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The Atmosphere of Dessert

"I swear I will go crazy listening to this piece of shit!" Steffy exploded from her perch on the aluminum counter beside the waffle-dough splattered “Cone Construction” sign.  

"Sorry," I said, crossing my arms defensively over my head, peering up at her from the purple stool christened "Barney" by the ever-creative Manager Gary.  "I thought this was your thing, listening to problems and stuff.  Please don't call me a 'piece of shit.'"

"I don't really know if roommate problems can be considered 'my thing,'" Steffy said slowly, twisting her brown wavy ponytail around an un-ringed finger.  "But I don't mind listening to them.  I was talking about the CD."

Ah, the CD.  The one Manager Gary, in yet another fit of originality, made himself.  Sixteen tracks of Top 40 wonders, featuring hits by the likes of Jessica Simpson, Creed, and two – yes two - versions of Enrique Inglesias's latest, spinning 'round and 'round in the TCBY stereo, twelve hours a day, seven days a week.


“If it’s chauffeuring you to insanity, turn it off,” I suggested.  


“What if Manager Gary comes back?”


“Turn it back on.”


“We never know when he drops by until he walks in the back door.”


Surely I could offer her some solution that would avoid both the imminent lunacy of our star key holder and the risk of her losing that position.  "Get Cougar to do it.”


“Cougar!” She yelled.  “Go turn off the CD.”


Cougar poked his spiky head from behind the stack of boxed dry toppings, where he hid to work on his drawings on slow nights. “What?”


“Turn off the CD!” Steffy yelled again.

"What?”


“Come here!”


Cougar sighed, stood up and swaggered over to us, pad and pencil in hand.  “What do you want?”


“Could you turn off that damn CD?” Steffy asked, pointing to the parlor where the stereo was.


“Why don’t you do it?”


“It hurts to stand up.  You know that.”


“Then you need to be at home resting.  Right, Debs?”


"I vaguely remember sleep; the memories seem pleasant," I said.


"I need to make money, that's what I need to do, Debbie," she replied, addressing me instead of Cougar.


"Money never hurts," I state.


"You're asking the wrong person," complained Cougar.  "She has three jobs."


"Just two," I correct him, "Soon to be just one."


"You might not scrub the baseboards the way Manager Gary wants you to, Debbie, but you know we're short on people – he's not going to fire you for it."


"I don’t think that was the job she was referring to," said Cougar, raising a pierced eyebrow at me.


"Right.  I'm staying with Team TCBY, but my other profession ends tonight.  Cougar will be my last deal, after close."


"Oh," Steffy said, brown eyes widening. "Because your roommate doesn't like it?"


"Yeah," I grumbled, "I guess.  But then Layna doesn't like much of anything I do these days."


"Debbie likes a boy her roommate doesn't approve of," Steffy informed Cougar.


"She's just your roommate, who cares what she thinks?" Cougar shrugged, frowning at me.  "But I do think it’s about time you stuck to a job that’s legal. Not that I don’t appreciate getting a pot liquidation sale."


“You’re one to talk,” Steffy jumped in, “The resident professional auto-thief.”


“Ex-professional auto-thief.”  His eyes narrowed.  “That was a long time ago, in another state, okay?  Now I work here.  Obviously as slave labor.  I’ll go turn off that damn CD of yours.”


“And that’s Cougar, stalking off, the Cougar that he is,” I narrated as he made his way to the parlor section.

He paused to flip me off.  “I heard that.”

“Oof.”  Steffy lowered herself from the counter.  She never moved these days without an accompanying sound effect.  “An hour and a half ‘til close.  I’ll go ahead and clean the bathrooms.” 


 “Just be careful; pregnant ladies shouldn’t overexert themselves.  I’ll scrub the windows.” I stood up and stretched as high as my five foot one height would allow, barely obtaining the Spray’N’Wash bottle.


Cougar was exiting the parlor as we were entering.  “That’s right, woman, get to work,” he told Steffy, pointing at her dishcloth and bucket of sanitizer with his green eyed glaze.  

