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I push through the automatic doors and step from the afternoon heat into a wash of refrigerated air that smells faintly of damp rubber, citrus, and fresh bread. Outside, the Los Angeles sun has been hammering the parking lot all day, turning the blacktop into a shimmering gray sea, but inside the supermarket everything feels cool, regulated, and carefully controlled. The transition is so abrupt that my glasses almost fog for a moment.
The entrance mats give slightly beneath my shoes as I cross them, releasing that distinctive smell of wet rubber and tracked-in dust that seems common to supermarkets everywhere. Ahead of me, customers move through the aisles with the slow, purposeful drift of people engaged in one of life's endless maintenance rituals. A woman in exercise clothes steers a cart filled with organic produce toward the registers. An elderly man studies a sale flyer with the concentration of a defense attorney reviewing evidence.
To my right, a young employee with waist-length black hair, several facial piercings, and fading tattoos pushes a wobbling stack of hand baskets across the entrance area with the weary efficiency of someone cleaning up after strangers all day.
I grab a cart and head toward produce.
Somewhere above the vegetables, hidden among pipes and lighting fixtures, a misting system releases a soft hiss. A cloud of fine droplets drifts downward over lettuce, kale, spinach, and cilantro before settling across the leaves like morning fog. The smell of wet greenery spreads through the aisle, earthy and clean, and for a moment I am reminded of early mornings in Manila when rainstorms had passed during the night and left everything glistening.
The overhead speakers play some soft rock song from twenty years ago. A scanner beeps in the distance. Someone laughs near the registers. 
Individually, none of the sounds stand out. Together, they form the quiet soundtrack of ordinary American life.
As I move deeper into the store, I find myself doing what I often do in places like this: watching people. Not staring exactly. Observing. A habit that has stayed with me for years.
Everything appears normal. Comfortably normal.
The kind of ordinary afternoon that dissolves into memory the moment it ends.
At least, that is how it appears when I first walk through the door. What I do not know yet is that within the next twenty minutes, half the people in this supermarket will abandon their shopping carts, someone will call the police, and an ordinary trip to buy groceries will end with a woman screaming in handcuffs in the parking lot.
✽✽✽
As I make my way toward the dairy section, I notice the woman for the first time.
There is nothing remarkable about her. She looks to be in her early thirties, dressed in expensive athleisure clothing that probably costs more than some people's monthly grocery bills. Her blond hair is pulled into a tight ponytail, and she moves through the store with the brisk confidence of someone accustomed to having space made for her. A large iced coffee rests in the child seat of her shopping cart beside a designer handbag.
What draws my attention is not her appearance but the expression she wears.
Annoyance.
Not the fleeting kind everybody experiences throughout the day, but the sort that appears to have settled in permanently, as though she has been carrying it around for months.
She is examining bags of salad when an older woman parks her cart nearby and begins looking through the same display. The older woman is probably in her seventies. She wears a faded Dodgers cap and moves with the careful deliberation of someone whose knees no longer fully cooperate.
As she reaches for a container of spring mix, her cart drifts a few inches and lightly taps the younger woman's cart.
The contact is so minor I barely hear it.
The older woman notices immediately.
"Oh, goodness. Sorry about that."
The younger woman looks at her.
For a moment I expect the exchange to end there.
Instead, the woman continues staring.
The silence stretches just long enough to become uncomfortable.
The older woman offers a polite smile.
The younger woman finally gives a curt nod and returns to her shopping.
The older woman moves on.
A few minutes later I see the same woman again near the organic produce aisle. Her cart is stopped behind a stock clerk who is arranging avocados onto a display. The employee cannot be more than eighteen years old and appears completely focused on his task.
The aisle is partially blocked.
Not intentionally.
Just one of those minor inconveniences that occur thousands of times a day in supermarkets.
The woman waits.
Five seconds.
Ten.
The stock clerk continues working.
Finally he notices her.
"Oh, sorry."
He immediately pulls the pallet jack aside.
There is enough room now for two carts to pass comfortably.
Most customers would continue shopping without a second thought.
The woman does continue forward, but not before shaking her head in visible irritation.
As she passes, I hear her mutter something under her breath.
The employee glances after her, looking mildly confused.
