have to admit however that it was done pretty fast and efficiently.   

And I now have thirty seconds until the abuse starts. I sidestep the latest conversation piece and roll on in.






  

White Trash Trysts


 

 

 

 

“Grande breve no whip mocha for Julie!”

“Do you have soy milk?”

“That’ll be $3.75.”

“You’re out of half & half over here.”

“Absolutely.” 

“Can I get one of those cardboard thingies?”

She looks back up at the menu for the seventh time. And for the seventh time, I cannot help but stare up the deep caverns that are her nostrils. The face we make when we glance heavenward isn’t pretty, especially in her case. “Okay. So. Can I get it sugar-free?”

Continuing to stare, I reply, “Of course.”

“Miss I told that young man I did not want whipped cream.”

“No problem Ma’am, I’ll be happy to take it off for you.”

“I CAN HELP THE NEXT CUSTOMER OVER HERE!”

Again with the staring up at the menu boards, “Well...can I get it cold?”

Glancing over at Stacy dealing with an irritable elderly customer, I assure her nostrils that she can most definitely get it cold. She returns to her comfort zone—the menu boards three feet above us—completely oblivious to how long she’s been holding up the line. Other patrons are emitting sighs here and there. I get a feeling in the pit of my stomach I imagine people running in Pamplona must get right before they release the bulls.  

“I do not want you to take it off. I want a NEW one.”

“Okay dear. I’m sorry. It’ll take me just a moment.”

“Alright, I’ll get the latte. With vanilla. Make sure it’s sugar-free. And soy. You got the soy right?” she asks.

“I sure did. Sugar-free vanilla soy latte. What size did you want?”

“Oh, I’m not sure,” she says.

I can never understand how someone can want something so specified and complicated yet be completely in question as to how much of it they want, when it is the simplest part of the whole thing. 

She visits her comfort zone once more and asks, “How big is the grande?”

“Yeah, can I get uh, one of those chocolate things?”

“Um, yeah. Are you asking for a mocha that comes with espresso?”

“I can’t believe she put whipped cream on it Fran, I tell you...”

I pull a grande off the stack and show it to her. 

“Okay,” she says.

“Great, so just to make sure: grande sugar-free vanilla soy latte. Correct?” I ask more sweetly than I truly feel. 

“No.”

“No? No what?”

She huffs and says, “I want a tall, cold. And I want extra whip cream.”

“Double tall cappuccino on the bar! Thank you so much Graham! See you tomorrow!”

“Your total comes to $6.95.”

$6.95! That’s highway robbery!”

Putting the grande cup back, I grab the tall iced cup instead and merrily write her drink on the cup. I yell, “Stacy!  Incoming!” and throw the cup to her. She catches it and places it onto the bar. “Your total is $3.25.”

She plops her purse down on the counter with a loud thud and I swear that if I tried hard enough I could fit four bowling balls inside the thing. The guy behind her in line is starting to crack a little and sighs loud enough for her to hear. She turns to him and says quite nastily, “Get over it.”

“Hey Cheryl! How’ya doing!”

“Uh, miss...can you put extra whipped cream on those chocolate drinks there please?”

“Sure thing sweetheart.”

“I’m good! How are you? Triple grande non-fat latte.  And make sure it is extra hot dear.”

She continues digging in the giant bag, searching for her Coffee Card, that magic ticket to coffee delight. The man behind her is starting to breathe loudly through his nose at a rapid pace, clearly displaying his annoyance with her antics. His eyes seek mine with an angry plea. Looking down the line I see tension spreading, quicker than the plague. Soon the air itself will get nasty.  

“Hello to you.”

“Yeah, Hi. I need a medium coffee and—are you out of blueberry muffins already man?”

“Sure thing Cheryl! How’s the P.T.A. campaign going?”

I know that if this woman doesn’t hurry up and find some method of payment, people are going to frenzy into some seriously pissed off over-worked customers. I look past the bent down head of the snail lady and quietly ask the irritated man, “What can I get for you?”

Somewhat placated but still annoyed he replies, “Small coffee, that’s all I want.”

“No problem. Do you want space for cream?”

He shakes his head in the firm negative and I turn around and speedily pour his cup of coffee while maintaining my attention to the snail still digging around in her enormous bag.  The line tension is becoming more and more palpable as I notice Jeb with a stalled customer inquiring about blueberry muffins. 

I cap the man’s coffee and place it close to me by the register. The snail finally pulls out her Coffee Card and hands it to me forcibly. 

“Here,” she says.

I quickly swipe her card through the register and hand it back to her and tell her, “Thanks. Have a nice day.”

Snail lady then grabs the man’s coffee right next to my hand. I can only wonder as to why she thinks this hot cup of coffee is hers when she had to have seen me throw her clear plastic cup across the store to my co-worker. I reach out and grab the coffee out of her hand and tell her, “That’s not yours.  Yours will be ready over there by the bar in just a moment.” 

The man behind her says, “Get me a new one! I don’t want her filthy hands on my drink.”

“It is going quite well dear. We’ll know on Tuesday!”

“Have a great day Cheryl!”

“I will sweet-heart!”

“You see sir, the blueberry muffins are all the rage right now among the P.T.A., and about twenty-seven of them just mobbed through our store. Sorry. Would you care to try something else?”

The irritated man’s comment hangs over the store like a cloud ready to discharge a bolt of lightning. He just made a grievous error. Whereas he is neat, clean and obviously doing quite well, she is a down on her luck, washed out, uneducated drain on society. This means of course, that her ire shall rise to an outstanding level of intensity that will be completely lacking in reason. The irritated man’s well-nurtured sense of logic will come into conflict with her reasonless rage. He will then be forced to rely on his own indignant emotions to combat her to the inevitable stalemate. 

“Excuse me?! How dare you! You, you, you FAT ASSHOLE!”

His face becomes red and his eyes are alarmingly wide as he almost spits, “Oh Yeah! Well I think you better run your fat ass on over to the eye doctor and get some glasses, ‘cause you aren’t seeing the right thing in the mirror if you think I’m fat!”

As much as I find this entertaining and would love to see how the whole thing unfolds, I need to mediate the situation back to a more acceptable level of hostility. They have the potential to be the catalyst that sparks a middle-class riot in the middle of my store. And while that too has appealing entertainment values, in the long haul it’ll cause more stress than it’s worth. 

With that thought in mind I open my mouth to begin the moment of much needed closure when she makes a move that changes the situation entirely. She screams, “I’ll not be talked to like that, no sir I won’t! I don’t have to take that from you!” Her face contorts into a white-trash war face and then she launches herself at the irritated man with an impressive leap for a woman of her size.

“Yeah alright. Gimme that other blueberry thingie.”

“Tall non-fat chai tea latte for...Susan! Take care Susan!”

“Which one? The cake, the scone, or the bar?”

The irritated man was clearly unprepared for such violence because his reaction time wasn’t fast enough to deflect her ten red claws as they landed around his face and neck. The explosion of activity has severely altered the flow of the store and now it’s time to call for back up and attempt to contain the disturbance before it causes a nasty chain reaction of line violence. Stage one: Redeploy.

“Jeb! Run out and see if Chris is still around. Stacy! I need you to concentrate on getting those drinks out. Kisha! Kisha! Get it together girl. I need you to block this out and continue to ring the line through.” 

The Cow has felt the need to assert herself and comes running out from the back room with her typical open-mouthed expression plastered on her face. “What’s going on here Jason?  What did you do?”

I pay her no mind as I quickly hop the counter because the irritated man bellows loudly as he tries to pry the screaming woman’s hands off his face. Blood drips down his chin from a nasty cut by his right eye. The two slam their heavy bodies together and twirl around in a hellish caricature of dance. Jeb hits the door running, the line shatters and people are moving like shrapnel from a grenade. “Umm...I...I can help the next customer in line?” says Kisha with a quiver of fear that makes her voice shake.

It is here I walk a tight rope of a dilemma. To stifle this situation I need to separate these two wildebeests. To do so I must touch them. I am not allowed to put my hands on customers in the way I need to actually do this.  

“Do something Jason! Mister! You better get your hands off her right now!” screams the Cow. Her natural inclination is of course to protect the herd. Never mind that she knows next to nothing of the situation or who is more in the wrong, she has that amazing white trash talent of wielding her ignorance like a weapon, a weapon that there is no good defense against.

“You fuckin’ crazy bitch! Get the hell off me! I don’t want to have to hit you!” shouts the irritated man, as she shakes her head quickly back and forth. He’s gaining the upper hand as her hair flies around her head in dirty streaks of blonde fury. Her mouth is opened wide and it spews forth loud and grating incoherent roars. Her eyes have glazed over and they resemble a cow’s eyes when spooked. I can tell she is about to fritz out into someone really dangerous, someone the irritated man has never dealt with. Someone he is incapable of dealing with.

“I have...I have a...a...tall hot chocolate.”

I make a snap decision and grab the woman’s elbow. I dig my thumb into the base of a nerve bundle in that uncomfortable little spot right behind the “funny” bone. Instantaneous reaction: “Arrrrgh! Oooo! Stop!” she screams. Her legs give out in the knees and her body sags downward to the ground. The irritated man lets go of her and tumbles backward in total loss of vestibular awareness. He flails wildly and crashes into a table of patrons who’ve been watching the spectacle like ringside wrestling fans. The middle-aged woman at the table scrambles away. The suit sitting next to her doesn’t move quickly enough and he hits the ground hard.

The table overturns as the irritated man lands on the tile.  Two cups of coffee are tossed into the air. One takes a beeline flight path across the store while the other spills all over the two men on the ground. A high pitch scream draws my attention to see that the flying cup has crash-landed into a young businesswoman’s thighs. Her bright red skirt is darkening into crimson and she’s in the first stages of a horrible conniption.

“You little shit! I’ll have you fired! You can’t touch me!  I’m gonna sue the shit outta you!” cries the crazy lady as she scrambles toward me. The Cow has run around to the front and is trying to get to her fellow herd-member. Stacy is looking back and forth in shock, whipping her ponytail dangerously. She’s been with the store for a long time, so her body is still moving, still making drinks reflexively while her mind reels from the commotion. Kisha is frozen. She can merely observe from this point now. She’s been floored by the combined events of the day. 

I must become the glue that binds us together if we want to survive this day with our wits still intact. So I sidestep the crazy white trash chick and force my way deeper into the crowd of shocked, angry, disgruntled, afraid, and annoyed customers.

Stage two: Clean up and pacify. 

The irritated man is wallowing around in an attempt to stand. The businesswoman is franticly moving around seeking resolution. The other patrons have started yelling and their combined voices have created a hum of indistinguishable sound similar to the noise of a school bus full of children. I’m gently reassuring customers and subduing them with free drink coupons. Jeb saunters back in with Chris in tow. I put my fingers to my ears as I watch Chris grab his shiny whistle and put it to his lips. 

The shrill sound of the whistle slices through the commotion and finally, there is silence.

It’s amazing what the right kind of clothes can bring to a situation. Chris is not somebody anyone would just naturally acquiesce to, unless he’s wearing his uniform. It instantly elevates him in the right areas and bestows upon him power nature didn’t provide. They calm before him like lambs around sheepdogs, everyone except the irritated-and-now-injured man along with his opponent who has chosen the route of tears to swim her way to safety and security. 

Sobbing and dry heaving herself along the way, the woman who started it all says, “Sir! Sir. That man attacked me! And so did this worker. He broke my elbow! I wanna press charges!”

I was hoping that this morning rush would consist of only our pleasant regulars punctuated with equally pleasant randoms; my hope was misplaced. As exciting as this little spectacle was, its consequences are rearing its ugly head in my face and I can’t say that I’m exactly thrilled by it.

Chris responds by pulling out his pen and pad of paper, “Ma’am, I need your full cooperation here, which means I’ll need you to be quiet while I talk to Jason over here. Then I’ll take your account of what happened.”

“I will not wait for you to talk to him! He’s broken my elbow! I have—”

Chris interrupts, “Ma’am! I told you to be quiet.” 

Her face drops in shock and then snaps back into rage as she says, “Who do you think you are? You’re just a dumb rent-a-pig! You ain’t a real cop!”

She’s now just lost any chance of gaining the upper hand on anyone. One thing you do not do in the mall is reference the faux cop witticism to its security guards. That will negate whatever wrongdoings might have happened to you, because you’ve angered a power hungry minimum wage worker in the only place he has any real authority. 

Chris’ face purses up in barely-stifled anger and he reaches for his walkie-talkie on his belt. His eyes never leave the woman’s as he says into the walkie-talkie, “All units to sector 8. I repeat all units to sector 8. We have a level 5 situation in the Coffee Shop.”

I look at the clock and see fortune has favored me; the almighty schedule says that my meal break is six minutes past due. I look over at the Cow and say, “I’m taking my lunch. Have fun.” And I walk away to the back. I glance over my shoulder to see the cavalry has arrived. Screaming is again taking place as the security squad, under Chris’ command, begins the daunting task of subduing an enraged, ignorant piece of trash.
 






  

Mealtime in the Mall

 


 


 


 

 

Indignant screams follow me through the double doors. Thirty minutes. That’s all I’ve got before the shackles are put back on. I’m hoofin’ it upstairs to the food court when the flower girl waves me down. I wish I could pretend I didn’t see her, but it’s obvious I have so now I get to waste a portion of my break passing pleasantries.

“Hey Jason! How’ya doin’!” 

I’m surprised she knows my name as we never hang out, which is why I don’t remember her name. I’ve got over 300 hundred names of regulars already maxing out my capacity. This is why I always use generic words like “guy”, “chica”, “boss” or the ubiquitous “hey you!”. 

“Not much, just on my lunch chica.”

She flashes me one of her smiles of value and I grin in return and she says, “Soooo. What time are you off today?”

This is new. She’s never asked me that before. I’m wondering if she’s trying to work the free latte angle or if she’s genuinely interested. Maybe I should be less paranoid.

“I’m out of here at 4:00 p.m.”

Her hands fold together in front of her as she leans forward putting her elbows on the counter of her stand. She looks down, allowing me a good look at her ample cleavage. She’s a seductress extraordinaire. Her movements are smooth and confidant, the sign of a predator. Many men would succumb to her power and I admit my knees go a little weak from being in her “interested” presence. Luckily for me, my cynical nature has provided me with the proper glasses to view this situation completely for what it is. What I want to do is leave and grab some food, but the carnal side of me has taken over and I decide that two can play at this game.

She flips her hair out of her face and again I can’t help but notice the smooth grace of the movement, but I’m still wary.  Her eyes find mine and she says, “I’m off at a quarter past four. I’d ask if you’d want to go and get some coffee or something, but...” she trails her sentence off and giggles prettily at me.

“Yeah, I’m going to be pretty coffee’d out by then. But you know what happens five minutes after you get off right?”

A little look of surprise crosses her face before it’s quickly replaced by suspicion. I’ve thrown her off her game.

“I do, but I didn’t know you did.”

I laugh a little and reply, “Come on now, who in this mall doesn’t?”

She laughs and I see the suspicion lessen in her eyes. “Well, are you looking to buy some?”

“Oh no, I don’t usually buy it. I was just thinking that if you had any we could smoke, but if you want to grab a beer instead...”

Her face pouts and she says, “I’m not 21 yet. But yeah, I have some. I live right down the street, we could go there after we get off and smoke a few bowls.”

I smile warmly and say, “That’d be awesome. I’ll cruise on over when I’m done.”

I’m happy I’ve turned the tables when she pulls her trump card.

“Cool! Hey, you wanna bring me an Iced Mocha when you get off?” she asks with that cute little girl voice that makes me want to vomit all over her face. 

I swallow my revulsion and reply, “I’ll think about it.” 

 
 






  

Pottie Time

 

 

 

 

11:00 a.m. Post rush recovery. The flood of people has reduced to a light trickle. Baristas are taking well-deserved breaks and putting the store back in order for the next tidal wave due to crash during lunchtime. The Cow has disappeared like usual and her absence is missed only slightly and only with lament that she’s not one of our fellow competent baristas. The people we will deal with now are the dregs of downtown. We adjust our battle stances and prepare for the incidents that come out of a seemingly more relaxed environment.

The homeless have arrived with bags holding everything they own. They panhandle the morning away making more money than you’d believe. If only one in every ten people graces their upturned palms with a dollar, they’re doing great. I’ve sat and watched one bum beg thirty people in forty-five minutes time and come away with twelve bucks and some change. That’s more than I make in an hour, especially since my money gets taxed.

The haven of the coffee shop is the perfect spot for the homeless. $1.50 for a tall coffee rents them a table and chair for at least an hour. The coffee helps keep them awake, which is important when three baristas are just waiting for them to fall asleep. Sleeping is not allowed in the store. This is coffee after all. We’re the pushers of legal speed and sleep is the antithesis of what we offer.

Right now Stacy is in the back doing dishes like a fiend. Jeb is keeping his ever-wary eye on the three bums in the lobby while making whip creams. I’m cleaning and restocking the pastry case in between helping customers. Kisha can be seen chatting it up with the grungy newsstand guy through the window. From the way her eyes shift around nervously combined with her constant moving feet, I can tell she’s making a purchase most wouldn’t even know you could make at a newsstand. I smirk, thinking if I were her I’d need something to deaden reality too.

Jeb has been jabbering at me non-stop since the rush about his ill will for corporate America. I’ve heard this before and the only thing remotely interesting about it is he never really says anything new. He thinks he’s just sparked some creative platform the rest of the world is just waiting to jump from, re-wording the same dull concept over and over and over. 

Jeb is the quintessential emo-kid-turned-hipster. He has black-dyed spiky hair of varying lengths, wears v-neck t-shirts and skinny jeans bought in the women's department and rides a fixed-geared bicycle known as a "fixie". He simply puts on his apron and he’s automatically transformed into your adorable clichéd coffee shop guru. He hates you for your liking of hamburgers, and thinks groups of sad people writing vapid songs and having extremely poor taste in clothes should be whoreshipped with all the grace and critical thinking skills of sheep. 

Through seeking to be seen and felt as an individual, he has latched onto a prepackaged self-inflatable image that was stamped out of the mold like any other group stereotype produced by commercial consumerism. Maintenance of such an image is of course costly and each merit badge is price-tagged and given relative importance in the hierarchy of the insipid flock that has fallen prey to exactly what they think they are opposed to.  I must applaud the conglomerates of the world in their skill of force-feeding people blueprinted and acceptable personalities that can be purchased oh-so easily.

I’m usually very good at pretending to care when my co-workers are talking but today, I’m just not in the mood.

“Listen Jeb, your thoughts on the Suits taking over the world through manipulation of the popular culture via assassinating iconic hip-hop moguls is very interesting, but I’ve heard it before and your redundancy is becoming boring. Think of something different to talk about for a change. Damn.”

Jeb’s face drops into a half-lidded look of contempt, “You know what your problem is?” 

“No, but I bet you’re going to tell me.”

“You’re on the cusp of joining them.” 

“Should’ve put money on it.”

“You are being brainwashed Jason. Brainwashed. And you don’t even know it. It’s sad man, very sad.”

I’m about to respond when the door swings open and in comes a troll from under the bridge, smelling to high heaven of filth, feces, vomit and the devil only knows what else. I look over at Jeb. Whatever differences we were just having evaporate before this new threat. Eye contact between us reestablishes our bond.  It’s Us versus Them. And they’ve sent one of their worst.

Her voice sounds like gravel. Spit sprays as she rasps, “Bathroom.”

Jeb and I share another glance and I say, “Sorry Ma’am, we don’t have one. There’s one in the mall just up the stairs.”

I can tell this hasn’t really computed fully in her mind. She looks around slowly, sending her eyes to the far corners of the store seeking something she believes should be there. A moment of indecision, then her hand drops her bulging bag-lady bag of whatever. It hits the ground with a loud thud. 

Jeb fires in, “Excuse me kind miss, the bathroom is around the corner and up the stairs on your left. Just take the escalator and all your pottie needs will be fulfilled.”

I shoot Jeb a warning look to not spook her; we don’t want another catastrophe just yet. We haven’t finished cleaning up after the last.

“I don’t take moving stairs...the Devil puts’em there...” she says. Schizophrenia is common among the homeless and that type of comment rolls over us without the impact it has on others. It does serve as a gauge to whether or not she’s dangerous and what sort of unpredictable behavior she could potentially exhibit.

“Ma’am. The restroom is outside. You need to go through the door—” 

My sentence is stopped by her sudden crazed look. She snaps her head up and looks at me with eyes that truly scare me. Animal. Crazy. Dangerous. My own rationality recognizes her lack of sanity and knows her to be extremely volatile.

“Jeb, call security. I think she’s about to flip her lid on us man.”

Jeb senses the feeling as well and picks up the phone.

“But I need it!” she almost screams.

I’m frozen with shock as I watch her do the most disturbing thing I’ve seen done in my store.

She kicks out wildly, sending her bag across the store. Her body quivers, causing rolls of fat to undulate in a strangely hypnotic way. She’s wearing a poncho over her ragged sweats and she sheds it with the quickness you’d expect from an Olympic track star. Her grimy meaty hands fly as they fiddle with the rope that holds up her sweatpants. I know that I should do something, but the spectacle unfolding before me is so beyond imagining, that I can but only watch.

Jeb has gone silent while still holding the phone to his ear.  The troll begins to dance about, gyrating grossly until her sweatpants fall down to her ankles. The sight of her naked below the waist is truly horrible and you want to avert your eyes but you can’t. Its compelling power of horror doesn’t just surpass that of a train wreck, it fucking obliterates it.

The door opens and a couple of young corporate workers enter.  Conversation and movement is stopped when their eyes soak up what’s happening in front of the pastry case.

The troll turns her back to us and squats awkwardly in front of the case and proceeds to piss, right there. On the floor. The sound of it would be unsettling enough, but the sight of this dirty bag lady urinating on the floor sets the mind reeling with utter disbelief. 

I’m still immobilized as I cannot help but stare while she releases her bladder all over the lobby floor. The smell is overpowering and it rocks both Jeb and me out of our shocked stupor. Seeing and hearing something of this nature is horrible, but when the stench finds its way to your nose, the impact puts your body into reflexive movements designed to distance yourself from such a pungent odor. 

Smell is that sense that takes the environment straight to the brain, pulling particles through the air from breathing. It’s the only sense where the sensory organ sends its input directly to the spot in the brain where it’s processed. No need to make the mental circuit, direct route, a straight shot. These facts bring about supreme revulsion knowing that actual particles of this bum’s urine are invading my body.

My arms flail about as I stumble backward, putting as much distance between myself and the deluge as possible. Jeb cries, “Oh God! Jason! Do something man!”

With a look of incredulity I reply, “And just what would you have me do Jeb? Huh! Should I ask if she would like some napkins to go with that puddle of piss?!?!”

The mention of paper must’ve triggered her next move.  The sound of heels and wingtips scrambling away in a hurry fills the air as the troll duck-walks her way over to the benches along the west wall. My mind makes the leap of insensible logic to the next act, but again I’m incapable of preventing it. With piss still dripping down her legs the troll sits down on the bench and starts to scoot back and forth, side to side, using the cushion of the bench like some giant roll of Charmin. 

The door bangs open again as Kisha steps in, back from her break, “Whoa! It smells like—” The sight of the half naked bag lady pulling her pants back up interrupts her. Kisha takes in the scene and I watch as a multitude of emotions rip across her face from dismay to disgust to downright angry. Too much. Too much. Kisha hasn’t been with us here for very long and today was one of those special days racked with incidents of increasingly disturbing scope she hadn’t witnessed thus far. The impact of these combined moments of insanity has cracked her own sanity and I watch the rage build in her face from it. Her anger grows exponentially each second and finally her mind locks down in decisive fury. 

The lady bum has put herself back together and is walking calmly toward the door as if nothing of import has just happened. Kisha steps forward and points her finger at the lady bum, “Just where the hell do you think you’re goin’! What the hell is wrong with you! You think you can just pee wherever you like! Does the floor look like your own personal toilet?!”

The lady bum looks very much like a dog that doesn’t understand what you’re saying but senses from your tone that you’re not happy. She tries to sidestep Kisha, but Kisha swiftly blocks her from the exit. 

“Who do you think is gonna clean that piss up! If you think I’m gonna do it, you better think again!”

“Kisha. I’m pretty sure you’re talking to a brick wall right now. You should probably just—” 

She whips her head around at Jeb and interrupts with, “You should shut your mouth Jeb!”

Kisha looks back at the lady bum, “Sit down!”

No response from the lady bum.

“I SAID SIT DOWN!!! NOW!!!”

That had an effect.

I decide it’s time to speak up and try to find some kind of passable solution when the lady bum pulls her things up tight around her chest, clenching her bag with increasing panic. I feel like a mute prophet when I see her tense up in the legs.  She’s going to bolt. I know it.

“Sit your ass down right this moment! You’re going to clean up your own mess”, says Kisha.

The lady bum clearly has no intention of doing anything of the sort and she springs forward barreling her way through Kisha. The added weight of the bag on top of her already hefty 250 to 300 pounds knocks Kisha out flat. Her dreads help cushion her head as it snaps back and bounces off the tile. The lady bum is hardly slowed from the collision and her momentum builds up as she crashes through the door, causing it to smash against the wall loudly, and she’s out.

Kisha looks around with a bewildered cast to her eyes. I think her dreads saved her from a nasty concussion. I have nothing smart or right to say at this severely uncomfortable moment of confusion so I say just that, “Good thing you have dreads Kisha, otherwise I might be driving you to urgent care right now.”

Everyone pauses a moment to absorb that and Kisha looks at me with her mouth open with incredulity as Jeb bursts out laughing uncontrollably saying, “Not it! Not it! I’m not cleaning that shit! Take your pick but it’s not gonna be me. I don’t mop up piss you see. Don’t get paid enough boss. Your loss!”

“Cute Jeb. Very cute, you want a cookie for your efforts?” 

Kisha’s wits return and she says, “Fuck you Jeb! You too Jason! I already said I’m not gonna do it. I don’t even care, I’m gonna go wash dishes.”

“Stacy’s already doing them. You let her get away, you get to clean up after her I say,” replies Jeb.

I get that prophetic feeling again and it settles uncomfortably in my stomach. No sense in delaying it any longer. Jeb and Kisha start bickering back and forth while I mentally steel myself for this most unpleasant of tasks.

“Hey! Quiet down now!”

They stop bickering and continue their fight with narrowed eyes before looking at me. 

“I’ll do it. But I don’t want to hear either of you talk to me for the next three hours, you mutinous dogs,” I tell them.

“Ahh thanks Jason. I knew you’d come through. I’d just like to say—”

I interrupt Jeb, “What did I just say? I said I don’t want you to talk to me. I meant it. You say another word to me Jeb and I’ll make sure you never know what drink you’re supposed to make during the rush ever again. Now, kindly shut your hole, I’d appreciate it.”

My own anger has risen and I’ll not be bothered. I hang my head with resignation and walk into the back to grab my needed materials for this project of nasty that lies ahead. Freedom is three hours away, three amazingly long hours away. 
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You know the term organized chaos? High volume retail uses it when referring to massive shift change during busy hours of operation. Three people leaving and two people starting within a forty-five minute period of time and only me to connect the two shifts creates this frantic moment that stretches into an hour of stress. Of course, the schedule could be made to where this type of situation never need happen, but that would require someone of at least normal intelligence behind the wheel and the Cow is sadly lacking. Instead I must try to be the glue that binds and hope to facilitate this nasty transition with as few wrinkles as possible.

Jeb is off first and this makes me happy since he mentally checked out hours ago and his physical presence has made my stomach sour. Kisha is burnt to a crisp and is as useful as a feather in a bullfight. Her loss will not be mourned. Stacy. Stacy is as fresh as she was when she first got here, if anything I’d say the abuse has left her more energized and this too has ground down my nerves. She leaves last and I say good riddance. One can take only so much optimism before snapping and deciding that maybe cutting her face off and wearing it, as a butt-mask, wouldn’t be such a horrible idea. 

Jeb, Kisha, and Stacy all need to close their cash drawers.  The replacements are entering and it looks like I’m getting some rock stars. Elena and Liz enter stage left, assess the situation, and prepare to adapt to it. I wish I had them earlier, but at least I’ll get to tell them all about the day and the wonderful people who’ve crossed the threshold.

“Hey Jason. So, another beautiful day in paradise right?” remarks Elena while she’s meandering her way through to the back. Elena is this half Chilean chica of immeasurable beauty. Almond shaped blue-grey eyes sit under carefully arched brows and look at you like a succubus ready to steal your soul.

She has one of those bodies that you see in magazines and you think that if there was a God, he took special time to shape this creature. Her teeth sparkle with that game show host gleam and when she smiles at me, my heart flutters and my speech capabilities are as lost as Noah’s ark. Her hair shines under the lights the color of India ink and looks like strands of silk. The sway of her hips has a hypnotic effect on almost any male in her vicinity. Unfortunately, for me and many other men, she’d be more interested in my mother. Her beauty aside, she’s a rock star on bar and that’s what makes me the happiest whenever I see her stroll in. That and her satiric humor combined with a jaded outlook towards life make me feel like I’m not alone in this world.

“Leticia! I’ve got your iced tall non-fat two-sugar latte on the bar! Have a great day!”

“Can I get a, blended caramel?”

“Do you want the caramel blended coffee or the cream-based alternative?”

“Paradise indeed chica, paradise indeed.”

Jeb rears his heinous pie. “So Elena. I was thinking that I’d come back by here later and if you’re lucky, we can kick it while you’re on your lunch.”

“Triple grande mocha for...Jackie! Hey Jackie! That’s a fabulous hat you’re wearing!”

“Thanks, is this extra hot?”

“Ahh, poor sweet Jeb, if you were lucky. And I’m thinking...not so much,” Elena says with barely veiled contempt for the thing we know as Jeb.

Liz saunters past and says, “Jeb would you give it up! The day she or any other respectable woman falls for your crap antics is the day when the sun rises in the south and polar bears become vegetarians.”

“Ahh Liz, you’re just sad that my charms aren’t directed towards you. May there come a day when a man won’t want to vomit after seeing you,” Jeb replies with a weird little smirk plastered to his face.

“Jeb, close your drawer and kindly leave. I’m the one whose about to puke.”

“It sure is! Have a great day Jackie!”

“Is there coffee in the cream one?”

With half-lidded eyes he replies, “Sure thing Jason. And I think your nausea is being caused by the truth you see reflected in me. I’m what you wish you could be if only you weren’t brainwashed by the corporate machine.”

“Do you actually listen to yourself?” pipes in Kisha.

“No, there’s no coffee in the cream base. I’m about to leave, Jason over here will be delighted to finish your transaction.”

“I do listen. I just wish you would. You hear the words I say, but you don’t actually listen to them. Or maybe you try and you just aren’t able to comprehend how deep they are,” says Jeb.

“Hello. Is there something I can get started for you?”

Kisha pulls her drawer out while I’m getting her twenty-dollar bills out of her lock box and says, “Jeb. Why don’t you come over to my place tonight? We’ll have a conversation and see just how deep I really am.”

“Thanks for waiting. So, you wanted a caramel blended coffee right? The regular one has coffee in it and the cream is without.”

“Does the cream have caffeine?”

Jeb scrunches his face up and says, “Kisha my dear, my sweet, my buttercup, I would love to. But I have this thing about not dating people who’re more than twice my weight.”

Stacy whips her head around dangerously fast and snaps at Jeb, “Hey! That’s not nice! Didn’t your mother raise you with any sort of manners at all mister?”

“My mother is dead thank you very much.”

Liz quips, “I’d kill myself too if I’d have given birth to a bum like you.”

“No, the cream doesn’t have coffee in it, so there isn’t any caffeine in it.”

“Come on guys. We have customers in line here and I’m sure they’re not interested in your petty grievances with each other.  Stacy, finish those drinks then spin the lobby, Kisha go close your drawer and finish your argument with Jeb off the floor.  Elena, slide to bar for Stacy when she’s done. Liz, assign on the right side and Jeb, shut it.”

“You should join the military my friend. You’d love it. You could rise high enough to where you’d get to order people around that wouldn’t be smart enough to disregard you and your ‘authority’,” retorts Jeb.

I finish with my customer and hand him his change with the proper corporate-sponsored farewells and tell Jeb, “You know I’d love to continue this oh-so-stimulating verbal sparring match with you, but since you’re leaving and I’ve got work to do I guess we’ll have to postpone it, c’est la vie.”

“I’ve got a grande vanilla latte on the bar for Jessica!  Thank you!”

“Hello Stacy. How’s it been today?” asks Elena.

Stacy beams her ultra positive smile and says, “Good! We’ve had a couple of minor incidents, you know, the usual.”

“How’ya doin’, can I get a caramel latte extra hot with non-fat milk and two equals and a...a lemon loaf. Thanks.”

“Stacy, I’d hate to see what you’d call a major incident.”

Liz walks over to me and whispers in my ear, “I spy another trophy”, then laughs and goes on to help another customer.

“Here’s your lemon loaf and your receipt, thank you!”

I knew my mother would undoubtedly make her usual appearance, I’m just glad it’s towards the end of my shift. I hate it when she pops in when I’ve first gotten here. To be honest, I wish she wouldn’t come in at all. But it’s rare when I don’t see her stroll through the door with her latest lesbian prize. The pleasure she derives from watching the constant struggle we baristas endure is simply sadistic. This is especially true when her son’s torment is what brings the biggest smile to her face.  She’s slightly psychotic and more than a little cruel. She loves me, but it’s more like an afterthought than any true motherly love.

