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IT WAS NIGHTS LIKE this that made Oliver Mark feel trapped in his own life.

It was bad enough he had to work in the near-freezing temperatures of the ready-to-eat clean room, but he didn’t want to have to deal with the idiots in there as well.  Looking out the clean room window to the pack floor, at the four-foot-high pile of rework, he couldn’t help but wonder why, if the packers had caught the mistake that long ago, they hadn’t said something to the machine operators a little sooner.  Like when they caught it.

He went to the window, pounded on it until one of the packers came over, and he asked the new guy, a nice enough-seeming kid whom Oliver didn’t want to blame, that very question.

The kid, whose green hard hat read Sam Jones, shrugged and smiled a sheepish smile and said, “I don’t know, they just told me to tell you.”

Oliver shook his head and fought back a tirade, then went back to the machine to tell his partner, the sort-and-inspector, Jose, what was going on.

“The packages need forty each, not fifty.  We’ll have to call Maintenance in here to re-set the machines; I’m not standing here all day taking ten out of each pocket.”

Oliver called for Maintenance over the intercom, then went to the other machine and told the duo working there, Marie and Andy, that the machines were set wrong.  After ten minutes, Cory from the Maintenance crew showed up to recalibrate and get the machines to drop the correct amount into each pocket before sealing them up and running them down the conveyor belt to the pack floor.  And all the while Oliver just wanted to go back and stand in the hot room next to the oven and warm up.  Or better yet, get the fuck out of here.  The weather outside was warm and fresh, didn’t smell like meat, and he could take off the four layers he had to bundle up in to work.

When it was finally break time, he still hadn’t calmed down from the unnecessarily large stack of rework, and was trying to decide whether to go upstairs to the supervisor’s office and say something about the packers waiting so long to get their shit together.  In the end, he decided he’d rather just get to break, sit down, rest his feet because they were killing him inside those piece of shit rubber boots everyone was forced to wear on the floor, and play a game on his phone.

He decided it wasn’t worth the effort to say something because he didn’t plan on being around here much longer anyway.  He’d taken the job because Grace had pretty much forced him to.  Oliver was doing fine on his own, going from place to place and filling out applications like a normal person.  It had been Grace who suggested signing up at the temp service, who had basically bullied him into it.  Okay, maybe bullied was the wrong word, but she’d definitely suggested it very sternly, with a hint of “do it, or else!” in her voice.

When he got the call that the meat packing plant in town was looking for a handful of machine operators to start orientation that next morning, Oliver had wanted nothing more than to say “Sorry, wrong number” but Grace had been right there and it was that damned look on her face, and the smile he knew would result when he told her he had a job that convinced him to say, “I’ll be there,” instead.

Then he hung up, kissed his girlfriend, and said, “I need to go downtown.  I have to take a drug test so I can start work tomorrow.”

She’d smiled wide and her eyes lit up with excitement and Oliver’s heart melted.  She kissed him and said “Good job, babe.  I knew that would work,” and rode with him to his drug screening.

Now, two months later, he worked an average of ten hours a night, most times six days a week, and spent his one day off trying to recuperate from the physical exhaustion of running a line in clean room three in thirty degree temperatures.  He was too tired most days to do much with Grace, and while she didn’t complain—the money he made was amazing, he had to admit—he kind of hoped she would once in a while, just to let him know she missed him being around more often.  Instead, he had the feeling she saw this as a positive move in the right direction, something to help them get established and, soon enough, move into their own place together and start a real grown up life.  While all of that sounded like a great image to carry around, something to look forward to, Oliver couldn’t help but wonder why giving Grace the kind of life he knew she wanted meant he had to wear himself out, freezing and dealing with brain-deads ten hours a night.

There had to be a better way.  When he got up tomorrow morning, he was going to call Grace and have a serious talk with her about his options for the future.  Because he knew one thing for certain; if he kept up like this, he was going to lose his freaking mind, sooner rather than later.