A little later, I find myself entering one of the checkout lanes with a basket containing little more than milk, eggs, bread, and coffee. The line moves steadily. Ahead of me, a young father is attempting to negotiate a peace treaty with a four-year-old who desperately wants a candy bar.
The woman is in a neighboring lane.
Her cart is packed.
Cases of sparkling water.
Organic produce.
Frozen meals.
Enough groceries for a family.
I notice her because she keeps checking her phone every few seconds and exhaling dramatically whenever the line stops moving.
The cashier working her lane is a middle-aged woman whose nametag identifies her as Cassandra. She moves quickly and efficiently, scanning items while maintaining a cheerful conversation with the customer in front of the woman.
Eventually the customer finishes paying.
The woman begins unloading her groceries.
At that exact moment, Cassandra places a small sign on the conveyor belt.
LANE CLOSING
The cashier offers an apologetic smile.
"I'm sorry, ma'am. My shift just ended. I can take care of the gentleman I'm helping now, but you'll need to use register six."
The woman freezes.
The cashier points toward another lane less than twenty feet away.
"There isn't much of a wait over there."
For several seconds, neither of them speaks.
The cashier still looks pleasant.
The woman stares at her.
Something changes in her expression.
Not anger exactly.
Something deeper.
As though every irritation she has experienced throughout the day has suddenly found a target.
Around us, the ordinary sounds of the supermarket continue uninterrupted. Shopping carts rattle across tile. A scanner beeps. Someone laughs near customer service.
Yet I feel an odd tightening in my stomach.
A sensation I cannot quite explain.
The request itself is completely reasonable.
The cashier has done nothing wrong.
The woman knows it.
The cashier knows it.
Anybody watching knows it.
And yet, looking at the woman's face, I suddenly have the distinct impression that this conversation is not over. In fact, it feels as though it is only beginning.
The cashier's smile remains fixed in place, though I can already see the uncertainty creeping into her eyes.
"I'm sorry, ma'am," she says again. "My shift ended a minute ago. Register six can help you."
The woman does not move.
Her hands remain resting on the handle of her cart.
"I've already unloaded my groceries."
Cassandra nods sympathetically.
"I understand. Unfortunately, I have to close the lane."
The woman lets out a short laugh.
Not an amused laugh.
The kind people make when they think something is so ridiculous it barely deserves a response.
"You're serious."
"Yes, ma'am."
"I've been standing here for ten minutes."
The statement is obviously false. I had entered my lane less than five minutes ago, and she had arrived after me.
Cassandra appears to realize this as well, but wisely chooses not to challenge her.
"I'm sorry for the inconvenience."
The woman folds her arms.
"No. No, you're not."
The cashier blinks.
"What?"
"You're not sorry."
The surrounding customers begin paying attention.
Not openly at first.
A glance here.
A pause there.
The subtle shift in awareness that occurs when people sense a disturbance approaching.
Cassandra maintains her professionalism.
"I apologize if you're upset."
"If I'm upset?" the woman repeats.
The volume of her voice increases slightly.
Several nearby heads turn.
"If I'm upset?"
The cashier glances toward the customer service desk.
"I didn't mean anything by that."
"Of course you didn't."
The woman smiles.
The expression contains no warmth whatsoever.
"You just waited until I unloaded my groceries before deciding your shift was over."
"Ma'am, the sign was posted several minutes ago."
The woman immediately points a finger.
"There. Right there."
Cassandra looks confused.
"What?"
"That attitude."
"What attitude?"
"That condescending attitude."
The cashier's face flushes.
People who work retail often develop a remarkable ability to absorb abuse, but I can tell Cassandra is beginning to lose her footing. She is no longer speaking to a difficult customer. She is speaking to someone who has decided that conflict itself is the objective.
Several customers in neighboring lanes have stopped unloading groceries.
The father with the four-year-old has abandoned negotiations over candy and is now watching openly.
Near the entrance, the long-haired employee with the piercings has paused beside a stack of baskets.
Even he is watching.
The woman places both hands on the conveyor belt.
"You know what? Just ring up my groceries."
"I'm sorry, ma'am, I can't."
"Why not?"
"My register is closed."
"You haven't even left yet."
"My shift ended."
