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“Make the Bear Be Nice”

 


My job is cleaning the theaters at
the Deptford Super-6 Multi-Plex Cinema in Deptford, New Jersey. I
do it seven nights a week because I’m trying to save enough money
to get my own apartment. Right now, I am not living anywhere.

Cleaning theaters can be gross but it’s
kinda neat being alone in such a huge place all night. Plus, I
actually like cleaning. When I was still living at home, I spent at
least an hour every night cleaning something—the bathroom or the
living room or the kitchen, which was always a mess because my dad
is such a slob. I didn’t get paid anything for cleaning at home,
but at the movie theater, I get nine dollars an hour. Because
there’s nobody to supervise me at night, I get paid for eight hours
no matter what, even though I usually finish everything up in less
than four. I spend the rest of the time sleeping on one of the
couches in the lobby. They’re very soft and way more comfortable
than the backseat of my car.

In the daytime I drink coffee and drive
around. Sometimes I buy CDs to play in the car but I’m trying not
to spend too much money so if I can, I just steal them. I also
steal food.

 


***

 


It was three months ago that I got
kicked out of my house. The last night I was there, my dad grabbed
my neck and slammed me against the wall in my room. He was only
wearing his underwear when he did this. He was so mad and the room
was kinda dark but the reflection of the light from the hallway
made his eyes glow orange.

“I’LL FUCKIN’ KILL YOU” is the very last
thing he said to me.

I spent the next couple of days wandering
aimlessly and feeling terrible but then I got the job at the movie
theater and right away I started feeling better—mostly because it
meant I was making money but also secretly because I finally had
something to clean again.

 


***

 


Sometimes in the daytime I see Jimmy
Kirkos. He’s a waiter at the Freeway Diner and I knew him in high
school but we were never friends back then. We’re sorta friends
now, I think.

“How’s the movie business?” he asks me
today.

“Kinda messy,” I tell him.

He’s on his break and sitting in the booth
across from me. We’ve both got coffees and grilled cheese
sandwiches.

“Must be cool workin’ with no boss around,”
he says, raising his eyebrows. “Betcha could have a pretty decent
party.”

“Oh, but I couldn’t. I’d get in trouble.” I
take a bite of my sandwich and wait until I’m done chewing it to
say: “Besides, it’s been way too busy lately.”

The reason it’s busy is because it’s summer
and there’s a lotta kids’ movies out. All the theaters showing
kids’ movies are extra messy, and it takes me a little longer every
night to get done. I tell Jimmy this, then add, “It’s gonna be even
worse when Make the Bear Be Nice comes out.”

“Christ, that friggin’ bear,” Jimmy
grumbles.

There’s been a lotta hype about Make the
Bear Be Nice—it’s supposed to be the biggest summer kids’ movie
ever, and there are posters and signs and ads for it everywhere.
People have been talking about it for months and everybody knows
the plot: It’s about a girl who finds a cuddly bear in the woods
and brings it to her house. He is very nice but can’t help
accidentally knocking shit over and breaking things so her dad
gives her an ultimatum: “Make the bear be nice, or he’s
out.” The bear in the ads is really cute.

“I wonder if it’s gonna be good,” I say to
Jimmy.

“You’re fuckin’ kiddin’, right?” Jimmy
replies. “It’s gonna be total shit. It don’t matter though, it’s
gonna make a fuckin’ kabillion dollars no matter what. Ya know
why?” He stops to light a cigarette, then says: “I’ll tell ya why.
It’s because people are fuckin’ dumb.”

“Maybe it won’t be all that bad,” I say.

“Yeah, right.”

When his break is over, I finish my coffee
and pay the bill. I’m just getting into my car when I hear somebody
call my name. I look up, and Jimmy is standing on the steps outside
the diner.

“Hey, gimme a call some night, will ya?
We’ll go get hammered.”

“Alright,” I say, even though I don’t have
his number.

 


***

 


The next few days are kinda busy at
the theater. In spite of this, I break my all-time FASTEST-CLEANING
RECORD on Tuesday night by finishing in just under two hours and
fifty-eight minutes. That’s including the extra mess from the two
kids’ movies playing—The Look-Ups and Prince Kebby’s
Castle—as well as spraying the windows and changing all the
urinal cakes in the men’s room. I sleep soundly in the lobby all
through the week, but on Friday I wake up all of a sudden when I
hear a car pull into the parking lot and stop right outside the
window.

Instinctively, I grab a broom and start
sweeping out a spot at the corner of the lobby, just under one of
several giant Make the Bear Be Nice posters. There’s a
jangle of keys in the front door and the manager, Miss Ellie, walks
in.

“You’re still here?” she asks.

