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A line of cars streams into Big Valley’s North Gate Shopping Mall on a sizzling, sultry Friday night.  Station wagons and family sedans roll towards the food court entrance, and before parents can even stop their cars, kids bail out and race ahead, gathering with their friends just inside of the heavy brass doors.

The food court is a sacred, air-conditioned refuge.  A subculture world of fast-food smells and burnt chocolate chip cookies.  North Gate’s Galaxy Palace Arcade is the heartbeat of the mall, and the chilled air offers a break from the unbearable heat suffocating Big Valley City for the last seventy-two hours.

Friday Night.
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The high holy night for teenagers–a time for “Mall Tribalism" to once again establish its hierarchy across the polished tile floors and three tiers of retail shopping experience.

Linda Brown slows her station wagon and eases into a holding pattern, waiting her turn for the final approach to the No Parking fire lane–the unofficial drop zone for parents on busy Friday nights, eager to offload their kids and get home just in time for another steamy episode of “Houston” the edgy, late night Friday soap opera.

Sixteen-year-old Becky Brown sinks low in the passenger seat.

An unwanted and embarrassing commotion erupts from the back seat.  She grimaces in pain, wishing the car seat would just open up and swallow her whole, sparing her what feels like a death by a thousand cuts.

“Oh look at that babe, she’s totally bodacious!” Jeffrey Brown exclaims to his friend beside him.

“Oh totally. She’s a ten and a half,” the stranger says as he leans across Jeffrey as the pair of junior high adolescents ogle a group of girls heading towards the food court.

“Mom! Seriously!” Becky snaps, wishing she could fuse herself deeper into the seat.

“Mom!” Becky shouts again as she jumps up, and tries to smack her thirteen-year old brother.

Jeffrey grins in defiance, picks his nose, and proudly shows his sister the crusted juvenile treasure.

Becky turns green.

“Oh my God.  You are so disgusting.  Mom, he’s picking his nose again!” Becky groans, surrendering to fate as she flops back into the front seat.

“Jeffrey, don’t pick your nose.  Your sister is right–that’s gross.  And please don’t refer to girls as ‘bodacious’.  What does that even mean by the way?”

“I call it like I see it, Mom,” Jeffrey says defiantly, rolling his window down for a better look.

“Did you hear what she did last week at the mall?” the adolescent stranger asks.

“Ashley ‘Clank-Face’ O’Brian?” Jeffrey asked.

“Wrong Ashley ‘my-dude’—Ashley Perkins from Mister Rodriguez’s shop class,” the adolescent said.

Becky had no clue who this adolescent intruder was in her back seat.

“Who are you?” Becky demanded as she glared at the pimply faced boys behind her.

“Mark Patterson,” the boy stammered, straightening up to address the girl who had just spoken to him.

“Mom, seriously, why did they have to come?”

Becky’s mom was tone deaf to the moment as she smiled, and tooted her worn, waving at familiar cars leaving the congested parking lot.

Becky froze in horror.

She could feel social equity points evaporating exponentially every minute she was forced to endure the scrutiny of every teenager in Big Valley City.

“Oh Becky, take a chill pill.  That was Lucida Adams, the church secretary,” Linda said, as she lit a cigarette in the car.

“Totally rad mom, you’re learning the language of the natives,” Jeffrey said.

“I’ve been waiting all week to use that one,” Linda said proudly, as she blew cigarette smoke, and grinned in the rearview mirror.

“My life is truly over,” Becky said as she waved the smoke away and hid her face from discovery.

A local DJ from Big Valley’s WRTX radio station cut through the back and forth between Becky and her brother with an excited update about a once in a thousand year return of Comet Ajax Centoira.

“Turn up the radio, it’s about that totally tubular Comet Ajax!” Jeffrey exclaimed as he leaned across the front seat, straining to reach the volume knob.

“What did I tell you about that word, you little ‘barf-nugget?’  No one is saying ‘tubular’ anymore,” Becky snapped at her little brother.

“Tubular. Tubular. Tubular,” Jeffrey taunted, as he turned the radio volume up.

“Not so loud Jeffrey,” Linda said, grimacing as she flicked ashes into the car’s ashtray.  She maneuvered the long station wagon alongside the mall’s food court entrance. 

“Becky, are you feeling okay?  You look a little flushed.  Maybe we should skip the mall tonight?”

“Mom, I’m fine.  Can I have an advance on my allowance?”

Linda sighed, opened her purse, and pulled out her wallet.

“Rebeca Ann Brownley...your father and I are not your personal bank.  We’re going to have to take out a second mortgage on the house at this rate.”

“Mom, people are watching...please?  I promise this is the last time I’ll ask for anything.  Ever,” Becky pleaded, careful not to cast herself in a totally desperate light.

But she was desperate.  She was desperate to find the ejection handles and disappear into the mall as quickly as possible, but she needed cold cash in her hand before she could flee this socially incendiary moment! 

“You’re such a liar Becky,” Jeffrey said as he leaned across the seat with an open hand, “since you’re handing out cash, can I have some money for the arcade?”

“No.  We’re not staying,” Linda reminded the boys.

“Thank God,” Becky breathed.  There was a god she thought to herself.  She was exasperated and acting a little melodramatic, but she was under a microscope.

Linda handed Becky a twenty-dollar bill, but not without an expectation.

