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Dedication: 

 

 

To the entrenched, anonymous retail worker, the unsung infantry on the 

front lines of the capitalist warzone. To workers everywhere, who toil their 

lives away chasing the dream to someday toil no more. To all of us, I wish 

you the best of escapist luck. 

 

This book is dedicated to Kim, for her love, support, and encouragement. 
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Arches above us. O father, all by yourself 

You are pithy and historical as the Roman Forum. 

I open my lunch on a hill of black cypress. 

Your fluted bones and acanthine hair are littered 

 

In their old anarchy to the horizon-line. 

It would take more than a lightning-stroke 

To create such a ruin… 

 

 

Sylvia Plath, “The Colossus” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
  

Meltdown 
 

 

 

 

 The smell of burning plastic wakes a memory, one lodged 

deep in my subconscious. The sudden memory jolts a really nice 

stream of consciousness out of existence and puts a halt to another 

overdue article. It’s a nauseating aroma, reminding me of a wonder 

bread slice of childhood–one of toys, play dates, and name-brand 

imagination. The acrid tang hanging in the air is eerily reminiscent of 

the blue smog hovering over my mother’s stove all those many years 

ago as my Luke Skywalker action figure met his bitter end. Once 

dressed to the arctic nines as he trekked through the barren wastes of 

my mother’s stove top, his search for Imperial scum came to a brief 

and horrific end due to a child’s short attention span and an unwitting 

mother trying to make tea. His white uniform, bristling molded 



    

 
 

plastic fur and fancy weaponry, was quickly reduced to purple goo--

the most tragic casualty of those long ago stovetop wars in a galaxy 

across town. 

 “Luke, you’re hotpot is on fire again.” 

 “How the fuck does something filled with water burn?” 

 “This wouldn’t happen if you’d pull your head outta your ass 

once in a while and check on your soup.” This coming from a girl 

whose head is buried in a video game console twenty-four hours a 

day. Trish, my ever-useful roommate just rolls her eyes as I dash 

through the living room.  

 Rushing to the counter, I try to salvage the slag-heap of my 

hotpot to no avail. This is my second appliance meltdown in two 

months. Seriously, what’s wrong with me? Why can’t I just set a 

timer? Apparently, this is why I can’t have nice things. More 

importantly, how many more distractions do I really need while 

trying to writing a desperately overdue article for Method, an up and 



    

 
 

coming wannabe Esquire? I’m seriously debating putting my soul on 

a buyer’s market for a reasonable facsimile of peace. 

 Every time these stupid plastic bastards melt, I double check 

them for Underground Laboratory test tag. They always come up 

satisfactory. This is all fine and good, but what exactly is an 

Underground Laboratory? Sounds like some sort of rebel scientific 

faction or maybe an arcane gaggle of alchemists. Is gaggle even the 

appropriate word for a group of alchemists? I mean, I can’t be the 

only person to leave one of those death traps running for three, 

maybe four hours at a time by accident. Maybe this house has shoddy 

wiring or something. Maybe it’s got those weird European plugs–

those creepy, diagonal slots that look like stolen alien space ship 

technology–and I simply never noticed. Whatever the case– 

 “Oww! Shit.” 

 “Hey genius, melted plastic is hot.” Trish shouts from the 

other room. I still have no idea how she manages to see anything 



    

 
 

buried in a screen. “You know, for someone with a master’s degree, 

you’re not all that bright.” 

 “Oh ha-ha. Intelligence has nothing to do with it. I’m just a 

little clumsy, that’s all,” I mutter, sucking on my finger. 

 “You’re the one grabbing at freshly melted plastic. 

Apparently you need common sense upgrade – Duh 2.0. Hey, maybe 

I could play your common sense: Call your mother. Respect your 

father. Go to church. Do your chores, you little ass-bite!” 

 “That does sound like my dad.” 

 “And pick me up a pack of smokes on your way to the burn 

ward.” 

 “And that’s a dead ringer for my mom. You’re quite the 

comedian, Trish.” 

 “Just being observant.” 

With friends like that, who needs editors? How is it that 

someone so goddamn clever can’t seem to hold down a job? Too bad 

they can’t pay her to sit in a beanbag chair and gun down pixelated 



    

 
 

representations of her friends. Her avatar would probably have an 

easier time finding gainful employment—probably even pay the rent 

on time.  

Oh well, back to the article. Where was I? 

 …that kind of knee-jerk reaction is a blatant attempt to 

channel constituents from the meat and potatoes issues into the 

opinion-based realm of personal morality… 

 Damn! Which issues was I referring to, and what 

constituents? I just caught wind of the oily fire where my train of 

thought skidded over an embankment. Unfortunately, there were 

heavy casualties. If I’m not careful, I’ll be looking at a multi-train 

wreck. I can’t think straight right now. Well, might as well run a few 

errands while I’m waiting for the mental medevac.  

“I’m going down to the old ‘Deal. Need anything?” 

“Just a pack of menthols.” 

“Anything aside from your mint-flavored lung disease?” 

“Grab some more ramen. Oh, and the latest Hustler.” 