"Then finish helping me."
Cassandra's smile finally disappears.
"Ma'am, please move to register six."
For a moment I think the woman might comply.
Instead, she laughs again.
Louder this time.
Several people exchange looks.
The sound is beginning to attract attention from farther away.
"This is unbelievable."
She gestures around the store.
"Does everybody see this?"
Nobody answers.
The silence somehow makes everything worse.
The woman interprets it as support.
"You people are witnessing this, right? She waits until I unload everything and then refuses to help me."
A few customers quickly look away.
Others suddenly become fascinated by magazines near the checkout.
Nobody wants to participate. That only seems to infuriate her further.
"Wow."
She shakes her head dramatically.
"Just wow."
Cassandra reaches for a phone beneath the register. The movement is subtle. The woman notices immediately.
"Oh, are you calling somebody now?"
"I'm calling my supervisor."
"Good."
The woman nods aggressively.
"Call your supervisor."
The tension in the area thickens. The normal sounds of the supermarket continue in the background, but they seem more distant now. The argument has become the center of gravity for everything around it.
A minute later, a man in his fifties wearing a store manager's vest approaches from customer service.
He has the exhausted expression of someone who has performed this exact walk hundreds of times before.
"Good afternoon," he says pleasantly. "My name is David. How can I help?"
The woman immediately pivots toward him.
Finally.
An audience.
"Your employee is refusing to do her job."
David glances at Cassandra. Then at the closed lane sign. Then at the groceries. His expression remains neutral.
"Okay."
The woman seems thrown by the lack of immediate agreement.
"I was standing here waiting patiently."
Another lie.
"Then she suddenly decides she doesn't want to help me."
David nods slowly.
"I understand."
"No, I don't think you do."
"I'd like to."
"Then explain to me why your employee is treating customers like garbage."
Several customers wince. Cassandra's face reddens further. David remains calm.
"Ma'am, Cassandra's shift has ended."
"So?"
"So we'll be happy to help you at another register."
The woman stares at him. I can almost see the moment something inside her crosses a line. Until now she has been trying to win.
Trying to force an apology.
Trying to establish dominance.
Now she realizes she isn't getting what she wants. The manager is not folding. The cashier is not crying. The crowd is not supporting her. A strange transformation takes place. The irritation leaves her face. What replaces it is far more unsettling.
Rage.
Pure, disproportionate rage.
When she speaks again, her voice carries across half the store.
"This is complete bullshit."
Conversation throughout the checkout area stops. Somewhere behind me, I hear the unmistakable sound of a cellphone being removed from a pocket.
Then another.
And another.
The audience has arrived.
✽✽✽
By the time the police arrive, the argument has consumed the entire checkout area.
The woman has not stopped talking for nearly ten minutes. Her voice rises and falls in waves as she cycles through accusations, demands, and increasingly elaborate explanations of how she has been wronged. The manager has long since abandoned any hope of reasoning with her and now limits himself to occasional attempts to redirect the conversation, each of which is immediately buried beneath another torrent of outrage.
Most of the customers have stopped pretending not to watch.
Several people are openly recording.
A teenager near the self-checkout area holds his phone at chest level while trying to look inconspicuous. An older man films without even bothering to hide it. Every few seconds another screen appears somewhere in the crowd.
The woman notices all of them.
Far from discouraging her, the attention seems to energize her.
The first officer enters through the front doors with the relaxed posture of someone expecting a routine disturbance. He is a broad-shouldered LAPD patrolman in his forties, accompanied by a younger female officer who looks at least ten years his junior.
Neither appears particularly concerned.
At first.
The manager approaches them immediately. The officers listen for less than a minute before walking toward the checkout lanes.
The older officer stops several feet from the woman.
"Good afternoon, ma'am."
The woman immediately turns toward him.
"Oh, thank God."
The officer nods politely.
"My understanding is that store management has asked you to leave."
"Absolutely not."
The response arrives so quickly that it almost sounds rehearsed.
The officer remains calm.
"They've asked that you leave the property."
"I'm a paying customer."
"You haven't paid for anything."
The woman opens her mouth, closes it, then points dramatically toward the manager.
"Because he won't let me."