“I expect some change, Rebecca.  You really need to be more responsible with your allowance.  Be out front at 8:00 PM sharp.”

“Seriously, Mom!  The mall closes at 9!” Becky protested as she opened the door and stepped into the sultry night air.

“8 PM, Rebecca.  Houston comes on at nine and I want to be settled into my chair no later than 8:45.  Remote in hand.”

“Can I have Stephanie’s mom drop me off?”

“You heard Mom.  Besides, I can’t hear the DJ from WRTX.  Can’t you tell he’s interviewing an astronomer from NASA about Comet Ajax Centoria?”

“You’re such a dork,” Becky snapped.

“No, I’m just smart and I actually do my homework, you ‘fart-wad.’”

“Jeffrey, stop using that word.  It’s inappropriate.  Rebecca.  Eight PM sharp,” Linda insisted.

Becky sneered at her brother.

“You can’t actually see the comet anyway, nerd, because of the electrical storm over the city tonight.”

She felt a little victorious in this particular sibling skirmish as she took the twenty dollar bill from her mom.

“Eight,” Linda insisted as she gently put the car in drive.  “And bring me change.”

“Can you leave the basket of nerds at home?” Becky complained as she stepped onto the curb.

“I love you,” Becky’s mom said as she slowly pulled out into traffic.

The front of the mall was busier than an airport on Thanksgiving Eve.  Bumper-to-bumper traffic crept along the entrance road.

Jeffrey wasted no time climbing over the front seat and turning the station wagon’s radio volume up.

Becky paused for a moment and looked towards the western horizon and saw an ominous thundercloud forming over the city.

A stiff breeze began banging handicap parking signs against their metal fence posts as she headed towards the food court entrance.

Jeffrey looked back at his sister, leaned out of the passenger window, and planted his finger up his nose, and waved it in triumphant defiance.  Becky was horrified when a gaggle of teenage girls gasped at Jeffrey and then back at her.

A familiar voice rescued her from dying of embarrassment on the sidewalk.

“The nerd-force is strong in that one,” Stephanie Adams said as she manifested out of nowhere.

“Let’s go,” Becky said as the two followed a caravan of teenagers into the energized North Gate Shopping Mall. 

The Food Court
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Crossing the threshold into the North Gate Shopping Mall felt like a cultural reset.

Unspoken rules suddenly applied.  Packs of teenagers settled into their hierarchical positions as they roamed the three different levels of storefronts or drifted into the half-dozen side wings and large anchor stores.

The “Galaxy Palace Arcade” on the third floor pulsed with its own hierarchy as kids crowded around the most popular video games.  Quarters rained into the machines as players tried to achieve superstar notoriety by upsetting the reigning high-score champion.

Becky and Stephanie made an early sweep of the mall, trying to appear casually indifferent but subtly intentional as they moved through the vast retail center.

They climbed the stairs, rode the glass elevator down, and scanned the crowd to see who was present and who was MIA.  They glanced down the side wings and paused to sift through clothing racks parked outside stores marketed towards teen girls.  They were busy measuring, and weighing the wide swath of faces passing through the busy galleria, silently assigning each person a value.

Satisfied they had an accurate pulse on the night, they decided to head back to the food court

The food court on a Friday night was no different than trying to survive a drink from a watering hole on the African Serengeti.

Becky paid for her pizza and turned to face the crowded food court plaza as she scanned for an empty table.  She was a little annoyed that Stephanie had abandoned her for a pretzel dog and pink lemonade from the greasy “Original Boardwalk Food,” but since the “hot guy” from her history class had started working there, Stephanie was suddenly in the mood for nothing else.

She spotted a treasure trove of empty tables in the center of the food court.

Despite appearances, and sacrificing any sense of dignified “coolness” and poise–she reduced herself to cleaning a table of light trash.  Becky was hyperaware of her appearance right now.  A-list celebrities had the red carpet to dazzle paparazzi; Becky had the food court, and she was on stage right now.

She pulled back a chair, sat down, and waited for Stephanie.

She watched the crowd when she noticed Ashely O’Brian sitting several tables away from her.

Becky felt empathy.

She was alone.

Ashley “Clank-Face” O’Brian.

Becky watched, intrigued, as Ashley retrieved a volume from a bookstore bag—a shop tucked away in the mall's quiet south wing, worlds removed from the high-traffic chaos of their surroundings. Becky was struck by the sheer defiance of the act; Ashley was reading in the middle of the food court, utterly indifferent to the performative social hierarchy that governed everyone else. She studied the back cover with an expression of genuine contentment—almost happiness.  Becky honestly couldn’t help but admire her.  She was authentic and marched to the beat of her own drum.

Ashley glanced up and noticed Becky watching her. Before Becky could divert her attention, Ashley waved.

Becky waved back awkwardly and kicked herself.

“Do you read?” Ashley called out over the noise.

“Of course I can read,” Becky blurted back indignantly. 

Ashley smiled.

“Of course you can read—we’re in Potter’s third-period literature class together,” Ashley laughed and playfully rolled her eyes.

The moment was agonizing. They were nearly shouting over the noisy food court. Becky felt her social equity score crashing, but suddenly she was absolutely horrified when Ashley stood up, walked over, pulled out a chair across from her, and sat
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