In the break room, he sat down, feeling instant relief from his feet, and took off his hat and hair net, ruffling his short blonde hair.  Instead of getting his phone to play a game, he spent the first five minutes of his fifteen with his head in his hands, trying to stay awake, and replaying in his head over and over the packers telling him about the mistake, then Oliver looking over and seeing just how long they’d sat on this bit of information before sharing it with the people who could fix it.  He couldn’t believe how pissed off he still was, but it was just one more example in a long line of how thoughtless and selfish some people were.  But that’s what happens when you put a bunch of milk maids on the floor in charge of how fast the line does or does not run, he thought.  People with nowhere to go and nothing to do after work, whose one purpose every day was to squeeze as many hours out of their paycheck as possible.  Unfortunately, that usually meant screwing everyone else who did have better things to do in their off hours, but, hey, what’s a little sabotage among friends?

He wished he had some angry Marilyn Manson he could blast.  Instead he closed his eyes and seethed. 

When he realized he had to open them or risk actually falling asleep—a firing offense, even on break—Oliver sat up, took a deep breath, and pulled his phone from his back pocket.  He opened the display screen and saw a text from Grace.

“Hope you’re having a good night at work, babe.  Just wanted to say I love you.”

God, he thought.  He almost hated how proud of him she seemed.  Like getting some factory job where his individuality counted for nothing, where he was nothing more than a warm body doing a mindless job, actually meant something.  Sometimes he looked around at the older employees who had been there twenty, thirty years, and he could see the lack of hope in their faces.  It made him cringe to think that could be him one day.

No way, he told himself.  I can’t let that happen to me.  I’ll try to stick it out a while longer, but I don’t even want to see a one year anniversary in this place.  There has to be something better out there.  Or nothing at all.  For as long as he could remember, Oliver had done just fine without a job.  In fact, he probably spent an equal amount of time having a job as he did not having one, and that was okay.  He saw what a daily grind did to people and he wanted no part of it.  Besides, Oliver didn’t ask for much, so he didn’t need much.  Grace was the one with aspirations.  So let her get the good job.

Right, he thought, she has a job, and it’s one she loves.

Well, good for her, then.  But he wasn’t built like her.  And his life before this job had been damn near perfect.

Dave walked into the break room and greeted Oliver with his usual, “Ol, what do you know?’

“I know I’m ready to get the fuck out here,” Oliver said.

“I know what you mean,” Dave said, then sat down with a cup of vending machine coffee and started leafing through a newspaper someone had left behind.

When Oliver’s break was over, he slid his phone back into his pocket, replaced his hair net, screwed the foam earplugs back into his ears, replaced his bump cap, or hard hat, with his name in black letters against the green atop his head, and went back to work.

He crossed the boot wash, entered the pack floor, where he wiped his cap, then washed his hands until the little green light above the sink came on, indicating the required twenty seconds of wash time had elapsed, dried them, then entered the vestibule where he repeated the process before sliding back into his faded blue frock, donning the blue plastic apron, cotton gloves, plastic gloves over those, followed by plastic sleeves required for work in clean room three, then went back into the room and rotated to the sort and inspect stand where he told Sheena, the reliever for the week, to go on break.

By the time they had run the machines dry, dumped all the rework, cut, measured, and scanned the film, covered everything in plastic that needed to be covered in plastic, cleaned the floors and emptied all the trash in the room, Oliver and his clean room three teammates finally clocked out just after two in the morning.  Two hours after their scheduled end of shift, but he was getting used to that around here.

He changed into his shoes, stripped off the hoodie and shoved it back into his locker, then replaced the scaffolding in his left ear as well as the pot leaf stud he wore in the lobe.  Oliver never touched the stuff, he just wore it as a fuck you to the world.  He grabbed his keys and jacket, clocked out, and was out the door, and free of the confines of the plant for another twelve hours.  The feeling of relief every time he walked out that door at night was like nothing else.  It truly reinvigorated him.  It took a fifty pound weight off his shoulders and made it easier to breathe, especially on a beautiful night like this.  It was just too bad it was so late, because this was the kind of night you wanted to stay up late, but Oliver had to get some sleep or he’d be dozing off at the machine tomorrow night.

He drove home, watching the gas gauge and knowing the low fuel light was going to flash any minute, and went to bed as soon he got there.  He had wanted to text Grace and tell her what time he’d clocked out—he usually did this on the really late nights, but only in hopes she would see the ridiculous hours he was forced to work and tell him he should quit that job—but he was just too tired to bother tonight.

