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Work sucked. Justin didn’t want to go.
Someday he would be a doctor, but it would take a lot of work, and
a lot of school. School cost money, and he didn’t have any. While
he searched for a university that would accept him, he was forced
to do a couple of years at the local community college, which
thanks to the lottery scholarship, he could afford. But he still
had to pay for books and supplies, rent and gas, and he had to eat.
So he had to go to work, and if a couple of years of going to
school all day and flipping burgers all night was the price he had
to pay to someday be respected and financially independent, than it
was a price he was willing to pay.

But he hated Johnny’s Burger Palace. He hated
the hours and the demeaning job. He hated the minimum wage
paychecks that were so far from worth it. He hated going home every
night smelling like French fries and burger grease. He hated his
boss, who thought that working in this crappy little fast food
joint that would never become a chain, let alone become the next
McDonald’s, was the most important thing on the planet. He hated
his stupid red and orange uniform and the fact that if he so much
as grew a mustache, he’d be written up.

Two years, he’d tell himself. Two
years and then I’ll be off in medical school, living off grants and
student loans, free from this shitty burger joint.

“You’re late, Justin!” his boss practically
screamed at him when he came into the restaurant. His boss, Johnny
Randall, who insisted on being called Mr. Randall by all of his
employees, was an angry little man. Mr. Randall had inherited the
small time restaurant that could barely pay its own bills from his
father, the original Johnny. He was a very unattractive man with a
nose too large for his face, a receding hairline, and small beady
eyes that always looked bloodshot and angry. Some ugly people had
redeeming qualities that made up for their outward appearance. In
six months at this job, Justin had yet to find a single one in this
person.

“Sorry, Mr. Randall,” Justin said. “There was
traffic. Almost got in an accident.”

“Could have called.”

“I’m five minutes late,” Justin told him,
knowing that there was no point in arguing. He could be laying on
the side of the highway with a severed leg and if he didn’t
immediately call Johnny Randall, he would have been called
completely irresponsible and written up.

“Get to work!” Mr. Randall said. “You’re on
drive through tonight.”

“Yes, sir!” Justin said. He briefly
considered saluting the angry, ugly little man. The sarcasm in his
voice wasn’t lost on Johnny Randall though, and he walked to the
drive through window knowing that his boss was shooting daggers at
him with his eyes.

Stand at drive through. Respond to the
annoying beep. Take the order. Up sell. “Would you like fries with
that?” Tell the customer their total. Greet them at the window.
Take the money, give them change and their food. Deal with the
assholes who thought they were better than you because they didn’t
work fast food themselves. Lather, rinse, repeat.

Standard fair for the fast food worker.
Millions of people did it every day and Justin could probably count
on one hand those who actually enjoyed it. At the corner of the
little computer monitor which displayed the orders and totals was a
little clock. Justin spent most of his nights watching this clock,
waiting for ten p.m. when the store would close and the employees
could clean up and head home. It was five. Five hours to go. Justin
was afraid that this would be one of those nights where the time
would drag.

“Welcome to Johnny’s Burger Palace,” he said
after the annoying beep told him he had a customer. After the
garbled order he could barely understand, he asked, “Would you like
fries with that?”

Why the hell Mr. Randall hadn’t started
selling combo meals was beyond Justin. Everything was a la carte
and every item ordered separately. It just added to the
complications of this stupid job. And it pissed off the customers.
But Mr. Randall had said that combo meals would simply mean less
money for the store.

After about an hour it was time for Justin’s
break. He didn’t need a break. This job wasn’t tiring and he wasn’t
that hungry, but every employee on the clock for more than three
hours had to clock out for a half hour whether they wanted to or
not. It wasn’t so much of a service to the employees as it was a
money saving move on Mr. Randall’s part. When the boss said clock
out, you clocked out, losing about four bucks from your paycheck,
more if you wanted to order the employee meal. Justin did order the
employee meal, just to pass the time. He was given a small
hamburger with nothing on it but mustard, ketchup, and pickles, a
small order of fries, and a small drink. With his employee discount
it cost him about three bucks. The coworker who handed him the meal
was an obnoxious, pimple faced kid named Kevin.

