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Mr. Large Mocha Latte came in through the glass doors as Mr. Double-shot Espresso left. He ordered his usual and took a seat at the table near the window next to the newspapers. He grabbed a copy of the Los Angeles Times and flipped it open loudly as he always did, and cleared his throat at every three sentences while waiting for me to call out his order.


“Large mocha latte!” He got up, newspaper still in hand, and retrieved his drink. He sipped it slowly as he walked back to his window. With his back to me, the front page showed a picture of our dear president giving a speech. His finger was in the air and he was going on about the war and how “we” were going to win. I wanted to vomit. Diverting my attention to the side, I leaned over the counter and watched the room.


Two tables to the left of the Confederate Republican was a woman in her mid-thirties who looked like a cross between Margaret Cho and Michael Jackson (post-surgery). She comes in every afternoon, orders a small diet Pepsi, and sits facing the aisles of books, reading a copy of Cosmopolitan. She always gives me a hideously fake smile along with her “thank you” and it makes me hate the word. It has become so automatic that it’s lost all meaning..


I’d much rather she didn’t thank me at all. 

I head outside for my two-hour break. Sitting in a cold silver chair at the tables, I light up a cigarette and watch as people drive in and out of the parking lot. I work in a Café Bookstore placed in an upscale metro area of a rich city. I see the usual plethora of Mercedes driven by rich men’s wives mixed with Sport Utility Vehicles driven by little Asian women who can barely see over the wheel and who shouldn’t be driving in the first place. 

I watch as cars pile into the small parking lot and circle like sharks, waiting for a spot to open. It’s annoying and comical, like a Cher concert or the State of the Union Address. 


One of my regulars walks towards the café. I usually don’t see her until after my break is over. I give her a “Good afternoon” as she walks in. She’s wearing her usual gray Thursday pantsuit from Macy’s, her $300 shoes from Klein and $20 bag from Ross. She gives me a cold stare and walks in, swinging the door open with the force of a typical Broadway reject. I guess Hollywood just wasn’t ready for her. I take one last drag from my cigarette and get up to toss it away. I hold the door open for a couple that just emerged victorious from their S350. 

“Congratulations on finding a parking spot.” They laugh at say “Thank you” as I follow them into the store. At least they’re more sincere than Miss Margaret Cho Jackson.


I looked at my watch. 1:17. I had until 3. Managers get an extra hour for lunch. Who needs two hours for lunch? Where are you going, the fucking Netherlands? 

I go behind the Brazilla and make a double shot for myself and then head upstairs to the foreign language section. Sitting down on a footstool I start picking at titles. It helps being a bookworm when you have eternity for a lunch break and nowhere to go. Too bad I’ve read just about everything in this store that was worth the time to publish it.


I start flipping through the Russian verb books. They don’t interest me terribly so I start on Turkish art of the early 17th century. That keeps me entertained for a few minutes. I start to look around and decide to go to the other side of the shelf. With my tiny espresso cup in hand I walk around and sit on the floor in front of the Programming books. I see a wall of C++ next to a much smaller collection of Algorithms, UNIX, Object-Oriented Programming, Oracle, and a long list of other programs for development and design. I laugh. “My mother can do Oracle.” I take another sip of my drink and reach up for Deitel’s 3rd Edition of “How to Program C++.” I also grabbed a copy of Engels’s “Chaos Theory” as well since I overheard someone talking about it earlier. He obviously didn’t know what he was talking about.


I spent the last hour of my break in the men’s room, reading about link lists, class sets, arrays and butterflies. By chapter three I had to go back to work. I hope that butterfly in China doesn’t flap too hard.


It was a slow day. People would come and go, carrying on their lives as they saw fit. Some would order then leave. Others would order then stay. I saw books being left on tables like hookers on beds when the hour was up. Hardly anybody bought what one read. It’s funny how people mistake this place for a library. But I never said anything. I just made their coffee and watched them from my counter. They all had a story to tell. This café was my private silent theatre.