He went to the bathroom, got a drink from the kitchen, then kicked off his shoes and fell asleep on his buddy Matt’s couch, where he had been sleeping for the past few months.
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GRACE HAD BROUGHT A very tired Oliver to Sally’s Secondhand Store on Meyer Street the next afternoon.  Oliver hadn’t seen the point, but agreed thinking maybe he’d run across some old DVDs.  He was always on the lookout for old science fiction movies, the cheesier the better.  It was a guilty pleasure and one he didn’t apologize for.  Grace had other ideas.

“What are you even looking for?” Oliver asked.

“Just this and that,” she replied.  “I was thinking, you know, if you get on full time, we could finally get a place together for real.  If that happens, we’re gonna need some things.”

“Like what?” he asked.

“Everything,” Grace said.

Oliver, who had never had his own place since moving out of his parents’ house at sixteen, had no idea what everything entailed.  And after last night, he wasn’t sure he was going to be finding out any time soon.

“I don’t know,” he said, picking up a random fork from a box of them on one of the many tables that filled the place.  Grace was eyeing a stack of plates.

“Don’t know what?” she asked.

“Don’t know about getting on full time,” he said.

She stopped and looked over at him.

“Why not?  Are they laying you off?”

“Not that I know of,” Oliver said.  “I just don’t know if I really want to be full time out there.  You’ve seen how they treat people.”

“Yeah,” she said.  “The same way every big corporation treats their people.  Like shit.  But it is what it is.”

“And you’re okay with that?” he asked.  “You’re okay knowing the man you’re supposed to love is being treated like shit just so they can pump out a few more boxes a day?  That doesn’t bother you?”

“Not half as much as the thought of not being able to eat or pay bills bothers me,” she said.  “Look, babe, everyone hates their job, it’s part of life.  We get up every day and we go to it anyway and we shut up about it because the alternative is living on the street.”

“I never had to live on the street,” Oliver said.

“Oh no?  How many times did you end up sleeping in your car because whatever ‘friend’ you were staying with had kicked you out and you didn’t have anywhere else to go that night?”

Oliver shrugged.  He knew the answer she was seeking was “a lot.”

“All I’m saying is,” he said, “people have a certain amount self respect, and I’m just saying, that self respect can dwindle to nothing when it’s beaten out of you ten hours a day, six days a week.  And one of the guys said sometimes in summer, when it’s really busy, they can make us do twenty days at a time!  One day off, then another twenty days.”

“Do those twenty days pay overtime?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“Then what’s the problem?  I’d do it if I worked there.”

“And I’d trade you in a heartbeat.”

They had wandered to the clothes section and Oliver figured they’d seen everything Grace had wanted to see, then she picked up an old button down shirt, plain, light blue, and looked at the size before putting it back down.

“I like that color,” she said.  “I think I’ll do my hair that color next time I change it.  What do you think?”

“Have I ever complained when you show up with pink or green or whatever color hair?  Your hair, love.”

“Well, you’ll have to be full time, or at least find something else that pays, even if it’s not quite that much.”

“I have a few ideas,” he said.

“Have you put in other applications?”

“No,” he said.  “I mean, what I was thinking isn’t really like a job job.  I mean it pays, and from what I hear it pays pretty well, and it would give us lots more time together than I’m getting out there.”

“What is it?”

“I was thinking of quitting the line and being a writer.”

She clapped a hand to her mouth to stop the laughter from escaping involuntarily, then looked at him with a wrinkled brow.

“Seriously?” she said.  “What in the world made you think of that?”

Oliver shrugged and said, “I don’t know.  I heard this pod cast and they were talking about it.  And I don’t know why it’s so funny.  You think I couldn’t do it?”

“No,” she said, “not at all.  That’s the thing, babe; I know you could do anything you set your mind to.  It’s just out of the blue, is all.”

“Yeah, see, I heard this self publisher pod cast show the other day, and they were talking about indie publishing.  See, it’s not like it used to be, you can publish stuff yourself without having to go through agents and all that stuff.  Just write it, upload it to the internet and start selling it.  I’ve heard about a lot of authors who are doing this and living off of it  They’re making some serious money.”

“And what makes you think you’ve got that in you?”

Oliver shrugged, ran his hand over a pile of secondhand dish towels, and said, “I don’t know.  I’ve watched a lot of movies, I can figure out the structure and whatever, I could tell an interesting story.”

