His first clue was the nametag.  He stared quizzically at the blue embroidered 'Bob,' which rested rather awkwardly on his left breast pocket.  His name was not Bob.  Looking up, he met the silent stares of rack upon rack of candy, cigarettes, and dirty magazines.  This seemed to logically fit his recollection of a gas station's convenience store.  He did not work in a gas station's convenience store.  Walking towards the wall of the tiny, glass enclosed cubicle, he noticed a scrap of paper stapled to the drywall.  "Iowa Highway Patrol: 622-9869, ask for Walt."  He did not belong in Iowa.


Yossarian, though not one to speak when no one was listening, had an immediate urge to ask... no, to demand, that someone explain to him what was going on.  Instead, he leaned over the counter and peered past the stacks of newspapers towards the door on the left, to the back of the store near the gum machine, and to his right where a door was marked 'Restrooms,' before leaning back inside his cubicle.  There he found a dusty stool ready to greet his suddenly sagging body.  


"At least one thing is in its place," remarked Yossarian.


The stool answered with a resounding "creak," which suddenly attuned Yossarian to the eerie silence of the store.  Seeking a remedy to the uncomfortable quiet, he flipped a switch on the wall marked 'ceiling fan.'  Immediately, a small contraption hummed to life from the center of the store's ceiling.  The room was soon filled with a monotonous, yet comforting, drone of whirs and clicks.  This, however, only made the oppressive heat of his surroundings more apparent.  Heaving his body off the stool, Yossarian made his way towards the door of his cubicle, which he swung open with little effort.  In ten steps he had reached the portal which linked the store to the outside world.  Afraid of what he might find outside, Yossarian leaned down to prop the door open with a nearby propane cylinder, and returned inside without a backward glance.  A cool breeze, drifting on rays of sunlight, began to meander its way through the store's isles.


Yossarian felt compelled to return to the cubicle, as if it were his duty, and so he retraced the ten steps, stopping only to pick up the latest Playboy from the magazine rack.  Once back comfortably on his stool, he opened the magazine.  Though the scantily clad ladies before him were the epitome of beauty, Yossarian found it impossible to focus on their normally appealing figures.  Instead, his attention was drawn to a question that had been whispering, quietly but assertively, from the back of his mind ever since he had realized where he was.


"So this is a store, right?"


A nod.


"And stores sell things, right?"


Another nod.


"So, to whom does a store sell?"


The answer exploded in his head like a bursting balloon, just as the woman's shadow was thrown by the gleaming sunlight onto the tile floor.



It was as if Yossarian were looking upon another human being for the very first time.  However, his shock and surprise went unnoticed by the woman, who proceeded directly to the cigarette rack and picked up a pack of Virginia Slims.  Yossarian snickered at her typically female selection, as he wondered what it was that drew women to things slender and dainty, while men preferred wide and rugged.  Yossarian observed her as she walked towards the counter.  He could see the years of practice and refinement that had gone into her mannerisms.  The way she walked - a slinky, deliberate, waltz - belied her true purpose, which was to capture and ensnare her quarry.  Yossarian had seen these tricks before, and so he knew that although the performance was meant for no one else, she had as much genuine desire and respect for him as she had for the flies that buzzed lazily above the store’s Slushie machine.  To him, she was as common as the whores who had littered the street corners and alleyways during his tour in Italy as a bombardier.  Feigning ambivalence, Yossarian once again picked up his magazine as she approached the counter.  


"Ahemm," she coughed.  


Yossarian waited silently.


"Excuse me," she stammered through pursed lips.


Yossarian continued to gaze, undeterred, at the beauties in his Playboy.  The woman stood, riveted to the floor, eyes surely glaring.


"I'm sorry, were you speaking to me?" he asked innocently, glancing to her right and left, then back at her face.  The woman only intensified her stare.


"Yes, I needed these," she said, shooting the cigarettes across the counter towards him, along with an icy glance.  


"Certainly ma'am," he replied, ringing them up on the nearby cash register as if he had been doing it all his years.  Yossarian ran through the motions of bagging her purchase, taking her money, and returning the change and receipt.  As he did so, he slowly felt himself being reduced to a servant, stripped of his power, and relegated to a position that seemed almost demeaning.  


The woman left exactly as she had come in, yet this time Yossarian no longer had the feeling of awe and excitement.  Gone were his cynicism and wit.  Disturbed by this sudden emotional plunge, he ran to the bathroom where he splashed a handful of cold water on his stubbled face.  Looking into the mirror, Yossarian again saw the blue stitched 'Bob,' and came to a realization.  The people who came into his store did not know him and did not want to know him.  They were satisfied to have 'Bob' take their money, no questions asked, so they could walk out with purchases in hand, having accomplished a task.  Yossarian did not want to help them accomplish their task.  He despised his role in their schemes; he did not want to serve their purpose.  


Yossarian was jolted out of his contemplative trance by the sound of jingling Chiclets, echoing from the back of the store.  Clambering out of the bathroom and through the isles, he came upon a man bent over the gum machine.   Hearing Yossarian approach, he turned around and waved sheepishly.  He was a balding, middle-aged man wearing thick, square glasses.  He had an air of prancing superiority about him.  The red embroidery on his left breast pocket spelled out the name 'Milo.'