    

 
 

“You know they don’t sell smut down there.” 

“Then go the bookstore,” she grunts. 

“Goddammit. Every time I buy your porn there, they give me 

dirty looks, like I took a steaming dump on the new release table. For 

fucks sake, the cashier is in my writers group. I already feel like a 

talentless hack as it is.” 

“Takes one to know one.” 

“Nice. I guess talentless hacks shouldn’t be buying pricy 

cigarettes for their slacker roommates. Gotta save my money 

for drinking myself to death, right.”  

“Fine, you big baby. Forget the porn. Just please get me some 

smokes and some noodles. I’ve got a battle royal tonight with some 

chumps from Germany. I need my  strength.” 

* 

This place is so massive I could lose myself in here. The stink 

of PVC plastic would drop an environmentalist at fifty paces. Then 

there’s that pervasive radioactive hum. I can’t shake the feeling that 



    

 
 

I’m trapped in a mad scientist’s human terrarium experiment. All 

that’s missing are some acid-laced lattes, a side-order of scantily clad 

women, and a mutant hell-beast tearing up the place. This place 

could easily turn into a 1970’s low-budget sci-fi actioner. All the 

elements are in place. Just add acid-laced lattes. There’s no shortage 

of scantily-clad women in here. God bless the liberated sixties! Man, 

I’ve been single too long. 

Where am I? The kitchen section goes on for a week. Any 

luck and I might stumble across appliances by the weekend. Worst 

case scenario, I’ll have my hotpot by Christmas. To make things 

easier on us, the store keeps shuffling all their merchandise around 

willy-nilly. I love the smell of busywork in the morning. I guess they 

have to keep their workers busy so they don’t notice the poor wages. 

I’ll never find this stupid piece of plastic. I hate to ask, but maybe 

this guy will aid in my quest. 

“Excuse me. Can you tell me where the hotpots are?” 



    

 
 

“Two aisles over on the left.” I don’t think he even looked up 

from his stocking once. I guess that’s efficiency. 

Seriously, all this useless crap under one roof, and they only 

carry two kinds of hotpot. I guess nobody buys hotpots anymore. I’m 

one of the last hotpot connoisseurs out there, adrift in an ocean of 

microwave oven lovers. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not anti-

microwave, per se, but noodles taste so much better boiled by heat 

rather than radiation. At least the decision making process is easy; 

they’ve only got one in stock. So much for the abundance of 

capitalism and its limitless options. I’m defecting to a utopian 

fantasy. 

Where, oh where could that ramen be? I assume it lives by 

the soup mixes and whatnot. Jesus. Apparently this is where those 

limitless options hang out. Two kinds of hotpot, but there must be a 

dozen ramen bands, each with seventeen different styles and flavors 

of their own. Does Trish want the traditional, natural, Americanized, 

no MSG, organic, may-be-horse-meat-flavored? I think I need a 



    

 
 

priest–a Ramen-exorcist. Quickly, Father! Speak the words before 

ramen leaps off the shelf, spinning round in its generic packaging 

and coating me in salty, chicken-flavored broth. The power of MSG 

compels you! The power of MSG compels you! As much as I enjoy 

25 cent noodle-goodness, I don’t understand how Trish can eat this 

shit all day. She probably bleached out her taste buds with all that 

Sriracha sauce. Alright, a couple packets of shrimp and a couple 

packets of chicken should satisfy her Ramen bloodlust.  

Now, to corral myself with the rest of the cattle. 

“Paper or plastic?” 

“Plastic.”  

Why do I always get plastic? I’m always beating myself up 

for having a massive carbon footprint, yet I carry groceries in bags 

which will be clinging to the trees after the nuclear apocalypse. I 

guess my anxiety about brown paper bags must relate to that pants-

splitting fear. I see paper bags and see visions of broken bottle and 

egg-strewn parking lots. I’m haunted by that subtle, shredding noise; 



    

 
 

that last-ditch grab after the six pack of decent microbrew I know I 

can’t catch. And of course there’s all that post-tear reproach, because 

you know you should have held the bag by the bottom.  

I can’t help thinking of Perry’s parking-lot anecdote either. 

Imagining the look on his face when his bag ripped wide open, 

festooning the parking lot with condoms, hemorrhoid cream for his 

father, and a dozen jelly donuts. It was so sublimely embarrassing 

that he started using cloth sacks from that point forward. I can’t 

blame him. Of course even bringing those mismatched items to the 

register must have been pretty damn awkward in the first place.  

I should just get over my bad self and buy some reusable 

bags. 

Speaking of awkward, paying with checks is almost 

embarrassing in this day and age. Every time I pull out that long 

plastic sheath, the cashier looks at me like my face aged sixty years. 

As a technologically savvy young man, I can’t help feeling a bit like 

a jackass. But I can’t help it right now. With my debit card buried in 



    

 
 

that junkyard I call a room, this is all I have left. I just hope I got that 

advance from Method. I really have to stop all this faith-based 

banking. 