The manager looks as though he regrets every life decision that has brought him to this moment. The officer takes a slow breath.
"Ma'am, this is private property. If management wants you to leave, you need to leave."
"I don't feel comfortable."
The phrase emerges with remarkable certainty.
Several people exchange glances.
The officer blinks.
"I'm sorry?"
"I don't feel comfortable."
"Okay."
The officer pauses.
"Why don't you gather your things and head outside?"
"I'm feeling threatened."
The younger officer finally speaks.
"Threatened by whom?"
The woman sweeps her arm toward the surrounding crowd.
"You. All of these people."
Most of the crowd takes a collective step backward. A man holding a basket actually turns around to see whether she might be referring to someone behind him. The officer follows the gesture.
"Has anyone threatened you?"
"No."
"Has anyone touched you?"
"No."
"Then what exactly is making you feel threatened?"
The woman appears irritated by the question.
"The energy."
For a moment neither officer says anything. The younger officer looks down at the floor. I strongly suspect she is trying not to smile.
The older officer remains professional.
"Ma'am, we're asking you to leave the store."
"I'm not going anywhere until somebody acknowledges what happened to me."
The manager closes his eyes.
The woman continues.
"This cashier discriminated against me."
Cassandra visibly flinches. The officer turns toward her.
"Did you discriminate against her?"
"No, sir."
The answer comes quietly. The officer nods. Then he turns back toward the woman.
"Okay, ma'am. Here's what's going to happen. You can leave voluntarily, or we can escort you out."
A hush settles over the checkout area. The woman's eyes widen.
"Are you serious?"
"Yes."
"So now you're threatening me?"
"No. I'm explaining your options."
The woman laughs loudly enough to echo through the front of the store.
"This is unbelievable."
The officer's patience is beginning to thin. I can hear it in his voice.
"Ma'am, I'm going to ask you one final time to leave the property."
Instead of answering, she pulls out her phone and begins recording. The older officer glances at his partner. The partner glances back. Both seem to recognize that the situation has crossed an invisible line.
The woman raises the phone toward her face.
"Everybody needs to see this," she announces. "This officer is making me feel extremely uncomfortable right now."
The older officer exhales slowly.
Then, in the patient tone of a man who has delivered the same speech hundreds of times before, he informs her that she is now trespassing and that if she refuses to leave she will be placed under arrest.
The crowd grows completely silent.
For the first time all afternoon, even the woman stops talking.
The pause lasts only a few seconds.
Then she looks directly at the officer and says:
"No."
✽✽✽
The word hangs in the air for a moment.
No.
The officer gives a slow nod, as though confirming a conclusion he reached several minutes ago.
"All right, ma'am."
His voice remains calm, but whatever flexibility had existed in the conversation is now gone.
"You are under arrest for trespassing."
The woman actually looks shocked.
Not frightened.
Offended.
The reaction reminds me of someone who has spent so long assuming consequences apply only to other people that the sudden arrival of one feels almost surreal.
"What?"
The officer steps forward.
"I said you are under arrest."
"You can't arrest me."
The statement emerges with complete certainty. The officer reaches for her wrist. 
Everything explodes.
The woman jerks backward so violently that she nearly loses her balance. Her phone tumbles from her hand and skids beneath a nearby display rack. A collective gasp ripples through the crowd as she begins shouting over the officer before he can even finish speaking.
"This is assault!"
The officer secures one wrist.
"No, ma'am."
"Get your hands off me!"
The younger officer moves in immediately, taking control of the second arm. The woman twists, kicks, and thrashes with surprising strength. Several customers retreat farther into the store.
Others continue filming. Nobody appears particularly surprised anymore. That realization bothers me.
The officers eventually guide her arms behind her back and apply handcuffs. The process takes less than thirty seconds, yet by the time it is over the woman has convinced herself she is the victim of some historic injustice.
Tears have appeared. Whether they are genuine or strategic, I cannot tell.
"This is insane," she screams. "I came here to buy groceries!"
The older officer begins escorting her toward the front doors.
"You can explain everything later."
"I want your badge number."
"You can have it later."
"I want it now."
The automatic doors slide open as they approach. The late afternoon sunlight floods across the floor as the crowd follows at a respectful distance, like spectators leaving a sporting event. I find myself moving with them. Outside, the heat hits me immediately.