 My mother is also the connoisseur of butch women. She parades around my store with her newest lesbian trophy constantly. She seeks them out like a panther circling a herd of antelope. She regards her prey not so much as a lover but as a toy to play with, display and dispose. She gets a twinkle in her eye from the reactions of the people who see her latest catch. She has no shame coupled with undeniable ability to secure any and all brutish lesbians around. Mullets are pretty much an entry level standard. Any woman that can fill out the square shape of a sleeveless flannel shirt better than Al Borlon from Home Improvement is golden.


“Hi baby! Workin’ hard or hardly workin’!” she says, just as she always does. Then she laughs as if she’s the first person to say it, again just as she always does. 

I suppress a sigh of exasperation. “Hello mother. How are you today,” I say, just like I always do. 

Walking along behind my mother and almost being dragged by her hand is the catch of the day. She’s forty-something, has a silver flattop, big round pudgy face and beady eyes that bespeak cunning and stupidity, a dangerous combination by the way.  Her mouth was surely beat in with a sledgehammer, while her nose is hawkish and sharply shaped. 

My mother, at first glance looks like any other beautiful, successful businesswoman in her power suit and heels. Blond hair, cut to the same length just below the chin, eyes of an intense pale blue that make you think of a wolf’s and her painted red lips complete the picture. My mother looks maybe ten years older than I do. When other service industry people ask if she’s my older sister, they’re not trying to work a tip.  

Personally, I think she signed a contract with the devil.  Elena has all my coworkers pretend speculating her youthful appearance comes from eating the hanger-ons she brings into the store. The Lesbian Cannibal, the thought does have merit.

“I’m looking to get some coffee, something not too dark. Know what I mean?”

“Coffee, black— to the phone: Look, just get me those TPS reports by 5:00p.m. Alright.”

“What size did you want sir?”

My mother makes it to the register and Jeb gawks and says, “Hey Jason’s mom. You want something to drink?”

Jeb becomes dumbstruck around my mother and she delights in it all the same.

“You know I’d love for you to help me, but I’ll wait until my adoring little boy can,” she says. 

My mother will not be helped by anyone but me. She loves too much to see me struggle with staying in the corporate mindset when she knows I want nothing more than to ignore her.

“Look Jim, I don’t care—tall,black—how many reports you have to pull, just make sure it gets done.”

“Right, tall, coming up.”

With a flirtatious smile, Elena says to my mother, “You know, I could help you better than Jason ever could.”

This is where I have to struggle the hardest today. I can’t let my mother know that I have more than a little crush on Elena. If such information were in here possession, the cruel side of her would try to make Elena another one of her trophies just to see the pain in my eyes. She could do it too; she’s that clever and capable. My resolve must be strong, my course of action appropriate to deflect my interest in Elena away from my mother’s all seeing eye. So I turn the focus back to work and try for some misdirection, “Jeb, stop leering at my mother and finish getting out of here.”

My mother’s vanity is her Achilles heel. “Jeb, you can leer all you want, just remember, I’m old enough to have given birth to you dear.”

“Robin, don’t degrade yourself by letting Jeb put his lecherous eyes on you. You’re a respectable, beautiful woman,” says Liz.

My mother replies, “Liz dear, one day you’ll see that such strong feministic viewpoints are stronger when not mentioned aloud. Declaring yourself for all to see is for all to know where your weaknesses lie. Your own strength becomes your weakest attribute.”

“If you’re done with the lesbian feminine Zen master lesson for the day, would you mind finishing your order so that all the nice people stuck in line behind you don’t have to wait any longer?”

My mother’s face is an unreadable mask to all but me. Her eyes are holding a special little bit of evil, letting me know that I’ll pay for that comment. I’m stepping my toe into the lion’s pit and if I don’t want it chomped off, I better back out while I still can. 

“I’ll take a medium cappuccino. That’s like a milk shake right?”

“No, but I can make you a blended coffee beverage if that’s what you’d like.”

Jeb pulls his till out of the drawer and begins to walk on to the backroom. He’s craning his head so he can still check out my mom when the Cow comes smashing out from the backroom at a pretty descent speed. The Cow walks mostly with her head straight down, I assume this is because her coordination is so bad she’d trip if she couldn’t see the ground, and she weighs in at somewhere around 220 lbs. Jeb weighs probably 120 lbs. If a train going eastbound from Chicago pulling 18 cars each weighing  2 ½ tons traveling at 78 miles per hour hits a small dog on the tracks.... The Cow slams into Jeb. Over six-hundred dollars in small bills and coins are sent flying in every direction. Jeb hits the ground just before the shower of coins and the flutter of bills. 

“I’m not picking that up,” he says.

The Cow looks at him, mouth wide open, “Oh yes you are! You need to watch where you’re going, what if I would’ve had a hot cup of coffee in my hands?” If only.

I look at the mess of coins strewn about the floor and say, “How about you both pick it up and be quick about it. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but we’re somewhat busy and I’m off in thirty with tons yet to do. God, I can’t believe what a waste of space you are Jeb.”

Elena is stifling her laughter and squeezes out, “I’ll help you guys.”

“No, you won’t, you’ll continue making drinks. Stacy, do a lobby sweep please.”

“Oh my. No problem Jason.”

“Hey, can I get some service here or what?”

“Is my latte ready yet?”

“I didn’t want whip cream. Lady, I said I didn’t want whip cream!”

“I’ll be with you in just a moment, thanks for your patience.”

My mother looks over the counter, smirks as if she willed this to happen and says, “Well my little man it seems you’ve got your work cut out for you. I’m going to head on out. Remember, dinner this Sunday and don’t forget to bring me some coffee. Love you, ba-bye.”

The trophy speaks, “Let’s get a steak babe, I’m over this little fu-fu stand.”

Liz grabs a cup, begins to write down an order, and says out the side of her already crooked mouth, “Just think, this is the end of your day. I’m just starting.”

“I’ve got a wonderful grande cappuccino on the bar for Leticia! Thank you and have pleasant day.”

“Does the caramel mocha have whipped cream on it?”

“Yes, but you can get it without if you’d like.”

“How many calories are in the whipped cream?”

“Hey Kisha, since Jeb is going to be a little while yet, go ahead and count out your till,” I say.

Kisha looks at me and says, “How am I supposed to handle this day in and day out? How do you do it?”

“Honestly? I don’t have a clue.”

“240 calories. If you get it with non-fat you cut out another 175.”

“Here you go, no whip cream this time. Sorry about that.”

“Well I only said it three times. You guys need to get it together, god!”

“Sorry about the delay, pandemonium just set in, what can I get for you?”
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I’m off. It’s been a grueling nine hours and I can’t wait to get out of this god’s forsaken place. I’m rounding the corner, road-Chai and cigarette in hand when I hear the Flower Girl holler at me, “Hey there handsome is that for me?”

I completely forgot about the Flower Girl. I clocked out two minutes ago. I’m no longer being paid to be nice, so it’s a struggle when I reply, “What this? It’s not a Mocha. But yeah it’s for you.”

She laughs and says, “Yeah right! That’s yours, I see you drink them all the time. You forgot my mocha, how could you?” she asks with the classic sad little girl pout. 

“Okay, true, I forgot your mocha, but you should try this anyway. Expand your horizons a little in the world of coffee and tea. Here, have a taste if you don’t mind cooties.”

She tosses her hair back and laughs. “I don’t mind your cooties and I’ll forgive you for forgetting about me, this time.”

Handing her the cup, our fingers touch. I hand out hundreds of drinks a day and this happens only a few times and never is there a lingering of the touch. It is entirely within the boundaries of reason I am reading too much into this, but maybe this is just one of those subtle moments of human courtship.  She does smile a little and look down demurely after, and who can say what that means.

“What’s it taste like?” she asks.

I reply, “Just try it. You might like it, you might not.”

She rolls her eyes and says, “Well duh! But I just want to know what to be prepared for before I dive right in.”

“Just drink it. It’s good. It reminds me of pumpkin pie.”

She cocks her head to the side and says, “Pumpkin huh?”

While she drinks from it, I notice how even a simple thing done by a pretty girl is totally and utterly fascinating. Men since the dawn of time have found women to be the most intriguing creature on the planet and it continues today unabated. 

“Mmm, that is good. What is it again?”

“It’s an iced vanilla chai tea latte. I told you it was good.”

She looks down into the cup and says, “Yeah, I don’t know if I can remember the name, but it’ll be a good change from my mocha every once in a while.”

Now that I don’t have anything in my hands, I’m starting to get uncomfortable and fidgety. When the skeptic in me goes away, I’m left with little natural ability to interact with a girl in a genuinely comfortable manner. My tongue also loses its usual glibness and my stomach starts to turn on me. If the silence continues for too long, my tendency to sweat heavily from my brow may make an appearance. Followed immediately by the final phase of embarrassment where my neck becomes many shades of red.

And the silence stretches on.

Eyes are moving about, peering this way and that, looking at nothing truly.

Ears pick up the sound of shuffling this way and that, keen to hear anything really.

Beads of sweat pop up on my forehead, waiting to cascade downward.

Creeping just below my collar, the color red awaits.

Simultaneously, “So.” Mild laughter follows.

“You still wanna come over?”

“Sure.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 






  

Into the Lioness’s Den

 


 


 


 


 

 

Her apartment is one of those places you can rent by the week. The building is an historical building located right in the middle of downtown. Historical, as in built in 1925. The elevator ride took probably three times longer than the stairs would have and was shaky enough to make me more than a little nervous. There are five locks with different keys she has to work before we’re granted access to her abode. 

Most of the walk was spent in preparation for the sight I was about to behold. Temporary living arrangement was mentioned more than once. An unwarranted shame lurks behind her eyes as she says all this. I want to tell her that I’m not much for caring about these kinds of things and that my place isn’t much better but it felt like it would’ve been weird. She pushes on the door and looks at me with big open eyes and her vulnerabilities are exposed in that instant before my eyes leave hers to peek inside her home. 

Dust motes stir in the beams of sunlight pushing through the blinds and my eyes soak in the details of her apartment. It’s small and the bolted down furniture is worn and more than likely older than both of us. Butterfly earrings lay on the floor next to the door, lipstick and hair-ties rest next to the lamp on the only movable piece of furniture. A boom box sits on the floor underneath the window and is accompanied by a Chinese take-out box. Purple sleeves are tangled around denim legs competing for space with rumpled blouses and castoff underwear in the corner. The far wall has handles halfway up to pull out a Murphy bed. The stove has two burners and a small oven beneath. The bathroom door is ajar due to a light pink bathrobe hanging from the corner. It has a musty odor lingering underneath the slight smell of incense and perfume. “This your first place?” I ask.

She grins and sarcastically says, “How could you tell?”

“It was the earrings.”

She looks at me strangely and moves on over to the wall. 

“I don’t have a couch, wouldn’t fit anyway, but the bed comes out of the wall and it’s not too uncomfortable,” she says. 

I can see that the clothes lie next to where the bed is about to be. “Cool. So what do you do for fun?”

She pulls on the handles from the wall and again I’m transfixed by the way her body moves while she takes the bed down. She sits down, waves a hand over the bed, and says, “I invite young men into my lair and eat them. Have a seat.”

“And just how do you go about doing such a thing?”

She raises her eyebrows and says, “Why, I seduce them of course.”

She purses her lips then slowly licks them.

It is now that I wish I had the proverbial “way with the ladies”. She looks beautiful and even though I know she’s joking, I want to believe she’s not. Is she handing out an invitation clothed in sarcasm and the easy cancellation it brings or is she just using her girlish charms to tease me because she can? A lack of confidence in myself has left me in an awkward moment. Thankfully, she ends my torment with an outburst in laughter and rolls over on her side to completely realize her fit. 

“You’re too easy! Oh my god, way too easy!” she says loudly in between laughing. 

I’m feeling very uncomfortable and put upon at the moment. So I put a smile on my face and mask my raging uncertainty. My stomach is twisting more and more and all I want to do is flee.  Instead I say, “Nice, laugh it up why don’t you. But really, what do you do for fun?”

She quiets down and looks at me somberly and says, “Nothing really. I just moved down here from L.A. a few months ago, so I don’t really know anybody and most of the time I’m just trying to get by. You know, working at the flower shop and slinging on the side. Mainly I just get high. I’m not very good at too many things, but I can smoke like a pro, so...that’s what I do.  Speaking of which, ready to get your smoke on?”

“Sure. I have to tell you though, I’ve only done this a couple of times. It doesn’t take much to light me up.”

She perks up a little and says, “Really? Well, do you want to smoke a joint, hit the pipe or do bong-loads?”

“Um, I’m not sure really. I’ve only smoked out of a pipe before, so how about a joint?”

“Okay” she says, and gets up and walks over to the pile of clothes and starts digging through them. She grabs a medium sized wooden box, comes back over to the bed, and sits down next to me. She’s close enough that our combined weight has sunk the bed having the effect of pushing us next to each other. She bends her head down to open the box and sorts through the various items of paraphernalia and the scent of her shampoo finds its way to my nose.

My brain malfunctions and I spurt out, “I’m not really good with girls. I mean, not that I think you’re interested in me, or that I’m interested in you. Not that I wouldn’t be, I mean, I’m not saying you’re not interesting, you totally are. I’m just saying I would be, but if you’re not, I’m not going to be all like lame or whatever. I just. I just. I think you’re pretty cool so far, I mean, I know we don’t really know each other, god I’m stupid.”

My heart is beating too fast, my hands are starting to sweat and I feel my forehead beading up again. I stand up and look over at her and she’s just staring at me with her mouth slightly open and her expression is unreadable to me. Then she laughs again. She tilts her head back and laughs and laughs and laughs.  I’m still standing and my face is getting hot and I know I’m the color of tomato soup. It’s times like this when I just want to drop dead and not have to feel so completely out of sorts. My only course of action to forego any further embarrassment is to vacate her place immediately. 

“I’m sorry. I’m, I’m just going to go now.” 

She stops laughing and says, “Hey, wait, I’m the one who is sorry. Don’t feel embarrassed. Look, you’re very cute. God, you’re so cute, especially now. You just need to relax. Come over here and sit down. Okay?”

Now, more than ever, I seriously just want to leave. I’m feeling slighted and I really just want to go home and take a shower. However, I have to see this girl nearly every day because of work and if I leave like this, it’ll just make for many more uncomfortable days in the future. The last thing I need is another reason to hate going to work.

“I still feel embarrassed.” 

She chuckles a little and says, “It’s alright. Come on, sit down. I’m not going to bite you. I’m sorry. I know I can be a little much to handle at times. And besides, I am into you.  Like I said, you’re cute. Plus, your innocence is refreshing.”

I breathe aloud and sit back down next to her, but not as close as before. My mind is racing again. She’s into me? Maybe I like her. What am I thinking? I don’t even really know her. 

I feel my heart start to race again and say, “Look, I’ve not had a lot of experience with girls and I’m really not sure how to, how to talk to girls. I mean—”

She interrupts me, “Easy turbo, easy.” She smiles and continues, “God you’re so adorable! No need to rush things. We’re just getting to know each other right now. Even if there’s nothing to be had, at least we can be friends and maybe I can show you how to handle yourself in front of us ‘girls’. Then again, maybe we’ll go somewhere, but right now, you should relax. Here, light this up.” She hands me the joint. 

“You know, I’ve never been this candid before with a girl. I wish I would’ve known all it takes is to just lay it out in the open,” I say as I take the joint and fish my lighter out of my front right pocket. 

“That’s not necessarily true. Sometimes it’s nice to toy with someone and dance around the edges and flirt, makes it interesting. You just have to have a little more confidence in yourself and stop reading into everything so deeply. We women are complicated true, but a simple approach is most of the time your best bet. You just want to be yourself. We can totally tell when a guy is trying too hard to impress or pretending to be something he’s not. Also, if you get your hopes up, don’t get discouraged if you get shot down. Not everybody is meant for each other and you got to be able to deal with rejection. Now light that up kid,” she says with the air of a road philosopher.

Grinning like a little boy I say, “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Ma’am! Don’t call me ma’am. I’m not even able to buy my own beer. Hey! After this, you wanna go to the liquor store on the corner? I could use a 40 oz. or something?” 

I light the joint and take a deep pull on it before I pass it and reply, “Sure, I don’t work until nine tomorrow.”

She hits the joint and laughs at me as I start to cough. “You alright there kid?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” I say as I continue to cough. I feel my head get heavy as the weed starts to take effect. My focus is shifted and my external awareness dims. A moment ago, the room was alien and unfamiliar, now it feels like a weird cocoon. My thoughts slow down and spindle out in too many different directions. Did the lights get brighter? Is the floor slightly more sloped? Does my face look as different as it feels? 

She bumps me with her forearm. I look down. My vision is tunneled and the joint looks immense and terrifying. Reaching over to take it seems to take forever. The grabbing of the joint is a complicated sequence of finger dexterity that is almost beyond my capabilities. All my fingers are used in the exchange and my concentration is intense.  Finally it’s in my possession and I’m not completely sure I should even attempt to hit it again. Would that be rude? Am I
rude and only now realizing it? 

“Hit it kid, before it goes out,” she says.

My lips are fat and sloth-like in forming my reply, “Yeah...no...problem.”

She’s giggling while she watches me awkwardly put the joint to my lips and take another drag. I hold out my hand and hope I’m not needed in the complicated movements that passing the joint entails. She deftly plucks it from my hand and I’m amazed at how sure and quick her movements are as she takes a drag. My head is spinning out of control. The floor is rising up and I think I might need to lie down.

Her hand grabs a hold of my upper arm tightly and she says, “Jason. Are you alright?” 

I smile and think I tell her, “Yeah, no problem. No problem.  Yeah, I’m fine. Wow, you’re beautiful.”

A smile breaks through the worried look on her face. Her eyes are very beautiful and full of mystery. Her nose is cute. She’s cute. She’s saying something to me and I cannot make it out. It sounds too low and slow. She’s handing me a cigarette and I try to tell her that I don’t want it, but she’s forcing it into my hand. I drop it on my stomach. When did I lie down? Can she hear that ringing too or is it just for me? I close my eyes and dream...

***

 

Waking up, my head is groggy but I don’t feel stoned anymore. My chest feels heavy. I look down and she’s lying next to me with her head on my chest and her arm across my torso. Did I pass out? I must have. I gently shake her awake. She comes to with a start and says, “Oh my god! You’re awake! Are you alright? How do you feel? You gave me such a scare! I thought I was going to have to take you to the hospital.”

“Whoa. Hold on, what happened?” I ask.

She sits up and says, “Your eyes rolled back into your head and then you were out, like a light! I was so scared! You started shaking and your heart was beating a million miles an hour, I didn’t know what to do! Then after a moment, you stopped shaking and your heart stopped beating so damned fast. I tried to wake you up but you wouldn’t even stir. So I lied down next to you. I must have fallen asleep. Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I think so. Wow, that was some potent bud huh?”

She laughs a little and says, “Yeah, I guess. I’ve never seen anyone react like that to marijuana. That was crazy.”

I get up out of the bed and look at my watch. Its 6:30p.m., I was out for about two hours. I realize that I’m not quite sober yet, but I’m not truly stoned either. “Hey, you still wanna get that beer? I could use something a little more familiar to stabilize me.”

“That sounds like a great idea,” she says.

“Cool, I’m just gonna splash some water on my face and we’ll go. Sound good?”

She smiles and says, “Cool.”
 






  

No, It’s Mine

 

 

 

 
 

I’ve been to my fair share of fast food restaurants and I can’t remember a time when I’ve seen a customer venture back behind the counter. I’ve asked a few employees manning the registers at Jack in the Box, McDonalds, and Burger King if they’ve ever had to direct a customer out of the backroom. The answer I always get is “no” in one form or another and it’s usually combined with a questioning look as if the idea of a customer trespassing into the employee section is simply ludicrous.

 Many of my fellow baristas have speculated as to why the general public shies away from the employee-only area of their favorite fast food feasting locales. Some believe the design of their stores is more menacing than ours or that the backroom is not as accessible. Others have brought forth the idea that their uniforms are more authoritative. An especially philosophical barista once told me he believes there is a class separation between those that serve and those that purchase fast food and our store doesn’t register on the same plane in the brain as do fast food restaurants. This general attitude, according to him, causes our customer to believe we are closer to par with the customer’s social status and therefore our work area is accessible to the customer in their perspective. 

While these ideas have merit, they cannot be the reasons why I am constantly extricating people from our back room. I once thought curiosity was the guiding force in delivering customers to our back room. Whereas this is sometimes the case, it isn’t often enough. My current and most accurate theory is that our customers believe they own our store. I cannot begin to remember the amount of times I’ve had customers tell me, “Well at my store they don’t charge me for extra caramel,” or “That’s not the way they make it at my store,” or “You know, I just came from my store and they didn’t have these cute little pink water bottles.” 

I also cannot ever remember hearing someone say, “Well at my Burger King, they don’t charge me for a refill,” or “Well they do it for me at my Black Angus.” Our customers own the store in their minds and that includes the back room. Many times I’ve been washing dishes and turned to see a customer standing next to the back fridge as if it were the most natural place to stand. Little kids instinctively seem to know they aren’t allowed behind the counter in McDonald’s, but climbing the metro shelves in our back room is completely logical for them. This ownership idea was solidified for me today. 

“I’ll have a grande non-fat no foam latte with two equals and a...a...banana walnut muffin.”

“Double tall wet cappuccino for Susan! Thank you!”

“Jason? Can I take my ten?” asks Jessica. 

Jessica is a transfer from another store and has only been here about a week. I know the manager who hired her and he’s a complete pervert. He took one look at her skin-tight pants, low neckline, her pretty blue eyes the size of quarters and hired her on the spot. The rest of his staff probably threatened a mass walk-out if he didn’t get rid her. She’s a classic princess barista.

Jessica doesn’t clean bathrooms. Jessica doesn’t take out trash. Jessica doesn’t get on her knees, at least not to clean floor drains, and Jessica hates to do dishes. What Jessica does do is smile real big at the customers and lean forward when handing back change to men so that it ends up in the tip jar. Her personality seems somewhat stuck at five and fifteen years of age. She’s only been here for an hour and this is the third time she’s asked me for a break. I would relish ten minutes without her. “Yeah, do a lobby sweep first, will ya?”

Her little princess face scrunches up and she says to me, “Actually, the stuff the towels sit in makes the skin on my hands so dry, I’d rather not.”

“Can I get a water please?”

“Sure thing. Just a moment.”

“Is this mine?”

“And I’d rather be at the beach smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer. Do you think you’re the only barista to get dry hands from the sanitizer solution? There’s medicated lotion in the back which you can apply after you do a lobby sweep.”

Undaunted by my reaction she says, “Yeah, but that stuff smells bad. Can’t someone else do it?”

She didn’t even miss a beat, and neither does Elena as she says, “No, we’re all busy here darling. Besides, everybody does a spin in the lobby before they take a break. Come to think of it, I got here before you and that means I’m entitled to my break first. Jason, can I take my break first if I do a lobby spin?” Her tone has a mockingly sweet lilt that says ‘you and me versus her’ and it causes my head to rise higher, my chest to swell and my mood to swing from annoyed to mischievously pacified. 

“What did you get?”

“I want a caramel blended thingie with tons of whipped cream and the sauce, how much for extra sauce?”

“I got an Iced mocha.”

“Yeah...this is a grande hot chocolate...so...no, it’s not for you dear.”

“My deepest apologies Miss Elena, I hope you do not feel slighted, of course you may take your much deserved break before Jessica. Especially since you’ve been here since 5:30 in the morning and Jessica has only arrived but an hour ago.” A glance at Jessica tells me I could probably fit a tennis ball through the ‘O’ that is her mouth. She’s not used to not getting her way.

“I need seven drinks on four different orders and six pastries on three of those!”

Jessica’s face turns sour and the slits that have become her eyes are trying to burn a hole in my face. Luckily, I’m impervious to such attacks. I turn my focus back to the line of customers and ask the next lady in line, “Hello. How are you doing today?”

The young businesswoman replies, “Double short non-fat latte, extra hot and no foam.”

A sly smile twists my lips and I say, “Really? That’s how you’re doing, huh. I’m pretty iced grande 5 pump chai, 1 ½ pump vanilla, light ice no lid chai tea latte myself.”

“Hot chocolate? No, I had a mocha. On ice.”

“I know dear, this is a hot chocolate for someone else.”

“Oh, did you get my mocha?”

“I’m sorry. I’m on autopilot. I’m doing alright and you?” asks the young business lady. She says she’s all right, but the timbre of her voice is telling me the dark circles under her eyes think she’s in need of sleep. “Oh, I’m swell as can be, given the circumstances. Maybe a piece of crumble coffee cake will help perk you up?” She looks at me a little askance and says, “You know, I think that’s a good idea. I’ll eat half of it now and save the rest for later.” She smiles at me and tilts her head down while looking at me under her carefully arched eyebrows.

“Hey, is there a bathroom in here?”

“O.K. the last order is two black teas, iced. No sugar added and one with no water and a cinnamon roll and a toffee almond bar. Wow, we made it!”

Elena saunters over and says none too quietly, “Hey there bud, wanna quit flirting and slide for me so I can go on my break.”

The young businesswoman crooks her mouth into a very lascivious smile, looks from her to me, and says, “And here I thought you were just trying to up-sell me on some product.” 

It starts in my neck and burns my cheeks. Elena is a ninja at embarrassing me, she strikes and then vanishes into the mist leaving me stranded with nothing but a tied up tongue to defend myself. 

“Ah how cute, you’re blushing!” says the pretty little business lady.

Elena smirks at me from the condiment bar. I look aside and stammer, “Yeah, it’s a problem for me. So double short non-fat extra hot no foam latte, right? Can I get your name?”

“No, there’s a bathroom on the next level in the mall.”

“Well, after all that, your total is $37.45. Do you want me to put all these pastries in another bag?”

“You don’t have a bathroom back there?”

Tired-but-smiling business lady says, “Well I suppose, but only if you tell me yours first.”

Jessica is huffing and puffing and making little girl groans next to me on the register. My mind is sifting through potential problems with Jessica that I’ll need to address soon. I’m also thinking of Flower girl and our relationship. Do we have one?  Are we dating? What does “dating” mean and does it allow me to date others? Am I a dog for thinking these thoughts or am I a pussy outdated in his thinking? Should I ask for this hot successful woman’s number? Would that be inappropriate because I’m working, because I’m kind of dating another or because this lady really just wants to get her coffee and get out? 

My mouth is open and I’m trying to say something when the stealthy Elena slides up behind my customer and says, “His name is Jason. He’s a shy guy with a sly wit and he’d love to ask for your number but he’s too afraid of offending you. He’s not exactly the take-charge kind of guy. But he can be really sweet.” Then she’s twirling away leaving me in even more embarrassed straits than I was in before. 

“Jennifer! You’re tall non-fat extra hot mocha is on the bar still! I’ve got a grande caramel blended coffee for Hailey, a grande steamed apple juice for Saidy, a triple grande breve two sweet and low no foam latte for Pam and a quad espresso for Mark! Thank you!”

“No we don’t have a bathroom back here. The mall restrooms aren’t far from here though.”

“She’s cute. My name is Rachael,” the lady says and digs in her purse and brings out a business card holder. “Can I use your pen?” I just stand there gaping and hand her a pen. She scribbles a number on the back, hands it to me and says, “Here, my cell’s on the back. Give me a call sometime. Maybe we can go out for coffee.”

I regain a little bit of my composure back and reply, “I’d rather not.” The look on her face is priceless. “Get coffee that is. I drink a lot of the stuff already, maybe a beer instead?” Her shock turns to delight and she laughs a little and says, “Yeah, I’d like that. I’d better let you get back to work. Don’t want to hold up the line you know. Give me a call.”

I’m smiling to myself and preparing to help an older lady with a very disapproving look on her face when I notice Jessica is looking at me oddly and Elena is nowhere about. I wonder about her at times and once more I wish she played on my team. If she did, I wouldn’t even have noticed the young business lady.

“Hello there. How are you this fine day?” I ask the elderly lady.

She’s ice and there’s no sign of thawing. “Coffee. Hot and black. Be quick about it now.”

“Let’s get one of those smoothie coffees. With hazelnut.”

“Not a problem. Would you like whip cream on top and what size would you like?”

I turn and take a step towards the coffee shuttles and ask the aged queen of ice, “What size would you like?”

Testily she replies, “Regular.”

Regular? Regular is having enough fiber in your diet. Regular is the average blasé type of emotion you’re feeling when nothing’s really going on. Regular in some food establishments is small, in others it’s a medium. Regular is a word that doesn’t convey a complete or precise quantitative amount of anything. It resides in the great gulf of the average and can vary tremendously. What’s regular to you? Whatever it is, it’s likely that it isn’t the same as mine. I know our names for the sizes aren’t the regular names.

Small, medium and large are general names, yet easily translatable into any size system for any food establishment. Regular, normal and two hands held apart horizontally anywhere from 8-14 inches do not adequately explain how much coffee somebody wants. “Is that small or medium?” I ask.

“I said regular. I want a regular cup of coffee” She informs grumpily. She reminds me of wine left out too long.

I refrain from sighing and say, “We a have a small size, a medium size and a large size. We do not have a regular size. Which size would you like?”

“Do you have light whip cream?”

“No, unfortunately we don’t.”

“Young man, you better stop being smart with me. Just give me a regular cup of coffee!” says the old crone.

I could let this continue by not budging on my point that she’s not clearly telling me what size she wants. I just have to assume responsibility for deciding how many ounces of our go-go juice she wants. I pick, oh let me see, grande. I step to the stack of cups next to the brewing machine and quickly grab a grande cup and ignore the biting remarks the sweet old lady keeps throwing my way and fill her cup up with decaf. With her failing eyesight and coke-bottle glasses her view of the urns is blocked by my turned back and speedy hands. I turn around and put her coffee down in front of her on the counter and with a plastic smile and tone that warrants no further conversation I say, “Here you go. Cream and sugar are located at the condiment bar. Your total is $1.65.”

She’s digging into her handbag and mutters, “I only pay $1.50 every time I come in here. $1.50 you hear me. All I want is a regular cup of coffee. You kids always make this difficult, always trying to take advantage of me.”

“Alright, well, okay, yeah I’ll take the whip cream.”

“Sure. What size again?”

“Tall.”

“Sally! Grande latte for Sally! Thank you!”

I should take her grande cup of decaf and give her a tall as I void out the grande on my register, but it’s just easier to give the grande for the tall price. “Sorry about that. Your total is $1.50.”

“That’s more like it. $1.65! Bad enough I have to pay $1.50. When I was your age I could’ve got a cup of coffee for less than a dime,” grumbles the old crone now holding up the line while she digs into her purse. 

I’m looking about a little impatiently when I notice a guy in his thirties with black receding hair and a paunch gut protruding past his dull gray track jacket waltz on into the back room. This causes me to go to instant red alert, def-con 5.  “Liz! Will you finish this transaction for me? Some guy just went in the back.”

Liz gives an emphatic nod and takes over on my register while I jet to the back. Right there reaching his hand into the back fridge is this fool of a man that thinks he can just come on back to the backroom like he owns the place. 

“Excuse me, sir. Can I help you with something? You’re not supposed to be back here.”

“No worries. I’m just grabbing some half-and-half for my coffee. You’re all out at the condiment bar,” he replies nonchalantly.

“Well, you’re not supposed to do that.”

“Yeah, says who?”

“I do.”

Calm as a Buddhist monk he says, “Really? And just who are you anyway?” Then he walks out shaking his head and chortling a little.

I stand there in stunned silence and think to myself, “Right, just who the hell do I think I am? Oh nobody really, just an employee of this coffee shop.” 
 

 

 






  

It Takes Two

 


 


 


 

 

Four blenders chopping ice and mixing sugar, milk, and coffee into delicious beverages accompanies the grinding of beans and the driving of pistons pushing high pressure brewed espresso into little shot glasses. Five fellow coffee-slingers bedecked in matching green aprons chatter back and forth, calling orders, requesting items and giving warnings of close proximity. 

Men in suits scroll through Blackberry’s and talk simultaneously to Baristas and little Bluetooth headsets, ordering coffee and sweets and yesterday’s financial reports. Little old ladies gather in groups and cavort about, clad in purple from head to toe with a variety of matching red hats. Teenage mall rats dressed in favorite band t-shirts and pants bedecked with chains and straps mill around discussing who’s cool and who’s not. Housewives down in the city on a PTA shopping spree cluck like chickens over the behavior of kids, teachers and cheating husbands. Young couples in matching sweaters and pleated pants from the GAP whisper together with heads bent towards each other. Boys no older than sixteen or seventeen strut around proudly displaying their sexuality in a brave new world of “tolerance” beaming happiness and gaiety for all to see and dare to confront. A quiet morose looking girl in glasses and mousey brown hair stands apprehensively in the middle of the line trying not to get close to those on either side of her. Many different kinds of people are finding themselves here for the shared pleasure of a good cup o‘Joe. 

“Grande latte for Steve! Thank you!”

“Yeah, hi, can I get a cup of black with a couple of honeys?”

I look over to Elena standing next to me on the bar. We’re double barring through this morning rush and I wish there were more excuses to be this close to each other. The close quarters of the bar and the hectic speed of the rush create a little island with just us in residence in the midst of chaos. This is a rare time when I actually like working in a coffee shop.