“I’m sorry sir. Your check doesn’t want to go through.” He’s 

giving me that look--the ad hoc mixture of pity, sympathy and 

irritation. Not good. Very not good. Apparently the advance from 

Method hasn’t gone through yet. Lovely! Not only do I look like a 

fool, but without ramen and cigarettes, Trish’s irritation levels will 

reach cataclysmic levels. She’ll whine and bitch and moan until she 

gets bored and calls her friends over for an impromptu party. And 

with their arrival goes my productivity. Must placate roommate, must 

placate roommate…and best of all, I can’t even afford my stupid 

hotpot! Microwave noodles again. Yuck. 

“I’m really sorry, man. I’ll just put everything back.” 

“You don’t have to do that, sir.” 

“Yes. Yes I do.” 

 



    

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

 
 

An Abiding Conflict 
 

 

 

 

The wily creature eyes its prize. Pale in disposition yet 

steadfast in temperament, it embodies steely-eyed determination and 

animal cunning. For this creature, the obscure object of its desire 

coaxes it from shadowy domain. In such a sterile habitat, a furtive 

creature such must embody stealth or wind up alone, surrounded by 

unfriendly forces. Eyes dart in ever more clandestine glances. This 

creature must, by necessity, remain wary. Successful acquisition 

requires subtle yet decisive maneuvers, gently angling around the 

natural recesses which define its hunting grounds. Maintaining 

transparency is the only way to avoid detection. Even the minutest 

suspicion can usher in the stinking winds of failure. 



    

 
 

 Ever vigilant, our sentinel is a picture of steadfast resolve – 

an omniscient pillar of valiance contending with those who threaten 

the sanctity of its habitat. His heightened, nay, spider-like senses 

tingle in anticipation of any perceived threat. The dewy glow of the 

haloed lights sing praises to his gallantry. Lo these many hours, he 

tracks his elusive adversaries, but even a stalwart sentinel requires 

nourishment in order to maintain his beneficent eye. Privy, what 

generous surfeit awaits this modest protector? Those whom engage it 

appreciate its unfettered enthusiasm towards its duties. Aye, what a 

plethora indeed! Such a bounty, he now beholds a feast of the purest 

refined sugar and cocoa bean mash ad infinitum. 

- Clink, clink    - 

The glimmering morsel, by which its very nature urges 

acquisition, beckons through the commercial haze. Its tantalizing 

form pushes the hungry predator, prompting a silent yet resounding 

howl. These events will complete the cycle allowing its life to 

continue along its preordained course. Once ensconced in his secret 



    

 
 

folds, he will steel away to his domicile to bask in the glory of its 

success. The cunning scion skulks through the mercantilist verdure, 

ever patient, its prey suspecting nothing. Through such sparse and 

daunting terrain, success hinges upon its malleability and its ability 

to camouflage its approach. 

With renewed vigor, the sentinel resumes his reconnaissance. 

Throughout his haloed dominion, few dare breech the battlements, 

due to his tireless observance.  Many have tried in vain. Most have 

paid the ultimate price. Although some may believe they’ve evaded 

his keen detection skills, with sensors at maximum, he finds that their 

arrogance becomes their downfall. Only through supernatural 

chicanery could anyone ever succeed in their dastardly deeds. And 

the proud gaze of his peers lingers on him as proof. Their kind words 

will be all the supplication he requires at the end of a long hard day. 

A few sturdy coins in his coffers don’t hurt either.  

Sensing the moment, the stealthy predator assesses any undue 

risk. With such taxing and elusive prey, concentration must be 



    

 
 

absolute. Muscles twitching, the hunter’s senses tingle as it nears its 

primary objective. The window of opportunity widens, if only for a 

second. He strikes! 

 His need for sustenance satiated, the valiant sentinel 

recognizes an overwhelming thirst. He requires carbonated elixir to 

quench his dehydration, and maintain his sharp focus and balance. 

Deigning it necessary to quaff deeply from… 

“What the hell!” 

“…!” 

“Hey kid – you gonna pay for those Star Wars cards? Get back 

here!” 

“Oh, shit.” 

 

 

 

 

 



    

 
 

New Business Opportunities 
 

 

 

 

“Look, I understand you’re not the Manager. I don’t need a 

manager, per se. All I need is your ear, your business savvy and your 

commitment to maximizing store profits.” 

 “I don’t think you understand, sir. I don’t make any decisions 

about merchandising.” 

 “Aw, it don’t matter. I just need a second of your time.” 

 “I just ring people up.” 

 “Sure, but you seem like a bright young woman. I bet you’ve 

got your manager’s ear. If you put in a good word, they’ll listen to 

you.” 

“…” 



    

 
 

“…the good word is: your store is missing a great 

opportunity. I represent that opportunity, a chance to fill an entirely 

underrepresented niche market; a chance to outfox the competition in 

an exciting new business venture. The name’s Charles Puder, but you 

can call me Charley. I represent Coolfins, LLC. We represent a fresh, 

to die for, corner of market, if you will. Coolfins manufactures and 

markets inexpensive, designer coffins. We all know people want to 

look sharp for their funerals. Now they can look sharp – even at a 

closed casket service. Let me just give you one of our pamphlets, for 

your manager to look over.” 