“Yes, but you’re probably talking about people who’ve spent years on this and are making the move from agents to this self-publishing thing.”

“No, some of these people weren’t writers before this, they just saw they could make money out of it and dove in.”

“You’ve never written a thing in your life.”

He shrugged this off.

“They got a letter from this listener the other day, who said he had always wanted to write, but never had the time with a wife and kids and his job.  But he’d recently been laid off and trying to figure out how to work in writing time while looking for a new job.  One of the hosts just told him fuck that, take this chance to write full time and just go full steam ahead.”

“And the guy did it?” Grace asked, shocked.

“Yeah.  I could do that.  Think of how much more time we’d have for each other if I was making money writing for a couple hours a day instead of going to a factory and working half the day away.”

Grace was shaking her head.

“Are you out of your mind?  So because this idiot decides to forego looking for a job and puts his family at risk by deciding instead I think I’ll just be a writer now, with no nest egg or backup plan, that that’s the path for you, too?”

“Why not?”

“First of all, because your girlfriend isn’t an idiot like this guy’s wife obviously is if she signed off on that stupid and irresponsible decision.”

“What, the guy’s not supposed to follow his dream?”

“Follow all the dreams you want,” she said, “but do it while at the same time making a regular paycheck so your family knows they’ll have food every day.  I mean of all the idiotic, irresponsible...!”

“You already said irresponsible,” Oliver said.

“Well, it bears repeating,” Grace said.  “Do you even hear yourself?”

“Well, I don’t have a family,” Oliver said.

“And thinking like that, you never will,” Grace replied.

With that, she moved away from Oliver to a table strewn with old hats.  He started to follow her, then decided to leave her be for a minute, let her calm down.  They’d been together almost a year and in that time Oliver had come to know when to leave well enough alone.  Usually.  Sometimes he pressed on and that only made the argument turn into a fight.  This time, with the store owner eyeing them both, he let it go and found something else to look at for a minute.

When he’d taken all the used goods he could stand, he returned to Grace’s side and said, “I’m just saying, if I don’t get out of that place, and soon, it’s gonna kill my soul.”

“So start looking for a new job, but you’re not quitting this one.  You’ve been through enough jobs in the past year—”

“I’ve had three jobs, including this one.”

“And you don’t see a problem with that?  That is a problem right there.  And how much time have you spent unemployed in between those three jobs?”

Oliver shrugged.  He still didn’t know why she was so hung up on this you-have-to-have-a-job business.  But, again, it wasn’t worth the fight, especially with the store owner tracking them from across the building.

“I’m just ranting anyway,” he said.  “Last night sucked.  Those people are...”

“I thought you liked the people you work with.”

“I do,” he said.  He picked up a set of old coasters with playing cards painted on the tops.  They were faded.  “Most of them.  There’s just a few of the milk maids who have nothing better to do who decide to punish the rest of us for having a life.”

Grace shrugged.  “Those people are everywhere you go.”

“I know, but everywhere I go isn’t going to be thirty degrees, on my feet for sixty hours a week.”

“You’ve got Sunday off,” she said.  “We’ll spend the day watching TV and you won’t have to get up at all.  Just rest.”

“Yeah,” he relented.  “You about done in here?”

“I think so,” she said.  “Don’t really see anything I was looking for anyway.”

They headed for the door, making their way through the rows of tables piled with cast-offs from previous lives, but before they got there, they saw the owner moving toward them.

What’s this guy want, Oliver thought?  It’s either my pot leaf or Grace’s green hair.

“Excuse me,” the owner, a small woman with crooked teeth and an aura of old smoke surrounding her, said.  “I’m gonna have to look in your bag.”

“What?” Oliver said, then looked over at Grace who was already dropping the oversized purse she carried from her shoulder.

He glanced up and saw the look on her face, recognized it, and had just a second to think “Don’t do it,” before his girlfriend grabbed her purse by the bottom and upended it all over the store owner’s floor.  A wallet, a brush, a tube of lipstick, a small, half-used pack of Kleenex, a few loose dollar bills, and three old receipts hit the floor and scattered.

“Good enough,” Grace asked, eyes locked on the old woman.

The old woman nodded and turned away, probably in either shame or embarrassment, Oliver thought.