Elena and I have worked the bar together enough times to have established a silent rapport that lets us discuss little niceties and share private jokes while our hands blur to the task of whipping out sweet tasting coffee beverages by the tens and twenties. It’s become second nature. Stress is less when you’re paired with the embodiment of competency. 

“Tall hot chocolate for Mary! Iced grande non-fat no whip mocha for Sue!”

“These three are non-fat. Do you ever feel like you’re in that movie Groundhog’s Day?” 

“I’ve got two tall caramel machiattos for Cindy!”

“Yeah how many honeys would you like?”

Elena pulls her hands back from the shots and glances over at me with her beautiful blue-grey eyes, hands me a milk pitcher and says, “Can you rinse this. Are you kidding me? Only every day!”  The sound of her little burst of laughter twists the corners of my mouth into a smile.

“Jason, we’ve got an order for a 5 gallon cambro in thirty minutes and I still need to take a ten,” says Liz. 

“Do you have any English muffins?”

“Sorry we don’t carry those, can I interest you in a butter croissant instead?”

I look at the schedule for today and it tells me I have the Little Princess Barista starting in about five minutes. Liz is the shift supervisor on duty but she’s only been a shift for a few weeks so when the rush hits she usually defers to me to get us through the madness. She’s calling the line for drink orders.  Kisha is manning the register and Duncan is handling the pastry orders and the brewed coffee. “Alright Liz, here’s what we’ll do. When the Princess gets in, have her slide for Duncan. She should be able to handle food and brewed. Have Duncan fill the cambro and I’ll call the line while you’re on your ten. Sound like a plan?”

Liz nods emphatically and says, “Sounds great Jason. Thanks for always helping me. I’ll get this down soon, I promise.”

“I guess. Wait, I’ll get a cheese danish instead.”

“Rebecca! I have your tall ½ caff 2 pump peppermint 3 pump mocha non-fat no whip with foam peppermint mocha on the bar!”

“Did you get the non-fat?”

“Sure did sweetie. You give that a taste and let me know if you like it.”

Removing a sharpie from my apron I tell Liz, “Don’t worry about it chica. I remember what it’s like being new at this.”

Loathing that I have to sever my double-barring Elena-connection, I move over by the registers and call out to the next customer in line, “Hello there!”

“Mocha.”

My eyebrow raises a little as my sassy self likewise rises up and says, “Popcorn.”

Mocha-as-my-greeting Lady looks at me cockeyed with her mouth crookedly open to the side, clearly perplexed by my response.  “I’m sorry, I thought we were just throwing random words out there,” I say smiling.

Elena turns to dump out a pitcher behind me and says into my ear as she’s doing so, “Remember that it takes two to tango Jason.” 

Mocha Lady scowls and says, “What’s random about a Mocha? I’m in a coffee shop aren’t I?”

I glance at Elena who is looking at me with those knowing eyes and turn back and decide to let it go, “Sorry, you want a Mocha then?”

“That’s what I said,” she replies snidely.

“Cool. What size and do you want that hot or iced?”

“Tall, non-fat with no whip. Hot.”

“And can I get your name?”

“Beatrice.”

Putting on a big cheesy smile, I dismissively respond, “Right on Beatrice. Kisha will ring you right up. Have a beautiful day Beatrice.”  

I move over to the bar and start pumping Beatrice’s bittersweet mocha when Elena’s hand pleasantly lands on my shoulder as she says softly, “You know you bring it on yourself, right?”

“Is it that difficult to respond to ‘Hello’ with a similar greeting?” I ask in rebuttal.

Elena hands out a caramel blended coffee and sweetly thanks the little kid that ordered it. “Is it that difficult to not let it get under your skin?”

Feeling a little under attack I respond, “I’d hardly say that I let her get under my skin. I was trying to be fun with it and just a little sassy.”

“Yeah, well I’m just saying those are the very kind of situations that I see you get into. And the end of them is usually the same, you pissed off and maybe having another customer call in to complain.”

“What the fuck Elena? You get promoted to manager without anybody getting a memo? Anything else you want to critique me about?”

I’ve run my mouth a little too far, again. Elena looks at me with an expression of disbelief which turns into one of more than slightly ticked off. I almost feel the wall she throws up as she says, “Sorry for trying to help, won’t happen again.”

Great, now I’m nursing an unwanted anger. I should battle it down and apologize, but as good as I was feeling earlier my anger feels better. It’s always been there. It’s familiar. It’s comfortable. It’s reliable. It may take two to tango, but it only takes me to push people away.   
 

 

 






  

Hog Shocker

 


 


 


 

 

“You better keep a good eye on that kid Jason. You know those ginger kids are crazy.”

Throwing a questionable expression towards Jeb, I reply, “Ginger kids, huh. What exactly do you mean by that Jeb?”

“Grande vanilla latte with whip cream for Janice! Thank you!”

Moving aside bangs perpetually falling in his face, Jeb answers, “Rage man, pure and simple. Those damn ginger kids are chock full of it. Think about it, you’d be pissed off too if every time you took your pale ass out in the sun you got a sun-burn. No girl wants to snuggle up with all that weird red hair.  And fire-crotch smells bad. So they spend all their days becoming more pissed. Each day is a new day of torture by sun and rejection by the ladies. It is completely understandable why people burned them at the stake as witches back in the day. Can’t be trusted, I’m telling you man.”

“Give me a tall white mocha. Hold the whip.”

“Janice! You’re drink is ready! Thank you!”

“That’ll be $4.25 sir.”

I laugh at his absurdity. As for the “ginger kid”, I have yet to meet him. He transferred from another store and yesterday was his first day. Jeb had the pleasure, or displeasure from his point of view, of meeting him after I had already left.

The funny thing about Jeb is, even though I detest him to the marrow of my bones, he has an uncanny ability to accurately assess a person’s character within the first few minutes of meeting them. I pray this is one of those rare moments where he is wrong. Regardless, it’s time for my break and I cannot think of anything more at this point than a well-deserved iced vanilla chai paired with a cigarette. I grab a rag and wind my way through the patrons amassing in my store’s lobby and spin the condiment bar. 

“Is that my latte?”

“Are you Janice?”

“Yes.”

“Yep, that’s your grande vanilla latte with whip cream. Have a good day.”

“Did you put whip cream on it?”

A few eyes track my movements as I finish with the condiment bar. I swear this job has given me a second, maybe even a third set of eyes. Or maybe my skin has developed extra sensory perception. 

Walking into the back, I deposit a couple of spent milk carafes into the sink and try to evade the Cow, which is like seeking escape from the sun in the open desert. 

“Hey Jaaaason, are you going on your break?” asks her four swinging chins.

“Yes.”

Her beady eyes look to be calculating as she asks, “Wanna do me a favor?”

“What do you think?”

“That is exactly the kind of behavior that isn’t needed here buddy,” she says a little huffily.

My eyes turn to the unwanted task of focusing on her grotesque face. Sometimes a stare can say so much more than words.

“Don’t look at me like that Jason.”

“Don’t ask me for favors Sarah. I’m going on my break. I’ll be back in ten.”

The cow swivels her body and chair to fully face me and says, “Hey, I didn’t get to ask you my favor!”

“I know.” Grabbing my smokes off the shelf, I head out fast enough to ensure she won’t be able to get her fat ass out of the chair. All that follows me is the useless prattle that always comes out of her mouth. 

“Liz! How ARE you dear!”

“Iced grande non-fat two splenda no whip extra ice white mocha for...Bev! Thank you!” 

“Hey Patricia! I’m good, you’re usual hun?”

“Pardon me Jeb, just getting my chai.”  

Jeb moves over and replies, “You know, the combination of black tea and dairy is a huge contributor to kidney stones.”

I quickly pump out my future stones and say, “Thank god for modern medicine.”

“You know it dear! OH MY GOD! I have to tell you what happened to me today in the parking lot!”

“Do tell.”

“Tall brewed coffee for Alex! Thanks for waiting!”

Jeb pipes back in with, “I wouldn’t put my faith in modern medicine. You know pharmaceutical companies are withholding many cures for disease so they can keep raking in the dough.”

“You don’t say.”

“You shouldn’t disregard the wisdom I impart to you my friend.”

I look at Jeb askance and say, “Friend?” and weave my way on out to the glorious outside world free from Jeb, customers, and the Cow.

Out by the newsstand there’s the usual hustle and bustle of the city meandering its way through the pedestrian highways and byways of the mall. People in suits echo by with the click and clack of high heels and wingtips while the gutter punks spit their disdain on the cement stairs. Chris the mini-cop keeps a watchful eye on the bums panhandling by the rack of Playboy. At the end of the stand where I usually post up on my breaks stands a “ginger-kid” dressed in black Dickies, a black knitted polo with a tell-tale folded up green apron popping out of his back pocket. 

As a general rule of thumb, I avoid fellow baristas like the plague when outside the shop. But this whole ginger kid theory has gotten the best of my curiosity, so I step outside of my normalcy and next to the ginger kid holding a monster truck magazine. “Hello. You must be Creighton.” 

His gaze takes me in. His eyes have the barest hint of blue for a color. They’re surrounded by a fiery wreath of lashes, giving him a definite demonic demeanor and suddenly I find myself reevaluating Jeb’s judgment. “Sure am, you must be one of my new work buddies. What’s your name?”  

Taking his extended hand in an enthusiastic hand shake I reply, “Jason. So, where are you from Creighton?”

Retracting his heavily callused hand he tells me in a thick Midwestern accent, “Oh, I’m out here from Arkansas to check out the big city.”

Laughing a little I say, “I’d hardly consider this the ‘big city’.”

“Well coming from a town of 60 people, it sure seems pretty big to me.”

“Sixty! Wow, that is tiny. You must know every person in the town, huh?”

Creighton puts the magazine back on the rack and says, “You know it. I didn’t actually live in town though. My family has a nice little farm ‘bout 12 miles outside of town, but yeah, everyone knows what color your shit is before you do.”

Reigning in more laughter I ask, “So, what’s the farm life like? I’ve never been outside of the city.”

He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a can of Skoal chewing tobacco and launches into a practiced storytelling rhythm.  “Well, there ain’t a simple answer to your question. It’s a different way of life than the city kind of living, that’s for sure. Most people would tell you all about the sun up to sun down good ol’fashion hard work. The working the earth and raising livestock. Others might begin with the sense of family and community and the salt of the earth bullshit. Some might go on to tell you about the deep sense of religion we got or the family blood feuds that last for generations. Me, I like to think of the fun. I tell you what, we sure do have a good ol’time out there in the sticks. Here’s a little taste of what I’m getting at.”

I pull out another cigarette and lean against the newsstand, rapt with attention and immediately liking this ginger kid. He spits a pungent black liquid on the ground with an expert’s ease and launches into his tale. 

“Alright, here we go. Now me and my cousin are known to be more than a little ornery at times. When we was about, oh, I’d say around 11 or 12 years old we’d often enough find ourselves with no more chores to do and several empty hours on our hands in the summers. Out on the back 30 acres of the farm we had a few hundred hogs in confinement. Now we keep the big ol' sows and their fresh litters in the confined section while the feeder pigs are left to roam freely outside. We call’em feeder pigs ‘cause they ain’t full grown hogs and they ain’t little piglets anymore either. We’re feeding them to fatten’em up to sell’em so you can enjoy a nice pork chop! So they only weigh about eighty-five to a hunerd pounds. You could say they was the adolescents of the pig world. 

“Well right by this gate in the fence is a mud hole the size of a small swimming pool. Now, pigs love mud, let me tell ya. I mean they really love this shit man. Boy they’ll wallow around in it all day. You ever hear someone say they’re sweatin’ like a pig? It’s a funny little saying, seeing’s how pigs don’t sweat.  They ain’t got sweat glands, so when the sun starts to cook’em, they cool down by wallowing around in the mud. Most wouldn’t think so, but them pigs are pretty damn smart, let me tell ya.  Anyway, like I was sayin’, the mud hole is right up next to the gate in the fence and this gate is, oh, I’d say ‘bout six, seven feet high. 

“My cousin Kevin and me would climb up on this here gate and wait. Like I said, pigs are pretty smart and these particular little fellows were wary of me and my cousin, and rightly so! So we’d have to hang out a bit up there on the gate, lettin’em get used to us being there and all. Eventually the sun gets to’em and they forget about us and get to getting down and dirty in that mud. 

“You know what a hog shocker is? Alright, well, it’s this two and half foot long yellow forked pole with a gun-handle on it. When you pull the trigger, it sparks up there on the tips of the forked end and will shock a pig when you stick’em with it. Now don’t go feelin’ sorry for the pigs, it don’t hurt’em. All it does is give a little jolt to get’em to go in the right direction. Their hide is pretty thick. Heck, I’ve been shocked by my uncles with’em plenty of times and yeah it shocks the hell out of ya, but it don’t really hurt. 

“Anyway, we’d each put one of these hog shockers down the backs of our shirts like they was swords strapped on our backs. Well, after them pigs get used to us being there and start gathering in numbers in the mud, we’d get started. What’d we do is get right up on the top rung of the gate. Once we were both steady and ready, we’d jump up high off that gate. When we’d reach the top of our jump we’d get horizontal and dive bomb these pigs. Oh man! I’m tellin’ you, you ain’t never seen such a sight! We’d come down on these pigs from well over ten feet, burying them deep in the mud! Slammin’ into them pigs and drivin’em deep on in the mud is the best part, but that ain’t the only part! 

“We’d aim it so we’d land on’em chest first. You’d have to grab your ankles from behind your back to really get’em in that mud deep. The purpose of sinkin’em in the mud was to give you time to get a good full body grip on’em, cause these little feeder pigs are fast as all get-up! 

“After you smash your pig, all hell breaks loose and the other thirty or so pigs book on outta there in a panic! Now, you’re lying on top of one freaked out little piggy! And they just start a thrashing around, trying to get their legs up underneath’em. While they’re doin’ this, you gotta wrap both your legs and your arms around’em real good, cause once they get up they gonna run like a black man with the clan after’em! 

“They get to runnin’ right, and what you do is hang on for dear life. After a few moments, you’ll get situated on top of’em and at this point you pull out your hog shocker. These here pigs are gonna run right up along-side their brothers and sisters in hopes that they’ll be able to shake you off with a little help from their friends. So you got your shocker and you try and zap as many of them little bastards as you can while staying seated up on your pig! It’s hard as hell to stay on them pigs for long, so you gotta try and rack up your zap count. After you fall, you’re done. Game over. Hopefully you stayed on longer than the other fellow and hopefully you zapped more pigs than him too.

“Since you was busy fightin’ to stay seated and lookin’ for pigs to shock, you ain’t for sure knowin’ how many pigs the other fellow zapped and it all comes down to integrity. My cousin Kevin’s an honest fellow and I’d take his word for his count and vice versa. The one with the most shocked pigs wins.  Second best part of this here game, winner gets to shock the loser!”

I’m laughing my face off and am completely stunned by this accounting of farm life. “Holy shit! Are you serious? You really did that?”

“Plenty of times, son, plenty of times. That’s what we call good ol’fashion fun!”

The beeping on my watch lets me know that my break is up. I put out my cigarette and tell ‘good ol’ Creighton that I now think I’ve heard it all.

He laughs and says, “Oh, you ain’t heard half of it man! I got a whole bunch of stories from the farm. I tell you what, you tell me all about this here city and I’ll have you in stitches with tales from the farm. Put’er there.” He extends his hand once more and I smile as I take it. “Not a problem man, not a problem.”

He gives it a vigorous shake and says, “You gotta go back on in?”

“Unfortunately yes, my ten is up. What time do you start?”

“I’m on in fifteen.”

“See you in a bit.”

Organized chaos is unfolding somewhat smoothly as I reenter into the store. I’m tying my apron strings when Jeb steps up and in hushed tones asks, “I saw you talking to Mr. Fire-Crotch, what did you think?”

“Triple tall non-fat, no foam latte and a doppio espresso for Jane! Thank you!”

I turn to Jeb and say, “Actually I found him to be a rather pleasant fellow. He shared a ribald tale and was very personable. I can’t say I detected any untoward malice or even a trace of this ‘ginger rage’ you were speaking of earlier.”

Jeb raises an eyebrow in disapproval and asks, “What was this ‘ribald tale’ he told you?”

“I’ll take a pound of Sumatra. Do you still give out a free cup of coffee for purchasing beans?”

I laugh and say, “You’ll have to ask him for a recounting, but it’s funny as hell.”

Jeb continues to waggle his eyebrow in quiet scorn and says, “We shall see my ‘friend’, we shall see.”

“We sure do. Which one did you want? We’ve got House, French Roast and Decaf Sumatra on tap.”

I get to helping customers because they’re waiting, as a bonus it frees me from further discourse with Jeb.

“Hello there. What can I get for you today señorita?” I say for the thousandth time.

“Yeah, umm…you know, I’m not sure. Can you give me a minute?”

I smile and reply, “No problem, take all the time you need.”
 

 

 

 

 
 






  

Dirty Little Secrets

 


 


 


 


 

 

The mall I work in, Horton Plaza, looks like the handiwork of M. C. Escher. Corners jut out of the middle of walls. Stairs wind around leading people off to sectors of the mall they didn’t think they were heading. Most of the shops can be seen from the main floor but finding the correct route of passage is similar to the difficulty of solving a Rubik’s cube. You stand next to a staircase leading up to another floor and it would seem the Banana Republic clearly visible to you should be easily reached by taking this staircase. You take this staircase and you find yourself walking up next to Wilson’s Leather Experts and now Banana Republic is clearly below you. It’s genius, pure and simple. The architect of this maze of a mall created it as such so you will be forced to walk by many, many shops before you finally reach your previously chosen destination.

Those plagued by impulse shopping bugs are doomed here. They may have had the sole intention of buying a hand-bag, and only a hand-bag, but that insufferably charming little devil sitting on their shoulder whispers into their ear “Oh my! Look! We’ve mistakenly arrived at The Gap! Look at that beautiful blue blouse! You can get that and the purse. What’s this? Not the hand-bag shop? But oh come on! You know you’d look lovely sporting this season’s pleated dress pants from Bebe!”

The mall is much like a Vegas Casino; it’s easy to enter, damned near impossible to find the exit. The frustrating thing for me is that no matter where I try to hide in this labyrinth, the very people I am trying to avoid seem to find me anyway.

Today I came to work a little early to hang out with the Flower Girl and discovered quickly she was not at work. I took refuge in one of the rarely traveled staircases to enjoy my book for a little while before work when Jeb comes walking up the stairs. He saw me first, so any chance of escape is down the toilet.

“Well, well, well, look at what we’ve got here. If it isn’t his repugnant unholiness himself,” says Jeb.

“And who is the ‘we’ you are referring to Jeb? Your imaginary friend perhaps? You know most kids stop having those at a much younger age.”

Jeb snorts, meaning he’s got nothing. I fold up my book, knowing there isn’t a chance I’m going to get to read it now. This same type of scenario has occurred many times in the past.

Jeb gives a theatrical sigh and plops down next to me. “So, I worked at the store over on University and Richmond yesterday and boy do I have the most disgusting thing to share.”

“Not interested.”

“Oh, you’re interested. You just don’t know it yet.”

I lean back, away from the unwashed scent of him. “You rarely have anything of true interest to share with me Jeb.”

“Seeing how you’re brainwashed by The Man, I’ll have to agree with you. But this, I think even your dogma-filled mind can appreciate.”

I already know Jeb is going to tell me whatever it is he is dying to share anyway, so I just cross my arms and wait.

Jeb arranges his person to what I assume to be a comfortable position and says, “Like I was saying, I worked in Hillcrest yesterday, right. You know the tips in there are like four bucks an hour?”

“So I’ve heard.”

“I’ll make more in tips working one day there than I’ll make for the rest of the week here. It’s the gays. They tip so much better than the suits we see every day. This is because gay men have the biggest disposable income and they aren’t tight asses with their money. The suits probably make more money, but many of them have families and greedy little black hearts. I mean, they make four and five times more than us and we’re lucky if they drop a dime in the damn tip jar. We have The Man to blame for this. If they would just unplug from the bullshit crammed down their throats and—“

“Dude, I get it. You hate the Suits. You think they’re brainwashed. You think The Man is trying to keep you down.  Yadayadayada. Continue with your deeply fascinating story please.”

Jeb’s mouth opens and hangs there for a moment before closing.  “Well, if you’re going to be like that, then maybe I won’t even bother.”

“Fine with me,” I reply and open my book back up. 

A few moments pass and predictably Jeb pipes in, “You know what? I’m going to forgive your rudeness in light of the fact that you are so desperate to be welcomed into the brainwashed realm of the Suits and I’ll continue.”

I close my book and wait.

Jeb clears his throat and begins again, “Anyway, I worked a pretty long shift over there and when I went on my break I needed to use the bathroom.

“I’m in there taking a piss, looking around, you know. And I lazily spy the usual: hand sink, mirror, and trash can. Then I see next to me another, smaller trash can. There on the top is a sign designating this little waste bin for a specific purpose.  It says, ‘Please dispose of feminine napkins here. Thank you.’

“Immediately I think I must have mistakenly gone into the women’s restroom. But I’m standing there and I’m like, no, I’m pretty sure I went into the men’s restroom. Well, I zip my pants up, wash my hands and whatnot, then I leave. When I step out, the first thing I see is the door to the women’s restroom. I look at the door I just left and clearly before me is the sign telling me I did not piss in the wrong toilet. Now, before I tell you the rest, let me ask you this: why do you think there would be a trash can specifically for disposing of tampons in the men’s bathroom?”

Despite myself, I’m actually interested in Jeb’s story. I give some sincere effort to puzzling out why indeed there would be a trash can for feminine napkins in the guy’s bathroom. “Huh. Maybe they have a lot of women customers using the men’s bathroom?”

Jeb laughs and says, “The store is in Hillcrest Jason. Come on man.”

“What, like there aren’t women in Hillcrest? Gay communities have lesbians as well as gay men living in them Jeb.”

Jeb throws me a look of total disdain and says, “Yeah, but the ratio has got to be like, I don’t know, 6 to 1, gay dudes to lesbos. But anyway, that isn’t the reason. The manager was working when I was there so I went on back to ask her. Now, I’ve known Tracy for a while and I ask her, I said, ‘Hey Tracy?’

‘Yes?’ she asked.

‘Why is there a feminine napkins trash can in the men’s room?’

She laughed a little and asked me, ‘Do you remember when my store flooded a few months ago?’

I did, so I said as much.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘as you might have noticed, we are located in Hillcrest.’

I didn’t follow where she was going with this so I said, ‘And...?’

She laughed some more and said, ‘You know there’s Tops and Bottoms in gay men relationships right?’

I said, ‘Yeah, what has that got to do with the trash can?’

She’s really starting to get the giggles at this point and she said, ‘Well, the trash can is for the Bottoms.’

I was so lost and I told her, ‘I’m still not getting it Tracy. Just tell me already.’

‘Think about it slick. Why would a man who often takes it in the ass need to make use of a trash can specifically for the disposal of tampons? Two words: anal leakage!’

It didn’t make sense still for a good moment. And then it hit me.”

Right then it dawned on me and I was immediately grossed out.  “Goddamn! Are you serious? Gay guys use tampons to stop poop juice from leaking into their britches?”

Jeb is laughing his face off and stifles it to say, “That is exactly what I’m saying! But that’s not all. Remember, she told me she had to put that trash can in there because her store flooded right? Well, that’s because these guys were flushing too many tampons down the toilet! When the plumber came out to snake the toilet, he pulled out over 50 tampons! Now they have a trash can for the guys to dispose of their butt-plugs properly!

“And think about this: the ladies bleed for about a week every month. But a happy gay couple might copulate, let’s say, three or four times a week, every week. You do the math. All I got to say is I would hate to have to change the trashes at that store!”

“Yeah, no doubt.”

I decide it is time to disentangle myself from Jeb and his sordid tales. “Nice story Jeb. I have to take a piss, so I’ll see you later.”

I’m running down the steps and I hear Jeb yell after me, “Hey!  Remember the moral of the story: don’t flush your plug, you might cause a flood!”
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I’ve never been mistaken for a fashion guru when out in my usual wardrobe consisting of comic book t-shirts and plain jeans. Being fashionable has never been an endeavor of mine and now faced with a real adult date I wish I would’ve been a little more thoughtful when buying clothes. The closet doesn’t hold much hope for me this evening. I decide to go with a pair of slacks and one of my newer comic book t-shirts. My mother bought me a cream colored blazer a while back and I didn’t think I’d ever wear it. Putting it on shows how long it’s been in the closet. 

I feel a little guilty going out tonight. I called Rachael, the Business Lady, and she penciled me in for a date on her next available day. Now it’s Friday and here I am struggling with what to wear and wondering about the rules of dating. Can you date two women at the same time if it’s in the early stages? If so, what is the protocol for disclosure? Would it be in bad taste to mention the Flower Girl or would it create a sense of rivalry? Does that make dating a competition? 

These questions will have to remain unanswered as I’ve got thirty minutes to finish getting ready and get my ass down to the Civic Center. Rachael happened to have tickets to Cinderella starring Ertha Kitt. I said it sounded like great fun, but to be honest I’m halfway to backing out the more I think about watching a musical where I will assuredly be the most underdressed individual in attendance. My cell rings.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me. I’m running a little late, I can’t seem to find the tickets. I had them in my purse earlier and I think I may have left them at work. So I’m going to swing on by work real quick and check. Okay?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. Do you want me to just meet you at the mall?”

“Umm, yeah, that works. I’ll call you in a bit then.”

“Alright. Bye.”

“Ba-bye.”

I hope she can’t find them. In case she can’t, I better come up with a back-up plan. San Diego is a small city, but it has a lot to offer in terms of dating. Maybe a nice stroll through Seaport Village with its quaint little cottages and duck ponds or maybe a nice dinner and some drinks at the Hilton’s Sky Bar with its grandiose view of San Diego’s skyline. Then there’s the island of Coronado right across the bay. We could take a water taxi through the still waters and eat at one of the water front restaurants. Plenty of things to do in case the play's out.  Please, please, please let her not find those tickets. 

I’m walking out of my building when my cell rings. It’s the Flower Girl. My stomach knots up and I’m on the fence on whether or not I should answer. I know I should, but then what am I going to tell her? I don’t want to lie to her, so I decide to ignore it. Has dating always been this stressful or am I just a goon with too many emotions running rampant through my head? I need some serious advice. After the Flower Girl’s call goes to voicemail, I start scrolling through my contacts, eliminating them one by one until I get to Elena. She is the one who instigated me into calling Rachael and she knows women a hell of a lot better than any of my other friends. I press call and hope for some sage advice. 

“Jason, what is going on?” she answers.

“Hey Elena. Sorry to bother you, but I’m in need of some womanly advice. I’m going out tonight with that Business Lady that came in the other day and—”

She interrupts, “Really? I’m surprised Jason. I didn’t think you’d muster up the cajones to actually call her.”

“Well, I did. And now we’re supposed to go to the Civic Center to see Cinderella the play but she might have lost her tickets so I’m trying to think of something else to do.”

“Hmmm. I see. You want me to suggest a place to take your date, huh?”

“No,” I say, “I’ve got that part pretty much figured out. The thing is, I’m also kind of seeing this other girl, but we’ve only hung out twice and I wouldn’t really call either of those times a ‘date’ but we’re getting to know each other and I do kind of like her so far. Is it wrong for me to go on a date with this Business chica?”

She laughs for way too long before she answers, “Look at you pimp-daddy! Dating two girls at the same time!”

“I’m serious here Elena. You know I don’t have any skills when it comes to women. I have a hard enough time just talking to a girl if I think they might be interested in me. You know what, thanks for nothing. I’ll just figure it out on my own.”

Before I hang-up Elena interjects, “Wait! I’m sorry I was making fun of you. Lighten up a little will ya? This is what I think: You haven’t known either of these girls for very long, right?”

“Right.”

“Easy. Go out with this lady tonight. See how it goes. If you’re not into her, cool. If you are, well then you got to decide who you would rather date and tell the one you don’t choose that you’re seeing someone else and you’d like to stay friends but anything else right now wouldn’t be fair to either of you. That way, if the one you choose turns out sour, maybe you can pursue the other if she’s still interested. Who is this other girl anyway?”

Feeling much better I reply, “You know the girl that works at the flower shop by our store?”

“The Flower Shop girl? Wow, Jason, she’s beautiful. How’d you come up with the courage to talk to her?”

“Your confidence in me is inspiring Elena.”

She’s laughing as she says, “Sorry Jason, I didn’t mean...all I meant was...look, you’re so shy around women and whenever they’re really beautiful you become so flustered if they talk to you.” More laughing, “I don’t get you Jason. You’re a very good-looking guy and I think you’re totally unaware of it, because the girls love to flirt with you in the store and you never catch it. Why do you get all tongue-tied around women?”

The pit of my stomach feels empty. “You really think I’m handsome Elena?”

Silence for a moment then, “I do...um, hey, you better get going Mister. A woman likes her date to be on time. So stop wasting time talking to me and get down there. Tell me how it goes later?”

The pain of liking someone who’ll never be interested in you is wrenching and terrible. “Yeah, no problem. And Elena, thanks for the advice.”

“De nada, adios Jason.”

“Good-bye Elena.”

Why do I fall for the ones I can’t have. When I was in the ninth grade I had the biggest crush on Jessica Beller and she and my best friend Luke Smith were pretty much tied at the hip.  My junior year was spent longing after Kristen Johnson, a new girl from Kansas that maintained a long distance relationship with her boyfriend since the sixth grade. Now here I am repeating the same dance. Elena the untouchable, the one who makes the others feel like kid stuff. I yearn for a woman I can never have. Instead I call her for advice on the girls that will never match up to her. 

I walk up to the mall and I see the business lady who will never be the jewel of my eye and I wonder why I should even bother. 

“Hey there handsome! Are you ready to see a poor mistreated girl’s dreams come true?” she says, holding two tickets to the most unanticipated event I’ve ever gone to.

A bitter-sweet smile crosses my lips and I say, “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

 

 
 






  

Pictures, a Thousand Words Please

 


 


 


 


 

 

The jack-hammer busting up sidewalk just three feet outside my studio’s one window tells me it’s time to abandon sleep and join the waking world waiting eagerly outside. Normally I would begin a fruitless ritual of trying to counter the sound and intrusive vibrations of the jack-hammer intruding into my 7:00 a.m. mornings. Today however, I’m feeling pretty on top of the world. My spirit is buoyant and I decide to head out and find a pleasant way to spend the two hours I have before I start work. 

After getting dressed, I step out my door to begin the day. As I’m locking up, my neighbor from across the hall opens his door and slides out in a manner very similar to that of Kramer’s from Seinfeld. A close talker by nature, Adam immediately fills my vision with a long and square head several sizes larger than a normal man’s. Multicolored hair of varying lengths stands up all over his head and constantly vibrates from his ceaseless movement. His huge eyes always have a look of alarm in them as they shift to and fro, back and forth. His dress is very much like Andy Warhol’s and I believe Adam lived in the Warhol flat for a few moons back in the day. 

“Jason. Are you terribly busy? I have a new piece that I would very much like for you to see. Would you mind?” Adam inquires.

“I’m always down to check out your stuff señor,” I reply with sincerity.

Adam glances left and right nervously, licks his lips and says, “Alright, let’s go.” Pausing abruptly, he asks, “Do you have a cellular telephone on your person?”

There are a few notes of concern in his tone and I reply hesitantly, “Yeah....”

Adam throws his arms up and leans back away from me quickly before zooming back into his normal talking space and says, “Oh no, that won’t do. No, no, no. You’ll have to turn it off before you can cross the threshold. The government can listen to what’s going on through those little devices. I simply cannot have the Senate listening to what’s going on in my space. I can’t!”

I put a reassuring hand on his shoulder and calmly reply, “Not a problem Mr. Adam, here, I’m turning it off now.”

“Alright, let us venture onward.”

Adam moves to his door and begins unlocking the nine deadbolts securing his door. His paranoia is pretty intense at times and his drug addled mind is a little much to handle on occasion, but I’ve always gotten along well with the “crazies” and the socially awkward. They seem to sense I’m not uncomfortable around them and will often attach to me when possible. 

Entering the domain of Adam is akin to stepping into a Tim Burton movie. The entryway is a long hallway with a low ceiling consisting of exposed rafters leading gradually down. When you turn the corner a world of backdrops, boxes, blankets and myriad of different lighting structures jump out at you. The whole loft is about eight times bigger than my studio right across the hall. The floor is hardwood and split up in many levels. Odd rooms exist with three steps to get up into them and then five steps to leave on the other side. 

There is a closet with around twelve steps leading down into the “Rabbit Hole Wardrobe” as Adam refers to it. Cataloging all the small and strange items littering the place would require the skills of an archaeological team. Amid all this clutter is basic furniture consisting of couches and chairs. The ceiling is twenty-five feet above you and there are windows easily ten feet tall. These glass portals to the outside world are covered in thick black material shutting out all outside light. This is because the photography of one Adam cannot be tainted by uninvited light. 

Adam has on many occasions lectured me on the importance of lighting when trying to capture an image. He’ll tell you he’s not a photographer but rather a manipulator of light, a gatherer of images. I love his work and I always feel privileged when he shares any of it with me. 