"Hey!," Yossarian exclaimed, with an unexpected air of authority.  Was he actually defending his territory?  "What's going on here?"


"Oh... why, I'm filling the gum machine," responded Milo, as if there were a sign above his head that read "I'm filling the gum machine."


"And who exactly told you to do that?" Yossarian demanded.


"You did."


"I did?"


"You did.  I'm one you buy the gum from," said Milo.


"I don't buy any gum," responded Yossarian truthfully, for he indeed did not buy any gum.

“I’m also the one who sends you the profits from this gum machine,” retorted Milo.

“But I don’t get any profits from this gum machine.”

“And indeed you don’t!  That’s because you spend all the profits you make to buy more gum!”

Yossarian, although startled and confused, felt it was his responsibility to unravel this 

plot.  “Alright then, exactly who do you buy the gum you sell me from?”

“Why from you of course!” answered Milo, as a radiant grin spread across his face. 

"You see, I sell you gum, thereby making a profit.  You then sell the gum back to me, also making a profit, which you use to buy more gum.  That means more profit for you, and more profit for me.  Everybody wins."


"Why don't you just sell the gum to you and eliminate the middleman?"


"Because I'm the people I buy it from." 

 
This was too much for Yossarian.  He despised his role in Milo's scheme; he did not want to serve Milo's purpose, and so he grabbed the sacks of chiclets that had been laying on the floor, walked to the door, and hurled them with all his might out into the sunlight.  As Milo ran screaming from the store, combed-over hair blown askew and glasses knocked asunder, Yossarian yelled out from the doorway, "Hey Milo! What happens if somebody chews?"  

Without waiting for a reply, he turned back into the store, exhausted.  After a moment's rest Yossarian ventured towards the store's Slushie machine, where he prepared a frozen, syrupy concoction that reeked of pina colada.  He only paused a moment to bask in the happy gaze of the white dog who spun tirelessly atop the now silent machine before returning to his cubicle.  Once inside, Yossarian again turned to his faithful magazine, but again he was distracted.  This time a new thought tugged at his brain.  What was he doing here?  What purpose was he serving?  He certainly did not want to serve the purposes of others.  He had to either escape this madness, or find his place within it.  

The sound of footsteps, which Yossarian was too absorbed to hear, was the only betrayal of their entrance.  The young mother and her boy, who could not have been more than three, stole quietly into the store.  Neither one smiled, neither one looked up.  The child trailed behind, holding his mother's hand as they made their way silently to the freezer case.  As she reached in to select a jug of milk, the boy slipped away and made straight for the candy rack.  Selecting a bar of solid chocolate, the boy then walked up to the cubicle, where he reached his hand, though only after a great stretching effort, onto the counter.  The sudden appearance of a chocolate bar caught Yossarian's attention, and he leaned out over the ledge to gain a better view.  The boy's eyes stared up at Yossarian's with a look of longing.  The upturned face, pleading smile, and freckled features revealed the innocence and incomprehension of the child's intentions.  He had made a simple request, of which he did not understand the implications.  A kind hearted man, Yossarian was about to hand the chocolate bar down to the child, when the mother returned.  Taking the candy from Yossarian, she apologized for the boy's actions.  This she followed with a look towards her son which revealed the ache in her heart that was caused by her inability to fulfill even this simple wish.  It said, "I have no money for you, only love."  The boy's smile changed to a familiar frown.  

She paid for the milk silently, without looking up at Yossarian.  When finished, she took her son's hand and turned towards the door.  As they walked away, the child turned over his shoulder to gaze at Yossarian.  His eyes seemed to say "I know you tried, thank you."  Without knowing what he was doing, Yossarian walked out from behind the counter, quickening his pace to reach them before the doorway, and sought the child's outstretched hand.  In it he placed the chocolate bar.  The two connected for only a brief moment, sharing a mutual understanding as a man and a child, before they were separated by the mother's unyielding retreat.   


Yossarian held the boy's stare until he reached the door.  He was therefore able to see the indiscreet, almost intentional manner in which the next customer shoved the child out of his way.


"Watch it kid," the incoming stranger grumbled.


The child returned, cowering, to his mother's side.  Yossarian, disturbed by this gruff bullying, examined the man.  The black baseball cap and dark sunglasses immediately caught his attention.  His features were rough, even foreboding, with an attitude to match.  He glanced towards Yossarian, almost as if sizing him up, and then marched stiffly over to the magazine rack.  Standing with his back to the counter, he began to read silently.  Yossarian continued his analysis.  The upturned collar of his denim jacket concealed the back of his head, which was sunk down into hunched shoulders.  Yossarian noticed that the man's hands, clasping an outdoors magazine, were grimy and caked with dirt.  Tracing his eyes back along the man's arm, he saw the gun in his left jacket pocket. 


The gun in his left jacket pocket.