 
She paused her waddling and stared.  “Debbie said pregnant ladies shouldn’t exert themselves too much.”


“Yeah, Debs has always been one for championing workers’ rights.”


“Ha. Ha.” I said.  An uncertain smile poked out of Steffy’s mouth before she made the rest of the way to the bathrooms.  I turned to examine the windows.  “You know, you really are basically slave labor here,” I told Cougar, as I started scrubbing.


 “You’re not going to get on me for doing cartoons for Manager Gary again, are you?” he said.  

I watched his reflection; his face was all scrunched up like some fruit fly

buzzed up his nose.  I continued, “What is his latest promotional idea – ‘Nothing More Thriller Than a Cappuccino Chiller?’”  


For a moment he didn’t say anything, and in that moment, I decided the windows were clean enough as they were.  I turned and looked at him, but he just stared steadily past me.  “You don’t get paid extra for those cartoons.” 


“I’ve noticed,” he said between his teeth, still not making eye contact.

I flick away a wisp of green hair that was tickling my nose and go on.  “It’s fucked up.  He didn’t hire you for your artistic abilities; he hired you for your dishwashing abilities.  He’s using you.”


“I need the exposure,” he said.  “It could help get me started.”


“Oh yeah, didn’t Picasso’s career get started from a parfait advertisement?”


“Picasso wasn’t a comic strip artist.”


“Really?  Huh.” I folded the dishcloth under my arm and started to return to the back room.  “Maybe you need to stand up for yourself. Sell out.  Get paid enough to eat decently, get your weight up to 130.  Maybe even save up for art school.”


“Screw you, Debbie," he said, finally looking at me.  "You’re not my girlfriend.  Now please leave me alone so I can sell my art to Manager Gary and my soul to Satan.”


That was an impressive line.  It might have been more impressive if I hadn’t already been walking away.  I strode back to the backroom and flung myself self-righteously on the counter, legs crossed and arms folded.


“Geez, what’s wrong with you, Debbie?” Steffy asked as she padded over, back from her quest for bathroom-sanitization.  “And why are you in my spot?”

“Sorry,” I apologized, and returned to my lower position on helpful, purple Barney.  The comfort of expecting mothers come first, I reminded myself.  I watched her clumsily climb to her seat, hoping she didn’t make a wrong move and fall or hurt herself, and remembered watching her jump up there effortlessly only months ago.  She seemed too young and immature to be weighed down by a baby.  But then again, she did graduate high school all of four months ago.  

“Can I ask you a question, Debbie?” she said, absentmindedly rubbing her belly.

I nodded.

“Why did you sell marijuana?  You say you quitting ‘cause of your roommate, but I know it always made you really nervous.”

In the parlor I heard the door chime, signaling a customer.  Out of habit I stood up, and thought this could provide a good escape from Steffy’s impending cross-examination.  Then I remembered Cougar was out there and he was pissed.  He could handle whoever came in.

“For the money,” I finally answered.

“Do you need it that bad?  I mean, I really need this income, but I get by, and my household is going to double in number soon.”

“Doesn’t that bother you?  How can you be sure you’ll have enough?  Is a hey-holder's career that much more lucrative than being a run-of-the-mill ice cream scooper?”

She shrugged.  “I guess I know my parents will help me out, if nothing else.  They’re still kind of pissed at me, but they won’t let us starve,” she said, patting her swollen tummy.

I didn’t know how to answer that.  I wanted to ask her more about how she could invest in a baby when she couldn’t have invested in a condom or birth control, or even an abortion.  But instead I tried to justify myself.

 “I’m trying to pay for school, and my – Layna – she barely has enough to scrape by too.”

“What about your parents?” she asked.

“They don’t like some of my choices,” I began, “They don’t –“

“Hey Debbie!” Cougar yelled, saving me from further investigation. He sauntered into the backroom, pointing at me.  “Someone is here for you.” 