 “Sir, I really don’t have any say…” 

 “Just hear me out. Like the pamphlet shows, we have a vast 

array of styles and materials. You look like a woman of refined taste. 

I bet you’d appreciate having your final send off in our Rock-

Coffin™ - gloss black finish, air-brushed flames licking up the sides, 

polished chrome handles. It screams sophistication and class, but 



    

 
 

with smoking-hot style. And that’s just one of our many models. We 

have dozens of styles to choose from. 

 “Can’t you just see that display now? I sure can – maybe next 

to the home and garden section. You’ve got empty display models 

spread out – Dale Earnhardt and Jeff Gordon-licensed coffins for the 

racing fans. Next to those you got your basic models: your gloss or 

matte finish in all the colors of the spectrum. Of course we’ve got 

your plain wood finish for the diehard Lutherans and Evangelicals. 

Heh heh heh. You’ll probably wanna set those off by puttin’ them 

next to your flashy, tie-dye model – we call it the Gratefully Dead™. 

Then maybe stick that one next to our sedate, yet picante Santa 

Maria Siesta™, with its classic saintly Virgin Mary – hands clasped 

like on one of those votive candles, or low-rider windows. And, last 

but not least, for your literary types, we’ve got the Dylan Thomas 

model – black with emerald green fancy script. Let me see, how does 

that go again? “Do not go gently into that dark night. Rage, rage 

against the dying of the light.” Now that particular model has the 



    

 
 

whole damn poem written around the coffin. How does that grab ‘ya 

for a final resting place?” 

 “Sir, I still…” 

 “Nonsense. Call me Charley.” 

 “Sir, Charley, whatever – you’re going to have to speak with 

our Product Intake Department about…” 

 “Oh, I almost forgot. For the patriotic set – and we all love 

our country, right – we’ve got an American flag model. We’ve even 

got a rainbow flag model for your gay funerals. Homosexuals might 

not be able to get married, but they still got the right to a nice burial, 

don’t they?” 

 “Let me call my manager. He could tell you how to get in 

touch with Corporate. I really can’t…” 

 “And here’s the best part. We make our Coolfins in a broad 

array of materials: light pine, faux-oak, faux-mahogany, fiberglass, 

etc. You name it. Our Coolfins are extremely light weight. It only 

takes two people to carry even lightest model – minus body and 



    

 
 

bedding, of course. And our bedding is made from a high-end poly-

cotton blend that’s machine washable. You can even reuse them – 

wink, wink – not that we encourage such things.” 

“…” 

 “I’ve sold these beauties to all kind of folks before. Even sold 

a couple of these beauts to some pasty-faced young folk. Apparently 

they just wanted to sleep in them. Now don’t that beat all! I’ll tell 

you what does beat all, though, our prices. Starting at just three-

hundred and fifty bucks, your store could easily corner the market on 

frugal funeraries.” 

 “…” 

 “And I probably shouldn’t mention this, because it’s still in 

development. Some of the R&D folks have been tinkering around 

with a Do-It-Yourselfer home embalming kit. Mum’s the word on 

that one – patent pending and all.” 

 “Sir, you really need to talk with Corporate Sales about new 

products—Raquel! Sir, this is one of our managers, Raquel.” 



    

 
 

 “Afternoon, sir, what can I do for you?” 

 “Hello there ma’am. Name’s Charles Puder. You can call me 

Charley though…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

 
 

Booked for Disappointment 
 

 

 

 

 Stepping into the book department, she drinks in the freshly 

pressed and bound pages. New worlds unfold before her, alternate 

universes steeped in wizardry and monsters, princesses and 

detectives. Walking down the aisle, a young wizard leaps at her from 

a three-dimensional promotional display. Rows and rows of his 

steely, mischievous eyes bulge from dust jackets.  

Today she wants to be a conjurer: impish and impulsive yet 

erudite beyond her years. But on closer inspection, none of the 

accumulated sorcerers, witches, and warlocks even remotely 

resembles her. In the background of one of the cover paintings, she 

spies a vaguely darker-skinned spell caster, but his features are 

distinctively Caucasoid. So she moves on. 



    

 
 

 Suddenly the ghouls from scary stories are stalking her. 

Greasy viscera dangling from their mouths, they trail after her 

screams, empty, soulless eyes clamoring for her warm, delicious 

flesh. But she’s read most of these scary stories already. The cover 

with the children huddled in the cemetery looks too childish for her 

ten-year-old appetites. Her best friend already ruined the surprise 

ending from book with the shiny, holographic zombie on the cover. 

Kayla said the stories her uncle tells her the same ghost stories from 

the book every time they go camping. In fact, she was pretty sure her 

uncle also swiped a few stories straight from the book with the bug-

eyed chromium witch. And so on. 

 As she hovers near the detective stories, she’s intrigued by 

their intense crime-fighting faces and retrospective clothing. Most of 

the girl detectives dress in jumpers, trying to capture a 1970’s Nancy 

Drew vibe. The boys dress in slacks and button-up shirts, emulating 

Encyclopedia Brown or the Hardy Boys.  