The woman continues shouting.
The officers continue walking.
The patrol car waits near the curb with its rear door already open. Everything should be over. Instead, it somehow becomes worse.
As the officers guide her toward the vehicle, the woman abruptly turns her head and spits. The motion happens so quickly that it takes me a second to process what I've seen. A glob of saliva strikes the older officer on the side of the face.
The parking lot falls silent.
The officer closes his eyes.
For perhaps two seconds, nobody moves. The woman appears almost pleased with herself. Then the officer slowly wipes his cheek with the back of his hand. When he opens his eyes again, the patience that has defined the entire encounter is gone.
Not replaced by anger.
Something colder.
Professional certainty.
The younger officer radios something. Within minutes a second patrol unit arrives. The woman, realizing she has crossed yet another line, suddenly begins protesting with renewed urgency.
"I didn't do anything."
The officers do not argue.
They do not debate.
They simply act.
One of the officers retrieves a large black restraint system from the rear of the cruiser. Folded up, it looks almost like a piece of camping equipment or a heavy-duty duffel bag, but as he unfolds it across the pavement, wide yellow straps and reinforced buckles become visible. Several people nearby begin whispering. The woman notices immediately.
"What is that?"
Nobody answers.
"What is that?"
The officers move with the quiet efficiency of people who have performed the procedure many times before.
One controls her shoulders while another secures her arms. The restraint system is unfolded across the pavement and positioned beneath her. She continues twisting, kicking, and shouting as they guide her into it.
"You can't do this!"
Every movement encounters a practiced response. The first strap tightens across her upper body.
"Get your hands off me!"
Another follows.
Then another.
Each buckle removes a little more freedom. An arm that had spent the last twenty minutes pointing, shoving, and gesturing is pinned securely against her side. Her legs are brought together and restrained.
"I'm suing every one of you!"
The officers work methodically, checking each strap before moving to the next. Nobody argues with her. Nobody raises their voice.
The contrast is striking.
Only moments earlier she had dominated the entire parking lot through sheer volume and motion. Now the range of her choices narrows with every adjustment.
"You better remember my face!"
The screaming continues, but the physical struggle steadily loses force as the restraint closes around her piece by piece.
"I didn't do anything!"
One final set of straps is secured.
The officers inspect their work, exchange a few quiet words, and step back.
The woman is still shouting, still protesting, still threatening lawsuits and demanding names, yet the chaos that had consumed the supermarket parking lot for nearly an hour has finally been reduced to something manageable.
The screaming begins again.
Louder than before.
More desperate.
The officers guide her toward the rear of the cruiser.
People continue filming.
Phones remain raised.
A few customers have actually abandoned their grocery shopping entirely to witness the finale.
The woman twists her head toward the crowd.
"Are you seeing this?"
Nobody answers.
"Somebody help me!"
The officers lift her into the back seat. Her voice rises to a shrill pitch.
"This isn't over!"
One officer reaches for the door. The woman inhales for another scream. The rear door swings shut. The sound of metal striking metal cuts her off instantly.
For a moment, the parking lot is completely still.
Then conversations resume, people lower their phones, and customers begin drifting back toward the store.
The spectacle is over.
The produce misters are probably still hissing inside.
Cashiers are still scanning groceries.
The long-haired kid is probably collecting baskets.
The entire world is already returning to normal.
Yet as I stand there watching the cruiser pull away, I find myself thinking that something about what I just witnessed feels profoundly wrong. Not only the woman. Not only the police. Not only the crowd.
All of it.
Every part of it.
Aftertaste






The traffic on Ventura Boulevard is moving well for a change, yet I find myself barely noticing the road. My hands rest lightly on the steering wheel while the events at the supermarket replay themselves with the stubborn persistence of a song that refuses to leave your head. Every few minutes I catch myself seeing it again: the checkout lane, the manager's increasingly exhausted expression, the growing ring of spectators, the phones rising into the air one after another, and finally the woman screaming as officers guided her toward the patrol car.
None of it makes sense.
Or perhaps what bothers me most is that it makes too much sense.