Weaving through the wasteland of his art, Adam guides us to a far corner of the loft with a split-level area only about four feet by five feet. There are only two steps leading down to this recessed corner. On the wall is a covered easel with his latest piece, which is almost as tall as I am.

Adam is twitching and fidgeting as he says to me, “Listen Jason, this is a beautifully conflicted moment of juxtaposition.  Fate brought me to these places and I am merely a historian in these captured moments. Please do not think of me as a creep.”

I’m not quite following Adam here, but then again I never really do so I reply, “Adam, I have no expectations, but I usually like what you’ve got to show me.”

“Yes, but I’ve never shown you yourself, especially not in such a horrific situation. My young friend, you need to extricate yourself from your current pickle, if you can. You’re heading toward disaster and I fear I may have locked you in.”

Now I am getting a little confused and slightly worried. Adam is fidgeting even more and the tone and pitch of his voice is modulating quite alarmingly. “Well, let’s quit beating around the bush as they say and unveil this thing.”

Adam looks back and forth between me and the veiled piece. His face twitches and I’m wondering what on earth I’m about to see. With careful movements Adam grabs a hold of the black cloth, looks at me and says, “Here you are my friend, I’m sorry.” Adam pulls the cloth off with slow grace.

A beautiful picture of the arch in front of the mall confronts me and my previous concern has become warranted. Below the arch stands a twisted image of myself. The piece is actually two images of the same place, laid over each other. One shows me and the Flower Girl, the other shows me and Rachael. I step closer to better examine this invasion into my private life. 

The image with the Flower Girl shows us embracing each other with our foreheads touching. She’s on the left of me and it’s nighttime in the photo. The moon lights us up in a very ethereal way and there is sadness in this half of the picture. The other photo has me and the Business Lady standing close, both hands held while I’m grinning down to her returning smile. The day is bright behind us and the feeling the picture brings about is warmth and safety. The combined pictures have the two images of me overlapping. My body lines up perfectly in both images with my two heads at almost the same angle away from my shoulders.

The strange part is that I am standing in the same exact spot in front of the archway leading into the mall in both images. Adam has somehow graduated the nighttime to the daytime from left to right, showing each girl in the lighting of when the photo was taken. I’m standing in a murky grayness. A multitude of emotions are rampaging for dominance in me. The one I express is barely controlled anger.

 “What the fuck Adam! You spying on me or what? Do you follow me around taking pictures of me all day? Tell me what the fucking deal is here!”

Fear and excitement vie for control over Adam’s face as he replies in a shaky voice, “I. Listen, I...I am not stalking you Jason. I roam the streets throughout all times of the day and I take pictures of many things. I listen to the voice of fate and capture her moments. It was just coincidence I thought when I took the first picture of you just the other night. Then fate spoke to me and guided me to return to the same spot a couple of days later and there I saw you again! I couldn’t have known you were to be there! I listen to the whispering’s of the sisters of fate! I couldn’t have known! I took the picture and when I developed them I was amazed at the positioning. You stand in the very same spot in both images Jason! I double developed the two negatives and faded them into this. I’m sorry Jason.”

“Do you really expect me to believe that shit Adam?” I reply even though my stomach has knotted up with a weird fear.

There is sadness on his face and in his voice as he says, “I’m sorry Jason, but it is truth.”

“Bullshit Adam, fucking bullshit,” I say and then I go grab the piece off the easel. “I’m taking this.”

“It was only ever meant for you. You must stop seeing these women Jason! Heartache, sorrow and disappointment are all that can be gained from these two!”

“You’re fucking crazy. I better not see you following me around taking pictures of me. I mean it. My life is not source material for your art. Do you understand me?”

“Please Jason. I did not deliberately do this!”

I shake my head and open his door to leave and say, “Whatever, just stop taking pictures of me Adam.”

My stomach is twisting itself into knots as I leave and go back to my apartment. Once inside I set the picture up and study it some more. It’s very surreal and no matter how hard I try, I can’t shake the ominous feeling I get when looking at it. I should destroy it, but I just can’t stop looking at it.

 
 






  

Extra! Extra! Read All About It!

 


 


 


 


 

 

Each day is a new look at the present and every day comes with a fresh paper filled with articles concerning the current happenings in the world, the country, the city and our local communities. The news in these papers is always changing yet not truly new at all. There is murder and mayhem, political scandals and fugitive vandals. Sports scores and much more, I’m sure you’re familiar. 

The format, as you know, starts with a headline followed by a story. The front page has a few select headlines chosen for their ability to grab the reader and invoke curiosity, that little monkey on our back that needs to know more. The article below the headline is generally cut short and the page number where you can find the remaining tidbits is right at the bottom. 

If you pick up the paper to read the headlines, you’re really just looking for a glimpse of what’s going on in the world today. The most interesting parts to the article are right there on the front page. Indeed, you get a summarization of the entire article. The meat of the story and the details are left for you to pick over in the middle pages. 

Whether you’re a headlines only guy needing just the basic information of many articles or you’re the type to read only those articles piquing your curiosity but in need of all the details, you are still in need of the Newspaper. To get your fix of sensational headlines spanning across many different topics or to soak up completely two or three articles of interest you must have access to the Newspaper. 

The ones that like to read the entire paper and be completely informed as possible by todays biased and inaccurate media also need the Newspaper. The New York Times boasts a higher grade reading level than most other papers and this construed sense of quality cost upwards of $1.75 from newsstands to grocery stores to your local coffee shops. The local San Diego Union Tribune here will set you back fifty cents. Now the Sunday papers can be considerably more expensive, especially the New York Times, understandably due to lengthier articles and sections provided only in the Sunday edition along with a healthy supply of coupons. The New York Times is going to require you to part with a Lincoln because it is, as mentioned, of higher quality. 

Monday through Saturday you’re looking at spending a total of three bucks for your local paper and if you need to have the same information presented to you with a broader vocabulary then you’ll be spending around ten dollars. This can add up over the years to a nice little bit of money. 

So you find yourself to be the type needing only headlines to make you confident in your knowledge of current events. Perusing the headlines gives you ample amounts of small talk topics and boredom conversation ammunition. You also find yourself in line every day at the local coffee shop run by the corporate machine and right there easily accessible is both the paper and the fancy paper. 

While you’re waiting for Lady of the High Maintenance Latte and Grab Bag of Pastries to finish holding up the line, you can quickly get your headline needs without having to buy the paper. Excellent solution for your cheap tawdry ways! They always say, “It’s even better when its free,” so now the news each day telling you the unbiased accurate truth of the invasion of one middle eastern country and the double homicide of two teenagers visiting the city and how an eighty year old driver crashed into a fast food joint and the statement of a prominent presidential candidate pleading you to believe he absolutely did not molest a seventeen year old girl on a church led excursion to the river, is even better than before because you didn’t have to pay for it! 

Never mind that everyone else wanting the paper has picked it up and paid for it along with their cup of steaming delicious coffee, you only need the headlines. Why should you pay for the entire paper when all you want is a tiny portion? It’s unreasonable and completely unfair for anyone to suggest you give up your hard earned money for such a small amount of news. You don’t even open the paper, well most of time you don’t, only when an article’s headline has really drawn you in and how could you be expected to resist the full telling of a story pertaining to construction workers like yourself being the victims of unsafe work conditions? Well? 

This small little thing of scanning the headlines every day has increased your appetite for true stories of the world in which you live. Your curiosity has grown, you’re a man known among your peers as being knowledgeable of the big wide world out there. Pride swells your chest when you think of how learned you are and of the reputation you have gained. Each day while you dig in the ground alongside your fellow man, you fill them in with the details of the happenings of the world. You feel like a blue-collar anchorman, relaying the news among your former peers. 

Only now that you’ve become the most informed hardhat, the headlines no longer provide enough to keep you in your elevated status among the other orange-vested workers. You need the details. You need the whole story, the truth and nothing but the truth. You’ll be damned though if you’re going to spend your hard-earned cash on the paper. You’re distributing the news to those who would otherwise remain ignorant because they don’t like to read the paper. The Newspapers should pay you for getting their compelling articles out there among those who would otherwise not care. Ludicrous it is for some snot-nosed punk kid in a Coffee Shop to hassle you to pay for the service you’re doing for your fellow man. 

You are Robert, and you are the bane of my every morning. This little dance we do everyday has become so tiresome and so much more deadly than before. I ask myself many times why I should even care. It’s not me who is losing money due to Mr. Robert’s cheap ways. I get paid the same whether or not anyone pays for the paper. It would be easier for me to not be bothered by Robert’s thieving. I mean anyone with a computer and an internet connection can read the paper online for free anyway. It shouldn’t matter to me. 

But for some reason I have not yet identified, it does. It really gets under my skin. My hatred for his actions is absurd and entirely overblown, but it burns hotly in my veins. I could say it’s the principle of the matter, that I have a personal integrity that simply cannot allow for such a daily transgression to occur. I could delude myself and others into thinking I can’t stomach the rules being broken so blatantly. But that would be a lie and honestly I’ve seen people steal numerous items from my store and have followed the corporate policy of not chasing after them and in the end I hardly cared.  

It is him that bothers me. It is his attitude regarding me and what he is doing that boils my blood. His smirk, his passive aggressive stance and his half-lidded beady little eyes along with his small mind perturb me. 

I see him coming from across the way and my mood is immediately changed and I am charged with adrenaline. The mere sight of him causes severe physical manifestations of anger and loathing. Hostile anticipation of our coming interaction radiates from me in waves felt by my fellow baristas and the tension becomes thick.

“Jason, why don’t you take your break,” says Liz.

Without taking my eyes off my approaching nemesis I reply, “Oh no Liz, I welcome these little bouts, they’re what I live for these days.”

Stacy touches the bunched up muscles in my shoulder and says, “Jason, he’s not worth it.”

“True, he’s not worthy of my attention, but alas he has gained it and I must continue to hold fast to my principles,” I respond.

A thought flutters through my mind and I’m amazed this epiphany did not occur to me earlier. The newspaper rack is a relatively small piece of furniture and thus easily moved. Robert is still thirty feet from the door so I move quickly into the lobby and pick up the newspaper rack and papers and carry it with me behind the counter. I’m smiling and I can’t wait for him to saunter in and notice my petty little endeavor. Giddiness sweeps through me and I can’t stifle a little giggle as my caffeinated body quivers with the ridiculousness of it all. Liz is on the register, and this simply won’t due.

“Pardon me Liz, but I need you to do a spin please. I’ll slide for you on the register.”

“Jason—”

I raise my hand and interrupt, “Do not seek to deny me this Liz. Spin the lobby please.”

The door opens and our lovely Mr. Robert walks through and he’s our only customer right now. How so very fortunate for me.

A devious smile is plastered on my face, totally incongruent with my normal expression when Mr. Robert usually approaches the register. He looks to the empty spot where his source of the happenings of the world regularly resides and confusion displays itself upon his unsightly face. 

“Good morning Robert! How are you on this exceptionally fine morning?” I ask mockingly sweet.

He catches on quickly to my ploy, I must admit. His confusion gives way to rising anger, “What’d ya do with the papers?”

With feigned innocence, but only thinly so, I reply, “The papers? Why I must have forgotten to put them out. Slipped my mind, but don’t you worry Robert, I have them right here beside me. And I would be more than happy to give you one or both if you require, after I ring you up for them of course.” My smile has never been more sincere and full of spite in all my life. It is a struggle not to laugh. Poor Robert’s face is getting dark with increased ire and it’s the most beautiful image I’ve ever seen. I have him right where I want him and there is nothing he can do and this realization has left him floundered. He has no clue how to react. The veins in his neck start to bulge and his composure is completely blown. 

“You little shit!” he roars, spit spraying onto my face.

Robert’s hands fly at me and I have a split second decision forced upon me. I could move back out of reach, but instead I remained planted and eagerly await the assault. Rough hands seize my shirt front and pull me forward inches from his distorted angry face. My smile grows wider and I wait for his anger to fully play out. I can see all the little lines around his bugging eyes. I can count the hairs sprouting between his two furious eye-brows. 

Robert’s forehead moves back quickly and the next thing I feel is his head slamming into mine just above my nose. A flash of pain and the world is spinning. I see a hammed-sized fist filling my field of vision. My mouth explodes with fiery pain and I feel his knuckles scrape against my teeth. And still my smile never fades. 

“Let go of him!” screams Liz.

Stacy yells, “Call security! Somebody call security!”

“Hey!” a customer walking through the door yells.

The fist comes back and says hello to the right side of my cheek. His other hand is forced to let go of my shirt as I fall back on my ass. I look up from my newly found seated position and my bloody grin is focused on Robert and his fading fury. 

“Bravo! Bravo! My dear Robert, what an excellent show. Don’t forget to smile for the cameras!” I say as I point up to the camera located just above my head.

Robert has the look of a confused dog as he’s trying to work out what he’s just done and the consequences that are sure to come.  He steps back until he bumps into the retail wall, he swings about and knocks off several coffee tumblers and they clang loudly into the silence. Metal crashing onto the floor by the tumbling tumblers is accompanied by the sound of my champion entering through the heavy double doors. 

I stand up and smile at Chris the security guard, “My hero! There is the man that has assaulted me, could you please detain him until the police come so that I may press charges?” Never have I taken such pleasure in getting my ass kicked. Never has pain been so sweet to feel.

Robert’s look of the lost is gone and he’s calculating now on how to escape. I see him sizing up Chris and he’s probably thinking he’s got more than enough size to push Chris aside and flee. It appears Chris has had the same thought and out comes his baton to even up things. 

“Just stay where you are sir,” Chris says as he grabs his radio and calls into the security office for a police officer to be sent over. 

Robert says, “Like hell I’m getting busted over this shit!” And he grabs one of the bigger coffee tumblers off the shelf beside him and throws it at Chris. It whizzes through the air and misses Chris’s head by a few inches. Chris moves forward with two quick steps and swings his baton down with his whole body. The baton makes contact with the right side of Roberts left thigh with a satisfying thud. Robert’s leg buckles and he tries to catch his self with his left arm, but Chris reaches out and grabs the arm, pulling Robert down on his back with enough impact to knock the wind out of Robert. Chris reaches behind him, pulls out his handcuffs and slaps one on the wrist of the arm he’s still holding. Robert tries to suck in some breath and yanks down his arm with Chris still attached. Chris lands on top and struggles to get a grab on Robert’s free arm.  

I look over at Liz, “Isn’t this simply fantastic?”

The girls seem to be less than amused. Stacy says to me, “You could’ve avoided this by just taking a break Jason. Does this make you happy?”

The smile that has yet to leave my face widens, “I couldn’t be more thrilled!” 

Robert has managed to get to his knees with an attached Chris being swung around, limbs flailing about trying to restore balance. The man who came in just after the ruckus began is hopping back and forth on his feet, indecision clearly written on his face. The door bangs open and I see my true knight in shining armor coming in with a commanding step. 

Robert is holding Chris face down on the ground when the police officer descends upon him with true authority. The officer’s nightstick comes down sharply on the meat between Robert’s shoulder and his neck. A high-pitched scream issues forth from Robert and the cop pins him down with a nice arm hold as he yells at Chris, “Young man! I need you to take that hand-cuff off your wrist!”

Chris is looking a little dazed from his thrashing. The cop is trying to maintain his grip on a still struggling Robert while trying to get Chris to uncuff his wrist. I walk over still smiling and say, “Here officer, let me help.”

The cop is taking in my battered face as I reach down to the dazed Chris and relieve him of his keys. The sight of me so close has riled up Mr. Robert and the cop is struggling to restrain him. Spit gurgles and sprays from Robert’s mouth in unintelligible syllables as I’m removing Chris’s wrist from the handcuff. “There you go officer,” I say.

The cop fully cuffs the enraged Robert and radios in for another unit to come by for assistance. Robert is screaming and I just keep on smiling as I tell the officer the tale of how I got head-butted in the face over today’s headlines.
 






  

Busted Up and Feeling Good?

 

 

 

 

 

“Your face looks like it’s healing nicely,” says the Flower Girl.

“Yeah, you can hardly tell a lunatic broke my nose just two weeks ago.”

The Flower Girl smiles and she replies, “Well, from what your co-workers say, you kind of deserved it.”

Indignation and self-righteousness battle for supremacy of my emotions as I respond, “Deserve? Did I not tell you the complete story? Have you not listened to the way he’s treated me for over a year?”

She interrupts in tones of exasperation, “Yes, yes, I’ve heard all about you being the victim in this situation.”

I open my mouth wide to begin a tirade on this topic when her hand clamps over it while her body presses against me and she quietly shushes me. Her hand moves away and our lips touch. Her kiss destroys every thought that was seeking to be expressed as all my being is focused on the sensation of her mouth upon my own. She is soft and slow with her kiss. Her body’s warmth spreads lovingly on my own. My arms wrap around her, keeping her tight against me while her hand finds its way through the hair on the back of my head to steer me in the way she prefers. 

Her forehead tilts down softly connecting with my own, severing our kiss. Her eyes open and I see them in a double field of vision from such close proximity and she breathes, “Want to come back to my place?”

Her face nuzzles into the side of my neck as she slips down from her tip-toe position to her normal height and I reply, “How about we go to mine?”

Instantly her pliant body tenses and she meekly says, “I’d rather go back to mine. Is that okay?”

“Of course chica,” I say and try to smile reassuringly. I look down at her and she seems scared and I wish I knew why. The intimacy we were sharing but a moment ago is fraying at the edges and I desperately want to keep it from unraveling. Lightly grabbing her sides in my hands, I can feel the softness of her underneath the fibers of her thin woolen sweater. The curve of her hips pulls me in, absorbed by her perfection of form. Her doe eyes look up at me then back down demurely. I wish I had the words to spin to comfort her and make her feel safe. A nervous smile crosses her face and my heart is wounded from her hidden pain.

“Ready?”

She breathes out slowly and then forces a look of comfortable confidence and replies, “Yeah, I’m ready.”

Turning apart, holding her hand, I try to sound nonchalant as I change to a safe topic, “So, I’m going to be covering a shift tomorrow at a drive-thru store.”

She looks up at me and says, “Oh yeah? Have you ever worked in a drive-thru before?”

She doesn’t seem truly at ease yet, but I can tell she’s getting there so it’s with relief when I say, “No, but I’m excited. I think it’ll be a pretty neat experience. It’ll be new and different, which is cool.”

She looks over at me and I can tell she knows I’m trying to steer us to safe waters and ease her discomfort. Her soft little smile tells me more than she’ll ever say and I feel better about the rest of our afternoon together. She snuggles in close as I put my arm around her and we continue on our way to her place, her safe space.

“Thank you,” she says.

“For what?” I ask even though I already know.

She looks up at me and says, “For being you.”

I laugh a little and reply, “Well chica, that’s all I can be so I’m glad you’re happy with that.”

Her musical voice laughs a little in return and we walk the rest of the way to her place in companionable silence. We take the stairs when we get to her place because I feel like we’re going to die every time we take the elevator. The stale air has become familiar by now and the small space embraces us when we spend time together here. Lying next to me on the bed, she is all things female and mysterious. Her beauty seems to have been made especially for me and I’m looking into her eyes wondering what thoughts are flowing through her mind. 

“Jason?”

“Yes?”

“How many girls have you been with?”

That was not one of the things I thought she might be contemplating, so I’m put off a little as a reply, “Been with how? Like, dated or....”

She sits up more and leans on an elbow when she says, “How many girls have you had sex with Jason?”

Her face is an unreadable mask to me and I can only respond with honesty, “Three.”

Her eyes open wide and immediately she is more energized than just a moment before as she leans forward quickly and grasps my upper arm and almost shouts, “Shut up! Three? I don’t believe you. Really, how many Jason?”

I laugh because I can tell she does believe me but I play along, “I’m telling you, three. I’ve only been with three girls. If you’ll recall, I get pretty nervous around you creatures. I’ve only had two girlfriends and I had a strange one-night stand a while ago. I know that’s weird these days, but I’m not embarrassed by it.”

“Embarrassed? Jason. That’s nothing to be embarrassed about.  I wish my number was that low.”

Now I’m a little intrigued about her so I ask, “Well, how many guys have you had sex with?”

“I’m not going to tell you.”

Shock is clearly written on my face and I am outraged as I say, “You’re not going to tell me? You can’t ask me and then not tell me your own number. That’s now how this works chica.”

Her face looks a little surprised to see such a reaction out of me as I’m usually pretty subdued. She sits up and says, “Of course it does. A lady never kisses and tells.”

I laugh out loud and spring across the bed and pin her down underneath me and I smile as I say, “So now you’re a lady, huh? Since when did you become a lady?”

The Flower Girl squirms beneath me trying to escape and she says with staged indignation, “Why, good sir I’ve always been a lady and as one I demand you remove your oafish self from my person.”

I smile even bigger and then I lay down on her and kiss her gently.

“I don’t care what your number is.”

Her eyes moisten a little in the corners and she smiles almost sadly and says, “Oh, you’re so sweet.”

“Just tell me you’ve been tested.”

She laughs and pushes me off and says, “Of course I’ve been tested Jason and you can get right out of my bed Mister because we are definitely not going to be having sex now!”

“No surprise there. I’m beginning to think we’ll never have sex.”

She stops moving abruptly and looks at me with a truly hurt look and says, “Is that all you want from this?”

I only meant it as a joke, but some things just aren’t funny. 

“Come on now. I’ve been with all of three girls. Sex is not my main motive in spending time with a girl. I like you and I was only kidding.”

She looks at me with her head cocked and the silence stretches on until her phone rings. The Flower Girl pulls her phone out of her pocket and looks at who is calling. Her face scrunches up a little and she says, “I’m sorry Jason but it’s one of my customers. You’ve got to go.”

Now it is my turn to feel a little hurt. This isn’t the first time her selling weed has forced me out. Her special selection of upper-middle-class middle-aged dads like to flirt with their cute little drug dealer and my presence ruins their fantasy. 

I get up and walk to the door. I barely look over my shoulder and say, “I work really early in the morning tomorrow. I’m going to bed in about an hour. See you when I see you.”

“Jason—”

But I’ve already closed the door and I’m taking the stairs two at a time.  

 
 






  

Please Pull Through

 


 


 


 


 

 

The weather is 76° and sunny. There’s not a cloud in the sky and the only indication the holiday season is upon us is the red cups I’m filling with steamed milk and espresso. The citizens of San Diego depend on us to let them know when the seasons are changing. Promotional beverages like the Pumpkin Spice Latte inform us we can start pulling our scarves and mittens out of the closet so we can pretend we’ve changed seasons like the rest of the country. The Peppermint Mocha, Gingerbread Latte and the most barista hated beverage of all time, the Eggnog Latte herald the coming of winter and the excitement of gifting others wonderful presents in the name of Jesus. 

The leader of our lovely little company is Jewish, which means if you run with the less commercially exploitive traditions of Chanukah you can buy a pound of a little known coffee named Holiday Brew. If Santa Claus comes down your chimney receiving payment for everyone’s desires through stale cookies and room temperature milk, then you know this coffee as Christmas Brew. Like any good businessman our illustrious leader has put aside his personal religious stance in favor of making sure the masses have the opportunity to purchase their favorite coffee shop schwag, resplendent in Christmas revelry.

We carry all kinds of cups, tumblers, mugs and other merchandise. We’re not limited to just coffee. I’m sure you’ve seen the CD’s and DVD’s sitting alongside books and the Cranium game. During Christmas the amount of merchandise quadruples inside the stores. I never really minded selling the merchandise before today. But today I am working my first shift in a Drive-Thru store.  

The concept of ordering and receiving food from the comfort of your car makes great sense I think for other fast food businesses. We deal almost exclusively in liquid, often hot liquid, which is easily spilled and not so easily passed through windows. Also, if I go to a Burger King drive-thru, I am limited to purchasing food items only because the BK doesn’t sell hamburger grills or French-fry makers. They sell food and only food. 

You don’t see Brookstone or Bed, Bath & Beyond or Target opening up drive-thru stores. You are expected to physically walk into those stores to purchase the merchandise they offer. Today in my only shift working at a drive-thru, I have sold through the window a French Press, two coffee mugs, four tumblers, one drip coffee machine and much more. I’ve heard of drive-thru liquor stores in Texas and all I can say is its Texas, what do you expect? Purchasing coffee machines through a drive-thru window is ultimate laziness. I don’t think it was a coincidence all the people who bought retail merchandise through the window are easily classified as belonging to the obese populace.

“Convenience costs” is a turn of phrase I’ve often heard in association with the price of an item in relation to the ease of which it can be obtained. I’m beginning to see a price for convenience being paid not in gold but in gluttony. 

“I’ve got a tall two splenda latte for Jesse on the bar!”

“Can I get a sleeve for that?”

“Sure thing. Here you go and have a nice day.”

“What’ll it be today good sir?”

Frank or Fred, I’m terrible with names and have already forgotten his says to me, “Dude, these cats coming through the Drive-Thru are more relaxed man. They’re in their comfort zone by being in their own space man, their car. They’re sitting there in their pajamas and house shoes. These customers are relaxed and ready for fun. Check me out on this next order.”

“I’ll have a grande mocha with no whipped cream.”

“Awesome, would you like to try a chocolate biscotti with that?”

The little television screen shows us whoever’s at the speaker box. Customers are oblivious to the camera. In my first hour I saw three people pick their nose unaware I was watching from inside.

“No thanks, just the mocha please.”

“Hannah! I have your tall caramel blended coffee on the bar! Thank you!”  

A beep sounds in our headsets alerting us that a car has pulled up to the speaker box. Frank/Fred says, “Hello there and welcome. Cobra Commander here, how can I help you?”

Through the box the customer laughs, “Well Cobra Commander, this is G.I. Joe and I want a grande caramel machiatto and I’ll be taking you in to base! Ha ha!”

Holding down the B button on the headset pack so only employees can hear him Frank/Fred says, “See he’s happy which is easier for me. But you try being silly like that to a lobby customer. Forget about it!” To the customer he says, “Alright Joe, pull forward to the window and try and bust me! Ha ha!”

“Is this mine?”

“Are you Hannah?”

“Yes, but I didn’t want whipped cream....”

“I’m sorry about that, let me remake that for you.”

The customer laughs and says, “O.K. you better be ready!”

G.I. Joe drives out of view on the camera while another car comes into view. “Cool, I’ll take this next one,” I say.

“Do it. Be silly, it’s more fun that way,” says Frank/Fred.

The beep sounds and I hit the button and do my best Darth Vador breathing sound effect and say with a weak James Earl Jones’ Vador voice, “Welcome to our store, the Dark Side awaits your desire.”

The lady in the SUV replies, “What? What did you call me?”

I guess it’s hit or miss and I missed. Frank/Fred shrugs helplessly and signals that he’ll take over. “Umm, yeah I’m here man. I’m sorry, what can I get for you today? Maybe a little cup of heavenly joy in the form of a pumpkin spiced latte?”

“Huh? Listen, I want one of those chocolate drinks—” From the camera I can see her flailing her arm at her unruly kids in the back. Her SUV rocks back and forth from her swinging and the sound of the kids screaming blasts through our headsets.

Frank/Fred looks at me and says, “Don’t you love it when customers are so exact and detailed with their drink orders man.”

I hand a couple of drinks out the window to the driver and take his money when the lady at the order box turns and says, “Hello? Did you get that? A chocolate drink?”

 “Well, we have several types of chocolate drinks. Did you know which one you want?” responds Frank/Fred.

“It’s that chocolate one with whipped cream.”

“Did you want a hot drink or a cold one?”

“I want the one with whipped cream!”

“Yeah, I got that part. But what drink do you want?”

“Jesus Christ, I already told you!” she screams into the speaker box.

Four of my fellow baristas are wearing headsets and can hear their lovely little conversation and are looking at each other and me with looks of concern mingled with outrage. 

“So just the mocha then, can I get your name?”

“Hello. How are you today?”

Frank/Fred’s patience is ebbing away and his tone is no longer as polite as he says, “Yeah, you said you want a chocolate drink ma’am—“

“Stopping calling me man, do I look like a man to you?!”

“I’m sorry MA’AM but I’m trying to tell you that you are not ordering a drink by name. All of our drinks made with chocolate come with whipped cream, alright. And we have hot or iced mochas. We also have hot chocolates and cold chocolate milk. We got mocha blended coffee beverages which are blended with ice and also have whipped cream. So, out of all those different kinds of ‘chocolate drinks’ which one do you want?”

From the monitor I see her stick her head out of the window and yell, “You can’t talk to me that way! I want to speak to your supervisor!”

Her yelling has caused me and all the baristas wearing headsets to stop moving and pull the earpiece away from our ears.

“My name is Ted.”

“Thank you Ted. Your drink will come up over there by the bar in just a moment.”

I’m covering a shift for another Shift Supervisor today and both the Assistant Manager and the Store Manager are off today. So I’m the lucky one. “Ma’am, my name’s Jason. I’m the supervisor right now. How about you pull up to the window and we’ll figure out what drink you want.”

With her kids continuing to scream behind her, she puts her head in her hands before violently pulling them down, thrusting her chin up and screaming, “I just want a goddamn chocolate drink!” 

 Everyone stops what they’re doing. Customers in the lobby are looking at us weirdly, confused by our behavior since they can’t hear what’s going on. I repeat, “Why don’t you pull up to the window and we can figure out what drink you want.”

“I know what drink I want and I’ve already told you a hundred times! I’m starting to get pissed off!”

Starting to get pissed off? What a joke.

“I told you already! I want a chocolate drink with whipped cream!”

The rest of the drive crew is starting to laugh at this absurdity now. I’m stunned at this tirade. “Lady, listen to me very carefully. There are several chocolate drinks. How about I list each one off and you tell me whether or not it’s the one you want?”

Belligerent Idiot apparently loses it over my last comment. Her SUV is shaking because she has grabbed the steering wheel and is rocking back and forth quite violently. I’m muting myself over the speaker because now I’m laughing my ass off.

Spit is visibly flying from her mouth as she screams at the speaker box, “I JUST WANT A CHOCOLATE DRINK WITH WHIPPED CREAM!!”

“Ma’am yelling is not going to get us anywhere.  I know you want a chocolate drink. What you are not understanding is that I need to know what kind of chocolate drink you want. If you look at the menu you will not find ‘chocolate drink’ anywhere on it.”

This seems as if it might have gotten through because the vehicle has stopped shaking. Belligerent Idiot, in a surprisingly calm voice says, “I want the one that is like a chocolate milkshake with whipped cream on top.”

Amazing! Why couldn’t she have said that in the beginning? We do not have a chocolate milkshake, but we do have blended coffee beverages and they have a similar enough consistency to a milkshake that I can easily determine that to be the drink she wants. “Okay, so those are blended coffee beverages and the one you want is a mocha blended coffee and I’ll make sure it has whipped cream on top. What size do you want?”

Belligerent Idiot sighs as if my question is unwarranted and replies, “I want the middle one.”

I don’t even bother telling her it’s called a grande. “No problem, we’ll have it right up for you at the window. Thank you.”

We’ve been dealing with her for so long at the speaker box that the rest of the customers have already paid, received their drinks and driven on. I look over to Frank/Fred and say, “Hey, I’m going to have you take the orders and I’ll slide to the Drive-Thru register to deal with this lady. Sound good?”

Frank/Fred moves out of the window and says, “Sounds awesome man. I want nothing to do with that kitty cat.”

Belligerent Idiot pulls up to the window. Her car is loaded with kids and they’re screaming and fighting each other in the back. I would’ve been sympathetic to her situation if she hadn’t used me for her personal punching bag. Her beady eyes set in deep and surrounded by purple bags are glaring at me. 

“$4.30 please,” I tell her in a deadpan voice with an impassive face.

Belligerent Idiot hands me a five dollar bill and I quickly make her change and hand it back to her. Not surprisingly she doesn’t drop any in the tip jar. Her drink is finished and I grab it and hand it through the window. “Here you go. A grande mocha blended coffee with whip cream,” mockingly sweet I add, “Thank you and have a nice day.”

I lean back in from the window as she puts her straw in and takes a sip. Her reaction spells trouble for me I’m sure. Belligerent Idiot drops her head down and her shoulders start to move up and down as she sobs. I’m completely at a loss of what to do. She turns her tear-streaked face towards me and her eyes light up with rage as she yells, “I wanted the one with the chocolate chips in it! Why are you ruining my day? What did I do to deserve this?!”

Java. Chip. Blended coffee. Four words are all she would have needed to say to get her way. I open my mouth to tell her that we can make that really quick when she screams an unintelligible sound and then rears back and chucks her mocha blended coffee through the window. I only had a split-second to react and I failed. Twenty four ounces of sugar, coffee, mocha and chopped-up ice hit my left shoulder right by my neck. The drink was flung at high velocity and the lid explodes off the top. Ice cold thick milkshake-like liquid is all over my face, running down my shirt and all over the front of me. My mouth is hanging open. I have to keep my left eye closed lest blended coffee find its way in. All things have come to a stop and the silence is deafening inside the store as I’ve become the center of attention.  

Belligerent Idiot has lost her mind, she has the audacity to say, “I want my money back.”

My shock runs deeper and I look at her with blended coffee dripping off my face and say, “You can get the fuck out of my Drive-Thru and that’s all you can get! You can’t just throw shit at us! Do you realize you’ve assaulted me here? You’re not getting your money back and when you drive away I’m going to write down your license plate number and then call the police on your crazy ass! Do you realize this whole incident has been recorded on camera?”