  I slowly stood up and caught a glimpse of bright pink hair, which could only belong to Layna.  She used to come in early to hang awhile before giving me a ride home, but she hadn't done that since we started arguing a couple weeks ago.  I tugged at my hemp necklace, telling myself to be glad to see her.

“Hey,” I greeted her as she remained leaning against the door.

“I don’t want to talk in here,” she replied.

We stepped outside.  Immediately, she said, "I had an interesting conversation with Cougar,” 
“He’s an interesting fellow.”

“Apparently he’s having a party this weekend.  Everyone’s going to smoke up.  He invited me,” she told me, hands folded over her undersized She-Ra shirt I had gotten her for her birthday the year before.

“And are you going to take him up on it?” I asked, watching the traffic light turn from green to red in the distance.

“He invited you too.  He laughed about that, thought it’d be funny, you smoking the very stuff you're selling him.  Laughed so much he might already be high.”

“I don’t think he is,” I said, and shifted my gaze to my Birkenstocks, barely visible under my tan cords.  It seemed like a good time to study how one buckle seemed more rusted than the other.

“Is that you’re only comment?”

“I work a lot of hours this week. I might not be up to partying.”  Why did I say this?  This was a line a boy would give.  Did I want to piss her off even more?

“Damn you all to hell Debbie!  You said you’d stop selling!  You promised me!  We don’t need that money, we can get by, you just need to stop buying so much shit, DVDs and CDs and shoes and clothes, and you don’t have to take me to Applebee’s every weekend!  We could just eat in the dining hall!  Do you think I'd give a shit?”

“Listen, I -” I glanced back inside the store.  I couldn’t see Steffy or Cougar, they must still be in the backroom, not noticing the minor tornado outside.

“But I do give a shit about you selling illegal drugs!  Smoking up every now and then is fine, but dealing can get you in deep shit!  I give a shit about you not being in jail.  I give a shit about not being able to trust you!”

I started to reach for her arms, to calm her down, to explain that tonight was my last deal, but then hesitated, glancing to through the window again.

 “And I especially give a shit about you being so damn ashamed of me – of us – that you keep looking back to see if you’re little TCBY friends are watching instead of trying to explain this shit to me!” she screamed.

“What?  You never cared about who we told before.”

She looked like she could spit on me.  I felt like I should be spit upon.  I shoved my hands in my pockets, then yanked them back out, twisted my mood ring around my finger.  Suddenly I was pissed too.  

“Fine, Layna, fine!  Go ahead and be pissed at me for drug dealing!  Go ahead and make a big damn scene about it, right out in the parking lot, in public, even though you claim to be so damned concerned about me getting caught!  Just scream at me to your heart’s content!  Don’t give me a chance to explain myself!  In fact, while you’re at it, why don’t you bring up shit you’ve never even acted like you even cared about before?  It was always, ‘these are our friends, they know, then there are other friends, they don’t.’  But forget that, and just go ahead and change your mind, and bring that shit up!  Am I such a bad girlfriend you have to pull out all the stops?  Why don’t you go ahead and bring up that boy?  The one I said I kind of maybe liked, even though I still want to be with you and it’s only because I want to be with you that I decided to be so open and honest about it?  Huh?  Why don’t you bring up that shit?”

“Actually, I was going to.”  Her voice was edged with ice, dangerous and slow, like a coiled snake’s hissing.  “You told me because you’re so honest and open huh?  Then why won’t you tell me his name?”

I wanted to throw up.  I wanted to hug her and hold her.  I wanted to scream at her, to argue and overwhelm and win.  I wanted to run away.  I felt tired.  I chose the last.  “Why don’t you just fucking break up with me?”

She stared at me a moment, her strawberry lip-glossed mouth falling open slightly.  Her eyes, moments earlier narrowed with hate, now widened, brightened.  “Fine.  Consider it done.” She turned around, made her way to her car, and said with her back to me, getting farther away, “Good luck finding a way home.”

I didn’t watch her go.  I didn’t tell her to stop, to wait, to reconsider.  I went back inside, flipped the “Open, C’mon In” sign to “Sorry, We’re Closed,” locked the door.  Then I strode to the backroom, to finish closing.