    

 
 

Clues dance around her under the florescent lights. Conjuring 

the world of super sleuths, she imagines her life as a never ending 

string of crooks, pirate booty, and missing golden retrievers. It 

sounded like a great way to spend a rainy day at her grandparent’s 

house where there wasn’t any cable.  

She can already see it: Cackling voices echo down dusky 

hallways, daring her to follow them onto makeshift ghost ships. 

Creepy mansions beckon as she searches for the ever-elusive clues. 

But she already finished the series about the crime-solving team, and 

the books about the sibling detectives with a fancy, crime-solving 

computer. The hunky teen detectives and their flashy El Dorado look 

cool, but the stories go back a long way. In order to catch up, she’d 

have to spend weeks at the library. Her mom simply couldn’t let her 

stay at school while she worked her late shifts at the hospital. It 

didn’t really matter anyway. She was disappointed with most of the 

detective novels she’s read so far. Despite their elaborate story arcs 



    

 
 

and gimmicks, they just aren’t that neat. Like her mom says, not 

worth the price of the paper they’re printed on. 

 She wanders away from the books empty-handed, the acrid 

scent of ink leaves dwindling. Wandering around, she finds her mom 

by the movie section. Bored, she sifts through the five dollar movie 

bin, grabbing a DVD about a magical princess and a talking pony. 

Scooping her into her arms, she sighs. I just wanted a new book, she 

mutters as they wander from the entertainment section. That’s nice, 

mija, her mother says. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

 
 

Realm of the Juice King 
 

 

 

 

 Sam was so proud. He was the juice king. Strolling into 

Meaty Deals with his mother, he basked in the other children’s 

admiration. His mother nearly burst with pride as well. She knew her 

son could drink more juice than any other kid in the whole 

neighborhood. 

 Every summer the Lion’s Club organized the Rhodesville 

Heights Neighborhood Picnic. The picnic showcased a number of 

events and contests – all for charity. These contests produced odd 

local dynasties. Hotdog-eating champion Tommy Guzman was the 

current big shot of the Heights. Everyone knew him. His ability was 

legendary, as was his unchallenged popularity. Jim Mender and his 

daughter Frankie were masters of the three-legged race. Karen and 



    

 
 

Keisha Hoyt stood atop the egg-race pyramid. But everyone knew 

Sammy Worth could really swill juice. 

 At last year’s picnic, he successfully defended his title. It had 

been one of those balmy afternoons where pregnant clouds 

threatened to douse the festivities all afternoon. Birdsongs floated 

through the air, their haunting communiqués nourishing picnic-goers 

with gentle ambient noise. A light breeze ruffled napkins, flipping 

plates and meddling with carefully-tended hair.  

Despite the overcast afternoon, Sam exuded pride in his lucky 

red baseball cap, his face ruddy with determination. Right there at the 

Oak Ridge Park picnic tables, little Sammy finished off twenty eight 

glasses of juice in just one minute – a new record. Only Doyle 

Shermer came anywhere near Sam’s exalted level with a measly 

nineteen. The event conjured up envy-laced memories in many 

neighborhood children, a seething jealousy lurking beneath their 

friendly smiles. Sam had retained his crown, his mother grinning 

from ear to ear. Sammy’s continued success at the picnic should wipe 



    

 
 

the smug look off her lousy ex-husband’s face. No good at anything? 

Sammy was neighborhood royalty! 

Just as she had with baseball and soccer, despite limited 

returns, she encouraged Sam to strive for excellence. Every week 

they drove down to Meaty Deals to practice. Sam would strut 

ceremonially around the store, daring all the neighborhood kids to 

dethrone him. Sometimes a small crowd would gather near the food 

court, peering through clothing racks and from behind ferns like 

jungle explorers. Sam’s mother would spread the accessories out on 

the table – grape juice and Dixie cups. Filling the cups, she arranged 

them meticulously, until the table was polka-dotted with four dozen 

purple-filled cups. Timing him with her wristwatch, he would quaff 

glass after glass until a minute had expired. 

Today was no different than any other day. All the elements 

were in place, but something felt off. At the half-minute point, 

around his fifteenth cup, Sammy began to slow where he normally 

would be hitting his stride. He swallowed cups sixteen and seventeen 



    

 
 

in labored gulps. The picnic was only a week away, so he had to push 

himself. At eighteen, a concerned look crept over his mother’s face. 

Asking if something was wrong, he merely shrugged. But he winced 

as he drank cup nineteen. After painfully draining cup twenty, a 

purple geyser gushed from his mouth, dousing his mother and the 

table in burgundy vomit. 

Sulking in a damp silence, his mother watched the minute 

chime on the sticky face of her watch. She consoled him, trying to be 

cheery despite her overwhelming urge to throw up. It was just a 

fluke, she reassured him. It meant nothing. But everyone was 

watching. Disdainful glares stabbed at Sam from the store’s nooks 

and crannies. Today, more than grape juice and his lunch had 

abandoned Sam. His cocky swagger disappeared as well. Slouching, 

he followed closely in his mother’s wake as they left the store. 