Grace stooped and refilled her purse, then slung it back over her shoulder.  She and Oliver turned and walked out, determined to never bother coming into this store again.
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ONE OF THE MANY THINGS Oliver hated about his job—and that list was growing every day—was second shift.  But he knew how places like this operated, by seniority, and being as close to the bottom of that list as he was, he knew it would be a long time before he had anything resembling seniority.  There was no way he’d be able to bid to a first shift job before someone else snatched it from his grasp.  So he spent his days trying not to look at the clock but also trying not to lose track of the time, because he had to be ready to walk out the door by 2:30.  It wasn’t just the drive there, but the preparation once he arrived.  Walking into the building, scanning himself into the ready-to-eat side, going into the locker room, opening his locker, then changing shoes from his comfortable Adidas to the torturous rubber boots.  Then into his hoodie, over the two shirts he was already wearing, the grey thermal and the red Flash tee.  He had to get his company-issued locks—in case the machine had to be locked out for some reason—and his bump cap and safety glasses.

It was a process, and one that still took him way too long to complete every day.  By the time he was decked out, he usually had five to ten minutes to sit down in the break room before it was time to go in.  Those few minutes were key for Oliver.  And it was this fact, that he needed prep time every day if he wanted to make it through another killer night on the line, that made him stop on his way out the door that afternoon.

He had his jacket on, his lunch box and a bottle of Coke in his hands with the car keys dangling from the middle finger of his left hand when he stopped.

“What the fuck am I doing?” he asked.  The house was empty; his buddy Matt worked days at a gas station on Grey Street.  Most of the frustration of last night had worn off, but the memory was still there. The sheer stupidity of it all.

“Why am I putting myself through all of this for a job that requires quiet time before I can face another night of it?”

He turned around and faced the living room.  He didn’t have it so bad.  Matt was one of his closest friends.  If Oliver lost his job, he’d understand.  And of all the couches he’d slept on, Matt’s was one of the most comfortable.

He had a feeling Grace was thinking of getting her own place pretty soon, which was good.  He’d always thought twenty-four was a little old to still be living at home with mom and dad, but he didn’t want to say anything.

And if she did, how could she not let Oliver move in with her?  They’d make it work.  Yeah, she’d be mad at first, but she was always mad when he lost a job, and she always got over it, because she loved him either way.  Right?

And if she really did love him like she said she did, could she really want him to put himself through this shit day in and day out?  He knew if she could just get a glimpse at some of the people he worked with, and see what thirty years in that environment had done to them, she’d want him out of there as quick as possible, too.

No, he couldn’t do that to her.  He knew how proud she was of him for getting a good job finally, not some random minimum wage job that anyone could do.  And he had to admit, he wasn’t bad at this one.  On the right days, it could actually be fun.  And there was the paycheck to consider.  In all the jobs he’d had since he’d been working, nine years since he moved out of his parents’ house, off and on, he’d never made this kind of money.  It would be a shame to give up going out to eat every day, taking Grace to the movies on his night off, renting the occasional motel room so they could really be alone.

He’d give it one more night, he decided.  He’d let tonight decide his fate.  If he had a good night, he’d stick it out.  If the night sucked again, then it was a sign that he needed to move on.

He headed for the door again, but stopped once more just inside it.  He felt a pressure in his chest, as if he had been trapped under water and was fighting to take a breath.  He wanted to be able to do it.  If nothing else, going in tonight was another hundred bucks on his paycheck, and he was probably going to have to make it last because once he got out of this place, he wouldn’t be in too big a hurry to find the next job.  But the thought of it ... it wasn’t just the cold, it wasn’t just the people.  It was the confinement.  It was the uncertainty.  If he was there, he wasn’t going anywhere until the night’s schedule was done and God knew how long that could take.  The not knowing.  That’s the part that really got to him.  Nothing to look forward to, no end of shift to strive for, because no one could tell when the end of shift was coming.  And if something went wrong with a machine or the raw side gapped them out so each blend took ninety minutes instead of forty-five....

There were so many variables, so many things that could keep them there even longer, and the whole thing was too unpredictable.  Oliver couldn’t breathe.

He took a step toward the door and the vice around his chest tightened.

“Fuck it,” he said, and backed away.  Immediately the pressure around him evaporated and he felt a strange sensation welling up inside him.  Was this joy?  He thought it might be.  That, or relief.

