

[image: cover]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




RETURN TO

The

Big Fancy

[image: ]

FREEMAN HALL, author of Retail Hell


[image: ]


 



* * *

The events and characters portrayed in this book are based on my past experiences. Names, places, dialogue, and situations have been changed to protect the victims and keep the asshats from suing. Any resemblances to real people, places, or companies are purely coincidental and any complaints should be sent directly to my Shoposaurus. (Though I have to tell you she usually eats complainers, so if you’re a corporate executive, I would advise you to take a deep breath and just relax into the tale. Maybe you’ll learn something.)

* * *
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For my sister Billee Burchett and her wife Michelle Quevedo. I could not have come this far on my journey without the love, support, and spiritual guidance of such two amazing women.


INTRODUCTION:

Happy Black Thanksgiving
from My Retail Tic

“You stupid idiot, don’t you know how to do anything right?” said the prune-faced old lady to the grocery store cashier. “I suppose that’s why you’re a clerk—you’re too dumb to go to school and get a real job.”

I was standing in a checkout line at my favorite neighborhood Ralphs grocery store (#198), where I know all the peeps who work there and the hag that said this was right in front of me. Unfortunately for her, her sudden outburst and belittling tirade was one movie I’d seen way too many times.

Looking like she just crawled out of Middle-earth, the crotchety old biddy continued to berate the cashier, who had waited on me countless times. I knew for a fact she was very good at her job. So why did Crotchety get her granny panties all in a bunch?

Because she was trying to use a coupon that wasn’t scanning. Probably because she bought the wrong item, or she didn’t buy it at all, who knows?

“Ma’am, she’s doing the best she can to try and help you,” I ever-so-politely pointed out. “There’s no need to call her names. It’s a problem with your coupon. It’s not her fault.”

The hag turned to me with hackles raised and said, “Excuse me, do you work here? I’m a customer and this is none of your business.”

When cashiers are humiliated like this, surprisingly, most customers say nothing. I was not one of those customers.

Crotchety was going down.

“It becomes my business when you treat the people in my favorite store like second-rate human beings,” I replied heatedly. “I don’t work in retail anymore and now I talk back to the customers. This nice girl has been here for years and probably waited on you many times. Stop being such a huge bitch and leave.”

Crotchety’s mouth started to quiver. She turned away from me to leave while angrily mumbling how she was going to call the cops on me.

Go right ahead! I will be happy to get arrested for calling you a bitch in the defense of any grocery store cashier!

My Retail Tic had been set off.

*

While most people have normal nervous tic disorders relating to spasmodic muscular movement, my little hair-raiser rears its angry tic head whenever I bear witness to a scene like that one. I have no doubt that I’m overcome with this affliction because of a life spent slaving away in service-oriented jobs. My tic began to grow as a teen working newspaper and flower delivery, fast food, flea markets, and movie theaters. As I reached adulthood, a fetish for fashion led me to the life of a department store sales associate for nearly twenty years.

When I eventually clawed my way up out of retail hell after decades of entrapment, I felt the need to create a place where service-industry workers could gather—and Retail Hell Underground was born. It features photos of two of my coworkers (who are the characters Cammie and Jeremy in this book) and me wearing skull masks and retail costumes; I went for a Tales from the Crypt theme because we all felt dead in retail. I might have escaped retail, but my friends were still in deep and couldn’t show their names or faces or they would have been fired by their stores. The website became a place where thousands of service workers and retail people all over the world could tell their stories, rant, and laugh about the craziness of it all. Many of them took on secret identities also so they could tell their tales and have a voice. Retail Hell Underground became known as RHU to its beloved readers and voices. Soon after that I wrote a book called Retail Hell, humorously chronicling my beginnings as a handbag (that’s handbag, not purse) salesman at The Big Fancy Department Store. Running a blog for service people to bitch on and promoting a book of my past retail nightmares ensure I never forget my hell.

But I think it created my Retail Tic.

Unfortunately, my Retail Tic can’t be cured and usually requires speaking out—or else medicating with Xanax or Jack Daniels.

My Retail Tic can be activated in any number of ways.

Sometimes it’s a shopping cart left somewhere it shouldn’t be left, or rejected merchandise dumped in an area of the store where it doesn’t belong—like a pair of socks tossed in the freezer with the Lean Pockets. I once stopped a man at a grocery store and handed him an empty carton of Eggo Waffles in the family size. I had just picked it up off the floor. Apparently his wife sent him in with an empty package so he’d buy the right Eggo product. Once he found it, I watched the piggy toss the empty carton as if the litter fairies were right there to catch it. He gaped at me, speechless, when I said, “Sir, I believe this is yours. I just watched you drop it.”

My Retail Tic will also fire up when I encounter rudeness at places like Whole Foods Market. I had to loudly ask a group of mannerless healthy people to move their asses so an older woman could get by with her cart. Rudeness doesn’t care whether you’re shopping at Kroger or Whole Foods—it’s equal-opportunity, and it’s everywhere. And one time when I was leaving Costco with my sister, some entitled customer tried to line-cut. We got into it because she felt she had the right of way even though she wasn’t in a lane. “You don’t get to create your own lane, lady,” I snapped, cutting her off with my cart.