The realization hit him like a blow to the head.  Feeling every muscle in his body go rigid with instantaneous paralysis, Yossarian did his best to scuffle his way inside the cubicle.  Once he'd reached the safety of the glass (hopefully bulletproof) walls, the screaming in his brain began to subside.  He was no stranger to guns, but had always hated the feeling of having people he did not know try to kill him.


Yossarian grabbed the phone off the wall, and slid slowly down behind the counter.  The message on the wall repeated calmly, "Iowa Highway Patrol: 622-9869, ask for Walt."  It took three tries before the adrenaline that was coursing through his veins allowed him to dial correctly.  It took sixteen rings before a voice responded on the other end of the line.


"Highway Patrol," said the voice with a routine sigh of annoyance.


"Hello, Walt?"


"Yeeeeesssssssss...?"


"There's a gun in his left jacket pocket," Yossarian stammered, voice barely audible.


"What's that?  There's a gun in whose pocket?"


"His pocket."


"Who's he?"


"The man in the store."


"The man in what store?"


"The gas station's convenience store," answered Yossarian, irked by the man's incomprehension of the dire situation.


"Oh, Bob?  Is that you."


"Yeah, yeah, it's Bob.  Look, I need some help over here.  There's a man with a gun."


"Alright, I'll be right over," said Walt excitedly, as if this life-threatening situation was just the adventure he needed to perk up his boring day.  The receiver clicked off.


Yossarian replaced the phone on its cradle, and poked his head, slowly, above the counter.  Staring into the heavy air, punctuated only by the clicking whir of the fan and the occasional buzzing of a fly, Yossarian saw that the man had not moved.  He straightened himself up, and brushed off his dusty nametag.  The frilly embroidery made him wish that it spelled out a tougher name - Butch or Spike perhaps.  Gathering his wits, Yossarian stared towards the unmoving man, and spoke.


"You might as well do it."


The man turned over his shoulder until his gaze encompassed the entire store.  Sure now that Yossarian was addressing him, he approached the counter.


“You might as well shoot me, that is.  You’re not getting any of the money.”   Yossarian could hardly believe his own words.  What was he doing?  He had no stake in this store.  He didn’t even belong here.  The man cocked his head, a look of disbelief spreading across his face.   “…But I’ll have you know that I don’t even belong here.”


“What do I care where you belong?” chimed the man, rhetorically.


“Oh, I didn’t say whether or not you cared.”


“And who are you to say whether or not I care?”


“I didn’t.”


“Didn’t what?”


“Didn’t say.”


“Say what?”


“Whether or not you care.”


“I don’t.”


“Well there, now you’ve said it,” responded Yossarian, seeming pleased with himself.  Then, remembering the gun, Yossarian quickly wiped the smirk off his face.  He stared at the ground, silently.  This continued for several minutes before Yossarian spoke.  “Why don’t you make some demands, I think that’s normal.”


Leaning over the counter, slowly and deliberately, the man took hold of Yossarian’s collar. 

He felt himself gradually pulled by brute strength first to his toes, then out towards the man.  Soon their faces were nearly touching.  Yossarian could smell the musty scent of cigarettes and sweat as he leaned, agonizingly, against the edge of the counter.  “I’ll make the demands around here,” sad the man through gritted teeth, pausing between each word.  Yossarian was slowly deposited back inside the cubicle.  


Once again Yossarian brushed off his nametag.  A plan began to form inside his head.  “I’ll give you whatever you want if you give me the gun.”


“Give me the money.”


“Give me the gun.”


“Give me the money first.”


“Oh no…” started Yossarian, before realizing that his next statement would have led to an exchange reminiscent of a baseball card trade between two five year olds, each afraid of being cheated.  “We’ll do it at the same time.”


“That seems too easy,” said the man skeptically, “there’s got to be a catch.”


“Of course there’s a catch – Catch-22,” responded Yossarian.


“Catch-22?”


“Catch-22.  It means that as soon as we trade, you’ll have the money, but I’ll have the gun.  Therefore I will be in the position to make demands.”


“I guess that’s a risk I’ll have to take,” said the man with a shrug.


“Apparently so,” mused Yossarian, as he reached down to open the drawer.  His stomach plummeted as he peered into the near- empty register.  The drawer’s total was eleven dollars and seventy- six cents.  Grabbing the bills with his left hand and the change with his right, he slowly extended his closed fists over the counter.  “On the count of three?”


“On three.”


The two began to count in unison, “One… two… three…”


Yossarian was jarred back into consciousness by the rough, impatient hands of his bearers.  He could see that he had been stretched out on a litter, and was being carried towards an ambulance.  Struggling to sit up, he realized that his hands were bound underneath his body… by handcuffs.  Looking skyward, his view was blocked by a face whose eyes were shielded by large, dark glasses.  A wide brimmed hat, emblazoned with the words “Iowa Highway Patrol,” rested above the glasses.  A nametag on the accompanying uniform read ‘Walt.’  To the left of this face was another.  Above this face was instead perched an olive drab, steel helmet bearing the insignia ‘MP’ – military police.  Seeing that he had revived, the steel crowned MP stared down into Yossarian’s eyes angrily, coldly - “You’re AWOL.”