I knew all of these people. I knew what they ordered, when they got off work, what clothes they wore on certain days, their family events, their horrible bosses, what they studied in college, and why their cars wouldn’t start. I knew when their midterms were, why their siblings are annoying, which grandfather died last week, the vegetarian, the carnivore, and the activist. I knew the innocent, the not so innocent, the rich, the poor, the modest, and the ass. I knew these people probably better than they realized and I wondered, if they knew how much I knew about them, would it bother them? Everyday, I take their orders and listen to their quick thirty-second stories of whatever is going on in their heads at that particular moment. I wonder if they realize how much they tell me day after day, cup after cup. Mr. Mocha comes in with Mrs. French Strawberry followed by the Latte Guy and Shortbread Cookies with his girlfriend Caramel Latte and Jalapeno Chips. Xerox Espresso Man, UPS Turkey Baguette, Iced Tea Old Navy Ham and Cheese Business Major on Wheat, and me, I’m just the coffee guy.


Here comes my 3:25pm large Macchiato. “Hello Sir. The usual?”


“Yes please.” He tells me about last night’s dinner with his mother-in-law while I make his drink. He’s allergic to her cat and her sense of cynicism. I laugh because I think I’d like her. He laughs because he thinks I’d hate her.


“Here you go.” Besides, I like cats. 


“Thanks a lot.” 


“Have a nice day.” He’s already half way out the door. After him, it’s my 3:30pm Vienna Babycino. She’s the one with the penchant for name brand shoes and not so name brand everything else. She’s carrying a large bag from the Loft. No wonder she was here early. Big sale on slightly burned Anne Taylor today huh? It’s like watching Celebrity Deathmatch with Wolfgang Puck versus Chef Boyardee.


“Hello ma’am. The usual?”


“Yes please.” Her cheap lipstick clashes with her laser-cleaned teeth. 


“Your total is $3.28.” She goes into her faux leather purse and pays with four one-dollar bills. She tells me to keep the change. Thanks lady. Now I can go buy that Chapstick I always wanted. 

Next customer is a young University student who comes in every afternoon at 2pm and sits in the back with his laptop. He will stare at his screen for an hour or so typing pages of code before he orders anything. He’s a programming major and really does look the part. He wears a different coloured turtleneck everyday but it’s always a turtleneck, blue jeans and white tennis shoes. I fear for his safety on windy days and I think the sun on a cloudy day would burn his skin. Eyes always bloodshot, and speech barely audible, he is one of my favourite customers. There is nothing that I find more honourable than someone who will work hard for what they love.


“The usual?” I smile at him. He never smiles back but it doesn’t bother me.


“Yeah.” He’s barely awake enough to pull out his wallet. Four shots of espresso in a sixteen-ounce cup with steamed milk is something I wouldn’t even be able to handle. He puts at least seven packets of sugar in before he drinks it. I want to tell him that food would probably help him a bit more but I’m just the coffee guy. 

“Here you go.”


“Thank you.” He walks back to his table with the laptop waiting obediently for his return. He types code with one hand while reading through his notes. I want to shake his hand and tell him I respect him but I think his imac would get jealous.

The day goes on without any problems except for that psychotic woman who always comes in and talks to herself. A few hours pass and I have a short twenty-minute break. Twenty minutes is the perfect amount of time for a single shot and a cigarette. Before I know it, it’s almost ten o’ clock and my regulars start to leave after the announcement over the speakers pushes them out so kindly. “Attention all customers. The time is now 9:45 and the bookstore will be closing in fifteen short minutes. If you have any purchases to make, please make them now. Thank you.” As an extra hint, half of the lights in the sitting area are also turned off. My day is almost over and I start to clean. Watching the people leave, mostly students, I wish that we didn’t close so early. I think of Hemingway’s “A Clean Well-Lighted Place.” 

Three espresso shots, a bagel, a muffin, a bag of chips, and six cigarettes later, I’m on my way home. It was a good day.