“Here, Justin,” he said. “Made it with
love!”

“I had a burger made with love one time!”
called Jack, the fry cook. “Got my money back!”

Justin didn’t laugh. He didn’t find this joke
funny the first hundred times he had heard it. Kevin did laugh. The
cashier, a pretty girl named Danielle, laughed. The employee who
took over the drive through window while Justin was on break
laughed.

“Quit goofing off and get back to work!” Mr.
Randall yelled from the office. Johnny Randall saying get back to
work was a joke. He was back there reading a paperback novel and
smoking a cigarette while he complained about the laziness of his
employees.

“Yes sir, Mr. Randall sir!” Kevin called
back. Then he muttered, “Asshole,” under his breath and gave Justin
a knowing look. Justin just took his food and walked to a table in
the lobby. He ate the greasy food, washed it down with the four
sips of soda that somehow fit around the ice that Mr. Randall
insisted the cup be filled with first, and then went outside for a
cigarette of his own.

As he did every night, Justin considered just
getting in his car and driving away. He didn’t need this crap job.
He could find another one in a day that would pay his bills without
having to deal with moron coworkers and the boss from hell. But he
didn’t. He finished his cigarette and went back into the store.

Mr. Randall was there behind the counter
glaring at him. What had he done this time?

“You’re late, Justin!”

“What?” Justin asked. “I just got…”

“Could have called!” the boss snapped. “Get
to work, you’re on drive through!”

“I know, Mr. Randall,” Justin sighed. How
could he be late coming back from break? It didn’t take half an
hour to eat the little bit of food provided to the employees and
smoke a cigarette. He would check the time when he clocked in at
the drive through station and then point out to Mr. Randall that he
wasn’t late at all.

He typed his number into the employee keypad
and printed up his time slip. He looked at it for a moment, ready
to call Mr. Randall over and show him that his break couldn’t have
been more than twenty minutes long. The time read 5:05 p.m.. There,
how could he be late when…

When he clocked back in an hour before he
took his break? The clock had to be wrong. It wouldn’t be the first
time there were computer problems in the twenty year old store. He
had used more advanced equipment in elementary school. Not only was
the time wrong, but according to his time slip this was the first
time he had clocked in at all that day.

“What the hell? Hey, Mr. Randall, the
computer’s all screwed up again!”

“What are you talking about?” the boss said,
coming back to the drive through window. Justin handed him his time
slip.

“Look!”

Mr. Randall studied the paper for a moment,
then looked at the monitor.



“Looks right to me, Justin,” Mr. Randall
said. “Says here you clocked in five minutes late. Trying to tell
me my clock’s fast so you won’t get in trouble?”

“No, sir,” Justin said, “but according to
this…”

“According to this, you’ve wasted five
minutes of my time,” Mr. Randall barked, “and now you’re wasting
more. Get your lazy ass to work before I write you up!”

“But, Mr. Randall…”

“You heard me, Justin!” the boss said. He
slammed the time slip on the counter next to the monitor and went
back to his office. Justin sighed. He would try to resolve this
later, but for now he would get back to work. This night sucked and
he wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible.

“Welcome to Johnny’s Burger Palace,” he said
into the microphone. A moment later, “You want fries with
that?”

The clock on the monitor was wrong too, but
Johnny would be damned if allowed Mr. Randall to keep him there an
hour longer because of a computer glitch. He went through the
motions, serving customers that he barely noticed, and hating the
monotony of his boring existence. He wanted to get home. He had a
paper due in his freshman English class and he had to get home in
time to write it. He watched the clock tick slowly away, another
hour of his life he would never get back.

Then, at seven thirty, when the clock on the
monitor read six oh five, Mr. Randall called back from the
office.

“Justin, take your break!”

“What?” Justin called back. “I just took a
break an hour ago!”

