The Heartland Cafe

“Michael!” Sue’s voice carried loudly, although she was barely awake. “A guy from the Health Department says he’s coming this morning—I tried to transfer it back here, but you didn’t answer.” Sue leaned into the big walk-in cooler and grabbed a three-gallon tub of maple syrup, lifted it out like a person trying to ruin her own spine, and waited for Michael to say “okay” or “who?” or “fuck!”—his vocabulary could be very colorful and abrupt, especially when it came to banks and health-inspectors and fines. 

Since she didn’t hear him say anything, not even into the speakerphone that he was always on, she set the syrup down and walked around the wall of beans to the side of the storeroom that he used as an office. “Michael?” The phone rang. She didn’t see Michael. “What the fuck—I have to open,” she said, cranky and aware that it was time to unlock the door and get things rolling. She stepped toward the desk to grab the phone, but when she tried to move the chair, it stayed put and she ran into it. “Dammit—what’s next?” she said, looking down as her hand continued to reach for the phone. She picked it up just as she saw what was holding the chair in place. “Hello?” she said by habit as her eyes focused on Michael’s big frame laid out in a deep, full sleep, most of his torso hidden under his typewriter table, and each of his heavy feet balanced happily on the base-legs of the chair. “Holy shit... No, not you—sorry,” she said into the phone. “We open at eight,” she said cordially. “Yeah, we’re open right now... You’re welcome.” She hung up. “Michael.”
He was breathing, his pale belly rising and falling where it was visible under his T-shirt. “Michael, are you awake? Wakey, wakey,” she crooned, and picked up his hand. She shook it slowly, and opened his fingers and softly slapped his palm. “Time to get up, handsome—the Health Department never sleeps!”

He flinched, and his feet slipped off the chair’s spider-like legs, and his eyes opened up, and he looked left and right at the ceiling before seeing Sue crouched down next to his legs. “Who?” he said. “Fuck!” 

“The Health inspector—he called like ten minutes ago and said he’s coming around nine-thirty.” Michael took a huge breath, then blew it out as he lunged forward to sit up. 
“Help me up, will ya, Sue?” he asked with his hands on his knees, staring sort of dazed at the chair. Sue reached down and grabbed a hand, pressed it into hers in the thumb-and-palm grip, and braced herself to help pull him up. She was literally half his size, and what felt to her like half his height, so she was glad to see him lift his other hand to the desktop as he gathered his legs beneath himself and pressed himself vertical.
“Whoa!” Sue said, catching her own balance and pushing lightly back as Michael’s body wobbled toward her a little. “Were you bartending last night?”

“Oh,” he sighed, and reached up to rub his eyes. “No. No, Bruce was. But Billy came by, and—Did you say the health inspector? 
“Yes.”

“Fuck! The bathroom!” He was moving now. He stepped beside the desk and put his feet into some flip-flops. He turned to her. “Thank you, Sue—I’m sorry, good morning. Thanks for helping me up. And good morning!” He rubbed his loose, thin hair into a momentary fluff, and slapped both hands against the sides of his face. “I gotta wake up!”
“I have to open,” she said. “It’s like eight-o-three.” She turned toward the door. 

“Hey,” Michael said, and she stopped. His smile was relaxed now, still real. “Come on, I wake up in here like a jackass and hear that the fuckin’ Health Department’s gonna come and probably write us up again, and you can’t even give me a ‘good morning’ so the beginning of the day ain’t a complete smoking turd?” His eyes and his big teeth smiled at her through his worn-looking face, and he held his hands out like a punter awaiting a long-snap, and Sue felt her own smile emerge.
“All right. Good morning, Michael. How’s everything goin’?”

“Hey,” his voice boomed louder, “that’s more like it!” He clapped his hands one time. “We got this.” He had the top desk drawer open and was rifling around in it; then he suddenly stood up and reached for the back pocket of his shorts, and pulled out his wallet. “Fuck the Health Department. We got this.” He checked for cash, and found one or two bills. 

“How’s Billy?” Sue asked.
“Well, he brought the bottle for once, so he ain’t broke!” Michael said—Sue was amazed how someone could be so cheerful after just waking up so hung-over—in fact, probably still pretty drunk. Michael checked his other pockets, and found nothing. “I’m fuckin’ broke. You got any cash on you?”

“No, I don’t have any cash yet, ‘cause we haven’t opened yet. Can’t you get it from the drawer?”
“Yeah, I’ll get some out of the safe. But I need you to get the drawer and open the register—“

“No way! I’m not cashiering—I’m the only server, and there’s no host, and I haven’t even opened the door yet.”

“Listen,” Michael said. “I just gotta go the hardware store and get a little kit to fix the toilet in the men’s room. They’re gonna nail us for a broken toilet again, and we’ll have to pay like three hundred bucks. Do you want this place to live on?” He was right in front of her now, and he’d somehow gotten ahold of both her hands, and he was pleading like a desperate salesman—except Sue knew he was faking it, sort of, that he was indeed still buzzing from liquor, but also buzzing with the on-edge challenge of scrapping together the future of his beloved restaurant, one toilet-tank fixture at a time, if that’s what it took. “Do you want us to survive and thrive?” His face was almost like a cartoon face, but the smile was big, and real. “Sue Post, do you believe in this place? Do you love this place like I do?” She smiled back, but held her cards. “Because I got my whole life in this place! And if we can’t make tonight’s payroll, the bank’s gonna freak out again, and we can’t do another goddamn Chapter Eleven, and the fine alone would be enough to screw up the payroll, plus the write-up would be the one-too-many that lets them close us down immediately—today! Listen,” he said, “I’ll let you come in tonight and drink for free with your friends, if you’ll just set up the register and open the door and do whatever you have to do to get by for the next fifteen-twenty minutes, and then I’ll be back, and I’ll deal with the register.”
“This sucks,” Sue said flatly. She would do it. She did, in fact, love the place. And, in a part-admiration, part-sympathy kind of way, she loved him. In that moment, the idea occurred to her that it was as if Michael and the restaurant were two components of the same entity, the same organism, with the walk-in and the register and the broken toilet somehow pumping the same blood that drove Michael’s appetites and enthusiasm and big, brash smile. “I hate being completely stressed out first thing in the morning.” Again she turned toward the door, but he slide-stepped in front of her and squatted down and wrapped his big arms around her hips and hoisted her up—

“Atta girl!” he called out as he lifted her up with his bear-hug to where her head was well above his own. “Whooo!” he cheered, smiling up at her, no longer is sales-pitch mode, but the true, easy joy that he lived in so much he could even find it on a morning like this. “You know what I say?”
“What?” Sue said from her height—infected by that joy.

“Fuck the Health Department!” He smiled, and shook Sue’s body one quick little shake. “Come on, say it with me: Fuh...” 

—and she joined him: “Fuck the Health Department!” they said together, and Sue laughed, and then leaned down and gave Michael a full-on smooch, right on the lips—just enough extra force to let him know it wasn’t a real kiss. “You’re crazy, Michael.”

“Ha!” He gave her another little shake. “That’s why I love you, you sexy little mama, you!” He lowered her back to Earth, and she finally reached the storeroom door, and bent down to pick up the syrup tub. 

“And your breath stinks,” she said. “God, why did I kiss you?”

Michael was right behind her. “Here, I’ll get that,” he said, taking the handle of the tub. “Now come on, let’s open up, and I’ll get the drawer out for you, but then I gotta get going. I’m holy fucking screwed today!” 
*                      *                      *   

(end of scene)