Friday regulars are always interesting. It’s the last day of the workweek and people seem happier than they normally do, all looking forward to the weekend. I never understood why. Most of my customers are women and most of them don’t work. Weekends are the worst. Women who carry ugly hairless dogs in their purses walk in and act Queen Mary of Scots. They drive expensive cars, wear expensive clothes, have diamonds on their necks in the daytime, and have no clue as to how poor they look. I couldn’t care less if your husband makes a million a year and that you buy houses when you run out of things to decorate. Just because you’re rich, doesn’t mean that you have class. The men aren’t that bad for the most part but what they bring trailing in behind them should not be allowed out of their debutant cages. I stand behind the counter with my smile-cramped face and ask them “What can I do for you today?” They order coffees and sodas and sandwiches and cookies while their children run around, dumping books all over the floor and bothering the quiet and peaceful patrons of my dear little café. “I’d like a regular coffee and a baseball bat please.” But that’s tomorrow.


Behind the Brazilla once again, I make a medium nonfat latte for my 11:20am. “Here you go.” She goes to the back where I can’t see her then returns seconds later with the copy of “Selected Works by Kafka” which she reads every time she comes in. She’s almost done with it now. Her favourite seat is the big leather chair in the corner towards the back where the programmer will arrive in roughly two and a half hours. She moves her lips while she reads and laughs to herself when she finds something funny. I’ve read that book. Her laughter confuses me.


“Hello sir.” I hate it when people call me sir. “I’d like a small soda for my niece and…” he looks around the menu. He thinks for a while. Tilts backwards slightly to look what is offered in the deli case. A line begins to form. He thinks for a while longer. Looking through the menu again on the salad page, he taps the paper and orders “a regular coffee.” His character is makes me think of Martha Stewart. He didn’t even tell me what kind of soda he wanted for the pink monster with pigtails. She’s a plump child, looks about eight, and who is in no doubt at risk of a heart attack by age fifteen. There are four customers behind him and nobody on shift to help me. I go fetch his drinks.


“Here you go sir. Have a nice day. Next customer, please.” I just wanted him to go away. Up walks Mr. Mid-life Crisis with his pony tail and leather jacket. He’s funny in the same was that bad porno is.


“Yeah. Give me a large mocha and a bagel.” He hands me a twenty and turns around. I ring him up and hold out his change while he checks out the store, oblivious to the fact that there are people behind him and a cashier waiting for him. He catches sight of a girl young enough to get him arrested he smiles at her. I can’t watch this. I drop his change on the counter and go get his bagel. As I make his coffee the rest of the morning shift comes in. 


“Here you go sir.” The line has grown. I decide to go on an early break.


I go outside and light up. I sit down at my usual table and put my feet up on a chair in front of me as I watch the cars and the people come and go. I start to get the feeling that I even know all of them, even those who aren’t my regulars. After a few years of working here, I guess I developed a general idea of the people who live around here. My cigarette was down halfway when I saw Ponytail Porno Man walk out. He sipped his coffee and walked with your typical hey-look-at-me-I’m-cool-for-the-70’s type of walk. As he makes hi way to his car, I see that “Corvette” is written on the back of his jacket. I wonder which car is his. I watch him as he makes his way to his beige 1995 Camry with a broken left brake light. I can hear Buddy Holly as he drives by and heads towards the freeway. I think of T.S. Eliot’s famous last lines in “The Hollow Men.”

The lot is emptying out now. It’s almost noon and people are off to their usual Friday lunch meetings. I see a white BMW pull into the parking lot. It’s my 12:05 from Seattle, Mr. Octane Black & White and Bourbon Fog. I never know what the hell he’s talking about. I continue to smoke and let someone else handle him.

After a few minutes I bury my cigarette into the tray then head back in. I hear two cars pull in behind me but I don’t bother to turn around. At least I dodged the Seattle Guy. I grab a towel and start wiping down the counters. Two of my guys are in the sitting area cleaning tables while another two are in the back organizing the fridge. I continue with my cleaning and suddenly, I wish that I had dealt with the previous customer with the speech impediment. A heard of size eighteens come in through the door, giggling and grunting and snorting happily as they made their way to my register. I look around, there’s nobody here. I’m left to fend off this stampede of wild cattle on my own. God help me.