Despite retaining his neighborhood title, the juice king had been 

dethroned. 

 



    

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

 
 

Samples 
 

 

 

 

 “Free samples. I’ve got several kinds of delicious Hill’s 

Valley pizza. Free samples.” 

 Primates. Human garbage put on this earth specifically to piss 

me off. 

 “Hi. I’m with Hill’s Valley. We’ve sampling several kinds of 

pizza from our new Thrifty Gourmet line. We’ve got sausage, 

mushroom, pepperoni, cheese and Hawaiian-style…” 

 “Ooh, that was scrumptious! Can I have another piece?” 



    

 
 

 “Sure. To wash it down, try one of our Hill’s Valley juices–

tastes just like fresh-pressed juice. They’re delicious.”  

Robotic, bloated, mindless… 

 “What’s that flavor?” 

 “Guava Peach. Made with twenty-five percent real fruit juice 

flavor.” 

 “And this one?” 

 “Orange Strawberry.” 

 “I don’t like oranges, they remind me of…” 

 “That’s okay, ma’am. We also have an Artesian Apple. This 

one’s made with fifty percent real fresh frozen apples” 

 “Mmm, that’s good. Can I have another?” 

 “Sure.” 



    

 
 

 I wish I had a bomb. Just one neutron bomb would do. I could 

wipe out all these obnoxious vermin. No, that would be too easy. Too 

impersonal. Day in, day out it’s always, “can I have another sample,” 

or ‘how about one for the wife?’ Do they ever buy anything? No. 

Cheap bastards. And all day long, I just keep smiling and smiling 

while they take my stupid company for a ride. I hope the world ends 

soon. Good riddance to all of these— 

 “We’re sampling Hill’s Valley products today. We have a 

large variety of pizza and juice.” 

 “What’s this?” 

 “These are our new Thrifty Gourmet pizzas.” Duh. 

“Pepperoni, cheese, sausage and mushroom...” 

 “You know my brother ate a mushroom once and it made him 

really sick. I think he was allergic to ‘em. I wonder if I am too. Better 

safe than sorry, right. What kind is this one?” 



    

 
 

 “That’s our Hawaiian pizza. It has Canadian bacon and 

pineapple.” How the fuck is Canadian bacon Hawaiian? Who makes 

this shit up? 

 “Ooh, sounds exotic. Fruit on pizza, huh. Can you beat that? 

I’ll take a piece of that.” 

 Fucking village idiot– 

 “Here you go.” It’s self-service, dumbass. 

 “Not too shabby. My wife likes pineapple in her cottage 

cheese. Personally I think that stuff tastes weird, like it went bad or 

something. What do you th…?” 

 “We also have several delightful flavors of Hill’s Valley 

juices to wet your whistle.”  

Why do they write these stupid scripts based on maxims 

nobody uses anymore? Who the hell says “wet your whistle” 

anymore? More importantly, why do I even bother following their 



    

 
 

scripts? I’ve been to college. I wrote papers about anatomy and 

physiology. I could write a better script if I used my… 

 “Any of them pineapple?” 

 “Sorry. The closest we come to pineapple is guava peach. 

Otherwise, we also have orange strawberry banana…” 

 “That’s a shame. I really liked pineapple. It’s really tasty. 

Say, is that apple juice?” 

 “Yep.” 

 “Y’know, I just noticed something. Pineapple. Pine-apple. 

It’s like squishing a pine tree into an apple tree. Wonder if that’s 

where they got the name?” 

 “Maybe. I don’t know. That’s a good question, sir.” 



    

 
 

 “I think that might be it. Guess I’ll go with the apple, but it’s 

a toughie. I sure do love strawberries! Can I grab some for my wife? 

She’d love that crazy pineapple pizza!” 

 “Sure.” 

 I probably already served your fat-ass wife. Probably gave 

free shit to your whole goddamn hick family. I don’t give two shits 

who you bring over. Bring your whole ass-backwards family from 

Bumblefuck, Illinois over for seconds for all I care. Seriously, I 

should start lacing the samples with strychnine…ooh, or botulism! 

Why didn’t I study harder? Kellie, you stupid—no, don’t start that 

up. God, why did you have to start hopping trains, you stupid 

little…didn’t you know how dangerous it was. Maybe I needed my 

best friend more than— 

 “Hello. I’m sampling Hill’s Valley’s new Thrifty Gourmet 

products. Free samples of Hill’s Valley Fresh Horizon juices.” Made 



    

 
 

mostly of water and high fructose corn-syrup, you sycophantic 

syphilitic whoresons and succubae. 

 “Can I have another piece of pizza?” 

 “I’m sorry, ma’am. Our limit on samples is four per person.” 

 “Well that’s just silly. Who would it hurt if I had just one 

more piece?” 

 “I’m sorry, ma’am. Our corporate office sets the per-person 

limit. They do it to make sure we have enough for everyone. I really 

have no control over it.” 

