Kopp 1

Ch 1, exercise 2, Complaint Narrative: Crossing the checkout line.

“Tristan!” I called, but at this point nothing was going to stop him from climbing into the electric grocery cart, that friendly device for those in need, for those who can’t walk while grocery shopping. At two and half, Tristan was not yet amenable to reason. Wispy abstractions dissipated quickly before a small-mouthed smile cracking open to release a sustained squeal once his hands gripped the handlebars. 

“Uh oh,” I groaned, leaving my loaded shopping cart to reach him three checkout lines away. “Come on!” I pleaded. “We’ve got to buy everything and get home to Matty.”


“Maahee?” he sung looking up with his plaintive eyes, while I wondered in exasperation how many more times this ploy would work.

“Yes! Let’s go!” And for a brief moment he forgot about his beloved electric cart and let me pick up all forty pounds of him. I turned and headed back to the line with him squirming, blurting out, “Doooowwwn!” And that’s when I saw him.


His back was to me, holding a hand-held red-plastic basket full of those bourgeois accessories one finds in abundance at Trader Joes: several bottles of wine, cheese, bread, those convenient frozen packages of meals that transcend the hoi polloi entrees Swanson churns out. He was middle-aged, with wispy light brown hair, dressed in khaki shorts and a brown t-shirt. His glasses gave him the appearance of dignity, and it was to this that I appealed:


“Oh, hey, I’m sorry, but this is my cart… I had to go get my son who ran off…” I smiled while Tristan continued to squirm, completely unconcerned that someone had stepped in front of us in line.


He looked at me for just a moment and motioned to the foot or so distance my cart rested away from the checkout counter. “I just assumed you weren’t in line.”


“Oh, well, I am,” I assured him, straining my smile while biting back any hint of irony at the utter and complete obviousness of my observation, an observation I could not imagine this clearly intelligent and kind older man would fail to recognize, and who would respond appropriately with “Oh, I’m sorry. Boy, he looks like a handful. Of course, be my guest…”


Nope. No such words were said. Instead, he turned back to face the checkout counter.


“Oh my God! You are totally cutting in front of me, aren’t you?”


He looked back, his eyes squinting, betraying a slight embarrassment he sought to quash by turning his back to me yet again. His face was brown with a tapestry of wrinkles. Clearly he was trying to trump my pathetic appeal by throwing down his I’m much older than you and plus I’ve got less in my basket anyway. After considering for a split second the nobler option—the path of wisdom and thoughtfulness and temperance, of being what Aristotle called a great-souled being—I decided to call his bluff.


“Oh, well, that’s okay,” I said, even louder than my last utterance, “feel free to be a jerk!”


Tristan was no longer squirming. Instead he grabbed the handle on the grocery cart and pulled as hard as he could, distracting me from the look the man gave me. 

I glanced back up at his profile, silently demanding he look at me and experience the guilt he was hiding from. I glared and glared and glared, waiting patiently for him to pay his bill. And as he began to walk off with his bags, I sung out with as much ingenuous heartfelt generosity as I could muster, “Enjoy your wine!”


Rolling his eyes and shaking his head he muttered, “Oh, come on!”