Comprehension dawns visibly on her face and she reacts by quickly rolling her window up and punches the gas pedal. Her vehicle blasts out of the Drive-Thru and Frank/Fred asks, “Did you get her plate numbers?”

“No, I’m not going to waste my time calling the police. The sooner I never see her again the better. I’m taking a break. Fuck this shit man, fuck this shit.”

“Umm, well, what can I get for you today?”

“Yeah, that was crazy. Can I just get a small coffee?”

“No problem. Did you want space for cream?”

 

 
 






  

Don’t Go to Ecuador

 


 


 


 


 

 

“Dude, don’t go to Ecuador,” Jeb tells me.

I’m sitting in the back room counting the cash dropped from yesterday. It’s not the hardest thing to do in the world, but engaging in conversation isn’t recommended if you want to keep your count. Jeb could care less what you’re doing when he’s got it in his mind to spin a yarn, which I can tell is exactly what he intends to do. Luckily, his tales require very little talking on my part and only the semblance of listening, so I indulge him.

“Alright, I’ll bite. Why not?” I continue counting, not bothering to look at Jeb.

He pulls up a step stool to sit on and strikes his storyteller pose. “Well, my cousin Spence just graduated from UCLA a couple of months ago, right. And his girlfriend is all into biology and Darwin and whatnot, so she gets him on board to take a trip to Ecuador. Spence tells his mom and she’s like, ‘No. Out of the question. You are not going to Ecuador. You need to start looking for a job. Your student loans are going to be expecting monthly payments soon and you need to be prepared.’

“Spence pleads with her but she remains adamant. So then he gets sassy and tells her he’s a man now and he’ll do what he wants. You can imagine that went over fantastically. I mean, she’s always been pretty protective over him. And he’s always been a momma’s boy, so I was extremely shocked and surprised when he told me all about it—”

“Ecuador, Jeb, Ecuador,” I remind him while opening another drop bag.

Sighing a little to show his annoyance at being interrupted, he continues. “Whatever, he decides to go. Spence and his girlfriend, I forgot her name, get their affairs in order and very loosely plan this trip. 

“They left three days ago. When the plane lands, they get their luggage and ask this security guard at the airport where the nearest hostel is. The guy tells them of a place not far from there and says he’ll even call up a cab for them. He gets on the phone and is all smiles when he walks them outside to wait with them so they get into the right cab.

“The cab pulls up in a couple of minutes and they get all their luggage in and take off. The driver seems real friendly and chats them up while they’re driving. Ten minutes later he takes them through an alley and stops and tells them to get out. When they do, there are seven guys with guns pointed at them.

“The driver gets out and starts unloading their luggage and handing it over to the dudes with guns. Two of them grab Spence and his girlfriend and take his wallet and her purse. She starts freaking out man. She’s screaming and becoming hysterical. The guys with guns do not like this and they start yelling at them and thrusting their guns at her. One of them tells Spence to shut her up or he’s going to shoot her.

“She really loses it at this and falls to the ground curled up in a ball screaming her head off. One dude yells again and points his gun at her head. Spence jumps on top of her and the guy shoots him.

“He shot him in the fucking arm. The bullet didn’t go through because it was only a .22 caliber. Instead, it traveled up into his neck! The guys with the guns panic and grab all the stuff and leave Spence and his girlfriend lying there in the middle of the street. 

“There’s like ten people who saw all this go down and none of them do anything to help them. Nobody calls an ambulance or the police.  

“Spence actually gets up and tries to calm his girlfriend and get them out of there. They find out where the nearest hospital is and he gets admitted. Dude, he’s totally fine, I mean for getting shot and all, and calls his mom. She flips out of course and tells him she’s getting the next available flight for him to come home. And Spence tells her that he doesn’t want to leave, he wants to go to the Galapagos Islands in a couple of days once he’s discharged from the hospital! Can you believe that shit?”

Unexpectedly, I lost count and became engrossed in Jeb’s story. Truly I’m shocked at this and my mind immediately starts churning this over and over. Every day I come to work hoping that the general public will be nice, courteous and treat me as an equal, a fellow human being. Every day my hopes are crushed as I interact with people who think it reasonable to pee on the floor, sink their nails in another customer’s face, spit on me, throw drinks in my face, steal the newspaper, finger paint in feces on the walls. My failed hopes turn into hatred for my job and for people in general. But when I think about somebody visiting another country and getting all their shit stolen and shot in the arm within the first thirty minutes of being there, that really puts things into perspective.

“Yeah, for sure. Note to self: don’t go to Ecuador.”
 






  

E Street

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cold, crisp air feels good on my sweating skin as I lock the door to my store. It’s only 9:00 p.m. Normally we close at 11:00 p.m. on weekdays and finish getting out about thirty minutes later. But we closed early today because we have a little problem with mice and cockroaches. The amount of time between when we normally close and when we reopen isn’t enough time for the chemicals used by the exterminator to dissipate to safe levels. If it wasn’t deadly, I doubt we’d have gotten that consideration.

“Man, it feels good to leave this early,” says Duncan.

“I wish we closed at 9:00 p.m. all the time,” adds Kisha.

I clip my keys to my belt loop and say, “Yeah, it’s nice right now. But I don’t mind closing so late. You get time to do something during the day. I barely did anything today before coming in.”

Duncan replies, “Not me. But hey, I’m not wasting another second here. See you fools later.”

We wave him goodbye and Kisha says, “You down to grab a drink?”

Before I can answer, the Flower Girl steps out from behind a pillar and says, “Sorry Kisha, but I’m going to steal him away.”

Surprised and smiling I say to Kisha, “Another time perhaps.” To the Flower Girl, “What a pleasant surprise, I thought you were busy tonight.”

“Alright, you two have a good night. See you later.”

“See you later,” replies the Flower Girl as she walks up to me and gives me a warm hug. “Soooo, what do you want to do?”

The smell of lavender hits my nose as stray strands of her hair brush my face. Her waist is small and alluring beneath my hands. Holding her at arm’s length, we shuffle step together a few feet. “Well, I’m starving and I need to shower.”

“A shower sounds fun,” she says with a wry smile.

My stomach makes a loud grumbling sound before I can say anything. She laughs and says, “But I guess we need to feed you first.” 

Smiling, she moves to my side and wraps herself around my arm. Looking into the bag I’m holding she asks, “What’s in there?”

Holding it up for her to see in, I reply, “Leftover sandwiches.”

“Excellent! Let’s get back to my place, dig in and then get you clean.”

“Oh no, I’m not going to eat these,” I say.

Crinkling her nose she asks, “Then why do you have them?”

“Well, let’s head back towards my place and I’ll show you. Then, we’ll get some food at Pokéz.”

“Hmm, okay,” she says with obvious skepticism. 

We start heading down E Street, a path I’ve taken at all times of the day. Crossing Fourth Avenue, we walk in comfortable silence taking in the night on the edge of the Gaslamp district. Outside the Star Club, a dive bar run by a lively group of Filipina women, stands the smoking regulars. Two men in their fifties, both with bulbous red alcoholic noses and splotchy cheeks above tar-stained mustaches argue about whether or not man has actually landed on the moon. They bicker back and forth in tones that let you know this isn’t the first time they’ve fought over the moon-landing. 

“Fellas,” I say as we walk by.

“Hey there Jason, tell this fool he’s mad as cats!” 

“Don’t listen to him Jay. Watch the video! That flag is wavering around and we all know their ain’t no goddamned wind in space.”

“Forget about the moon landing, what about Mars?” I ask as we walk away, knowing it’ll only stir the pot more. They start bickering about that as they flick their cigarettes into the street and head back into the bar. 

“You know those two?” asks the Flower Girl.

“Just in passing, they’re there all the time. I see them at least once a day.”

Walking past The Tavern to cross Fifth Avenue, I wave at a couple of the bartenders inside and call out to one, “Glad to see you’re back Terry. I’ll stop by later to catch up.”

“Sounds great Jason, got a few funny tales about the trip.” He smiles and turns back to wiping the bar down.

“Do you know everybody around here?” the Flower Girl asks.

I laugh and reply, “Not everybody, but most. If I don’t walk by them every day, then I see them in the store.”

We continue down the street, passing the small corner building of Classic Cars. We stop to admire a DeLorean DMC-12 parked at the side entrance to the car museum. 

“Man I’d love to have one of these, but I’d have to have a flux capacitor inside.”

“What’s a flux capacitor?”

“You know, the thing in the DeLorean that makes it able to time travel.”

She shakes her head so I add, “88 miles per hour…”

“Marty McFly?” I continue.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says.

“Haven’t you seen Back to the Future?”

“No,” she says.

“Wow,” I respond with incredulity. “We have to fix that.”

She laughs and says, “We’ll see. You still owe me a movie night where I pick the movie and I want you to see The Holiday.”

I groan and reply, “Fine, but Back to the Future is next.”

“I thought Star Wars was next,” she chides.

“Jesus, I forgot about that. Okay, Star Wars first, but just the original three. We’ll skip the prequels in favor of better stuff like Back to the Future.”

“Whatever you say, geek.”

I smile in response and we continue on our way. Between Sixth and Seventh Avenues the Bare Back Grill is the last of the businesses for a few blocks. I wave at a few familiar faces as we walk by. The Salvation Army’s old folks home takes up the whole block between Seventh and Eighth on the right while a parking garage does the same on the left. You don’t see many people on this block, unlike the next one. The next block is the heart hardener.

Between Eighth and Ninth, the main branch of the post office stands opposite the main branch of the library. Both buildings are old, like 1800’s old. The post office is fenced off except for the two large entranceways with concrete steps leading inside. During the day these steps are riddled with homeless people, but not as much as the sidewalk in front of the library. The whole side of the library on E Street is set back, with a large permanent awning overhanging the sidewalk. Most of the sidewalk in front of the entrance and underneath the awning is smooth stonework with the seal of California inlaid in front of the door. 

Since both buildings are public buildings, people can loiter all day and night as long as they don’t disturb the peace. These buildings have always been havens for the homeless for that reason, especially at night. The area under the library awning keeps away most of the little rain that falls in San Diego and the area is mostly well lit. Every night for years, homeless people take shelter within the library’s awning. Cardboard and rags, tattered blankets and sleeping bags try to keep the elements at bay. 

Weathered faces, long hair so dirty the color is a mystery, unkempt beards and clothes in shambles were the hallmarks of the homeless. It’s easy to write these people off when their humanity has been stripped down to such a degree. It’s easy to say no when they ask in a manner that is frighteningly insane, when they smell worse than a latrine, when they seem like they won’t live much longer anyway. But it’s much harder when you see a young couple wearing clothes in need of a wash but newer than your own. 

The recession has forced a great many people out of their homes. There is a new wave of homeless people. The differences between these freshly homeless and the fortunate remainder are hard to see. They have suitcases with nice clothes, cell phones and laptops, camping gear and pets, and sometimes children. The awning underneath the library is filled with pitched tents. Tents once used for camping trips and vacations, now they are homes. 

As we approach the library the Flower Girl says, “Let’s cross the street.” Her eyes are sad yet hard.

“No,” I reply. “This is why I took the leftover sandwiches.”

She looks up at me, surprise clearly written on her face. I smile and tug her along. The first person I give a sandwich is wrapped in a tattered blanket. His hair is greasy and matted to his head. He’s been homeless a long, long time. He grabs the sandwich and asks, “Got any spare change?”

“Nope, just the sandwich.”

A couple not much older than I emerge from their tent as I continue down the sidewalk. 

“Here you go Bruce,” I say as I hand two sandwiches to him. 

Shame and gratitude in equal parts flash across his features as his wife replies, “Thank you Jason.”

“You’re welcome.”

The Flower Girl follows along at a distance, staying near the edge of the sidewalk. A murmuring of thanks and blessings are given as I hand out the rest of the sandwiches. The sound of cellophane opening quietly disrupts the stillness of the night. “Now we can cross the street,” I say.

The Flower Girl takes my hand and we make our way down the next block to Pokéz, a vegetarian Mexican restaurant popular among the hipsters. The owner stands out front, chatting with one of the tattoo artists from the shop next door. Black horn-rimmed style Ray Ban eyeglasses sit atop his hawkish nose. Colorful tattoos lace his arms and creep out onto his neck from under his plain black t-shirt. His Converse black chucks are well-worn. 

“Hello Rafa.”

He turns to me, offering his hand in greeting and says, “Jason, my man. Qué pasa? You just get off work?” 

He nods to the Flower Girl as I reply, “Yeah, we closed early tonight. We’re gonna grab a bite inside before you close.”

“Gracias. Hey, I want to ask you about something. You know a lot about coffee, right?”

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“Good, good. So you know a lot about coffee machines then?”

Furrowing my brow I answer, “I know about the ones we use in my store, but outside of that…” I shrug. 

“Okay, okay. Listen, I want to put an espresso machine inside. But I don’t know nothing about no espresso machines.”

“How much are you looking to spend?”

“That’s the thing homes, they cost a lot. But so do cars, even shitty ones.”

“Well, we have automatic machines now. But we used to use manual ones made by La Marzocco. They’ll last forever and they make excellent espresso and they steam milk exceptionally well. I know they’re pretty expensive, but that’s the only brand I know anything about.”

Stroking a small patch of beard hanging from his chin he says, “Okay, okay. I saw some of those. Would you know how to install one?”

“No, no, no. That’s way out of my depth. You have to make sure to have a water line for the machine and it has to be filtered water. You’d need a water filtration system—”

“We got one of those,” he interjects.

“Well, that’s good. But still, I wouldn’t be able to install it. You’ll have to look elsewhere for that. I can show you how to use it if you get one though.”

He continues to stroke his beard in contemplation for a moment and then says, “Okay, so if I find one and get it installed, you come by and help me train my staff.”

“No problem, Rafa. You want to write down the name of the company?”

Pointing to his head and smiling, he says, “Steal trap. La Marzocco. And you eat for free tonight.”

I start to protest but he interrupts and says, “I insist! If I get an espresso machine, you already said you’d help. I’m just returning the favor in advance.”

“Thanks Rafa.”

“Don’t mention it.”

We walk inside the restaurant and take a seat at one of the booths. “Sorry about that.”

The Flower Girl waves the comment away and says, “Its fine. He seems nice.”

“He is,” I reply. “You alright? You seemed a little out of sorts when I was handing out the sandwiches.”

She looks down and takes a moment before answering, “It’s just—I was homeless when I was kid with my mom. Seeing them with their tents and lugging around too many worthless keepsakes reminds me of that time.”

Sadness fills my being. I reach out and grab hold of her hands. “I’m so sorry. That’s terrible.”

She tries to shrug it off nonchalantly, like it’s no big deal. “It’s okay. I have to admit that I was surprised to see you doing that though.”

Deciding not to press too much on her past I put on an affronted air. “And why would you say that, exactly?”

“It’s no secret how much you hate homeless people,” she says. “You bitch about them coming into your store all the time.”

“Hold on,” I say. “That’s different. I bitch about the ones that come in and cause problems.”

“Yeah, but you don’t like the ones that don’t cause problems either.”

“Listen, I work in a coffee shop, not a homeless shelter. When you have to put up with them every day, day in and day out, you get tired of it. Some of them smell awful and I know that’s terrible to say, but when four of them are sitting in the lobby for hours, it’s gets to be too much. I can’t leave, I’m working. Plus, I’m busting my ass trying to make a living and it gets on my tits when I see one of them beg five bucks and come in and by a cup of coffee and relax the day away in the lobby.”

She holds up her hands and says, “Whoa, calm down. I’m just surprised is all. I know you work hard, but come on, you’re rich. You can put all this slumming it behind anytime you want.”

“Excuse you, but you got it all wrong there. I am not rich. My mother has money, not me. She doesn’t give me a penny.”

“Not for lack of trying,” she says bitterly.

“What?” I ask, confusion creeping in.

“Nothing,” she mumbles.

“No, no, no. Tell me what you mean by that.”

The waitress comes up, leaving our conversation in temporary limbo. “Can I get a couple of drinks for you while you decide?” she asks while she places a basket of tortilla chips and a stone bowl of salsa on the table.

“Just water,” says the Flower Girl.

“I’ll have a Dr. Pepper.”

“You got it.”

I look at the Flower Girl and she says, “Look, let’s just drop it. It’s not important anyway.”

Perturbed, I reply, “No. Explain what you meant. Why would you say that?”

I can see her weighing her decision before she finally says, “Your mom stopped by the flower shop and talked to me.”

“What?” I ask, supremely astonished. “When?”

“A couple of days ago.”

“That’s crazy! I haven’t even told her about you.”

“Wow,” she says a little disgustedly.

“It’s not like that,” I say. “I don’t tell her anything. We don’t get along. She pesters me in my store and makes me come over for dinner on random Sundays, that’s the extent of our relationship. What did she talk to you about?”

“Honestly, I didn’t believe her when she said she was your mother. She looks way too young.”

“Don’t try to change the subject.”

“I’m not! I’m just saying. Long story short is she came by to tell me to stay away from you.”

Sitting back in my chair, fury begins to rise in my chest. “Amazing, I can’t believe her audacity. Look, she’s a real force to be reckoned with so don’t mess with her. If she comes by again, just ignore her. I’ll talk to her about it, don’t worry. I wonder how she knew who you were?”

“Evidently one of her employee’s sons is a customer of mine,” she says.

“Who?”

“The kid’s name is Dustin. His dad found his stash, demanded to know where he got it from and blah, blah, blah.”

I stiffen at her reply. A horrible suspicion begins to form in my gut. 

“I know Dustin,” I say flatly.

“Surprise, surprise! Who don’t you know for Christ’s sake?”

“I went to school with him,” I reply, my voice low and even.

Noticing my change in demeanor, she looks up and me and says noncommittally, “That’s nice.”

“Dustin doesn’t smoke weed.”

I can see the lie on her face before she says it. “Maybe not back when you went to school with him, but he’s bought plenty from me.”

I shake my head firmly and say, “Dustin doesn’t smoke weed because he doesn’t like being down.”

The waitress puts our conversation back into limbo by placing our drinks onto the table. “Are you ready to order or do you need a couple more minutes?”

“We’ll need some more time,” I say.

“No problem, I’ll come back in a bit.”

“Jason—”

“Dustin has been a raging cocaine fiend forever. He’s been in and out of rehab since he was fifteen. He doesn’t drink alcohol, he doesn’t take pills, and he doesn’t smoke weed.”

She doesn’t say anything, avoiding the accusation in my eyes. I try not to sound so accusatory as I say, “Look, I know it’s not my business—”

“You’re damn right it’s not!” she says hotly. “And it’s none of your mother’s either. You don’t know shit about the real world Jason. You may think that because you’ve spit out the silver spoon in your mouth you’re just like the rest of us. But you’re not. If things go south, you can always pick that spoon back up. The rest of us can’t. If I fall short, nobody is there to pick me up and pay my bills, put food in my mouth and give me shelter. All I’ve got is me, nobody else.”

“I get that,” I say as she scoffs. “I really do, but come on. Cocaine? Weed is one thing, but cocaine will get you into real trouble.”

“No shit! And thanks to your mother, I’m in real trouble. She cost me several customers.”

“Because of Dustin? That’s not her fault.”

“Whatever. Maybe she’s right about us,” she says, standing up. “I’m not hungry anymore.”

I sit there wordless as she gets up and walks out. I want to go after her but I don’t know what to say. The waitress comes by, with a sympathetic look she asks, “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I lie. “Can I get the tacos al pastor?”

She nods and walks away with sympathy in her eyes.

 

 

 

 
 






  

Lackluster Lobster

 


 


 


 


 

 

The business lady calls me. Her voice is full of enthusiasm regarding our date. I’m drifting in my mind, thinking about Mr. Adam’s picture while she drones on about the dishes at the restaurant she wants to take me to tonight. Her bright mind is oblivious to my disinterest. She’s consumed by her own.

Like most of our conversations on the phone our dialogue is punctuated by my “oh’s”, “ah’s” and “oh yeah?’s” while she prattles on about whatever. At first I enjoyed listening to her happy diatribes pertaining to useless gossip about her co-workers and her latest date ideas. But after a few of these, I started to become numb to her inconsequential and boring self. That’s not to say she isn’t nice, and she is very pretty and while I would never say she’s an idiot, she’s just not that interesting. 

She’s like a cardboard cut-out of a Hollywood movie stereotype. The perfect middle-class woman every leading man is destined to marry in a wedding full of inappropriate in-laws and misguided friends who almost destroy the wedding. But in the end, it’s happily ever after. I don’t know why this bothers me, but it does. I also don’t know why I continue to go on these flat uneventful dates. She thinks I’m great, and guiltily I enjoy this but she just doesn’t stir anything inside me. Truly I’m doing her a disservice, but I feel stuck and unable to end the farce. 

“And the lobster is simply to die for. I’m so excited. So, I’ll be by to pick you up at 7:30 p.m., our reservation is for 8:15 p.m. Be ready mister! Then after dinner we can go to this new gelato shop in Little Italy I discovered the other day.”

Trying to mask my feelings I reply, “Sounds wonderful. I’ll be ready. See you then.”

“Okay cutie! I can’t wait! I’ll call you when I’m outside your building.” 

“Fantastic.”

“Bye cutie!”

The closet holds my paltry wardrobe and the memory of when I was nervous about what to wear on our first date. Now I could care less and so I carelessly grab a t-shirt with Green Lantern on it flying through the air. Over this I put on my coat, grab my keys and head out. In the hall Adam is going through his paranoid process of unlocking his many deadbolts. I haven’t talked to him since he unveiled his macabre picture. It’s in my closet still, image facing the wall.

“Hello there Jason,” Adam says.

“Adam.”

“Jason,” Adam says, “I am sorry about the picture. But you must believe me. I did not purposely spy on you. I had been wanting images of an arch and fate guided me to the mall’s.”

My anger has dissipated since the unveiling and I cannot summon any in my current mood. “Forget about it Adam,” I sigh. “It’s not a big deal. I’m sorry I got so heated about it.”

His anxious fidgeting ceases and he sighs in relief and says, “Thank you. Are you still involved with either of those females?”

 “Look, I’d rather not talk about it Adam. I’m heading out right now.”

“Oh, well...good luck Jason. Knock on my door with three long raps followed by two short raps—wait, no that is for the UPS delivery person. Two short raps followed by six long raps, yes that one is still secure, on my door and you are welcome to come in and find whatever solace you may.”

“Thanks,” I tell him. “See you later Adam.”

I head down the stairs and start for the bank. I won’t need any cash since the Business Lady never lets me pay for anything, but I feel the need to offer anyway. I send her a quick text letting her know she can pick me up there.

That saying about one door opens as another closes is true, but nothing is ever mentioned about whether or not the new door is better than the first. I miss the Flower Girl, but since our last spat I’ve been too prideful to take the first step. My stubborn self feels she should be the one to attempt to mend things. Inside I am crushing under the weight of the weeks of her silence adding up and my guilty conscience in spending time with the Business Lady.  

After the Flower Girl had left Pokéz, upset and making me not exactly sure if she had broken up with me or not, the Business Lady had called. It felt good to be wanted and I seized on that feeling. Adam’s image is swirling through my mind. I don’t buy into his new age hippie voodoo, but the picture speaks for itself, I think. Further thoughts of it are blasted away when I stop at the street corner.

Across the street is the Flower Girl. Across the street is the Flower Girl snuggled against a middle-aged man’s arm. Across the street my heart stops and my stomach falls. My throat is dry. Jealousy, doubt and uncertainty rage through me. My heart starts up again, pounding away. She looks up smiling at something he has said. Her face freezes as she recognizes me. Emotions play across her face. Surprise? Shock? Guilt? Or are those my own being projected? The man whose arm she is holding notices our exchange. He says something to her and she answers, tilting her face up towards him, her eyes never leave mine. A wisp of hair blows across her face and her casual way of tucking it back behind her ear brings time back into its normal pace. 

A siren sounds as an ambulance rushes by. The hum of the city comes back in full force. I feel flushed and full of conflicting feelings as the walk sign signals our turn to cross. The Flower Girl and her escort start walking, so I step off the curb trying to think of something to say.  

The distance between us closes quickly and as we pass one another my mouth opens to say something. She turns her head towards him as he looks at me with a somewhat hostile glare. I stop in the middle of the street to watch them cross, the man looks back at me. She never does. They turn the corner and then they’re gone. 

Headlights illuminate me and a horn honking starts my legs working again. Once across the street I look back in vain. Minutes pass. My cell rings. A car pulls up beside me. The driver rolls down her window and says, “Hey! There you are! Get in.”

The Business Lady is looking at me from inside her car. “Jason. Jason, are you alright?” 

A smile that doesn’t reach my eyes forms and I reply, “Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s go get some lobster.”      
 






  

This isn’t my drink.

 


 


 


 


 

 

“I have a grande no whip mocha for Cheryl. I also have a tall non-fat extra foam latte for Ben. Ben and Cheryl! Your drinks are ready!”

“Hello, how are you today?”

“Yeah, can I get a caramel blended coffee.”

“Jason, does this mocha blended coffee have whip cream on it?”

“I don’t know Liz, I didn’t take the order. Ask Kisha, I think she rang it up.”

“Sure thing. What size do you want?”

“Kisha, did they want whip cream this?”

“Ummm, Grande. No, I’ll get a tall.”

“Alrighty then, a tall caramel blended coffee. Can I get your name?  Yes on the whip Liz. Sorry.”

“I have a tall hot chocolate at 145 degrees for, for Jessica.”

“This isn’t my drink,” says a lady who’s holding Cheryl’s grande no whip mocha. The tone of her voice suggests her picking up someone else’s beverage is somehow my fault. 

“Yeah it’s Matt. And can I get an apple fritter as well please.”

“No problem Matt.”

Trying hard to keep my voice nice and civil I ask the grabby lady, “What did you get?”

With an exasperated breath let out her nose she replies, “I got a Mocha Frappe and I wanted whipped cream on top.” Which looks nothing like the drink she is holding, seeing how it comes in a clear plastic cup while Cheryl’s is residing in a white paper cup.

“Yeah, your drink is coming right up. That drink in your hand is Cheryl’s grande no whip mocha.”

“Creighton, can you brew me another coffee please?”

“Yes ma’am, lemme just finish with this here trash and I’ll hop to it.”

A middle-aged man in a sports coat walks up and picks up Cheryl’s drink. While putting whip cream on top of a tall two-pump white mocha I loudly call out to the man, “Sir. Sir!  That’s not your drink.”

He stops and with a bewildered expression plastered to his face holds the drink up to look at it. Our drink codes are not that difficult to understand. For the most part they make logical sense. M in the drink box stands for mocha, L in the drink box stands for latte, CM in the drink box stands for caramel macchiato. It doesn’t take a cryptologist to decipher the meaning of the letters written in the boxes on the cups.  Which is why I’m bewildered when after studying the markings on the cup he’s holding he then asks me, “This isn’t a tall latte?”

First of all, he’s holding a grande cup. Second, the only L on the cup is in the owner’s name which brings me to the third astounding fact: The name on the cup is CHERYL which in no way, shape, or form resembles anything close to BEN. With a tired tone indicating I’m losing my patience I reply, “No sir that is not a tall latte. It is in fact a grande no whip mocha
for Cheryl.”

“Oh. Well, where’s my drink?” he asks with a touch of indignation in his voice.  

“What kind of scones do you have?”

“Well, we’ve got blueberry, chocolate chip and raspberry sir.”

I reach out and grab his drink and hold it up briefly before setting it down and reply, “Right here sir.” Ben, who surely must be an illiterate, bald ape masquerading around as a human being, sets Cheryl’s drink down and grabs his, all the while looking at me like I’m trying to trick him into drinking someone else’s drink. “Have a good day sir,” my mouth says, while my eyes let him know I think he’d be hard pressed to beat my little cousin in a game of Candy Land.  

“Um...I’ll get a blueberry I guess. Is there any way you can heat that up?”

Liz slides the grabby lady’s drink to me and I call it out, “Grande mocha blended coffee for Rhonda!” She picks up the drink as if it’s been coated in a lethal contact poison and says to me with a nasty little tone to her shriveled voice, “Well, can you at least give me one of those little cardboard holders?” Yeah, I can grab you a sleeve intended to shield hands from hot coffee cups. Heaven forbid condensation from your completely necessary ice blended coffee beverage gets on your hand. “Sure thing ma’am. Here you are, a hot cup sleeve for your cold blended coffee.  You have a nice day,” I tell her with syrupy sweetness that fools nobody. 

“Coming through, big trash in my hands. Pardon me, right behind ya Jason. Thank you.”

“Hi there. How are you doing today?”

“I’m doing quite well. How ‘bout yourself?”

“I’m doing good, thanks for asking. What can I get started for you today?”

I hand out a tall two-pump white mocha and call it out to a Francisco. The steam wand screeches alerting me that I haven’t been properly aerating my milk. First the shots that were pouring for the grande soy no foam caramel macchiato are dumped out, followed by the faux milk. I may have a continually growing hatred for many of the people who come through the doors, but I still have enough integrity to give them quality beverages for the almost five dollars they’re paying.

“Well, I’ll get a grande coffee and that’ll be all.”

“Alrighty, grande coffee. Do you need space for cream?”

A short swarthy fellow saunters up to the hand-off counter and grabs Cheryl’s drink. “Not that one Francisco,” I tell him. He looks at me with a confused expression and says, “¿Como?” Now I am at a loss. I don’t speak Spanish and it seems as if friend Francisco here is similarly challenged, albeit in English. I ask him anyway, in my only Spanish, “¿Hable Ingles?” He shakes his head and slowly starts to walk away. “No,” I try again. “That isn’t your drink.” He stops but he continues to just stare blankly at me.

“What’s going on over here buddy?” asks Creighton.

“This guy has grabbed the wrong drink, he only speaks Spanish and I can’t get him to understand that he’s got Cheryl’s drink,” I reply.

Creighton smiles and says, “Well, don’t you worry yourself no more about it.” He leans over and calls out to Francisco in heavily accented hillbilly Spanish, “¡Señor! ¿Qué es tu bebida?”

“Un café moca blanco sin crema batida.”

“Esa no es tu bebida. Esto es suyo, señor.”

“Lo siento. Gracias,” Francisco says as he puts Cheryl’s beverage back down and takes his from Creighton’s hand. 

“Kisha, have you had your break yet?”

“No, not yet.  Hello sir, how can I help you?”

“Where did you learn Spanish?”

Creighton slides for Liz to make blended coffee beverages so she can direct her shift and replies, “I picked it up a couple of years ago workin’ down in Texas on some of the big ranches down there.” 

“That’s handy.”

Creighton hands me another blended coffee to hand out and says, “Sure is, especially down here in San Diego.”

“No doubt. I need to pick up some Spanish. Candice! I have your grande caramel blended coffee on the bar!”

Candice eagerly takes her drink and picks up Cheryl’s and asks, “Whose is this?”

“Alright Kisha, finish ringing him up and I’ll slide for you so you can break for ten.”

“Would you like anything else sir?”

“No, that’ll do.”

I look at Candice and wonder why she is concerned with someone else’s beverage when she has hers in hand and tell her, “Well, that is Cheryl’s and it’s been sitting up there for a while now.”

She looks around and calls out, “CHERYL!!”
The volume of her voice is alarmingly loud. 

“Umm, thanks, but I don’t think she’s coming back for it.”

“Thought I’d give it a try, you’re not very loud you know.”

“What can I say, I’m not into yelling.” Cheryl’s drink is causing me to slow down on the bar and now I have a line of impatient people waiting for their drinks. My blood starts to boil. Idiots surround me. How hard is it to pick up what you order? Sweat drips down my brow. I’m working furiously fast, making needy people’s drinks as best as I can with no thanks and zero appreciation. Instead I am faced with the stares of intolerant people expecting their drinks to be made in less than ten seconds. Not one set of eyes are looking at me with even a trace of sympathy. Foot tapping and crossed arms assault my peripheral vision while my ears burn with the sound of frustrated sighs. My jaw clenches tighter as I try to move even faster than I already am. I’m doing okay, but I’m just not on my game today. 

“What’s taking so long?”

“Excuse me, is my drink coming up?”

“I can help the next customer in line over here.”

Putting the lids on three drinks I call them out, “I have a double tall dry cappuccino for Larry! And for Hector, a tall non-fat no foam latte! Kristy, here’s your Iced tall two pump no whip mocha! Thanks for your patience. Sorry about the wait.”

Seems-to-be-Larry grabs his cappuccino and mumbles, “Finally.”

My jaw tightens more.

Should-be-Kristy uncrosses her arms and glares at me while she picks up her mocha. My teeth grind together and I feel heat radiating from my face.

Clueless-Hector grumbles, “Bout time,” and picks up Cheryl’s mocha. My shoulder’s burn with refrained fury tensing my muscles and my voice is shaking as I call out to Dumb-ass-Hector, “That’s not your drink sir! That’s a grande mocha for Cheryl.  Your tall non-fat no foam latte is right here.” Hector realizes my stressing of the sizes hints at my feelings concerning his intelligence and comes back to the hand-off counter with an air of hostility lighting up his face. “Oh yeah,” he sets Cheryl’s drink back on the hand-off counter and reaches for his drink and says, “Maybe you should do a better job making sure we know which drink is ours.”

Steaming milk, pulling shots, pouring milk, stirring drinks, spraying whipped cream all simultaneously I reply, “I don’t know how I could do that sir, I mean your name is written right there on the cup. Maybe you should pay more attention to what size you ordered and actually look at the cup before you just pick it up and walk off.” 