 “That’s ridiculous. I’d like to speak to your supervisor.” 

 “My supervisor is in of Bakersfield, California. I can give you 

his 800 number if you want it.” 



    

 
 

 “Just so I can speak to some gosh-darn robot menu that 

bounces me all over creation, putting me on hold until I get frustrated 

and hang up? No thank you.” 

 Fuck it. Just give me a machete, you worthless leech. I’ll 

carve your torso into a jack-o-lantern and take a steaming shit on 

your entrails!  

I really gotta get a new job. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



    

 
 

As Events are Unfolding 
 

 

 

 

Sienna Rosen is at MD with her mom. Hanging out at the store with 

your mother is kind of like being strapped to a table while torturers in 

matching red uniforms drip water on your forehead, slowly driving 

you insane. 

Today at 1:08pm 

Sienna Rosen hovering around frozen foods is no way to spend an 

afternoon. I do have a life, mother, as long as it doesn’t evaporate 

into a haze of boredom. 

Today at 1:12pm 



    

 
 

Sienna Rosen found a cute shade of lipstick, which may change this 

shopping trip from a colossal waste of time into a minor waste of 

time. 

Today at 1:17pm 

Sienna Rosen is annoyed every time her mom reminds about using 

too many minutes on her phone. She wonders why she can’t have 

unlimited minutes like Trina. 

Today at 1:23pm 

Sienna Rosen is shocked to see Brett Milner and Austin Tualo in the 

store. If they spot her shopping with her mother, it could be the most 

embarrassing moment in her life. Please don’t see me. Not here. Not 

now. Please don’t read my Facebook page now either. Shopping was 

a really great idea, mom. A great way to ruin my social life forever. 

Today at 1:30pm 



    

 
 

Sienna Rosen hides behind sale DVDs – horror movies, no less. 

Gross! Apparently, my mom works at the same law office as 

Austin’s mom. At this very moment, my mom is talking to Brett and 

Austin while I get to baste in endless embarrassment. This may ruin 

any chance of either Brett or Austin ever liking me. Ever! Just f-ing 

great! 

9 minutes ago 

Sienna Rosen is blown away! Brett Milner didn’t think it was a big 

deal that she was shopping with her mom. Smiling that gorgeous 

smile, he suggests they hang out some time. OMG! 

4 minutes ago 

Sienna Rosen hopes Brett Milner wasn’t f-ing with her head, but 

can’t help being suspicious. What would someone with such cute 

dimples see in her, a lowly sophomore? 

1 minute ago 



    

 
 

Dating, Post-Industrial 
 

 

 

 

 As exercises in futility go, this is about as bleak as it gets. 

Sure, I’ll give him credit for trying, but he didn’t even get this date 

half-right. At least he got the–honk, honk; screech, wee-oww wee-

oww–watch the sunset part right. Romantic is clearly not a large 

aspect of his personality, but fool is an apt descriptive. Thus ends the 

poorest showing of a second date I’ve ever experienced. The kindest 

phrase I could use to describe the situation is terminally bland. 

 Call me crazy, call me a man-hating feminist psychotic, but 

the notion of splitting a Mr. Freezy and a box of Mint IIIs while 

sitting on the hood of his car doesn’t–vroom vroom vroom; squeal; 

dum-tss dum-tss–exactly fill me with the white hot passion of a 

thousand suns. Maybe it’s the fact we’re lounging in the parking lot 



    

 
 

behind a Meaty Deals, adjacent to one of Rhodesville’s favorite 

cruising strips. Perhaps it has something to do with him being blazed 

out of his gourd, as well as the fact that every other word from his 

mouth is “dude.” Is it really that difficult to string together a subject 

and a predicate without inserting dude? As a woman, I’m not 

particularly fond of being referred to as ‘dude.’ Hello, I’m a fucking 

girl. 

--vrom vroom, wee-ah wee-aah, dum-tchk dumdum-tchk-- 

 Is he serious? The yawn-stretch? What, has he been reading 

How to Pick-up Women with Clichés or something? He probably 

bought his copy of Dating for Dummies right next to his precious Mr. 

Freezy machine. How nauseating. He did make it through high 

school, right? To be honest, I’m a little shocked he didn’t whip out 

some corny pick-up line when he asked me out, like “did it hurt when 

you fell from heaven,” or some other bullshit. I guess he deserves a 

little more credit than that. Maybe. 



    

 
 

 On the bright side, if there is one to this situation, at least this 

location has a certain post-modern charm. Here we are sprawled 

across a steel composite hood, surrounded by concrete and metal; 

halogen lights humming melodies above us; traffic lights painting a 

Technicolor glow around us as the final auburn rays of evening 

breach the horizon, caressing our slight frames. For one brief 

moment nature’s beauty frames humanity’s abominations before 

abandoning us to our nocturnal technocracy. There’s a certain poetic 

ring to this moment.  