The city rolls past my windows in a blur of strip malls, gas stations, palm trees, and endless traffic lights. A man pushes a shopping cart along the sidewalk beside a liquor store. Two teenagers ride electric scooters through a parking lot. A delivery driver double parks with his hazard lights flashing while a line of irritated motorists forms behind him. Every scene feels ordinary, yet I cannot shake the feeling that something fundamental has shifted beneath the surface of everyday life.
People have always argued.
People have always lost their tempers.
Anybody who claims otherwise is either lying or romanticizing the past.
When I was a kid in the eighties, people got into shouting matches. Drivers flipped each other off. Neighbors fought over property lines and barking dogs. School board meetings occasionally descended into chaos. Every generation has produced its share of hotheads, bullies, narcissists, and people who simply woke up looking for a fight.
The difference was scale.
The difference was intensity.
Most of the people I remember from those years still seemed to possess some internal mechanism that eventually told them they had gone far enough. Even the loudest arguments generally remained tethered to reality. Somebody got angry. Somebody said something stupid. Eventually one person walked away, a bartender threw somebody out, or the participants simply ran out of steam.
What I witnessed this afternoon felt different.
The woman had not merely been angry.
She had constructed an entire alternate reality around herself, one in which every inconvenience became an act of persecution and every attempt to reason with her became further evidence that she was right. The elderly customer who accidentally bumped her cart became disrespectful. The stock clerk who briefly blocked an aisle became inconsiderate. The cashier who happened to be ending her shift became a personal enemy. The manager became a conspirator. The police became oppressors.
The facts themselves seemed almost irrelevant.
What mattered was how she felt.
More specifically, what mattered was the conviction that her feelings should override everyone else's reality.
As I stop at a red light, I find myself wondering whether that attitude has always existed and I am only noticing it now, or whether it has genuinely become more common.
The light turns green.
I continue driving.
The question follows me.
Over the last few years it feels as though I have seen more incidents like today's than during the previous twenty combined. The details change, but the pattern remains strangely consistent. Somebody experiences a disappointment, a disagreement, or a minor frustration and immediately elevates it into a moral emergency. What once might have been an unpleasant interaction becomes a public performance complete with accusations, threats, tears, demands for managers, demands for apologies, demands for recognition, and increasingly, demands for an audience.
The audience part seems especially important.
The woman today had become more animated the moment people started recording. The arrival of spectators had not embarrassed her. It had energized her. Every new phone pointed in her direction seemed to confirm her belief that she was the central character in an unfolding drama.
I think about the teenager filming near the self-checkout lanes. I think about the older man recording openly in the parking lot. I think about the dozens of people who had followed the arrest outside as though they were attending the final act of a stage play.
For all her outrageous behavior, she had not created that spectacle alone.
The crowd had helped.
The phones had helped.
The attention had helped.
As I merge onto the freeway, another thought occurs to me, one that has been lurking in the back of my mind for months.
The acceleration seems to have started after the lockdowns.
Not immediately.
Not all at once.
But somewhere after those long months of isolation, something appeared to change in the social fabric. People emerged shorter tempered, more suspicious, more self-absorbed, and less accustomed to the ordinary friction of sharing space with other human beings. Every airport seemed angrier. Every customer service interaction felt more volatile. Every public disagreement appeared only a few steps away from becoming a viral video.
Perhaps I am imagining it.
Perhaps millions of people spent years staring into screens, curating personal realities and consuming outrage as entertainment, only to return to public life carrying habits that no longer fit the real world.
Whatever the explanation, the result feels increasingly difficult to ignore.
The woman in the supermarket is not the first person I have seen behave that way.
What unsettles me is the growing suspicion that she will not be the last.
✽✽✽
By the time I get home, unload the groceries, and put away the milk and eggs, I am still thinking about the woman. The image that keeps returning is not the arrest itself, nor the screaming, nor even the spit striking the officer's face.
What keeps replaying is the look of absolute certainty she carried throughout the entire encounter.
At no point did she seem to consider the possibility that she might be wrong.
The thought lingers with me while I make coffee and settle into the chair beside my living room window. Outside, the sun is beginning its slow descent toward the horizon, painting the tops of nearby buildings with orange light. The city appears peaceful from up here. Cars move steadily through
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