Just Desserts

I was balancing a milk on the edge of my cardboard tray, trying to keep it from falling into the pool of ketchup.  The lunch line ahead of me slowly jostled toward the cashier when he cut in front of me.

"What are you doing?" I asked.  He was bigger than me, much bigger, a senior I think.  He wore a varsity football jacket and a perfect, white, maniacal grin.

"You going to eat those fries?" he asked.  He pointed with a cellophane-wrapped bologna sandwich.

"Yes," I said, wishing he'd stop smiling.  "That's why I bought them.  Are you going to cut in line?" I tried to find the right note of sarcasm – worldly and disgusted, but not too aggressive.

"Yes," he said.  "You haven't paid for them yet."  He reached over, picked up one of my French fries, dipped it into the ketchup and ate it.

"Well, I… I…" I was saved from my blubbering by reaching the front of the line and the blue uniformed cafeteria lady with her matching blue hair net.

"He cut in line," I said.

She scrunched her face into a thoughtful look.  "You cut in line?" she asked and then laughed a tired, I've-seen-it-all laugh.  She wore a grey name pin that said "Gladys."  

For a moment I imagined Gladys as a super hero – The Cafeteria Lady flying in to save the day in her uniform: hair net, name tag, cafeteria lady shoes – here to bring this boy to justice and save my French fries. 

"Yes," the boy said.  "I cut in line."  He hung his head in mock remorse.

"Why are you even in line?" Gladys asked.  I nodded my head to support her heroic stance.  "You usually just steal your food."

"Like he stole my French fries?" I asked, standing a little taller, a little prouder to see this threat to the American way getting his just desserts.

They ignored me.

"I've gone straight," the boy said.  He put his hand over his heart.  "I've found the Lord."  He reached into his pocket, pulled out a crumpled dollar bill and handed it to her.  "Long live and prosper," he said.  He smiled his wacky smile again and flashed her the Vulcan peace sign.

"Live long and prosper?" I asked without thinking.

Reminded I was there, the boy reached over, grabbed a fry and ate it.  "Long live and prosper," he said to me, revealing half-chewed French fries between his shiny white teeth.

"Get out of here, Franky," Gladys said.  "And next time get a whole lunch.  You'll waste away to nothing eating just that little sandwich."  She turned to me.  "That'll be $2.50."

"He cut in line."

She raised an eyebrow and held out her palm.

"He stole my French fry."

"He paid for his lunch," she said.  "Time to pay for yours."

I paid.  The pressure of the line behind me pushed me out into the cafeteria and into Franky standing stock still scanning the room for a table.

"Where you sitting?" he asked and took another French fry.

I looked at him and considered my options.

I took a handful of fries and stuffed them into my mouth.  "By the window," I mumbled through the mass of crushed potatoes, and I started walking.

"I think Gladys doesn't like you," he said keeping pace by my side.  "You going to eat that fruit cocktail?"

I stopped.  

He stopped.  

I looked up at the sheer mass of him devouring his sandwich in two bites.  He smiled the crazy smile and I think he winked at me – although I don't want to think about that.

"Listen, Franky," I said, figuring I never ate the dessert anyway.  "I'll give you the fruit cocktail."  I handed it to him.  "But the French fries are mine."

"It's a deal," he said and the fruit cup disappeared into his massive hand.

"Live long and prosper," I said and held my hand up with ring and middle fingers separated into a V.

He laughed and tipped the fruit cup into his mouth, swallowing the contents in a single gulp.

I walked away, but stopped when he called out, "Hey!"

"See you tomorrow," he said and sat down at a table of freshmen boys, turned to a floppy-haired freshman and asked, "You going to eat those fries?"