I have no idea what time it is and my head’s
foggy from sleeping so I can only nod.

“You’re gonna have to pick up the pace
startin’ tonight,” she says, shaking her head, which makes her many
earrings jingle. “Make the Bear Be Nice is gonna show in
Theaters 1 through 4, and we’re adding on late shows to play in all
6 theaters over the weekend. They won’t be letting out ‘til 1:15 so
you’re gonna get a late start.”

“I can do it.”

“I hope you can,” she says. “You’ve been
doin’ good work and I’m counting on you to make sure the place
looks nice, no matter how nasty it gets. And believe me, it ain’t
gonna be pretty.” She pokes my chest with her index finger then
adds: “Make sure you get lotsa rest.”

“I will.”

She nods. “I’m gonna write you in for an
extra two hours every night this week—as long as you keep up the
good work.” She waves one of her many ring-covered fingers at me
then starts walking across the lobby. “Now finish up and get the
hell outta here.”

“Yes, Miss Ellie.”

I wait until I hear her go through the door
to the office at the end of the hallway before throwing my broom in
the closet. I usually take a couple minutes to wash myself up and
brush my teeth in the men’s room, but there’s no way I can do it
today. I leave the theater feeling tired and gross.

When I pass the clock on the bank at the end
of Multiplex Road, I see that it’s only 10:09 a.m., and because I
have absolutely nowhere to go and nothing to do, I stop at the
store and buy a paper to see what movies are playing in the
city.

 


***

 


It’s a long day and I spend most of
it walking around and wishing I had an apartment. I would not need
a big one or a lot of furniture: Only a chair and a desk and a real
bed to sleep in. After living there for a while, I could probably
have a bookshelf and maybe a kitchen table.

When my legs start to hurt, I buy a ticket
to see the new Dracula movie that’s playing everywhere but I fall
asleep during the previews. When I wake up, Dracula is
telepathically making some poor guy pull off another guy’s head so
I close my eyes and conk back out to the sound of the people behind
me saying “Oh my gahd” and “What the fahhhck” over
and over.

All the lights are on when I wake up again.
There’s an usher walking up the aisle and gathering trash so I make
to get up so I can move out of his way.

“Relax,” he says, waving his hand. “Stick
around if ya want, next one’s startin’ in ten minutes.”

“Oh, OK, thanks.”

I stay awake to watch the movie this time
but it’s not all that good so I leave in the middle of it and walk
to a bar on the corner. I’m not really old enough to buy drinks but
the bartender doesn’t ask me for ID so after ordering a grilled
cheese sandwich I also ask for a beer. He brings it to me and I
drink it. It’s pretty good.

By the time I finally get to my car and
start heading back over the bridge it’s almost midnight. Because of
the late shows I won’t be able to start work yet so I stop at the
Freeway Diner and am surprised to see Jimmy is working because he
usually only works in the daytime. The place is packed.

“Gonna have to sit at the counter,” he says
to me, frowning. “We been packed all day—‘cuz a that fuckin’
bear. I’m on double-overtime.”

There are a pair of old-lady waitresses
working and one of them brings me a coffee, which is all I want. It
would be nice to talk to Jimmy, but because he’s so busy it’s just
not gonna happen. It’s not until I’ve finished my third cup and the
clock on the wall across from me says it’s 1:15 on the dot that I
stand up.

Jimmy follows me to the door. He rips a page
out of his checkbook and hands it to me. There’s a phone number
written on it.

“Whenever you wanna get fucked up,” he
says.

“OK, sure,” I tell him.

He winks and I leave.

 


***

 


There are still cars in the parking
lot when I get to the theater but I wait until the last of the
employees leaves before getting out and using my key to get in. The
first thing I see is a giant Make the Bear Be Nice standee
by the window, which wasn’t there when I left this morning. The
bear’s arm is moving back and forth and every once in a while, his
eyes light up and turn sorta yellow. The trashcan beside him has
been overturned; popcorn boxes and soda cups are spread out all
around it. The carpet is totally covered with trash and stains for
as far as I can see. I walk through it really slow because I’ve
never seen such a mess in my whole life.

The theaters are much, much worse. I go
through every one of them with my mouth open and my head shaking
back and forth, with posters and signs for Make the Bear Be
Nice flashing all around me.

“It’s impossible” is alls I can
think.

There’s no time to waste at all so I
literally run to the broom closet and get out the leaf-blower,
which is what you use to blow all the trash in the theaters to the
front. It’s the first time I’ve ever had to use it on the lobby and
that’s not a good sign. By the time I’ve gotten to the theaters
it’s already closing in on 4 a.m.

“There’s no way you can stop,” I tell
myself. “You have to
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