Subway


The day is gray, the earliest hints of a hot summer mingling with the aftertaste of rain on pavement. Hands pressed against the steel door handle, Matt and I enter Harrison’s Subway restaurant. The place is empty – only a family of three in line ahead of us. The silence that exists when strangers uneasily share the same environment and the fear of being overheard hangs like the gray clouds outside. The light is typical fast food light. Yellow and sterile, bathing the floors that are mopped every day and never seem quite clean the beige walls and bland hangings that evoke a dirty, unattractive feeling. Odors of bread, sandwich meat, cash, and floor cleaner combine into the fast food smell – brisk, modern smell of progress, speed, and a “function over form” society. The humming of machinery and the clang of dishes somehow only magnifies the establishment’s quietness.

 Standing on tiptoe so that I can reach Matt’s ear, I whisper “I have to go to the bathroom.” He nods automatically, his chocolate eyes focused on the overhead menu (By the way, Subway offers seven sandwiches with only six grams of fat. That’s nearly one-sixth of a sandwich at other leading fast food restaurants. They’re very proud of this.).


Subway’s bathrooms are clean, at least. Very white, florescent, stainless. That buzzing noise the light bulbs emit adds an extra layer of sterility. I lock the door, do my business, and reach for the toilet paper. I notice a sticker on the dispenser – “Royce Rolls Ringer Company. Ten year guarantee. Grand Rapids, MI.” I’m thankful that the damn thing won’t break for another ten years, at least, and I ponder sending Royce Rolls Ringer a note of appreciation. I would imagine the factory workers would appreciate the gesture. Talk about spending your life involved in the process that is the most taken for granted in America. I shudder at the thought. Like every American teenager, I know that I will never be taken for granted; wherever I go the world will respect and meet my needs as an individual. I wonder how many of the toilet paper dispenser manufacturers planned on being as famous and respected as I do. Suddenly ill at ease with that thought, I decide to get to work on that Thank-You note.


I wash my hands at the spotless white sink and dry them. I catch a glimpse in the spotless mirror. A pale girl with unkempt strawberry blonde hair in a black tee shirt with gray eyes that seem to say, “Yes, I am a rebel.” I’m not really, but I’ve got my rebel glare perfected for situations where no one knows me well enough to call my bluff. Situations like standing alone in front of the bathroom mirror at Subway. I roll my eyes at myself and move from the blinding white light into the more comfortable yellow murk of the restaurant. 


Matt is still standing in line. The fifty-ish woman working the counter barks at the family of three, “Is that it?” They nod, frightened by her aggressive tone. Matt takes a small breath, the implications of which are apparent only to me. Matt hates this town. He already hates this woman.


“What do you want?” The small, dark-haired lady challenges him, glaring through small, mean eyes. Matt is polite as ever. “Could I have a Number Five, please?”

She grudgingly slaps pepperoni on a piece of bread.  
“American or Swiss?” She demands. 

Matt straightens his shoulders to indicate her harsh voice is unappreciated. “Do you have Mozzarella?” he asks. 

“What?” she has clearly classified him as a brainless, obnoxious teenager. He repeats his question, the manners fading from his tone. “I don’t know what that is,” she says, irritated.

 Matt gives up. “American.” 

“What do you want on it?” This is beginning to escalate into verbal warfare. 

“Everything but peppers, halepenos, and onions.” Matt says coldly.


“What?”


“Everything except peppers, halepenos, and onions,” Matt says with exaggerated slowness. Even so, she makes him walk her through the process of applying the condiments. 

“That it?” she says with a final challenge to cross her. Matt accepts.


“Vinegar and mayonnaise, please.”


She sprays these things on vengefully. “To drink?”


“Medium Dr. Pepper.” Matt’s jaw is set in silent hatred.


She slams the sandwich and drink on the counter triumphantly. “Four dollars and twelve cents.”


Matt is not done. “Could I have some sour cream and onion chips?”


She glares at him for a moment, then produces the chips. “Five o two.”


He hands her a ten-dollar bill. She resentfully makes change. I grab a straw and some napkins, and we flee to the far back booth by the window.


I slide in first, as I am accustomed to sitting by the window. “Nothing like service with a smile, huh?” I say playfully, laying my head on his shoulder.


He shakes his head and grins. “No kidding.” 

Matt eats his sandwich in silence as I dive into my chips. “You know,” I say between mouthfuls. “I’d probably be mean too if I was working in a Subway and I was around fifty years old.”

Matt grins. “Yeah, I guess. She’s probably just having a bad day. Maybe I should have been nicer.”

My gaze drifts back to the counter. I watch the woman wipe the countertop. Her eyes drop to the floor for a few seconds. Thoughtfully crunching on a potato chip, I think about all the teenagers she must work with. Kids looking for a job to pay for college, kids who are going to get out of this town she’s been stuck in for God knows how long. 

Matt interrupts my reverie by murmuring in my ear, “I’ll be back.” At first I fear that he is going to go strangle the lady at the counter, but to my relief he heads toward the men’s restroom. Too late, it occurs to me to tell him about Royce Rolls Ringer, but he’s already disappeared into the men’s room.

I stretch my long lanky limbs that don’t match my curvier, softer torso, and look out the big window. Gray clouds, gray asphalt, gray buildings, gray cars. I see TCBY, Harrison Eyeglass Center, NWAEDD Plaza (what that acronym could possibly stand for beats the hell out of me), and, across the four lane highway, Hardy’s, Wendy’s, Vision Video. I see cars slowing to a stop for the traffic light. Cars full of people driving back to work after the lunch break, back to typing or dialing or cleaning or building or wishing the day was over. Business as usual on a Thursday afternoon in small town America. I have to get out of here, I realize, a small note of panic resonating in my youthful mind. 

Before I can leap from the sticky dark red plastic seat and head off down the highway, Matt returns, and my attention moves to him. He takes my hand, kisses each finger, and smiles. Love can exist in even the most mundane circumstances, I think as I smile back. He reaches for his drink. I kiss his cheek. “Thank you,” he says softly. “No problem,” I say at the same volume. Even more than most teenage couples, we’re pretty disgustingly cute, but we’re not doing it just for show, this is how we really feel about each other. And besides – you gotta do what makes you happy. Screw everyone who’s annoyed with it. We engage in a mutual loving stare for a few seconds, then Matt takes a deep breath and stretches. “You ready to get out of here?” he queries.

I nod yes to more than one meaning of the ambiguous question.    