“Hi, can I get a tall vanilla latte?”

“Sure thing sweetie, would you like a scone or muffin to go with your latte?”

Hector’s face is twisting with outrage. He probably realizes deep down he’s in the wrong, but admitting that to a lowly barista like myself would be absurd. “What’s your name?! I’m going to call your corporate office and let them know just what kind of service I got today from you.”

Yeah, ask for my name and then threaten to tattle on me. “My name is Lucretius. My friends call me Lucky and I prefer ignorant mistaken people to call me ‘Liege Lord Lucretius’ or more simply ‘Triple L’.”

“You think you’re real funny huh? We’ll see who’s laughing after I call your corporate office. I don’t need your name, I’ll just describe your faggy face and they’ll know which homo I’m talking about,” homophobic-Hector replies. 

“Good luck with that. I’m sure they love to hear intolerant gay-bashing comments from people.”

Creighton walks up and says, “Hey buddy, you need a break? I can take over here for ya. Why don’t you just take a quick breather in the back.”

Hector says, “You need a break? Why don’t you come outside and I break your face!”

Liz tells her customer to hold on and grabs the phone. Creighton looks at the man with a severe expression and says, “Mister, that’s quite enough. You better get out of here, my supervisor is calling security.”

Hector’s puffed up chest starts toward the door and he yells over at me, “Fuck you faggot! I see you on the streets, I’ll beat your fuckin’ face in!”

I grab Cheryl’s drink and toss it in the sink with more force than required and chocolaty milk and coffee spray out. Creighton turns to me and says, “Hey bud, cool off. Don’t let that asshole get to ya. He ain’t worth it.”

I try and relax and shake off my attitude, “Yeah, sorry man.  I’m fine.”

Liz asks, “You need a break Jason?”

“No, I’m good. Sorry guys, I’m alright now.”

Pouring some milk into a pitcher to steam for a grande extra hot latte I look over as a lady approaches the hand-off counter. She peers about, looking behind the bar and then asks me, “Excuse me, do you have a grande mocha for Cheryl coming up?”

My jaw muscles flex again. My eyes bore into her face. I want to tell her I hate her. I want to throw hot milk in her face for forgetting her fucking drink. I want to yell at her and tell her how many people kept trying to take her drink and how valiantly I protected it. I want to tell her she’s too late, I gave her drink to the sink. Shutting off the steam wand and putting the milk pitcher down, I look over at Liz while wiping the milk off the wand and yell, “Hey Liz! I’ll take that break now.”

Looking over at Cheryl one last time, I shake my head and walk away from the bar. Fuck this place. 
 






  

Mother, May I?


 

 

 

 
 




 

It’s Sunday. Certain Sunday’s come around now and then requiring my presence at my mother’s house. There’s no pattern to help me anticipate on which Sunday the slow torture will happen. I wish it were more regular, like the third Sunday of each month or something. Instead the whims of my mother determine which Sunday I’m to come over and participate in her twisted idea of “dinner”.  

She notifies me in a manner as haphazard as the scheduling of the dinner. Sometimes she informs me when dropping by my store.  Other times I get a text the night before. Once I found a note taped to my apartment door. The only consistent thing, aside from my pain of experiencing the dinner, is that she always says, “Remember, dinner this Sunday and don’t forget to bring me some coffee. Love you, ba-bye.”

I’ve only missed dinner twice. Once because I was in the hospital for which I was only barely forgiven, and the first time because I simply did not want to go. The first time was the last time I purposely missed dinner. After weighing the benefits of not going—a very short amount of time at the scales—it was clearly in my best interests to acquiesce to my mother’s wishes.

Dinner is always at 7:00 p.m. which means my presence is expected no later than 6:00 p.m. This gives my mother a full hour to poke and prod me for information. Each pre-dinner interview I try to divulge as little information as possible and keep anything I say extremely vague. However, my mother is much, much smarter, so she always extracts enough to put together the most scathing and emotionally damaging comments. 

These comments are fired at me during dinner, a formal event as rigid in procedure as nuclear testing. There is no conversation to be had at her table. It is her battle field and she manipulates the ebb and flow with more skill than any general in the history of mankind. I am just a prisoner of war, the only P.O.W. birthed into existence by his tormentor. 

This evening I have decided to bring an offering. It is my hope that my flat relationship with Rachael will come to an abrupt ending after taking her deep into enemy territory. Having never brought anyone with me before, I have high hopes that mother will be in a true tyrannical mood at such a break with tradition. And seeing how well she did in driving a wedge between me and the Flower Girl, I feel fairly confident about how the evening will end. 

My cell rings, “Hello there chica,” I answer. 

“Well, aren’t you sounding chipper! I’m so glad you’re excited to bring me to your mom’s!” Yes, extremely so, and part of me feels guilty at my duplicitous exuberance, but only partly. Smiling I respond, “You have no idea. Where are you?”

She giggles over the phone and says, “I’m just around the corner from your apartment.”

“Great. I’m just outside—ah, I see you.”

Rachael pulls up and I can see her big smile through the windshield. I push aside my sudden misgivings and hold firmer my convictions. After all, I’m merely setting the stage. My mother will be fully to blame for what’s to come.  

 

***

Rachael smiles real big up at me while squeezing my hand and says, “I’m so nervous!” As well you fucking should be, you’re about to be interrogated by a siren of hell. As bad as I was feeling earlier, now that we’re here waiting on the doorstop I feel a strange kinship with my sadistic mother. Maybe this is how we’ll finally bond.  

“I can’t believe this is where you grew up, it’s like out of a story book!” Rocking back and forth on my heels with anticipation, I hardly register her squeaking beside me. I look over at her and smile. The door opens and my mother’s newest maid stands to the side and says, “Welcome, may I take your coats?”

The maid takes Rachael’s coat and ushers us inside while Rachael leans in and whispers in surprised delight, “So fancy.” Fancy indeed, like the streets paved in gold to the gates of hell. 

“Jason my dear, you didn’t tell me you were bringing a guest,” announces my mother as she walks in to greet us. I’m smiling, which I can see throws my mother off. “Mother, I’d like you to meet Rachael. Rachael, my mother.”

Rachael steps forward as eager as a girl scout and grabs my mother’s hands and says, “It’s so good to finally meet you!”

My mother pulls her in, kisses both sides of her cheeks as if we’re from Europe and replies, “Likewise my dear, I am delighted.” She sends a quick little glance my way and I start to reconsider the wisdom of my plan.

“Come, we’ll have a drink in the front room before dinner. Julie, please prepare an extra plate for Miss Rachael.”

“Your house is amazing Mrs. Davis.”

“Thank you dear and please, call me Robin. What would you like to drink? Jason, I assume you will have your usual vodka martini?”

Rachael looks at me and says, “Your usual? I’ve never seen you drink one of those.”

“I only drink them here.”

“He used to be fascinated by James Bond as a child,” my mother adds. “Loved all the gadgets, the way he said his name and of course his drink of choice. Too bad he never picked up Bond’s sense of style.”

They giggle at her little joke and I smile wanly. I sense an alliance forming between them. Tonight will indeed be miserable, for me. A glint in my mother’s eye reinforces the fact that she is too smart and too devious for me to manipulate. I should’ve known better than to try to outsmart her. My plan is going to back-fire. I can only hope the result isn’t disastrous. 

“Rachael,” I say. “Tell her what you want to drink.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Let’s see. I’ll have a Gin and Tonic, thank you.”

“Coming right up,” my mother says as she walks over to the wet bar.

Rachael leans in and says quietly, “Your mom is so nice. I can’t believe how young she looks! She looks more like she should be your sister than your mother.”

“Well, when you make deals with the devil you don’t come away empty-handed.”

“Jason!”

My mother returns with a tray carrying our drinks. “My son, who can be very inconsiderate, hasn’t told me a thing about you.”

Rachael looks at me a little askance and says, “Really? Well I work for a marketing firm in the NBC building next to the mall. I grew up in Vermont—”

“Oh! We have family in Vermont. It’s such a gorgeous state. I’m sorry dear, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Rachael smiles and her expression of concealed amusement makes me see her in a new light. She grabs my hand and holds it comfortably and naturally and says, “That’s okay. Yes, it is very beautiful but it doesn’t compare to the weather out here.”

My mother nods and dives into her interrogation, “Marketing you say? Tell me all about it.”

 

***

 

“That was so delicious! I can’t believe I’ve never had duck before. It won’t be the last either. Thank you so much again for dinner Robin.”

“It was my pleasure dear. I look forward to many more with you. Now, for dessert we have tiramisu, chocolate ganache cake, or blueberry financier with corn bread streusel.”

Rachael waves her hand and says, “My lord, that all sounds delightful but I am way too full.”

“What about you Jason, care for some lovely dessert?”

Normally, dessert is mandatory. Even if I don’t eat it, it is served and I am never questioned as to whether I want it or not. The whole evening has been one of twists and turns. Nothing has gone as expected or as it normally would. My mother has been exceedingly pleasant and warm. Her scathing wit was nowhere to be seen. She told embarrassing stories about my childhood, but nothing deserving more than a slight cringe. And the scariest part is that she really seemed genuine. My stomach is twisted with knots of anxiety. 

“No thank you,” I reply weakly.

“Jason honey, you’ve been so quiet all evening. Are you feeling well?” asks Rachael.

“Yeah, I’m just a little tired. I opened today and I open tomorrow.”

“My poor little baby, I don’t know how you do it. What time do you have to get up then?” asks my mother.

“3:30 in the morning.”

“Oh my, that is brutal.”

“Isn’t it? I don’t know how he does it either. I don’t think I could.”

All this loving attention is making my stomach churn even more. “Yeah, it’s crazy, but whatever. Have to make a living somehow.”

“Well, whenever you want to stop being a stubborn fool our deal still stands,” my mother replies.

“What deal?” asks Rachael.

“It’s nothing. Look, we better hit the road mother.”

Completely ignoring me my mother says, “Any school he wants to go to, I’ll pay for it and a nice apartment. On the condition that once he’s finished he’ll work for the insurance company for at least a year. A pretty good deal if you ask me.”

Rachael has a look of astonishment on her face and says, “Wow. Jason, that is such a good deal.”

“Yeah, well, not to me.”

My mother sighs and says, “I just don’t understand why—”

“You do know why! I’ve told you over and over mother; I don’t want anything to do with Dad’s company. Rachael, are you ready? Thank you for a lovely dinner mother. I have to get up really early, so if you’ll excuse us, we have to go now.”

The air feels like I’ve sucked all the fun out and filled it with awkward petulance. My ears are burning as I head out of the dining room. I can hear Rachael and my mother hurrying their goodbye’s as I get to the door. Julie hands Rachael her coat and I usher her out before she has the chance to put it on.

“Jason. Are you okay? What happened back there?” she asks as she tries to keep pace with me as we head to her car.

“It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

She grabs my arm and forces me to stop, looks into my face and says, “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but I’m here for you if you need to.”

The look in her eyes is pleading me to accept her help. I don’t want it and I don’t want any more questions so I reply, “Look, my dad passed away. I don’t want to be reminded of it for the rest of my life by working at his company. If you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Oh Jason, I’m sorry.”

“No,” I say. “I’m the one who is sorry. I honestly didn’t expect the evening to go so well and I ruined it at the end.”

Stepping in closer, she says with a glint in her eye, “Evening’s not over yet.”  
 

 


 

 






  

A Shit Barcode

 

 

 

 

 

Jackhammers beat my alarm clock to waking me up this morning, again. Rachael sits up in bed next to me, her hair in wild disarray, confusion and anger stamped on her face. The light of the early morning illuminates my small studio and Rachael’s pretty figure beneath my sheets. Rolling over, I engulf her in my arms and pull her in for a lazy snuggle. The sound of the Jackhammers continues to reverberate through my walls. A small moment passes before Rachael squirms away and stands up next to the bed. Her nude form is pleasant to look at first thing in the morning.

“Why are you smiling? Isn’t that racket bothering you?” she asks imperiously with her hands on her naked hips.

Continuing to smile, I reply, “Those jackhammers have been waking me up every day for almost a month now. I’m kind of used to them. But what’s making me smile, is that I’m wondering who is enjoying the view more: me or the old men at their windows in the Sarah Francis Hometel across the street.”

She blanches and darts back into the bed, under the sheets. “Jeez Louise! Do you think anyone saw me?”

Laughing, I answer, “I can’t be sure, but I do know a few of them sit at their windows all day with binoculars.”

“Stop it!”

“I’m serious, that’s why I don’t walk around naked.”

“Then why don’t you close your blinds for crying out loud?”

I shrug while stretching away the stiffness of sleep and yawn. Catching the contagion, she yawns as well before saying, “I’m tired still, didn’t sleep well last night.”

“Mattress too lumpy?”

“No, I just haven’t been sleeping very well lately. I keep having these coughing fits. I’m surprised I didn’t wake you.”

“I sleep like the dead.”

“I’ll say,” she says smiling. “Well, I’m going to get in the shower. Care to join me?”

“I would love to,” I reply. “But I need to get a load of laundry started before work and I was thinking about making breakfast. How does French toast sound?”

Trailing a finger through the hair on my chest she looks up and says, “Not as good as a shower, but good enough as long as there’s bacon.”

“I’ll grab some at the store.”

In a quick burst of movement she springs from the bed, wrapping herself in the top-sheet before grabbing her duffle-bag next to the nightstand. “Okay, so I’ll take a quick shower and since you’re going to the store, that’ll give me enough time to blow-dry and straighten my hair.”

“You’re hair’s curly?” I ask, not quite believing it.

She smiles at me and says, “No silly, but it’s definitely poofy. Straightening it makes it lay nice and flat.” I watch her skip to the bathroom, duffle-bag in hand. This is the first time a girl has stayed over at my place and brought clothes for the next day. A small wave of guilt washes over me. The Flower Girl swims through my thoughts. I force the image of her with the man from the crosswalk into the forefront of my mind and shake away my guilt. But the image of her face still lurks in the corners of my mind.

 

***

 

After getting dressed and starting my laundry I head out to pick up the bacon. Locking my door, I’m not surprised to see Adam doing the same thing. “Hey there Adam.”

“Jason,” he says. “Ready to tackle the day?”

“Pretty much, those damn jackhammers are still getting me up bright and early.”

Walking down the stairs with him to the outside, he replies, “Yes, I can hear them faintly once I wake up.”

“Yeah, well they aren’t so faint for me, being right underneath my window.”

I pull out my lighter and a cigarette while Adam lights his own clove cigarette. “Well, at least they don’t run them too long,” he says looking over to the gaping hole in the street and sidewalk right beneath my window. 

“Yeah, but their construction vehicles take up the whole street. Parking is hard enough without them taking up a block,” I grumble.

“You don’t park in the back?” Adam asks, surprised.

“No way,” I say. “$120 a month is too steep for me. I just find parking on the street. It wasn’t so bad until recently, but they keep putting meters up on the free parking street. Just last week they put them in along Ninth Avenue.”

He nods knowingly and says, “And you have to worry about street sweeping.”

Streets fall into either Monday, Wednesday, Friday days or Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday days for street cleaning. Whichever group of days a side of the street falls into are the days you can’t park on that side of the street from 2:00 a.m. to 8:00 a.m. This is a little confusing at first because when you’re parking for the night and you find a spot, you see the sign telling you this is a Mon, Wed, Fri side and you’ve gone around all day certain in the knowledge that today is Tuesday. You don’t give it a second thought, you’ve been working all day and you’re ready to relax and zone out watching T.V. 

The next morning is Wednesday and you roll out to your car and find a lovely little yellow envelope underneath one of your windshield wipers. Confusion swirls through your foggy morning mind and you look at the sign again and this time you realize that yes, you parked there Tuesday night. Realization begins to set in and the confusion is replaced with annoyance because Tuesday night turned into Wednesday morning while you were sleeping comfortably in bed. The street sweeper made his way down the street during the wee hours of the morning and gladly wrote you a ticket for $45. 

“How many street sweeping tickets have you gotten this month?” Adam asks.

“None,” I say proudly.

“How many expired meter tickets have you gotten?”

Scowling, I reply, “Two.”

“How about for being in a spot for more than two hours?”

“One,” I grumble.

“Any for being too far away from the curb or having your wheels pointed the wrong way?”

“Yeah, yeah, I get your point. I’m probably paying almost as much in parking tickets as I would for the parking lot.”

“And,” he replies. “You have the stress of finding parking, moving your car and feeding the meter. But then again, I guess you don’t have to put up with the Shit Barcode either.”

Finishing my cigarette, I just about ask him to explain his last remark but then realize it could take a while and I still need to grab some bacon from the store. “On that note, I have to go. See you later Adam.”

“Remember, your wheels should be no further than a foot away from the curb. And meter maids are ruthless, so err on the side of caution.”

“Will do,” I reply and wave him goodbye. 

 

***

 

Coming back from the store, I see Eddie standing in front of the hometel. I haven’t seen him in a while, so I walk up to say a quick hello. He used to work at the coffee shop upstairs in Horton Plaza, all the way up until last year. You’d never guess he’s in his eighties. His seventies-style afro is barely peppered with grey and his dark skin is still mostly smooth. 

“Hey there Fast-Eddie, where you been lately?” 

He looks up at me from his electric-powered Rascal and laughs. “I ain’t so fast anymore.”

“Right,” I say. “I see you whizzing down the street in that thing. Motorcycles take these streets slower.”

He spits and then says, “That’s cause you don’t see no real riders around here anymore.”

I laugh a little and ask, “How’s things?”

“Oh, I was up in the bay area visiting my grandkids. I finally saw a doctor about getting this old hip replaced. Not looking forward to that, I can sure as hell tell you. No sir.”

“Hopefully it goes well and you’ll be walking along nice and fast.”

He scoffs at this and says, “I ain’t so concerned with walking so much as I am about driving. Won’t be driving for quite a while after the surgery. Car’s just gonna sit back their next to that damn wall and the Shit Barcode.”

Wondering for a second time what that means but needing to move along again, I simply reply, “Well, good luck with all that. I’m running behind, should’ve had breakfast started by now. Good to see you Eddie.”

He waves me goodbye as I cross the street and head inside.

 

***

 

“That was delicious.”

Picking up her plate and stacking it on top of mine, I reply, “It wasn’t bad, I just wish I hadn’t burned the bacon.”

“Oh that’s the way I like it, nice and crispy.”

I’m washing off the sticky remnants in the sink and Rachael comes up from behind me, wraps her arms around me from behind and nuzzles the side of her face into the space between my shoulder blades. A sigh of content escapes her lips and her whole body settles comfortably against mine. I continue to wash the dishes, enjoying this moment but also thinking about how much further I want things to go with her. For a while, I didn’t really find her that interesting. She seemed too perfect, too much the product of the “right path”. 

She was popular in high school, cheered for the football team and didn’t get into much trouble. She went straight to college from there, joined a sorority, partied with fraternities, and obtained a degree and an internship that turned into a well-paying job. She’s dated a little and has had a couple of short-lived relationships. She’s vacationed in Vegas and Hawaii and wants to go to Thailand. And all of that is nice and no one should be found wanting because they did what they were supposed to do, but it just doesn’t excite me. 

But then again, things are easy with her. We don’t really bicker, she’s not easily upset and her mood doesn’t fluctuate at the drop of a hat. She’s really understanding and compassionate. And even though she’s not the most exciting girl in the world, she’s not as boring as I previously thought. 

“Penny for your thoughts,” she murmurs while shifting around to look up at me.

Smiling, I reply, “I was just thinking about how easy you are.”

Jerking back suddenly and with an over-the-top tone of outrage and a thickening of her accent she says, “I beg your pardon sir, but I am a southern bell. I am many things, but I am most certainly not easy.”

Laughing, I reply, “That’s not what I meant.” Putting the last couple of pieces of silverware into the drain board, I continue, “What I mean to say is that I find things are nice and easy when you’re around. It’s nice.”

“Naturally,” she says haughtily. “But still, my sensibilities have been insulted and I demand recompense from you, good sir.”

Still wearing a big grin on my face, I reply, “I shall do my best m’lady.”

“See that you do,” she says before her face explodes with a bright smile. Surprising me, she runs up and jumps onto me, wrapping me in a crushing embrace. I almost fall from the attack hug.

“Alright,” I say. “We better get going if we want to enjoy a coffee before I start work.”

“I wish you didn’t work on the weekends,” she says with a pout. “But I’m glad you’re not opening. Can’t be you lied to your own mother. Tsk, tsk.”

Putting her down and moving to grab my things, I ignore her remark about my mother and reply, “I don’t mind the weekends so much, as long as I’m not closing. I hate dealing with the drunks at the end of the night. Did I tell you about what happened last Friday night?”

Picking up her duffel bag and following me out the door, she says, “No, what happened?”

Locking the door, I start the tale. “So, it’s crazy busy—no surprise—the line is out the door and we’ve been closed already for ten minutes. Duncan had called out sick, so I wasn’t able to guard the door right at closing. You know how I told you most of them are just buying mints to get their parking validated? Well for whatever reason, they all decided they needed blended drinks, so I had Kisha go and guard the door to not let anybody else in and I slid to the bar to pump out the drinks.

“So I’m blending away like a madman, trying to get these people their drinks. It’s as loud as a nightclub in there and the people are drunk as piss. Two douchebags—you know the type, wearing designer jeans, 7 Diamonds button up shirts with big collars opened halfway down their chest, pointy Italian shoes, and spiked-up shiny faux-hawks—are swaying on their feet and trying to hit on this drunk girl. She’s wearing a little black dress showing tons of cleavage and has to constantly pull the bottom part down so her butt doesn’t show. She’s been walking around like a stork in her six-inch heels and she stumbles up against the sneeze guard by the bar and slurs, ‘Where’s my drink, you making my drink. I need my drink to get away from these assholes.’

“I hand out four drinks, shouting to be heard and one of them is hers so I let her know and return to making more. She grabs it and starts sucking it down, leaning against the wall while the two dudes continue to try to get her to come with them. I keep making drinks, yelling them out, and watching the door to make sure Kisha doesn’t let anybody in. And after a couple of minutes, this drunk bitch has consumed her entire drink and drops the empty cup on the ground. 

“She starts swaying a little more, so one of the dumbasses tries to grab her. She swats him away, almost falling in the process and stumbles her way behind the counter. Before I can do anything—I’m holding a pitcher of blended coffee in my hands and am poised to pour it—she reaches over to steady herself over the ice bin, and pukes in it.”

Opening the door to leave the building, Rachael says, “Shut up! She did not.”

“She did indeed chica, she did indeed.”

“Oh my god, what did you do?” she asks.

“I got her out of there first. Then, I finished making the drinks and handing them out and got the rest of them out as fast as I could.”

“What about the puke? What did you do about that?”

“I poured pitchers and pitchers of hot water into the ice bin and let most of it drain away before putting some latex gloves on and cleaning it out.”

Grabbing hold of one of my hands she shakes her head and says, “God I love my job.”

My laughing is interrupted by a voice from above. “Jason! Who is that lovely creature holding your hand?” rasps a gravelly voice.

Looking up I see my neighbor Barry poking his head out of his window. He’s lived in our building since they first converted it from a church to loft-style apartments. A retired lawyer from New York, his Brooklyn accent hasn’t faded in the slightest. Uncommonly sharp and more than little perverted, his humor is always inappropriate and very, very funny.

“Barry,” I say. “This is Rachael.” She waves at him and gives him one of her big bright smiles.

“Rachael, it’s a pleasure to meet you. You’re ravishing! If I was thirty years younger, I’d steal you away.”

To divert the direction of our conversation, I ask him, “Hey Barry, do you park in the back?”

“Of course, why do you ask?”

“Both Adam and Eddie mentioned the Shit Barcode to me today and I didn’t have time to ask what they were talking about. Do you know what they’re talking about?”

Laughing until he has a brief coughing fit and dropping his cigarette, he chokes out, “Oy vey, you haven’t seen that foul thing yet?”

“No, I don’t park back there.”

He lights up another cigarette and then says, “Go back there and check it out! You can’t miss it. It’s the backside wall of the Library Lofts next to us.”

“Alright, but what is it exactly?”

With a maniacal grin he says, “It’s the most disgusting thing I have ever seen. But the question to ask, is not what it is but why it’s there to begin with. Let me ask you a question.”

“Okay.”

“Where is the nearest public bathroom?”

I find the question a little weird, but I answer it and point to where it is. “Right there at Pokéz.”

“No, no, no. Where is the nearest Public restroom. Public with a capital P, no pun intended,” he laughs.

“I don’t follow you Barry.”

“Look, Rafa’s bathroom is open to the public as long as they’re customers. He won’t let you walk in off the street and take a shit in his toilet without first buying a burrito or something. All businesses that provide ‘public’ restrooms can deny the use of their restroom to non-paying persons.”

I’d forgotten about that since my store doesn’t have a restroom available to customers. 

Barry continues, “So, where is the closest Public restroom?”

“The Library.”

“Right, and what about when the Library is closed?”

I had to think a bit before answering, “All the way down on Third, between C and B street.”

“Exactly, it would take you fifteen minutes to walk there from here. Good luck making it if you’re about to shit your pants.”

“Okay, so there’s not that many places to go to the bathroom—”

“Oh my god!” interrupts Rachael.

Barry grins even bigger and says, “Smart too, I like her even more!”

Turning to her, still confused, I ask, “You understand what he’s on about?”

“I think so. How many homeless people sleep over by the library and the post office every night?”

“Around thirty or more.”

“Where do you think they’re going to the bathroom?”

Barry laughs at the look on my face and finishes, “They sit against the wall back there and shit! There’s so much of it that the Five Star parking lot attendants throw bags of kitty litter over it to absorb the smell and every month they paint over the skid marks on the wall. And they don’t always get the right color of grey to match the wall, so it looks like a giant barcode. Hence the nickname we gave it.”

“Get out of here,” I say disbelievingly. 

“You get out of here. Go check it out. Speaking of the bathroom, duty calls. Rachael it was nice to meet you. If you ever want to chuck youthful good looks for wily experience, come knock on my door.”

“It was nice to meet you too Barry,” she says as she waves up at him, politely ignoring his offer.

“Later Barry.”

She tugs on my arm and says, “Let’s go look at it.”

I look down at her, and in that moment I no longer see an uninteresting girl. I see a potential future that’s seems more and more bright. “You’re out of your mind. There is no way I’m going back there.”

“Come on!” she pleads. “Don’t be such a wuss.”

“You are disgusting.”

“I am not! I’m just curious, come on, let’s go look at it!”

“No way, you can check that out all by yourself. Besides, I still want to get a cup of coffee before I start.”

She relents and pouts a little and says, “Fine, but we’re looking at that later.”

“Keep dreaming.”
 


  

Into Thin Air

 


 


 


 


 

 

Rachael’s been sick for a few days. My mother has been surprisingly absent, skipping her daily torture trip to my store. And I haven’t seen the Flower Girl since our crosswalk crossing. I’m still unsure of how that makes me feel. Well, maybe not on how I feel; I know it makes me feel like shit. I’m just not sure if that feeling is justified. 

Even though things have been going really well with Rachael, I can’t shake my feelings for the Flower Girl. I don’t know where we stand. But I need to find out before going much further with Rachael. I know that makes me look like an asshole hedging his bets but I don’t know what else to do. Right now I’m passing the newsstand with the flower shop coming into view. She’s not there. I haven’t seen her there for a few weeks but I haven’t been exactly looking either. 

Walking up to the shop I get the owner’s attention. “Hey Raziel, have you—”

“Haven’t seen her,” he interrupts.

“What do you mean?”

“She quit two week ago. All those perverts keep coming round, wanting to buy the weed! I try sell them real flowers. No go. I tell them same thing. I don’t know where she is.”

I mutter my thanks and walk toward the stairwell, lighting up a cigarette and dialing her number. It rings once and then, “We’re sorry, the number you are trying to reach is no longer in service.” 

My stomach sinks a little as I start to worry about her. Lost in thought I nearly jump out of my skin when a hand claps me on the shoulder.

“That was amazing!” laughs Elena, the culprit standing next to me in the stairwell.

“Christ Elena! I nearly pissed myself. Seriously, you’re a ninja.”

Laughing some more she says, “Thanks but I think an elephant could’ve snuck up on you just now.”

“Welcome back,” I say as I give her a quick hug. “How was your vacation?” 

“Oh my god Chile was amazing, my cousins constantly made fun of me and my Spanish, calling me a gringa. We went to so many night clubs. The food was to die for, made me miss my Mom. All in all it was amazing and I really needed the time off. But I just got in last night. I feel like I need a vacation from my vacation now.”

In between blowing smoke rings I reply, “Yeah, you should always give yourself a day to recuperate before you go back to work. How was the weather?”

“Well its summer there, so it was fantastic. We spent like literally all day at the beach every day before going out at night. But hey, I start in ten minutes, so walk me in?” she asks as she wraps herself around my arm and starts walking toward the store with her head comfortably resting on my shoulder. “Tell me what’s new with you! How’s the dating life? Has your mom brought in any new trophies? Gimme gimme gimme.”

I look down at her beautiful eyes and marvel at how natural and comfortable I feel around her. My worries start to weigh less as I give her the scoop before our shifts begin. 

Once inside I unfortunately have to relinquish the lovely Elena as everyone greets her in excited tones and quick hugs on our way in. 

“Elena! Welcome back!”

“Grande non-fat no-foam latte for Graham!”

“Excuse me, do you have a tall mocha for Janice coming up?”

Entering the backroom, the Cow swivels around in her chair and says, “Elena! How was Mexico?”

I slip past Elena into the bathroom to put away my stuff as she replies, “Well, it was Chile and it was good.”

The Cow barks her hideous laughter and says, “Sorry, I knew it was one of those Central American countries.”

“Actually, Chile is a South American country.”

Stepping out of the bathroom I add my own two cents, “And Mexico isn’t in Central America Sarah, its right here in North America just twenty minutes south of us.”

Elena won’t look at me, knowing my clearly displayed disgust with the Cow would probably make her laugh. The Cow is nonplussed at her complete ignorance as once again her true motive in talking to Elena is the hope of acquiring a delivery service. “Whatever Jason, listen Elena, would you do me a favor and grab me a grande peppermint mocha with extra whip cream and a blueberry scone?”

Before Elena can answer I notice that on the Cow’s desk are four grande cups with her trademark lipstick marks on the lids. “Seriously Sarah! You’ve already had four and you’ve been here for what, like three hours tops? You could at least use a reusable cup.”

Conflict-hating Elena says, “Okay, I’m going to go clock in,” and slips out behind me.

“Uhg, thanks a lot Jason! Now I have to get it myself.”

“Oh my god, what a travesty.”

“I am so sick of you judging me. I only ask people to get me things so that I can continue to get my work done back here. This schedule’s not going to write itself you know.”

“Yeah, I know. I also know that it is Thursday and it was supposed to be out yesterday at the latest. And our last manager, Kristy, usually had it done by Tuesday, you know.”

“THAT’S IT!” she nearly screams. “You don’t have to like me Jason and you can think whatever you want about how I manage this store. But you don’t get to talk to me like that because whether you like it or not, I’m your boss. And I’m not going to tolerate that kind of disrespect from you anymore. You can go home.”

I’m shocked into disbelief which quickly turns to outrage. “I haven’t even started yet! You can’t send me home when I’m not even—”

“I sure as hell can! Just because you’re not on the clock doesn’t mean you get to come in here, make fun of me, judge me, and insult me! As your boss I deserve to be treated with respect. And if you’re not going to do so, then I also have the right to send you home. When you come back tomorrow, we’ll discuss this further provided you have a better attitude.”

“Seriously Sarah, how are you going to run the floor and finish the schedule if you send me home? You can’t—”
             “I can’t? You don’t get to tell me what I can and can’t do. Get your stuff and go home.”

My heart is pounding and my brain can’t make a coherent thought. Sarah has dismissed me and returned to fiddling with the computer. Numbly I walk back into the bathroom and gather my things. Walking out to the front I notice everybody is quiet, having heard everything. Elena looks at me, a mixture of “you bring this on yourself” and pity in her eyes. The sounds of the store accompany me on my way out. 

“Tall non-fat no-whip mocha and an iced grande whole milk latte for Jen.”

“I’m sorry, I changed my mind. Can I get whip cream on the mocha?”

“Of course dear, let me fix that right up for you.”

I can’t believe it. I seriously can’t. I don’t even know how to feel about it. I hate this place but I can’t exactly afford to not be here. Today’s wages are poof, gone into thin air and now I have the whole day to myself with nothing to do. I decide to go by the Flower Girl’s place and see if she’s there.

The late morning sun and the relatively quiet streets of downtown pull me further inward. My reflective thoughts help me tune out the homeless people begging for change and cursing my refusal to acknowledge them. The brick sidewalk under my feet leads right up to the call box for her apartment. There’s no answer when I buzz her unit. 7585# on the dial pad lets me in and I start climbing the stairs trying to think of something to say should she be here. 

I knock on her door over and over, putting my ear against it in hopes of hearing something from inside. Nothing. 

“Excuse me,” says a deep voice from behind me, startling me for the second time today.

I turn around to find the apartment manager standing there looking down at me from his 6’5’’ height. “You’re Jason right?”

“Yeah. David, isn’t it?”  

“Dug actually. Dug McCready.”

 I’ve only met him once. At least I got the first letter right. “Sorry, I’m bad with names.”