Steffy and Cougar were still back there, each with a cup of chocolate yogurt, the nightly bonus we bestowed upon ourselves when Manager Gary wasn’t around.  They glanced up when I stormed in.

“I locked up.” I informed them, voice drenched in monotone.  

“Huh?” Steffy said, dropping her spoon in the yogurt cup.  I hated it when people did melodramatic stuff like that, dropping stuff out of surprise.   “It’s half an hour ‘til close!”

“No, we are closed now, actually.  We are closed, and I am gay.”

"Um, okay….” Cougar said, lifting his head to gaze at me.  

Steffy dropped her yogurt this time.  Cougar was right beside her though, and caught it before it splattered.  “You said you liked a boy,” she said, as if speculating.

I paced back to the parlor behind the counter, calling behind me, “I stand corrected.  I would be more accurately described as bisexual, and I just broke up with my girlfriend.”  I clicked off the yogurt machine, clicked off Shiver machine.  

Steffy and Cougar trailed after me.  Steffy helped me throw lids on the ice cream tubs, Cougar just stood there.  “Okay,” he said, “So you’re bisexual and single.  And you're doing a shitty job of closing.  We didn’t even sweep or mop or anything.”

I shoved my green hair out of my eyes again, wishing the color hadn’t faded from blue because I hate green, wishing my hair was long enough to stay in ponytails without strands escaping here and there.  “So blame it on me.  Say I went crazy and walked out, and you had to follow me to make sure I was okay.  Say I wouldn’t let you clean up.  Say whatever.  I don’t care.  I’m quitting.”  

They didn’t say anything.  I flicked off the remaining lights in the front, walked to the back.  They continued pursuing me as I gathered up my book bag, windbreaker, and punched the clock, and stepped out the back door. "You know you really should blame it on me," I said, glowering at them. "I'm a shitty employee and I'm shitty to you.  I'm a shitty evil lezbo, with no way to get home tonight."

“Let’s go home, Debs.  I’ll give you a ride,” Cougar offered, wrapping his arm around my shoulder as Steffy locked the door.  “Just calm down and shut up.” 

"No, I mean it." I said, cringing away form him.  "I bitch at you all the time about your cartoons, and I don't respect Steffy's decision to prioritize getting knocked up over getting an education."

Steffy flinched; Cougar just shrugged. 

"And I don't have a place to go anyway," I finished.

“Then come back to my apartment.  It’s dirty and sweaty and occupied by three guys, but it’s a place to sleep.  I can clear a spot on the couch for you," he said.

I put my hand to my head and considered.  I wouldn’t mind going home with him.  That would show Layna, even if I did just sleep on the couch.

But I was too tired for this.  I wiped my eyes, then looked at Steffy.  "Do you think I could stay with you tonight?  Unless you feel weird about it…. you don't have a reason to, from me, but I'd understand," I mumbled.

"My place is small, but there’s room.”

"We don't feel weird your bi and you should know that.  It's not that much of a surprise," said Cougar.

“Well,” I looked over at him, slightly frowning.  “Thanks for offering to let me stay with you.  I want you to know I really appreciate the offer.”

“Yeah.  Well.  Some other time, maybe, or not.”

“One or the other,” I almost smiled at him before walking to Steffy’s car.  

Once on the road, the first thing Steffy asked was, "Didn't you tell her you quit dealing?"

"No," I sighed.  "I was – no, I didn't tell her."

"Is Cougar the boy?"

I sighed again.  I felt barely awake, yet stampedes of thoughts were chasing each other in rabid circles in my mind, showing no promise of slowing down.  Somewhere in there I remembered I didn't complete my final transaction with Cougar.  Somewhere in there I couldn't find space to care.  “Listen, Steffy, I can barely recognize what I’m thinking and feeling right now, other than I think and feel like I’m about to puke, and you’re being so nice, to me, I don’t want to do that in your car, so maybe we could just not talk much tonight, okay?”

“Okay.”