“What can I get for you ladies today?” I would have said the same thing if there were just one of them. 


“Four turkey sandwiches, four large diet cokes, two side salads with extra ranch dressing, and a bag of chips please for here.” Nice diet. They were talking about joining a gym, spandex monsters and coup de grâce. I’ll give it to them. Must wear proper workout shoes for hoofs may damage the wood finish.


“Sure thing. I’ll bring it to you when it’s ready. Go ahead an grab a chair.” Or two. I’ll never understand these types of women. Turkey is good for you but the sandwich comes with cheese and dressing. Regular or diet, soda is something you shouldn’t drink at all. Salads are fine but not with dressing and definitely not with ranch. And potato chips? No comment. “Half the fat” does not mean you can eat twice as much. Eat enough at every sitting and you’ll stretch your stomach out, making you feel that even after having eaten a whole side of cow, you still won’t feel “full.” Oh well. Not my problem.


“Here you go ladies.” If I worked on commission I’d ask if they wanted anything else but I don’t so I didn’t.


On my break, I went to look through a few political books by Edward Said and then moved on to a collection of fiction. I liked “The Eclipse” by Monterosso because it reminded me of Conrad. Hawthorne’s “The Birthmark” reminded me of Countess Elizabeth Bathory. Tolstoy on page eighty-four through eighty-six seemed like a local network preacher. I must have counted the words “God,” “Lord,” “Him,” and “Jesus” over twenty times on those three pages. The first hour I amused myself with Gascoyne. I always found it interesting that in his poetry, the prisoners were not released but instead died in their cells. You write what you are I suppose. The second hour I spent speaking with a customer outside while I smoked. We discussed our views on literature and I was accused of forming “precocious insights of contemporary writers.” I stared at him and didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know if I should have argued or just laughed in his face. I decided to laugh. My break was over anyway and I went inside.


The rest of the day was fairly slow but very peaceful, the typical Friday. I made a few cups of coffee but nothing special. The sun started to set and the clouds held the kind of colour that made the light look like blood. Around six the Scrabble-players came in and order eight cups of German Dark. They stole five tables to form a row of clicking tiles and game boards. I don’t listen to their conversations because half the time they are arguing about what is or is not a real word and when the next Star Wars convention will be. You think I’m kidding don’t you? Truth is stranger than fiction. And fiction is sad when it becomes truth.

I sold a few bags of French Blend and Kakadu and some guy with the bruised middle knuckle of a frustrated writer came in asking if we sold actual tealeaves and not those processed ones in bags. We should but we don’t. Pity. We would make a lot of money.


The place was pretty much empty by the time the 9:45 announcement came on. I started cleaning up. I didn’t feel like going home that night. I sat in my car and turned the key. As I waited for the engine to warm up, I thought about all the people that I had seen that day as well as all the people that I have seen in the past, and not just in the café I pass people in the store, on the street, I drive next to them in traffic, I see them in the news. They all have their own stories to tell. Oates wrote a story titled “Where are you going? Where have you been?” The story didn’t fit at all what I was thinking but the title just came to mind. It’s been two years since the first time I read that story. I still don’t understand it.

I stepped on the brake and put my car into drive. Going about a mile down, I come to a late night cafe. I drive into the lot and park my car. The parking lot is dark but as I step out of my car, I look through the glass wall of the café. It has eclectic lighting designs and dark brown walls that make you feel at home. The two people behind the counter are laughing. I lock my car and head inside. It’s fifty degrees outside and the air conditioning is on full.

“One Venti caramel macchiato please.” I give him a five and then drop the change into the tip jar. I sat down cross-legged at a small round table next to the window and stared outside as I rest my chin on my hand. I saw my reflection in the window. I looked like an ass. I shifted in my seat to look less bourgeois. I glanced over at the coffee counter and saw one of the workers looking at me. He smiled then looked back down at the milk he was steaming. I wonder what he was thinking.