A good-natured chuckle escapes his mouth and he says, “Don’t worry about it. But hey, I’ve got to get going and she left something for you. Let’s go downstairs to the office and get it.”

Confusion clouds my thoughts as I follow him to the stairs where he adds, “Hope you don’t mind the stairs, but I don’t trust that elevator.”

“Yeah, me neither,” I mumble. “So she moved out?”

Looking over his shoulder with sympathy in his giant blue eyes he says, “Yeah, about two weeks ago.”

The stairs take forever, even with Dug’s loping two-at-a-time pace. My heart starts to pound and I wonder why she left without saying goodbye.

Reaching the office, Dug unlocks the door and says, “She told me she wasn’t sure if you’d come by or not but that she wanted to leave this for you just in case you did.”

“Did she tell you where she went?”

Handing me an envelope with my name on it he replies, “Sorry mate, she didn’t say.”

Opening the envelope with nervous hands I pull out a letter from her and start reading. My heart beats faster as I read through her words.  

Dug’s hand on my shoulder snaps me out of my reverie, “I’m sorry, but I have to get going.”

Folding up the letter I reply, “Yeah, no problem. Thanks again.”

As I’m opening the door to leave Dug says, “I’m going out with a couple friends to Maloney’s later tonight. Swing by. It’ll give you a night of distraction.”

“Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

The letter feels heavy in my hands as I walk back out into the late morning and quiet streets of downtown.    
 

 

 






  

Rejecting Reality

 

 

 

 

I spent the rest of yesterday reflecting over my being sent home and agonizing over the Flower Girl’s letter. I had no way of finding her, no way of helping her. I ended up swinging by the bar and chatting with Dug for a little while, hoping to find out anything to help point me in the right direction to try and find her. Sadly he wasn’t much help in that department. But I did get a chance to vent harshly about work to someone who understands. Turns out he used to work at the same coffee shop a few years before I got there. He was keenly aware of the difficulties. I envied his easy manner and his ability to shrug off the nastier parts of life. And while he was very understanding of the shitty parts of the job, he did tell me that I wasn’t exactly blameless in the incident with the Cow. 

Part of me—a very small part, so small I’m still not sure of its existence—realizes that I shouldn’t have talked to my boss the way I did, and have done for quite some time. But my rationalization cannot be calmed. She is the single worst person I have ever worked with, let alone for. I have had several competent managers and two really great ones. And the disparity between them and Sarah is astonishing, so much so that I cannot understand how she still has a job. 

She hardly ever works on the floor, which to be honest is probably a good thing because when she does I want to shoot myself, twice, in the face. She doesn’t know how to bar, she’s incredibly slow, and what’s worse is that she thinks she knows more than every other barista on the floor when she hasn’t the slightest clue how to work in food with other people in a fast-paced setting. 

Her back-of-house management is atrocious. Her schedules take forever and still suck. We are required by law to have at least eight hours in between shifts. This may seem like an odd requirement for most jobs, but when you get scheduled to close the store with a shift from 5:00 p.m. to 1:30 a.m. on Friday night and then scheduled to open the store at 4:30 a.m. the next morning, you can see why the law is necessary. Sarah breaks this law at least twice a week. Most of the time we’re able to switch things around, but almost everyone has had the misfortune of having to close then open. We call them clopens and we hate them.  There is only one person at our store who has never had to clopen. Surprise, surprise, it’s Sarah. 

When I got to work today, all these wonderful traits of hers were floating through my mind as I struggled to keep civil during our “conversation”.

“Tall latte for Susan! Short decaf misto for Bob!”

“Greetings, how may I service you?”

“Bruce! Buddy! What are you doing in town? Hey Liz, I’ll pay for his drink okay.”

“You don’t have to—”

Bro, I insist.”

“Seriously? You’re out of blueberry muffins again?”

“I’m sorry sir, you see, the PTA just mobbed through here thirty minutes ago and cleaned us out. They’re all the rage.”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“Yes it is, because that is what happened last time and every other Tuesday for the last six months.”

“Then why don’t you order more then?!”

The Cow sits across from me holding a notepad and a filled-out form in-triplicate, a “Corrective Action”. This is the first time in my six years of working here that I have ever received one.

“Jason. Do you know why we’re having this conversation?”

“Yes Sarah, I do.”

“Can you tell me why?”

“Yes Sarah, I could.”

“Jason. You’re trying to make this harder than it needs to be.”

“Sarah. Why do I need to tell you what you already know?”

She sighs and replies, “Because it is important that you understand what happened and what it means. If all I do is tell you what you’re doing wrong and never check for understanding, how are you going to grow and learn from your mistakes?”

I’m more than a little shocked that she was able to throw all those words together into any semblance of meaning. There is no way that she came up with that on her own. Someone had to have force-fed her that. I doubt she has a high enough reading level to have read it and retained it.

“Jason?”

Fighting an urge to really unload on her with a barrage of scathing critique for her own performance, I sigh, roll my eyes and reply, “We’re having this ‘conversation’ because I was disrespectful to you yesterday before I started my shift and was subsequently sent home.”

Looking at me with disappointment she says, “Yeah, well that’s one way to put it. Another way would have been to humbly acknowledge your actions and show a little remorse. Instead, you’ve demonstrated that your attitude is still in need of changing. If you’d have shown me that you were sorry, I would have torn this up and just given you a verbal warning. But I can see that you need a more substantial consequence. Hopefully this will bring about a change in attitude. If we have to have this conversation again, it’ll be a final written corrective action.” 

Handing me the form she continues, “There is a section there for you to write whatever comments you feel like. One copy is yours, one goes into your file and another is sent to Seattle, so think clearly before you put something down. I also need you to sign and date the bottom.”

My blood would be boiling if I weren’t so stunned by how—and I cannot believe I’m using this word—smart Sarah sounds. I have never heard her sound like anything other than an idiot. Her ignorance is usually astounding, as if she never went to school. I once heard her tell Jeb that Hawaii wasn’t part of the United States, and she didn’t mean not part of the continental United States, she said it was a territory like Guam. And she wasn’t swayed from this moronic stance until Jeb pulled up proof on his smart phone. 

“Here’s a pen,” she says as she hands me one.

Shaking off my confusion, I fill out the Employee Comments section and scribble my signature at the bottom. “Anything else?”

“Do you need to take a break before you start?”

And being considerate? Seriously, am I in Bizzaro World? “Will it count as one of my tens?” This is an important question to ask as a smoker.

“No, you’ll get your regular breaks as usual. Jason, I want you to really try to make an effort here. We don’t have to get along like best buds, but we do have to work together and we need to treat each other with respect, okay?”

Getting up and walking away I reply, “Yeah, sure thing boss.”

I slide in next to Elena on the bar to quickly make myself a drink.

“How’d it go?” she asks.

Pumping six squirts of concentrated chai tea mix into my large cup I reply, “Oh, just swell. Got written up, but hey, I get to take an extra break right now and I just got here. So there’s a win.”

She calls out a couple of drinks while I’m pouring milk into my cup and says to me, “Hey, you wanna grab a drink tonight and vent a little?”

It’s been a long time since I’ve hung out with anyone from here outside of work and Elena always give me the best advice so I gladly respond, “Definitely. That would be awesome. Where do you want to go?”

“Tall caramel mocha with extra whip cream for Lance!”

“Hello. Can I get a doppio espresso please? And, and, and a vanilla scone?”

Elena’s putting whip cream on top of an iced white chocolate mocha when she presses down on the handle a little too quickly, causing a little explosion that spackles the front of her apron with whip cream. “Uhg! Wonderful. I don’t know Jason. I’ll think about it later.”

Putting ice into my lovely chai lattte, I’m about to reply when— 

SMACK! Slap, slap, slap, slap. 

I turn around and Doppio Dave is walking over to touch the door. Elena grabs his cup and immediately starts pulling his shots and says, “Really Jeb?! You couldn’t have warned us he was here? I just about dropped a drink.”

Jeb is bagging a pastry and replies sheepishly, “I’m sorry, he asked for a scone.”

“A scone, so what?” I reply.

“He never gets anything other than a doppio! It threw me off.”

“Doppio Espresso for Dave!”

“Decaf triple grande soy with whip white chocolate mocha for Jesse!”

Sarah walks out, sees Dave and says, “Oh, it’s just Dave. Jeb, you can take your ten. I’ll slide for you. Do a spin first please.”

Before Jeb can follow me and try to ruin my extra break, I make a bee-line for the door. My cell rings as I’m leaving the store.

“Hey Rachael, just in time, I’m taking a break.”

“Oh you’re here? I just parked. Can you meet me by the stairs next to the long escalator?”

“Yeah, I’m almost there now.”

“Okay, see you in a sec.”

Making my way up the stairs, I’m excited to see her. She’s been sick for the last week. I’m also feeling a little guilty. I can’t stop thinking about the Flower Girl even though I doubt I’ll ever see her again after reading her letter. But before I can get too consumed, I spot Rachael walking over.

“Hey there! How’ve you been? Haven’t seen you in a while,” I say as she walks up and gives me a hug. 

She looks up at me, huge circles under her eyes and says weakly, “Can we sit down? There’s something I have to tell you.”

“Yeah, no problem.”

We walk over to a bench by the stairwell. Rachael has a coughing fit as we sit down, holding a red-stained tissue to her mouth. 

“Are you okay?”

Exhaustion softens her voice as she says, “That’s what I wanted to talk about. I’m glad you’re here today. I came down to get the last of my things from work.”

“What? Why?”

“I’m taking a leave of absence.”

My stomach starts to twist itself into knots as a bad premonition begins to form. 

“You know how I haven’t been feeling well lately?” she asks.

“Yeah.”

“I’ve also been feeling fatigued for a couple of months now. I started coughing up blood last week and…” she trails off, looking down. Her shoulders start to shake as she tries to hold back tears. I want to comfort her, to put my arm around her shoulder and hold her close, but I’m immobilized with fear for what I think she’s trying to tell me.

She takes a deep breath, steadying herself and says, “Jason, I went to the doctor and had some tests done.”

I’m holding my breath while she looks me in the eye. “And?”

“I have lung cancer.”

Her eyes are wide open, scared and vulnerable as she looks at me. I can’t move. The world around me disappears, replaced by a strong humming sound closing in around my head. “What stage?” I ask, the words escaping from my lips unthinkingly. 

Lips quivering and tears welling up in her eyes, she whispers, “Stage 4.” 

Frighteningly familiar images of hospital hallways, medical machines with coils of cords, shoot through my mind. A memory of the antiseptic smell of the hospital and the odor of cold sweat and medicine replacing a once robust scent of aftershave and a subtle cologne, surges out of a locked away past. 

I stand up before these memories can overwhelm me and Rachael pleads, “Jason?”

I can’t look at her. I can’t be near her.

“Jason?” she cries.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I can’t—I can’t, I have to go. I’m so sorry!” 

Running away as fast as I can, her cries and sobs of disbelief follow me, “Where are you going?! Jason, come back!” Her pain echoes off the walls and down the stairs, chasing after me. Faster and faster I run, trying to outrun my memories and get away from the sadness and the pain. 
 

 

 






  

Bitter Beans

 

 

 

 

I’m bitter, extremely so. Like old stale coffee beans that have been roasted too long, ground too fine, brewed with not enough water, and left out until cold. But I’m more than just a bitter bean. Hell, coffee beans aren’t even really beans. They come from the inside of cherries. The whole process of how your cup of coffee is born is pretty remarkable and strangely brutal. It’s truly astonishing that the process was discovered at all. 

To start, a tree—that can only grow between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn—produces cherries that must ripen to the point where they fall off the branch. Once those cherries are harvested, they must be pulped away until only the seed (coffee bean) remains. That seed must be dried in the sun until it is a pale shade of green similar to that of lima beans. After the green beans are dried they are roasted until they pop, much like popcorn. But unlike popcorn, coffee beans can be roasted until they pop twice.  

Beans from different parts of the world have different ideal roasting times. Latin American beans are generally roasted lightly while Indonesian beans taste better after longer roasts. But regardless of where the bean comes from, after it is roasted it finally achieves that rich brown color and size that we come to recognize as the source for our drug of choice.  

The rest of the journey from bean to cup has a variety of different paths offering a huge catalog of customizable consumption. The bean’s journey is arduous and not all beans make it. A violent render from the protective womb of the cherry, left out to dry among the millions of other suffering beans, thrown into the vat and blasted with heat until cracking and popping not once but twice and finally ground down into bits, drowned in scalding hot water, drained of its last remaining substance and discarded into a heap of other spent grinds. 

This journey is similar to that of the barista. When you start, you have no idea what you are signing up for. You’re a green bean ready to take on the world and the next thing you know, you’re thrown into the fire. Regular customers look at you with a skeptical look; they’ve seen other new baristas and they know that green beans make shitty coffee, usually very slowly. They are not sympathetic to the fact that you know nothing about coffee or that everything you are doing is new and different from anything you’ve ever done. They see you as a hold-up to their morning routine, the reason they’ll be giving to their boss for being late. 

The heat from their glares will start to make you sweat and will slowly roast your green bean self. Weeks will go by while you struggle to become competent and they continue to hope you give up and quit so their routine goes back to normal. If you’re an exceptional bean this first roasting will pop you quickly and you’ll be like all other loved delicious brown beans producing great coffee. And hopefully you’ll survive the daily roasting for a long, long time before you pop the second time. 

But after your second pop, like all coffee left to roast too long, you’ll begin to become bitter. Nobody likes a bitter bean. And when it comes to bitter beans, I might just be the bitterest bean of all.

The roasting I received today came from more than just my store. Life itself is burning me and torching everything around me. I ran away from Rachael, stranding her alone in a sea of pain and uncertainty. It was the most completely selfish and horrific thing I have ever done. But I can’t be there for her because I know what it costs. I’ve paid that price before. 

I ran all the way home and I’ve been sitting on the bed for the last two hours, watching my phone ring. Rachael called me twice. The store called me three times. Elena called me and texted me. So did my mother. Her text read, “Baby, call me back please. Rachael called me. I love you.” I can’t think about it anymore. Lying back, staring at the ceiling, my mind is numb and thoughtless for a long time before sleep finally takes me.

***

 

My phone rings, waking me. The windows tell me that night has fallen and my heart reminds me of why I sought sleep’s embrace. The ringing keeps on going, the screen showing me Elena’s smiling face as the reason. Without thinking, I answer it and put her on speaker-phone. “Hello.”

“Oh my god Jason, are you okay? What happened to you today?”

“Nothing, I just had to go.”

“Jason, come on. You left without saying anything. Sarah was pissed. Something had to have happened.”

“Look, I don’t want to talk about it. I just had to go okay?” The desperation in my voice echoes off the walls and threatens to overwhelm me.

“Okay, okay. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” I lie.

A silence fills the air for a little while before she finally says, “Did you still want to grab a drink tonight?”

I don’t. I don’t want to do anything. I want to sit in silence and close my eyes and not think about anything. 

“Jason?” she asks quietly. 

“Sorry. That sounds great. Where do you want to go?”

 

***

I’m staring into my beer while Elena shares a laugh with Duncan and Jeb. Their eyes have been on me all night, making sure I’m not about to leave. They don’t have to worry though because there’s nowhere I want to be. Elena didn’t tell me she had invited Duncan and Jeb along, but I’m glad they’re here so I don’t have to actually talk. 

“Seriously though, I almost impulsively quit all the time,” says Jeb. “Just the other day, I was driving down here looking for a parking spot—”

Duncan interrupts, “What? You park on the street? Why don’t you park in the mall parking garage? You get three hours free.”

“Because I don’t want to spend my breaks moving my car in and out of the garage, I want to relax on my break.”

“Yeah, but you could just buy a parking pass for the day. It has to be cheaper than what you’re feeding the meter.”

Elena chimes in, “There’s streets with free parking down by Thirteenth and Market, over by City College.”

“Exactly. Anyway, like I was saying. I was looking for parking—on Thirteenth actually—and couldn’t find shit. And I was like, man fuck this, if I don’t find a spot I’m just going home. I’ll call Sarah and tell her I quit. I was ready too, getting excited about it almost. And then I found a spot. I’ve never been so disappointed to find a parking spot in my life.”

They’re laughing again, glancing at me with that same worried look in their eyes. I finish my beer and wave at the server with my empty glass, avoiding my fellow baristas questioning eyes. Duncan steps up to the plate to continue the work gripe. 

“I know what you mean. Every day I have to work, I have to give myself a pep-talk or I won’t make it in,” he says.

Elena laughs. “What do you say to yourself?”

“It happens in the bathroom. I place my hands on the sink, look at my haggard self in the mirror and say, ‘Look. You can do this. It’s just eight and half hours. There will be shitty customers, but you can’t change that. There will also be some good ones. Hopefully Heidi comes in. Maybe she’ll finally give you her number. Today could be the day. But more importantly, you have to do this. You got rent to pay fool.’”

Normally I’d be laughing along with them, pulling out my own anecdotes and funny complaints, but they just feel trivial compared to what happened today. The worst is the downward spiral. I’ve no right to feel such self-pity; I’m not the one dying. Then the self-loathing kicks in, completely warranted and down and down I go. 

The server interrupts my inward musings, placing my new beer in front of me. I mutter my thanks and listen to Elena continue to grind the axe. 

“I have to remind myself of that too,” she says.

“What? You? I hardly ever hear you complain at work. You ain’t got to lie to kick it. You love the place.”

She raises her head a little indignantly and says, “Wait just a minute. Yeah, I try not to complain too much at work. It just brings me down. And yeah, for the most part, I like my job. But there are days, ay dios mio there are days, where I wake up or I’m in the middle of one of those nasty rushes and somebody called out sick or Sarah understaffed us or some homeless person is going crazy or—”

“That sounds like every day,” interrupts Jeb.

Laughing she responds, “Yeah, sometimes it seems like that and when it does I have to tell myself, ‘Girl, you have rent, a car payment, student loans, credit cards and you hate your other job even more’ and I tough it out.”

Duncan says, “Damn you got two jobs too? I hate having two jobs. I hardly ever get a day off from both. If I ain’t at the coffee shop, I’m at the tire shop and if I ain’t there, I’m probably sleeping. Last week I had two days off from both, first time in four months and I had three days where I had to go from one to the other make that happen.”

“Tell me about it. Half the time after I get off from opening, I have to go upstairs and work at GameStop. Which means I’m at the mall from 4:30 in the morning until 9:30 at night,” says Jeb. “I feel like I live there.”

If I had any sympathy left, I might have had some for Jeb right then. 

“What’s your other job Elena?” asks Duncan.

She looks down into her own beer and says, “It’s just a side job.”

“Yeah, both my jobs are just side jobs, that’s why I have two of them. Come on, spill. Where you at when you ain’t slinging espresso with us?” 

“Why so cagey? Are you working at Pete’s? Double-dipping in the coffee biz?” asks Jeb.

“Yeah, or It’s A Grind? Or Lestat’s?”

Trying to be dismissive, Elena replies, “No, I’m not working at another coffee shop. It’s just a stupid job. Let’s just forget about it. Jason? Are you feeling okay?”

Jeb looks at me, sympathy written all over his face—which makes me suspicious. Duncan leans forward with a manic smile and says, “Oh no, don’t change the subject. You’re not getting off the hook that easy. Come on, give.”

“McDonalds,” ventures Jeb. 

“Burger King.”

“The tanning salon.”

“Guys—”

“Ooh, I know! Hooters.”

“Seriously guys, please—”

Duncan’s face lights up and he says, “Elena.”

“Duncan just—”

“You’re a stripper!”

Everything is still. Nobody moves. Elena looks away, shame and embarrassment closing her eyes and stooping her shoulders. Duncan starts to say something and she bolts, grabbing her purse. The gravity of the moment shocks me out of my pity party. 

“Wow,” says Jeb. “I never would’ve guessed that.”

Duncan, unperturbed by her departure says, “Oh my god! How crazy is that? I wonder where she dances. We got to find that out. Dude, I’ve imagined her naked many, many times but I never imagined that I’d get the chance to—”

“Shut the fuck up Duncan!” I yell. “What is wrong with you? She’s obviously not proud of it and she clearly didn’t want to tell us, probably for this very reason.”

“Get off your high horse Jason, I’ve seen the way you look at her. Don’t bullshit me, you want to know where she dances just as much as me.”

“You’re an asshole.”

Laughing, he says, “Oh that’s rich, coming from you. You’re the biggest, most bitter asshole I’ve ever met! I can’t believe you haven’t been fired. The way you talk to people at work, Jesus it’s a miracle. Besides, I’m not the one taking my clothes off. If she’s that embarrassed about it, get another job. She chose to do it.”

“Yeah, I may be a dick to customers at work, to random strangers that treat me like a piece of dirt beneath their nails, but what you did was insensitive and disrespectful to someone you know.” Standing up, I pull out a twenty and throw it on the table. “Have a nice night, jerk.”
 






  

A Nice Touch

 

 

 

 

 
 

I used to be nice. I used to laugh, often. I used to believe in people, that they were mostly good at heart. I used to believe that this world was one big happy place filled with polite human beings helping each other toward an ever brighter future. What the fuck was I thinking? How was I so naïve and ignorant? Who put those ridiculous ideals into my head? I see the true beast of man, pretending to hide behind so many different costumes. But the beast does not hide from me. It doesn’t even make an attempt. After all, I’m just a barista. The farce of good humanity is dropped once they pass through my doors. Unruly behavior is the order of the day. It’s served to me in blistering fury hotter than the coffee in my urns and its burn leaves deeper scars.

“Iced grande non-fat light ice latte for Jacob!”

“Duncan, after you do a spin, do you want to take your break?”

“Hello! Can I get a drink started for you?”

“Yeah, I want a mocha. Is it possible to get that sugar-free?”

Liz has been expediting really well, so the line hasn’t had a chance to be longer than three or four people even though it’s been pretty steady. She sets a hot large cup next to me and says, “Drip coffee,” before rushing to the back. Looking down, I notice there’s an awful lot of room in the cup. 

I’ve been trying my best to be nice today. This job is hard enough for me on good days, and I’m not particularly good at checking my baggage at the door. I’m having a hard time being civil and polite, let alone cheerful and full of smiles. So when I make the extra effort to pull my miserable self together and force a thoughtful attitude, it makes me want to go postal on the general public when they continue to behave as cunts. 

Our customers have become quite clever at getting the most bang for their buck. The classic example is the ghetto iced latte. If you order an iced large latte, you’re getting a large cup with two shots of espresso, milk and ice. You’ll also pay almost four dollars. A doppio espresso, which is two shots of espresso, costs $1.75. The ghetto latte is obtained by purchasing a doppio espresso, asking for it to be put in a large cup with extra ice, and then taking it to the condiment bar and filling it up with the milk set aside for cream. In the end you’ve worked the system, getting basically the same thing for about two dollars less. 

Like Robert, the newspaper guy, this used to bother me. The milk and half & half carafes empty quickly enough on their own, but three ghetto lattes later and full carafes need filling. But whatever, I’m slowing learning that there are many things you can’t do anything to fix and this is one of them. 

Another trick, that has never bothered me, is asking for a smaller size to be put into a larger size. Really only two drinks ever get ordered this way and it makes sense for these two. People will order a tall coffee or americano and ask for you to put it in a grande cup. This gives them the room for cream they need without sacrificing any of that precious go-go juice.  

So, when I see all this extra room in the large drip coffee that Liz has just set by me, it’s easy to see why I ask the customer, “Is this a grande or large coffee?”

Talking loudly on her cell phone, shoving her credit card in my face, it is clear she did not hear me.

“Kelly! Decaf grande surgar-free vanilla non-fat no foam latte!”

“Thanks sweetie, is my sausage sandwich coming up?”

“You know what, I’m not sure. Let me check on that for you.”

“Excuse me,” I say. “Was this a grande or a large?”

Looking at me with her mouth open, clearly displeased that she’s having to disengage from her inane conversation, she says, “Jess, I have to handle something, I’ll call you right back.”

“Sorry, but was this—”

“Seriously? Are you seriously asking me what size that is? Seriously?” 

It’s a struggle to remain civil as I say, “Look, I just don’t want to overcharge you.”

She continues to twist her face, especially her lips, into over-the-top classic valley-girl contortions that clearly convey she believes I’m an idiot. She picks up her coffee, raises it up level with my face while weirdly lowering her own and says slowly, as if she’s talking to a three-year old with downs-syndrome, “This, is a large.”

“You know what Kelly, they forgot to put it in. I did just now and it’ll be ready shortly. Here’s a drink coupon, you’re next one is on us. I’m really sorry.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it dear. These things happen. But thanks for the free drink, I’ll bring in my mom tomorrow to use it.”

I grab the cup out of her hand, startling her and say, “Actually, this is a tea.” Turning around to the sink I quickly dump her coffee out and continue, “So sorry about that. Let me ring you up and I’ll have it for you at the hand-off counter in just a sec. What’s your name?” I snatch her card out of her hand, read it and say with a hateful smile, “Never mind, here it is.” I swipe her card and hand it back to her before she can even close her mouth. “Here you go Valerie. It’ll be up on the bar over to your left, have a great day.”

She walks away confused while a little old man shuffles up and says, “Small coffee.”

Turning around, I fill a large cup as full as I can with decaf coffee and walk it carefully over to the handoff counter. It’s guaranteed to spill as soon as anyone picks it up. “Valerie! Your large coffee is ready at the bar!”

The old man at the register is digging through his pockets, trying to find his money while I fill up a tall coffee for him.

“Hey there Kisha! How are you on this fine day?”

“What up Haiden. I’m good, you seem chipper today.”

The old man looks up at me and says, “I must have forgotten my wallet on the bus.”

“Well, the coffee is $1.60,” I reply.

He looks down and says, “All my money was in my wallet.”

“Sorry,” I say and then grab his tall coffee and dump it down the drain.

While he’s shuffling away, Kisha turns to me and says, “Wow. Really Jason?”

“What? Stuff’s not free.”

“That’s cold,” she says.

I ignore her, turning around to brew another batch of coffee.

“Did Duncan do a spin before he left?”

“Kim! Tall iced-coffee. Thanks and have a great day. No, he didn’t Liz.”

“I’ll get my usual and add a tall coffee for that poor guy.”

“You got it Haiden. That’s really nice of you.”

“Jason,” says Liz. “After you’re finished brewing that, can you do a spin please.”

Dumping the spent grinds out, I reply, “No problem.” After setting up the next batch to brew, I grab a sanitized towel and head out into the lobby. As soon as I get passed the counter, a homeless man barges into the store in a manic manner. His stocking cap is pulled down so far I’m surprised he can even see. A tattered trench coat that I think was once a light tan color swirls around with his spinning movements. Two customers in line notice him and move away from his aggressive advances.

“Hey! I need help! They coming, they coming, they coming,” he says in the face of a customer who didn’t get out of the way. 

“I’ve got your usual triple grande whole-milk caramel macchiato, Haiden!”

“Thanks Creighton, how’s things?”

“Swell as can be, looks like we got a potential incident about to happen.

I quickly walk up and step in between him and the startled customer and say, “You have to go.”

Stepping closer to me he says, “They coming, they coming!”

“Look man, I don’t care. You have to leave, now.”

Spinning around wildly he almost screams, “They want my brain man! They want my brain. I can’t let’em get it. I can’t!”

I tell Liz to call security before approaching the deranged bum. “Seriously, you need to leave.”

He grabs his stocking cap off his head and slides down the wall and tries to muster a semblance of calmness and says, “Okay, okay. I’m sorry man. I just need a couple of minutes to lose’em. Can I get a hot chocolate?”

“No. You can get up and get out of here. I’m tired of telling you.”

He pulls out a five dollar bill and says, “I got money man. Just let me get a hot chocolate and buy some time.”

“Hey Chris, this is Liz from downstairs. Yeah we got another one. Okay, thanks.” 

“Look here!” I yell. “I’m sick and tired of dealing with you. You’re crazy. You smell like shit. You’re bothering customers and you’re bothering me! Now get the fuck out!” 

 He puts his hands up and says, “They’ll kill me man! They’ll kill me. All I need is five minutes and I’ll go, I promise. Let me buy a hot chocolate, please.”

Chris walks in through the doors and I exhale a sigh of relief and say, “Thank God. Chris, this guy needs to go.”

Looking down at the bum, Chris says, “Alright man, let’s go.”

The site of Chris causes the bum to slide away with increased fear. “No, no, no, no. Don’t do it, don’t take me to them!”

Crouching down beside the bum, Chris says, “Hey, its okay. I’m not going to take you to anybody. We’re just going to leave here, that’s all.”

One of the customers comes up and says, “Come on, he’s not bothering anybody. Just let him get what he wants.”

The customer has no idea what is really going on. Right now, a battle of wills is taking place. If I let this bum win, it’ll change everything. He’ll come back, repeatedly, because he’ll know he can get away with behaving like a weirdo and that nobody will stop him. This’ll become a haven for him. But what’s worse is that he’ll attract more bums either through spreading the word, by being seen inside by them, or by some fucked up aspect of Murphy’s law. 

We have enough bums to deal with already and unfortunately we have to draw a hard line against them. To work here, you have to learn to have a heart of stone. This is a place of business, not a homeless shelter.  

I ignore the customer and say, “Get him out of here.”

Chris looks at me askance and then says to the bum, “Come on man, let’s not make this difficult. 

The bum gets up and Chris escorts him out. A couple of customers look at me like I just sent him to Auschwitz. Haiden walks by and says, “Have a better day Jason.”

Yeah, right. I’m sure it’s going to be fantastic.

 

***

 

I’m sitting in the back, across from the Cow. She’s holding a notepad and a filled-out form in-triplicate, again. My contempt is so clearly stamped on my face she won’t even look at me. 

“Jason,” she says softly, trailing away.

“Sarah.”

Finally looking at me, she says, “What happened yesterday?”

“Look Sarah, I’m sorry. Something came up while I was on my break. I shouldn’t have left. I’ve never done anything like that before and it won’t happen again.”

“What came up?”

Now I’m the one looking away as I reply, “Nothing I want to talk about.”

“Jason, after what happened the other day, I deserve an explanation. Tell me what happened. People don’t just walk away from work like that, least of all you. You’ve never called out sick and you’re never late. So this kind of behavior, coming from you, is worrisome for me.”

“I said I don’t want to talk about it, it’s none of your business. Again, I’m sorry I left. It won’t happen again.”

She sits back and sighs, saying nothing. The moment stretches. My resolve doesn’t. I cross my forearms and lean back, staring her right in her ugly eye. I’ll sit here all day before I share one iota of my personal life with this ridiculous bitch. The longer our standoff continues, the angrier I become. My eyes have narrowed to slits, my jaw is clenched tight. Hatred is pouring out of me in waves. My ears are red and hot from it. 

She breaks. 

“Alright then. I don’t want to do this Jason, but you’re not giving me much of a choice,” she says as she hands me the corrective action she’s been holding. “This is a Final Written Corrective Action. Do you understand what that means?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes Sarah, I’m not an idiot. This Final Written Corrective Action means that if I do anything else that could possibly warrant a Corrective Action, then I will no longer be employed. Does that satisfy your desire to check for understanding?”

“Jason, I need—”

Jeb bursts out of the bathroom, interrupting, “Dude, come on! Just tell her what happened.”

Sarah swivels in her chair and says, “Jeb, this is a private conversation. I need you to leave, immediately. And we’re going to talk about this later.”

“Sarah,” says Jeb. “Please, you have to give him a pass on this one. Dude, tell her.”

“What the fuck Jeb! Were you out there eavesdropping on us?”  

“Jason calm down. Jeb what is going on here?”

Jeb looks at me with his hands up in apology, turns to Sarah and says, “You told me to take my break right when he was going outside. I went out right behind him, I was going to try and chat with him when his girlfriend came up to talk to him,” turning back to me he says, “I’m sorry dude, I didn’t know, I was just waiting around because I thought she was going to bounce and I wanted to hang out.”

Sarah reaches out and grabs Jeb’s arm and asks, “What happened?”

“Jeb don’t you say another fucking word!”

Looking back and forth between us, Jeb spurts out, “His girlfriend is dying from cancer, that’s what she told him. I’m sorry Jason, but you shouldn’t be in trouble for that.”

Hearing it again freezes me. I want to throttle Jeb but my fury fades, being replaced with a numbness that is all too familiar. 

“Jeb, why don’t you go back out on the floor.”

“I’m sorry man, I just—”

“Please Jeb, go back out on the floor,” she says again.

 She reaches over and gently grabs the Corrective Action. The rhythmic thud of my heart inside my chest drowns out my thoughts. The sound of paper ripping fills the air.
 






  

Next

 

 

 

 

 Four cigarette butts and the ash-stained ground beneath my feet are the only things I can focus on. My break’s probably over. I usually smoke two but can quickly puff through three cigarettes on my lunch breaks. Right now my fifth one is almost finished, the filter hot between my fingers. So many things keep running through my mind, one thought after another, pushing away the one before. The only constant is the image of four cigarette butts and that ash-stained ground beneath my feet. 

The heat of the filter burning jars me out of my stupor. Around me is the hustle and bustle of the city, its denizens going about their daily lives. The buzz of so many routines being followed hums in my ears like insects. We love our routines; they allow us to move along without having to stop and think. And my routine of going back to work after a few cigarettes kicks me in gear, accompanied by a sigh of reluctance.  