Christ! I sound like–rattle-rattle, hissssss-squeak; 

clackaclackaclackaclacka–some sad-ass jerk-off cultural studies 

major who wears fresh-printed ringer tees of old products, and 

watches reruns of TV shows no one ever liked in the first place to 

seem ironic; someone concerned with their hipster quotient. No, I 

take it back. I sound even more cynical and pretentious than the lot of 

them. Here I am, looking for poignancy in a parking lot. I have no 

right to mock anyone’s need for happiness; their need to make a 



    

 
 

connection. That kind of thinking pulls me down in an undertow of 

Schadenfreude. 

 The real question here is: am I denying myself a quiet, 

introspective guy here? So his vocabulary has all the charms of disk 

jockey-banter? I might not be giving him enough credit. Our date has 

a certain minimalistic charm to it—a modicum of ambiance. Of 

course, our first date was at a Pizza Pantry and we went Dutch. I’m 

nothing if not a contemporary-sort of gal. Perhaps with our second 

date, he’s making some sort of artistic statement about the dating 

world. Maybe he has a bitter, acerbic wit lurking beneath his 

landlocked surfer couture.  

I’m probably just reading too much into the whole damn 

thing.  

–beep beep beeeeeeep, squeal, ratta-thunk ratta-thunk– 

From time to time, I need to learn how to shut off my brain, 

and not be so hyper-analytical. More spontaneity could prove highly 

beneficial to mind, body, and heart.  



    

 
 

Maybe I’m the problem. Maybe my inability to let myself go 

is making this date feel so goddamn pathetic. I need to open up, 

allow myself to be swept away in the emotional riptides and eddies 

of youth. Of course, I could blame my first year of college for this 

logical overdrive, but it seems more like a long-term personal flaw. I 

honestly can’t remember not being this way. Suppose for one 

shocking moment I opened up and listened whole-heartedly to his 

occasional inane prattle (wait, that’s too judgmental– rambling 

chatter sounds less mean-spirited). Lurking beneath his vending 

machine words could be the soul of a poet. Maybe in time, I could 

find myself–hiss-crunch; thud thud-thud thud thud-thud; 

vroomvroom–actually caring about him. There’s too much of this 

nonsensical, self-centered self-importance clouding our modern 

judgment, fogging over my life. I should just learn to relax. 

 Sitting here, huddled on the hood of his Taurus, the nocturnal 

world is opening up around us. This is his outsider canvas–a 

masterpiece of neo-realism. The world’s beauty is implied by his 



    

 
 

rejection of our convoluted universe. His vision of the world begs 

admiration, which I failed to understand through my hyper-scrutiny. 

Instead of the big picture, I have to appreciate the moment. This 

moment. The proverbial now. I have to let go of my obsession with 

nuance or lack thereof. Relax. Let the universe wash over me. Ignore 

his clammy palm on my shoulder. Turn my head. Smile, and maybe 

more… 

 “We should totally see a movie, dude.” 

“That would be nice.” 

“I’m broke, though. Could you spot me, dude?”  

–squeal, boom-da-boom-da boom-da…vroom-vroom– 

 “This just isn’t working out.” 

 

 

 

 



    

 
 

Glossary of Retail Terminology 
 

 

 

 

Ad Sheet: see circular. 

Add-ons: Items which loiter by the registers, taunting and teasing 

customers (look at me I’m a candy bar or a shitty plastic toy or a 

cigarette lighter – YOU NEED ME!). 

All-Store PA System: A public address system used to broadcast 

general store announcements, employee directives, concerns and 

hours upon hours of tame, re-circulated music by which to mollify 

brain and body. The All-Store is also used to drive employees to 

unparalleled of levels of irritation and break their will. 

Associate (a.k.a. Store Associate): A mobile step ladder. 

Backstock: A place where the leftover items sit: a resting place for 

items unable to be crammed, distended and torn onto the shelves.  



    

 
 

Baler: A large steel compactor which uses a hydraulic ram to 

compress cardboard boxes and other recyclable waste before they are 

“baled,” i.e. bound with steel wire for easier transportation. At no 

point should anything other than said recyclables ever be placed 

inside the baler, certainly not the human form. This is certainly not a 

fun, scary game. (Do not try this in-store.) 

BOGO: An acronym for “Buy One, Get One Free,” which refers 

indirectly to two old adages: “There’s No Such Thing as a Free 

Lunch,” and “There’s a Sucker Born Every Minute.” 

Break Room: An area where employees can lounge on their break, 

pondering each other’s mastication over exorbitantly priced and non-

nourishing vending machine food. 

Cart Corral: A convenient depository for carts and a variety of other 

post-consumer waste (see: Who the fuck leaves a dirty diaper in a 

shopping cart?) 

Circular: see Look at all this shitty sweatshop-made merchandise 

priced at less-than their normal highly marked-up prices, all 



    

 
 

photo-shopped mediocrely into a multi-paged glossy sheet and 

printed exponentially. Trees? What? Oh, we don’t need those 

anyway. 

Corrugated Cardboard: Most shipping boxes (and many other 

types of box) are made from this material; a material which gashes 

skin in infinitely more irritating and unpleasant ways than standard 

cardboard or paper. 
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