“Thank God,” he said.  “I’m done with that place.  Grace’ll get over it or she won’t, but I can’t go back there.”

And then he thought of something even better, a way to make sure she couldn’t be mad at him for losing this job.

He set his things down on the floor beside the couch, then laid down and took a nap.

* * *
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WHEN HE WOKE UP AN hour and a half later, Oliver looked at the phone to see the time, and found he had a text from Grace.

“Have a good night, babe.  It’s almost Sunday!”

Yeah, he thought.  Almost Sunday.  And he was officially late.

Oliver was still, technically, a temp.  The full time employees were allowed six unexcused absences.  On the seventh, they were fired.  The temps were only allowed two.  Third time was the charm, and the end of their career in the thrilling world of meat production.  Oliver had already missed work twice.  He couldn’t remember why, but was pretty sure he just hadn’t felt like going those nights.  He grabbed his things off the floor and walked out the door, then headed to work, knowing that once he got there, ninety minutes late, he’d be sent home without a job.

How could Grace blame him for that?  He had his stuff ready, early in fact.  Too early.  When he realized how much time he still had before he had to leave, he’d sat on the couch.  He must have been more exhausted than he thought, and he fell asleep.  Maybe if they let people off work at a decent time so they could get a good night’s sleep, he wouldn’t have been so tired.  It wasn’t Oliver’s fault.  She’d have to understand.

* * *
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“HELLO?” GRACE SAID when she answered the phone?  “Babe?  What are you calling for?”

“I’m on my way home,” he sighed.

“How come?”

“They fired me!” he said, indignantly.

“What?  How come?”

“I overslept today, I was like thirty minutes late, and they said I pointed out.  It’s bullshit, I was still here in plenty of time.”

“Wait a minute,” Grace said.  “You overslept?  Oliver, you go to work at three-thirty in the afternoon and you and I spent the morning together.  How did you oversleep if you were already up earlier today?”

“I dozed off when I got home,” he said.  “I was still pretty tired from last night.  More tired than I thought, I guess.  Of course if they didn’t feel the need to schedule more work per day than what actual time allows—I mean it’s an hour and a half through the oven from start to finish, and they keep giving us sixteen blends.  So sixteen blends at ninety minutes through the oven is twenty-four hours just in the oven.  You can’t do that much work in two eight hour shifts, but they don’t get that—”

“Stop right there,” Grace said.  “You’re not going to tell me that, after everything you said earlier today, you’re mister line expert who knows everything and was dedicated enough that you went into work anyway when you knew you were already late.  I’m not stupid, Oliver.”

“I never said you were stupid,” he said.  God, he thought, here it comes.  “And I’m not an expert, it’s just math.  Math they should be able to do themsel—”

“Don’t.  You’re not going to put the blame for you quitting yet another job on their lack of math skills.  I’m through with these excuses, Oliver.  I don’t have kids, so don’t expect me to support you.  Again.  If you want to be in this relationship, then you lose this Peter Pan bullshit and you grow the fuck up and take some responsibility.  I will not be in a relationship, or start a life with someone, where my first concern every morning is whose couch am I going to sleep on tonight?”

“What’s that even got to do with anything?” Oliver asked.  “Who said you had to sleep on anyone’s couch?”

“Are you going to help pay for an apartment?  You’ve said you’d like us to move in together, but I’m sure as hell not paying all the bills myself.  If I could afford that, I would have done it years ago instead of still having my parents question my every move at twenty-four.  I am not your support system, Oliver!”

“What are you even talking about, man?  You lost me like a mile back.  What does any of this have to do with me getting fired?”

“Because you didn’t get fired!” she yelled into his ear.  “You went in late, knowing you were out of points, just so you could place the blame on someone else.  Grow the fuck up or find someone else who doesn’t care you’re still a fucking child.  I’m done!”

The phone went dead in his ear and Oliver looked at the screen.  She had hung up.

“Well, that didn’t go as well as I’d hoped,” he said.  But, again, she’ll get over it or she won’t.  She’s not leaving me, he thought.  She wouldn’t over something as stupid as losing a job.

He thought about driving to her house instead of going home to Matt’s, but he knew if her parents were home, she would either tell him to go home or she’d make up an excuse and leave.  She wouldn’t finish this discussion in front of her parents.  So he went home instead and
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