The glances I receive while walking to the back tell me that my coworkers know what’s going on. Thanks Jeb. I ignore them and head into the bathroom to put away my stuff. Sarah’s sympathy accosts me as I leave the bathroom. “Are you going to be okay Jason?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I say and turn to look at the schedule on the wall to avoid looking at her. I notice Elena’s name is crossed out and her shifts have been covered by other baristas. “Sarah, why are all of Elena’s shifts covered?”

She sighs and says, “She don’t work here anymore.”

“Shut the fuck up.”

“Jason—”

“I’m sorry, but you’ve got to be kidding me.”

She pinches the skin between her eyes, sighs and says, “I wish I was.”

“What happened, did she quit?”

“No, we’re transferring her to another store.”

“Why?” 

“Look, I’m only telling you this because you were there, but I don’t want you talking about it to everyone else.”

Sitting down across from her, I ask, “What are you talking about? What’s going on?”

“Promise me you aren’t going to talk about it with anybody and I’ll tell you.”

“I promise, now tell me.”

“Elena called me and told me about what happened when she went out for drinks with you, Duncan, and Jeb.”

The stunning continues, relentlessly. I never realized how selfish I am: all I can think about is how everybody is leaving me.

Sarah continues, “She was pretty upset about it. She called me to tell me she quit. Luckily I was able to convince her not to, so I covered her shifts and put in a transfer request. She’s going to be picking up shifts at different stores for the next two weeks and then she’ll transfer to one of the stores in Mission Valley.”

God how I hate Duncan right now. 

“Jason, I already talked to Jeb. He told me how you stood up for her and I think that was great and all. But I want to make sure you and Duncan are going to be able to get along. I know you’re dealing with some things in your personal life right now and I’m sorry about that but I need to be able to count on you. We don’t always get along well ourselves and you’ve made it pretty clear that you don’t agree with how I run things, but what with Holiday almost here and losing Elena, it’s going to get a bit bumpy for a little bit. Liz is coming along nicely, but she’s not quite confident in her own ability. You’re my best shift supervisor and without an assistant manager I’m going to lean heavily on you in the coming months.”

To say I don’t agree with how she’s running this store into the ground is an understatement. But to be fair, until these last couple of days, I couldn’t see any redeeming qualities in her. I never would have thought that she could be compassionate and understanding of legitimate problems. I also never would have guessed that she had any kind of perception into her employees’ performance that measured up accurately with reality. 

“How is she doing, by the way?”

Her question startles me out of my thoughts. “Who?” I ask.

“Your girlfriend, Raquel.”

“Her name is Rachael and she’s not my girlfriend,” I reply. “And I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t bring it up again.” I ignore her sympathetic replies, put on my apron, and walk out to the front to handle someone else’s needs.

“Tall americano for Hilda!”

“Thank you, have a good day.”

“Hi there! What can I get started for you today?”

“Liz, do you mind if I take bar?” I ask.

“Um, alright. Jeb could you do a spin when he slides for you and then assign a till?”

Jeb looks at me sheepishly before replying, “Yeah, no problem.”

I slide into the bar position, completely ignoring Jeb and start pulling shots for an iced grande americano. 

“Do you guys carry the ice cream?”

“No, I’m sorry, we don’t. But Ralph’s does and it’s just a couple of blocks down the street.”

“Jason,” says Jeb while he’s wringing out a sanitized towel. “I’m sorry man. I was just trying to help. I don’t want to see—”

“Just stop Jeb.” I continue to focus on the drinks at hand. One after another as it starts to pick up. The afternoon rush has begun and our work speed increases. Drinks start to pile up on my bar. Eager faces fill up the space around the handoff counter; expectant eyes watch my every move. My mind shuts out the noise of my life and focuses solely on making drinks. 

Grande nonfat two splenda latte: rip off the tops of two splenda packets and dump in cup, fill pitcher with nonfat milk and begin steaming, aerate milk with steam wand to make luscious dense foam, pull two shots, swirl shots in cup to melt splenda, use spoon to hold back foam while filling cup with steamed milk, top off with foam, lid it and call it out to an impatient Gayle. 

Double tall breve extra hot no whip mocha: pump three pumps of bittersweet mocha syrup into cup, fill pitcher with half & half, aerate half & half with steam wand, pull two shots, swirl shots in cup to melt mocha syrup, use spoon to hold back foam while filling cup with breve, lid it and call it out to a sour-faced Rena. 

Tall six-pump vanilla extra caramel no foam extra whip caramel macchiato: pump six pumps of vanilla into cup, fill pitcher with milk and aerate with steam wand to make luscious dense foam, pull two shots, bang pitcher on counter to help settle foam, hold back foam and fill with milk, pour one shot on top of milk, add lots of whip, squeeze a disgusting amount of caramel sauce onto whip, lid it and call it out to a morbidly obese Steve.

Triple iced grande whole milk extra ice latte.

Short no room americano.

Doppio espresso machiatto.

Tall non-fat cappuccino.

Half-caf half-shot grande non-fat two pump hazelnut, one pump sugar-free vanilla latte.

Quad tall with room americano.

“Hi! What can I get started for you?”

“I’ll get a tall coffee and a blueberry scone.”

“Do you guys have a restroom?”

“I’m sorry, we don’t. But there’s one in the mall just around the corner and up the stairs.”

“Hi! Can I get a drink started for you?”

The rush fills the store with people, with noise, with needs and wants and expectations and disappointment and excitement. It fills my mind and moves my hands for the last two hours of my shift as I work the bar alone. It’s busy enough that anyone else would have another barista helping them on bar. But I don’t need anyone else and my fellow baristas know this. It’s not because I’m fast. It’s because I’m the fastest, and
my drink quality is the best. I’m the best barista in our store, in our district, in our region, in our zone. In all likelihood, I’m the best barista in the company. And sometimes, when everything else sucks in my life, I take solace in my ability to go solo on the bar during a busy rush. 

My fellow baristas know to keep a safe distance; I’m a human tornado. I’m moving extremely fast, faster by far than most people can move but my movements are precise, controlled. Moving liquid around at high speed is hard and usually results in spills but I’ve become a master at the dance, hot and cold milk move from jug to pitcher to cup with barely any spilt. 

These moments of mine, where I am king of the bar, are some of the rare times when customers take notice and give voice to their appreciation. I bask in it and encourage more with flashy flourishes, spinning whip cream canisters in my palms, tossing cups into the air over my shoulder and catching them behind my back without looking. I excite the customers gathered around the hand-off counter with long pours, where I start with the pitcher close to the cup and continue to pour while moving the pitcher away until the milk is traveling three feet from pitcher to cup. Small cheers of delight from them alert those waiting in line and soon I am the center of attention. 

My eyes remain laser-focused. I’ve scanned the drink codes on the next ten cups, quickly planning out my different milks and shots. I’m flipping a whip cream canister dangerously high into the air while queuing up my next six shots of espresso. A small gasp from a couple of customers follows my quick catch of the canister. A one and a half spin of it in my palm aligns the trigger to my fingers and I pull it, topping off a grande white chocolate mocha before lidding it and calling it out. 

Both my body and my mind are consumed by the hectic speed needed to rock the bar this hard. Compliments and tips are thrown at me by my audience, the customers. Several middle-aged people compare me to Tom Cruise from Cocktails. The attention feels good and my last two hours fly by before I know it. Liz steps into my zone, forcing me to slow down and says, “Alright hot shot, you’re off now. I’ll slide for you.”

She smiles at me and when I step away from the bar, my fellow baristas and a few customers give me a round of applause. I stand there sweating, my body quivering and my hands still moving,
not knowing what to do. My mind is like a humming bird flittering around, only now it has nothing to focus on. I fill up a cup for water and walk to the back to get my things. The crushing weight of my worries begin to settle back around my shoulders. A numbness overtakes my being and I barely acknowledge my fellow baristas as I leave. 

Immediately after stepping through the door I see my mother standing calmly by the newspaper stand. Before I know it, I’ve walked up to her. Looking into her eyes, my thoughts are filled with Rachael and images of my dad lying in a hospital bed, dying. Looking back up at me, her eyes knowingly search my own. 

“Mom,” I say, my voice shaking.

“I know baby,” she says and she does. Everything bottled up inside smashes out, my shoulders shake, tears spill out and I cry out, “Mom, I don’t know what to do.”

She embraces me and the damn bursts, leaving me sobbing like a child. “It’s okay Jason,” she says while patting my back. “It’s okay.”

 
 






  

It’s Not Fair

 

 

 

 

The lights of El Cajon Boulevard streak by, illuminating the darker parts of San Diego. Liquor stores and gas stations pepper the long street, nestled deep in the dirt and the grime. The city’s unsavory characters stroll along the sidewalks and cruise slowly past the street corners in beat-up old cars. Brown-bagging drunks are chased away from prostitutes by angry pimps into the loving hands of crack dealers looking for easy customers. All around me are the dregs of society; those looked down on by everyone else. Driving down the seedy street, I don’t see the differences between these people and the ones that come into my store. I see the similarities; the most important one is the sense of need. 

I take a slow drive down this street whenever I’m hit with overwhelming hatred for humanity. I don’t know why; it doesn’t make me feel any better. I think maybe it acts as a confirmation, further proving that we suck. Tonight though, my thoughts aren’t ruminating on despicable behavior or how much I despise people. I’m thinking about my dad, about Rachael, and about the cruelty of life. I’m thinking about my mother and our long conversation, about her comforting me and how strange that felt, and about her own loss. 

After my breakdown in the mall, I went with my mother to her house. It was a silent ride. The wall between us now had a gaping hole in it, and I was at a loss as to how to deal with what that meant. My whole world seemed to be unraveling and regurgitating painful memories. My mother and I finally came to terms with each other and how we dealt with my father’s passing. 

I was thirteen when he was diagnosed with lung cancer. I turned fourteen the day before he died. My father had never liked going to the doctor. He was the kind of man that preferred to suffer, “toughing it out” he would’ve said. So when he finally decided to see a doctor after he started coughing up blood, the cancer had already metastasized throughout his body. Aggressive chemo-therapy and radiation prolonged his suffering, and ours. 

The treatment and the cancer waged war on his body. I watched him lose his hair. I watched him lose weight. I watched his skin lose its ruddy complexion and become pale and pallid. I watched him lose his dignity. I watched all this alone. My mother stopped coming by the hospital after the treatment began. My father told me it was okay, that he understood why. But I couldn’t. Resentment for her spread throughout me like a poison and the wall between us was formed.

The end was the worst for me. For the last month of his life, my dad had become a shell of a human being. The treatment had been forsaken; there was no point in it anymore. He held on by will alone, waiting for my birthday. Every day he asked if it was tomorrow. His sense of time was gone like my sense of him. At this point he was on so much morphine, to make the end easier, that he wasn’t awake for much of the day. It felt like he was already gone. But on the day before my birthday, when he woke up and asked me again if it was tomorrow, I told him yes. His eyes lit up and he looked at me. 

For a brief few moments he was entirely focused while looking into my eyes. A smile came to his face and he told me how excited he was and that we’d better get some rest for the big day tomorrow. He closed his eyes, clicked his morphine button and fell back asleep. 

The next day, I asked my mother to come with me to the hospital. It was all I wanted for my birthday. She was sitting in the den, drinking from an ever present glass of wine, staring into the fireplace. I screamed at her when she wouldn’t answer me. She turned around and looked at me a moment before slowly turning back around to gaze into the fire, not saying a word. I almost forgot about her when I got to the hospital, almost. 

When I walked into the room, my dad was sitting up in his bed. He hadn’t been able to do this for a long time. He turned towards me, completely aware of what was going on around him. His eyes were sharp when he looked at me and his voice was strong when he spoke. He seemed so much like his old self. He was cracking jokes to a nurse fussing with his I.V., carrying on with enthusiasm and exuberance. He was engaged with me when we conversed and I almost forgot where we were. Doctors and nurses came and went, checking on him. To each one he would exclaim that it was my birthday, causing the most joyful embarrassment I’d ever felt. 

One of the nurses brought us a couple of pieces of cake and had even smuggled in candles. The nurses and one of the doctors joined my dad in singing happy birthday to me before I blew out the two candles. After finishing the cake my dad pulled out a present for me and held it in his hands while nodding at the nurses and the doctors. They left on his cue, leaving us alone. He continued to hold the small gift in his hands while he told me about his high school years. I was going to be a freshman next year. 

He told me that what he was holding had helped him when he was in high school, that he was able to identify with it when so much was changing in his life. He handed it to me. The wrapping was yesterday’s newspaper and I tore through the comics to open it. The Catcher in the Rye. It was a worn and well-read copy, the pages yellowed and smelling a little musty with more than a few dog-eared corners. He told me it was his favorite book still to this day. He’d read it dozens of times. He told me not to worry about the time period it was set in, it was old even when he read it but that the tale was timeless. 

We spent the rest of the day talking and laughing. He tried to give me some advice about girls and cars and college. I tried to steer our conversations away from the future and reminisce on happier times from the past. I didn’t say anything about his sudden resurgence; I simply relished in it and squeezed the moment for all it was worth. It was hard to say goodbye that night. My dad hugged me for a long time, telling me how sorry he was that he wasn’t going to be there. I thought I’d dried up all my tears months ago. Deep inside I knew this was our last hug. I told him I loved him and he did the same.

The next morning I was putting on my coat, about to leave for the hospital, when the phone rang. I could see my mother sitting in the den, next to the old rotary phone. She carefully finished off her wine and gently placed the glass on the side table. While she did this, the phone continued to ring. On the fourth ring, she picked it up and answered it. She breathed the word “finally” before hanging up. I knew then that he had died.

“Do you remember what your father gave you on your fourteenth birthday?” she had asked once we’d gotten to her house and settled down at the kitchen table.

Still a little rattled, I’d looked up at her and said, “What?”

“The book,” she said.

“Yes,” I answered.

“That was his copy, you know.”

“I figured as much.”

“Yes, but did you figure out how he retrieved it from his library to give it to you?”

I didn’t answer immediately. I had never thought about it. I looked up at her and asked, “Why?”

Her regularly poised air disappeared when she sighed and she replied, “He needed it and I needed to say goodbye.”

“Why weren’t you there? Why didn’t you stay by his side?” I asked, full of anguish.

She didn’t answer me. The silence kept stretching on until I almost shouted, “Mother!”

She looked up, pain in her eyes and asked, “Why did you run away from Rachael?”

Like a light switch being flipped, I became instantly enraged. Barely containing myself I growled, “That’s not the same thing.”

“Isn’t it?” she asked.

“He was your husband! She’s just someone I’ve been dating, it’s not even close!”

“Jason—”

“What about me?!” I interrupted, slamming my fist on the table. “What about your son? I needed you and you closed me off and left me to deal with everything alone.”

She looked aside, tears spilling down her cheek. I’d never seen her cry, not even at his funeral. It was a startling thing for me to see. 

“You’ll never know how terrible I felt, how terrible I still feel. My biggest regret is how I handled your father dying. I couldn’t stand the thought of watching him slowly wither away. I wanted to remember how he was in life, not in death. He was the love of my life baby. A big part of me died along with him. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I’m sorry I didn’t know how to deal with my own grief. You can’t know how hard it is to look at you and see him, knowing that he’ll never come back.”    

“That’s a sorry excuse,” I said.

“It’s not an excuse,” she replied. “It’s just the truth. I wasn’t strong enough, but you were.”

I sat there quiet, trying to digest all that she’d said. This was the first time she’d ever said a word about dad’s death. It was much to take in.

After a moment, she said, “Jason. I know you don’t want go through that again. I don’t want that for you either. But she’s scared and she needs you.”

“I barely know her!”

“Jason, don’t lie to me. Do you care about what happens to her?”

“Of course, but…I, I can’t do this! You don’t know what it’s like to sit by a hospital bed every day and watch someone die day by day, to see the pain, to watch them lose their identity to it. You weren’t there for Dad; you don’t know what it’s like.”

She came over and put her hands on my shoulders, looked up at me and said through tears and grief, “I know that. And that’s why I’m telling you this. I know what it’s like to not be there, and that feeling of regret never goes away. It eats at you for the rest of your life. It consumes you. I don’t want you to have to live with that kind of regret.”

I broke down again, crying into her shoulder, saying, “It’s not fair, mom, it’s not fair.”

“I know, baby, I know,” she replied, holding me tight. 

I cried for a little while before I got myself together. We sat there, sharing our grief for the first time. I was so young when he passed away it was hard for me to imagine how she felt. I think I finally came to understand my mother. We talked about many things, and I mean really talked, in a way we never have before. She shared some things I never would have suspected of her. Her change in gender preference made a little more sense, I guess. I didn’t dwell on it too much when she brought it up. We even shared a laugh. 

She’d asked me if I still had the book dad gave me. I told her yes and she asked if I ever read it. In truth, I didn’t read it until I was forced to in high school. For the longest time I would hold it and look at it, thinking about him but could never bring myself to dig in. My junior year, when I saw it on the syllabus for my English class, it filled me with trepidation and anxiety. Ten pages in, those feelings went away. I read through the pages excitedly, searching for the things that appealed to my dad. 

I told my mother about it and she asked me if I’d liked it. I felt a little ashamed when I admitted I didn’t but it dissipated quickly when she laughed and admitted the same. She hated it and could never see what my dad and so many others saw in it. I laughed along with her and agreed whole-heartedly. I thought Holden Caufield was a whinging punk with nothing to complain about. I didn’t identify with him at all. Nothing truly terrible had ever happened to him, he didn’t speak to some inner teenage angst of not fitting in. The story wasn’t compelling. Nothing happened. The best part was the end, when it was over and I didn’t have to put up with it anymore. 

I told her how I try to read it almost every year, hoping my views will have changed enough or that something I missed before will pop out to alter my view of the book. I want to like it, hell I want to love it, if only because my dad did and it was the last thing he gave to me. But I don’t, and I won’t. And that’s okay.
 






  

Eenie Meenie Miney Mo

 

 

 

 

 

Driving further down the boulevard, going deeper into the dark, the gas light goes on, forcing me to come back to the here and now.

I pull into a gas station and begin to fill up. A couple of girls working the corner across the street in front of a liquor store holler at me. Corner streets across from gas stations down this far on the boulevard are preferred by prostitutes. The big, bright fluorescent lights above the pumps give the girls good looks at possible Johns. Looking over, one of them seems familiar. The other one, a tall black girl, keeps calling at me while the other has stopped. She’s standing still, looking at me. I continue to stare while everything else around me fades away. 

She’s wearing some kind of cheap faux fur vest and a mini-skirt. The distance makes it too hard to make out her face, but I can tell it’s covered in makeup. I can’t figure out how, but I know I know her. There’s something about the way she’s tilting her head and the way she’s standing in her heels. I think she recognizes me too as she starts to slowly walk backwards, away from the other girl and into the shadows. 

The click of the pump handle shutting off the gas startles me out of my reverie and the faded sounds of everything come rushing back. Placing the pump handle back, I see the other girl has called out to the one walking away. She follows her rapidly down the sidewalk. My heart starts racing as my mind starts making strange connections. I get in my car and leave the gas station. 

I turn left, away from the girls, and then a quick right onto the parallel street of the same block they’re walking. Another two rights and I’m coming down the boulevard. Halfway down I see them. I pull over and roll down my passenger side window.

The tall black girl walks over to my window, seductively bends over to lean in and says, “Hey there sugar. You looking for a good time?”

I pay her no attention as I look around her, looking at the other girl. My heart jumps into my throat when I see her. It’s the Flower Girl.

“Oh, I see. You not into chocolate, sugar?” she says, moving away. “That’s okay, my girl here can help you out.”

I get out of the car and run up to the Flower Girl. She backs away from me as I get close. Stopping short, I ask, “What are you doing out here?”

“Jason, you need to leave. Get out of here.”

“Are you crazy? I’m not going anywhere. I’ve been trying to find you, I’ve been so worried. Your letter scared the hell out of me.”

The other girl says to the Flower Girl, “You know this creep? This your ex or something?” Then to me, “You better get your ass out of here! We trying to earn our money! We ain’t got time for no loser ex-boyfriends.” 

I ignore her and step closer to the Flower Girl and say, “Come with me.”

She looks down and doesn’t say anything. The other girl says, “You better tell him to get his stupid ass out of here! Tashawn gonna be real mad girl. Imma call him if you don’t tell him to get.”

“She’s right Jason, you need to leave. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“No.”

“Jason—”

“Let me help you.”

The other girl pulls out her cell phone and says, “That’s it, I’m calling him.” She walks away holding the phone to her ear.

“Seriously Jason, you need to go! Tashawn will be here any minute. He’s dangerous.”

“I don’t care—”

“Jason!” she screams. “This isn’t a joke. He’s not some disgruntled customer. He’ll hurt you, badly.”

“Is he your pimp?”

Shame like I’ve never seen pours out of her. The makeup on her face barely conceals a bruise on her cheek. I close the distance between us and gently touch her face. “I won’t let him hurt you anymore,” I say.

She pushes me away and twists her face into a scoffing grimace. “Jason. You don’t get it. This is real life, you can’t fix it; it’s too broken. You can’t stop him. He’s not some idiot arguing about paying for a newspaper. And he’ll never let me go.”

“Why? Why can’t you just come with me? I’ll take care of you.”

“I owe him a lot of money.”

“My mom has money, I can get however much you owe him. We can—”

“You don’t get it Jason! You’re just a rich kid slumming it for a little while. It’s not just about the money to him. He makes tons of money. I owe him and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

Frustration builds in my chest, making me want to scream. I’m frantically trying to think of a way to get through to her when I hear a man yell at me, “Hey you!”

Two men and the other girl are walking toward us; one of them of them is huge.

“Jason! Get in your car and get the fuck out of here!” screams the Flower Girl.

“No, I’m going to help you whether you like it or not,” I say before walking to meet the trio fast approaching. When I’m about three paces away, I start to say hello when the big one reaches forward with unbelievable speed, quickly pins me to the car behind me and growls, “You don’t roll up on Mr. Tashawn like that.”

Mr. Tashawn is a diminutive man, barely more than a couple of inches taller than five feet. His shorts reach nearly to the top of his shoes, held up below his butt by a bright red belt. An oversized red Cardinals jersey matches the color of his dew rag. Hard eyes look me over while the big man keeps me painfully pinned to the car. 

“I told him to get gone Tashawn, I told him—”

In a surprisingly deep voice, Tashawn interrupts the other girl, “Shut up bitch. Go mind our girl.”

The Flower Girl walks up, grabs Tashawn’s arm and says, “Please don’t hurt him, please, just—”

He backhands her and shouts, “Bitch! You know better than to lay your hands on me!”

I struggle to break free from the giant’s grip to no avail. Tashawn notices this and turns to me and says, “Well, well, well. Looks like Mr. Loverboy didn’t like that, did he Mr. Briggs.”

The giant crushes me harder in his grip and answers in a rumble, “No sir, Mr. Tashawn.”

Tashawn walks up to me and says, “Looks like we have a problem Mr. Loverboy. Wouldn’t you agree Mr. Briggs.”

“Yes sir, Mr. Tashawn.”

“Listen, I—” 

“Slap that shit out of his mouth Mr. Briggs,” interrupts Tashawn a second before the giant’s huge hand rocks the entire side of my face. My vision swims from the blow and my thoughts are shattered from the power of it. 

Tashawn leans in close to me and hisses, “You don’t talk unless I tell you to, understand.”

The behemoth shakes me and growls, “Answer the man!”

I manage to get out a “yes sir” before Tashawn continues, “Do you know what our problem is Mr. Loverboy?”

“Me,” I reply weakly.

Tashawn arches back, laughing and says, “Lookee here Mr. Briggs! We got ourselves a smart little Loverboy.”

“Please, I—”

Another slap rings my bell and Tashawn says, “Well, maybe not as smart as we thought, huh Mr. Briggs.”

“No sir, Mr. Tashawn.”

“Right now, you’re costing me money Mr. Loverboy and if there’s one thing I hate most in all the world, it’s when a motherfucker costs me money. And if I don’t deal with you now, you gonna keep costing me money. Loverboys have a tendency to do that. In my experience, there’s only a couple of solutions to the Loverboy problem. Ain’t that right Mr. Briggs.”

“That’s right Mr. Tashawn.”

“Tell Mr. Loverboy the best solution Mr. Briggs.”

Leaning in, an inch from my face, convincing me completely that he will do it, he says, “We cut off his balls, Mr. Tashawn.”

True panic rises, and I start to squirm but the massive hands of Mr. Briggs keep me right where I am.

Tashawn pulls out a switchblade and says, “Are you soft Mr. Loverboy? You look soft. You look like you ain’t never seen a nigga with a knife this close before.”

I’m motionless, except for my eyes, which are glued to the blade in his hand, following it’s every move. 

Mr. Tashawn waves it slowly in front of my face and says, “Mr. Loverboy, you work in that coffee shop, don’t you.”

Mr. Briggs hands remind me to answer. “Yes,” I stammer.

“Yeah, I remember you. You was moving in on our little Flower Girl here when she was selling my dope. She lost a few customers because of you, dug herself a hole she couldn’t get out of because of you. Now you come around here, keeping her from making money off the street. I don’t think you’re any good for our little girl here. Do you Mr. Briggs?”

“No sir, Mr. Tashawn.”

Laying the blade against my throat and looking hard into my eyes he says, “Soft little Mr. Loverboy. Are you going to continue to be a problem for me?”

I needed no encouragement from Mr. Briggs. “No sir.”

“That’s good Mr. Loverboy, that’s real good. Cause I know where you work and if you cause me anymore problems, costing me money…you gonna pay, with your nuts.”

My relief was immense and short lived. 

“Mr. Briggs, I’m going to get our girls to a fresh spot, why don’t you make sure Mr. Loverboy don’t forget about our little chat.”

Mr. Briggs lifted me off the car, pulling me up level with his mean eyes, my feet dangling almost two feet from the ground. “Yes sir, Mr. Tashawn,” he said.

The next few minutes were some of the longest few minutes of my life. Longer than the forty minutes I spent later in the Urgent Care waiting room. Longer than the twenty minutes I spent sitting in the curtained room, waiting for the doctor to confirm I had four broken ribs, two broken fingers, a broken nose and a badly sprained ankle. Longer than the fifty-two minutes I waited at the pharmacy for my pain medication. But not longer than the one minute it took for the Flower Girl to walk away from me and out of my life.  

***

The Vicodin numbed away my physical pains and left me with a mild euphoria completely at odds with my emotions. I wore my brain out trying to think of a way to help the Flower Girl. But images of Mr. Tashawn and his knife kept coming into play, thwarting every avenue. The whole thing pulled me deeper into despair. 

Hunger forced me to set aside both despair and caution and I headed out to get some Mexican food, still doped up on Vicodin. The finger splints on my left hand made it difficult to drive, but I finally managed to make it to Lalos Tacos Al Pastor off University and Richmond without running over anybody. Again, the finger splints were an impediment to enjoying my tacos. 

Walking out of the taco shop into the darkened corridors of the shopping plaza I saw Elena walk out of the coffee shop at the end of the strip mall. I hadn’t talked to her since that night out with Duncan and Jeb. The thought of talking to her immediately raised my spirits and I started making my slow way toward her. I stopped when I saw a guy in a black leather jacket step out from behind a pillar and swoop her up into a spinning hug. She squealed in delight as he spun her about before setting her down and kissing her deeply and passionately. My breath caught in my throat.

“Jonathan!” she exclaimed before returning a small, quick kiss. “What are you doing here?” She disentangled herself from his embrace and looked around nervously. I slunk back into the darkened area of the corridor. 

“I know, I know. I’m not supposed to come around here. You don’t want them knowing you’re dating me,” he said a little sullenly.

She placed a gentle hand on his chest and said almost too softly for me to hear, “It’s not that, it’s just—we haven’t been dating that long and I don’t want to let the cat out of the bag yet.”

“Sounds like you’re still waiting around for that other guy, especially since you don’t work together anymore.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s dating someone else and she really needs him right now. Besides, he doesn’t know I like guys too.”

I couldn’t take this, not after the night I’ve had. Even though my car was parked almost right in front of them, I hobbled over on my crutch. As soon as I came into view, Elena recognized me. I saw her emotions warring across her face as she took in my condition and obviously wondered how much of their conversation I had heard. My expression answered the latter.

“Oh my God, what happened to you Jason?” she asked, walking closer to me.

I turned away from her and began the difficult task of getting into my car.

“Jason,” she implored. I put the crutch into the back seat and closed the back door. I opened the front door and leaned on it for a moment before I looked up at her, betrayal pouring from my gaze. 

She stepped closer, tears filling her beautiful eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said softly.

“Me too,” I said and sat down, closing the door. I started the car, buckled my seat belt and took one last look at her before driving away. Her lips trembled and tears ran down her face. I was too numb to care.
 






  

A Shitty Ending

 

 

 

 

 

I drove home. A parking spot right in front of the door to my apartment that is never available, was. This bit of good fortune seemed to mock me and my cruddy luck of late. Getting out, I saw Adam standing by the door, smoking a clove cigarette. The wind made his multi-colored hair dance atop his head. Shambling along with my crutch, I made it to my usual spot just to his right. Amazingly, he didn’t say anything. No questions about why I was beaten and splinted and walking with a crutch, he just stood there and nodded. Adam and I have stood out here in front of our building many times. Our nicotine addiction is on the same clock. 

I pulled a cigarette out and tried hopelessly to light it. 

“Here,” he said. “Let me help you with that.” 

“Thanks,” I said, once I got it puffing away.

He stepped back to his usual spot and continued to hold his silence. This wasn’t unusual, aside from my current physical state; as often as we talked when out enjoying our evening smokes, we’re just as comfortable sharing a companionable silence. The normalcy of it felt like a warm blanket. The moments stretched on and we stood there, not talking, not thinking, just smoking and being. 

The moment was shattered when two drunk Mexican guys stumbled up to us, looking to cause problems.

“Hey, hey you. You give me that cigarette homes,” said the shortest of the two, swaying drunkenly in front of Adam. 

“Si, you give him that,” said the other one.

“Sorry,” said Adam. “I just can’t do that. This is mine.” The finality of his tone was not lost on the two drunks. When you stand out here as often as we do, you get pretty good at saying no. Otherwise, you’ll give away half your pack before you’ve smoked one all the way down. 

“What esay? You loco? You give me that cigarette,” said the short one, taking a step closer to Adam. 

I was in no shape to get into a scuffle, Mr. Briggs had seen to that. But I only needed my crutch to walk, not to stand. I handed it to Adam wordlessly. His eyes never left the short drunk as he took the crutch from me. “I’ll tell you one last time,” he said. “No.” He grabbed the crutch by the end and hefted the rest onto his shoulder like a giant baseball bat. The two Mexicans took a couple of steps back, took in the site of Adam towering above them holding essentially a giant club and decided against their current course of action.

“Okay Bozo, okay. We don’t want your stinking cigarette. You and G.I. Joe better watch out though, you got that Bozo?”

Adam took a threatening step toward them, shaking the crutch and said, “I don’t like threats.”

They ran off stumbling, looking over their shoulders and cursing us in Spanish. Adam handed back my crutch and said, “You get to be G.I. Joe and I’m Bozo?”

“It’s probably because of your hair,” I said. 

We stood there for second and then laughed. I laughed for a long time, until there were tears in my eyes. It felt good even though it pain the hell out of my ribs. 

“Jason, I want you to know that I’m sorry.”

“I know Adam. It’s okay.” I thought about the picture in my closet. I didn’t know what to think about it anymore. So many things have changed since he took those photos of us. 

Interrupting my musings, he said, “I know you said not to take anymore pictures of you, and I haven’t. But I was shooting on the roof today, trying to capture the light escaping between the bats and when I came down, I saw her standing in front of your door.” He handed me a small envelope and continued, “It was the most painful image I’ve seen in a long, long time. I know you to be a good person Jason.”

He knocked the cherry out of his clove cigarette, pocketed the butt and went inside. I opened the envelope and took out the small picture inside. It was a little bigger than a business card. I stared at the image and pulled out a cigarette. Lighting it was difficult without Adam. I took a long pull, inhaled the hot smoke and blew it out. As I did I thought about Rachael and my dad. Neither had ever smoked a single cigarette. 

You’d think I never would have picked up the habit. But I started smoking the day after my dad’s funeral. I didn’t care. I did it blatantly in front of my mother a few times, just to see her react. She didn’t. Now I’m fully addicted. I’ve tried to quit a few times, but some stressful event always pulls me back into the comforting embrace of the white sticks of death. Besides, I like smoking. The act of it appeals to my fidgety nature. It’s my go-to boredom-alleviator. It’s always there for me, especially when I’m feeling like this. 

The Vicodin is wearing off and the mild euphoria is fading. The image in my hand shows me the long hallway leading to my apartment. Rachael looks small and lonely in the middle of it. Her hair hangs lankly from a ponytail. Her head rests heavily on my door along with the palm of her hand. She is the image of defeat, of loneliness, of need. 

I have no picture of the Flower Girl, no image to name her and compare her. I cannot be there for her, the danger is too great. She doesn’t want me to anyway. 

Today has been long and hard, filled with people both good and bad. Some have hurt me, while others have shown me kindness and love. 

I don’t know what tomorrow holds. Pain, probably, but also maybe joy. People will be at the heart of it though, and I think I’ll get by.

I pull out my phone and place a call. It rings two times, then a soft voice answers uncertainly, “Hello?”

“Hello Rachael.”   
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