“Clocking in late is not a break, Justin!”
Mr. Randall yelled. “Get off my clock! Get your meal and take your
break!”

Justin had no choice. When Mr. Randall said
clock out, you clocked out. If you didn’t, you lost the whole day’s
pay. Justin clocked out, and then, only because he knew that the
employee meals actually cost more than they were worth and he
wanted to stick it to the boss, he ordered another one.

“Here, Justin,” Kevin said, sliding the tray
across the counter to him. Nobody had found it odd that Justin was
taking a second break, or that he was eating a second employee
meal. “Made it with love.”

Justin just sighed at him as he took the tray
and walked away. The fry cook once again said that he had demanded
a refund on a similar burger and the employees once again laughed.
Then Mr. Randall was telling everyone to get back to work. Justin
ate, smoked and came back into the store.

Mr. Randall was standing behind the counter
glaring at him.

“You’re late, Justin!”

 


The clock once again said 5:05. Once again
Justin tried to tell Mr. Randall and once again he was forced to
work an hour, take a break, eat a burger “made with love.” And come
in to be told he was late. And again. And again. And again.
Finally, Justin, not sure why he even kept coming back into the
store, decided to just walk out and not come back. This was like
that movie Groundhog’s day or something and he somehow seemed to be
repeating the same crappy hour over and over again. If that was the
case, he would be damned if he was going to repeat that hour at
Johnny’s Burger Palace. This time, when Mr. Randall told him to
take his break, he would just walk out of the store, get in his
car, and drive as far away from this freaking place as
possible.

Finally, for the fifth or sixth time that
night, the clock said six oh five and Mr. Randall told him to take
his break. He clocked out and instead of going to the counter to
order, he went back to the office.

Mr. Randall was sitting at his desk with an
old western paperback in one hand and a lit cigarette in the other.
He looked up at Justin in surprise.

“What do you want?”

“You lazy, rude, abusive asshole!” Justin
yelled at him. “You can take this shitty job and shove it right up
your ass! I quit!”

Mr. Randall just looked at him for a moment
in silence. Nobody had probably ever spoken to him like this
before. He was about to say something when Justin just walked out
and went towards the door. The other employees were cheering for
him as he went. He didn’t care. He just had to get out. He wasn’t
going to spend another hour here. Especially not another hour like
the one he had just lived have a dozen times. This time, he would
break the cycle. This time when he went through the door he would
go straight for his car and get the hell out of there.

This time when he went through the door…

He walked right into Johnny’s Burger Palace.
He looked behind him and saw the parking lot. He turned to walk
back out and once again walked into Johnny’s Burger Palace. Mr.
Randall was standing behind the counter glaring at him.

“You’re late, Justin!” he shouted.

“What the hell!? I just…”

“You could have called!”

“But, I just quit. I just called you an
asshole and quit!”

“Get to work,” Mr. Randall said as if he
hadn’t heard. “You’re on drive through!”

“Screw this shit,” Justin said. He turned and
went for the door. Leaving Mr. Randall’s angry protests behind him
he went through the door and found Mr. Randall standing behind the
counter glaring at him.

“You’re late, Justin!”

 


Justin didn’t know how many times he had
attempted to escape, but eventually he gave up, resigned to the
fact that he would never get out. This hour would simply repeat and
repeat and repeat. There was no getting out of it. He should have
felt scared, but he didn’t. He was just angry and more than a
little depressed that it looked like he would have to spend
eternity at Johnny’s Burger Palace. It sucked. Work sucked.

As he walked to the drive through window and
clocked in, at five oh five, he knew where he really was and it
wasn’t Johnny’s Burger Palace at all.

The drive through alarm beeped. He had a
customer.

“Welcome to Hell,” he said. “Would you like
fries with that?”

 


WRITER’S NOTE

I know this isn’t my best work, but I was
bored. I have to go to work tonight, and I pray to God I don’t have
to spend eternity there. Anyone who’s ever worked fast food knows
what I’m talking about.
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