Last month the woman who gives me a buzz cut at Supercuts told me about a customer she had who wanted a discount on a $5 blow dry. And then another lady told her that she felt my gal had pushed her into a shampoo, so she was using the tip to pay for it! Her only sin had been to ask the customer if she wanted a shampoo. She did her job, with no hard selling. If she hadn’t asked she probably would have gotten whined at as well.

It’s freakin’ Supercuts, bitches!!!! You are not at José Eber salon!

And if I had been there, I would have told them that.

*

By the time the holidays roll around, my Retail Tic is always a festering, furious mess.

Most of that comes from editing the stories on my website, but recently when major stores got into a war over opening times for Black Friday and decided to open at midnight, or to simply stay open on Thanksgiving Day, not only did my Retail Tic detonate, I’m sure it shot fire out of its sore holiday ass and was more disgusted than it had ever been before.

During my retail career many of my Thanksgivings were ruined. That’s the price retail workers pay to work, so we sort of expected it and figured out a way to enjoy the holiday anyway. But like so many others in the service industry, I would make the most of my Turkey Day by spending it with friends or in extreme homesick cases flying out to my family in Reno and back again just for the day! People who work in retail can’t even do that now.

When do they get Thanksgiving? In the break room? On the Sunday before? Are they supposed to have Thanksgiving breakfast?

The corporations don’t care. And neither do the customers.

The sad part about all this Black Friday Thanksgiving bullshit is that the year when stores decided to force their employees into working on Turkey Day also happened to be the same year Occupy Wall Street began and the “99 percent” slogan reverberated across the media. There was uproar on RHU about stores staying open and ruining Thanksgiving for so many, and I ranted about it myself. In fact, many other media outlets questioned the greedy desperate opening times initiated by executives.

And do you know what happened the day retail people lost their Thanksgiving?

Black Friday came and went with great fanfare. And apparently the Occupiers and the rest of the 99 percent all went shopping on Thanksgiving Day, because stores had the best Black Friday increases they’d seen in years.

No one cared about the humans missing their holiday. Shoppers had to get that cheap TV, and they were being herded like cattle to Black Friday Sales.

Store executives chose the opening times, and the shoppers flooded into stores with bellies full of turkey dinners, while retail people ate turkey jerky and potato chips in the break room.

Whether we work in retail or not, we are all under the thumb of corporate America controlling what we do and, in this case, how we shop.

We’re all just dancing for the man.

So now I have another Big Fancy Department Store tale to tell you. You see, a long time ago in a Retail Hell galaxy far far away, I escaped from The Big Fancy . . .

And then I had to go back….

This story takes place a few years after Y2K and September 11. Technology was on the rise, but we had not yet been gifted with iPads, smartphones, or high-definition TV. There was no texting, and Facebook had not been hatched yet (two things many of us couldn’t live without today!).

Mine is the tale of how a department store becomes dehumanized by corporate greed and technology inciting salespeople to behave unethically just to keep their jobs.

And the scary thing? The Big Fancy is every store.

And the people that shop there and work there are the people you find in any mall.

I call the customers of The Big Fancy custys, a term that originated on my website years ago. The thieves are NATs (Nasty-Ass Thieves) and annoying coupon shoppers like that bitch are called Discount Rats.

You get the picture.

So buckle up, hold on, and get ready to scream while you’re LOLing. This is going to be one Big Fancy roller coaster ride you won’t soon forget.


1ST QUARTER

LET THE

Sharking Begin
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Satan’s Super Deal

My favorite bloodthirsty custy, Lorraine Goldberg, is ransacking The Big Fancy like it’s a Louis Vuitton Outlet Center and everything’s a dollar. With a hunger for fashion and a mouth like a truck driver, Lorraine is the spitting image of a six-foot-plus Rick Perry in Jackie O drag. “I’ll buy this whole motherfucking place!” she howls. Saliva drips from her mouth as she fondles a pair of Ellen Tracy slacks, then deems them a “hideous fucking color” and returns them to the rack. I wave my magic wand, calling forth all things gorgeous. Lorraine goes wild, piling one thing after another into my open arms … blouses, slacks, dresses, and even expensive granny panties. I have become her human shopping cart and I pray it will all ring up to a million dollars. Lorraine eyes a designer sweater with beaded playing cards and shrieks in a distinctly public-orgasm way, “Ooooohhhhh, yeeeesss! This little bitch will bring me luck in Vegas!” The buying frenzy continues as the Shoposaurus clomps down The Big Fancy main aisle. Suddenly she spots the kind of fuel for her shopping addiction that could burn down a city. Lorraine comes to a roaring halt in front of Shoes, steam rising from her nostrils, her chest breathing heavy. Some new Ferragamo Lillaz shoes have arrived in a piss yellow color. Her eyes light up like a robot about to unleash a laser death stare. Here comes the firestorm: “Fraaaaayman! Oh my God! Yellooooooow! I want four of these cocksuckers!!” I try to control Lorraine’s giant tower of clothing and accessories, but she has bought too much, and it begins to tumble … sweaters with playing cards and yellow-bowed shoes are raining down on me …

“Woohooooo, Burbank!”

What the … ?

“Oooh yeaaaaaaaaaaaaah … ”

What the hell is that?

It sounds like a prehistoric bird is going in for the kill. Where am I? Land of the Lost?

“Waaaaaaake up, Burbank! It’s time to get super!! Woohoooooooo!”

Unfortunately, I knew exactly where I was.

Stuffed into a cheap plastic folding chair at The Big Fancy department store. All of the merchandise tables and fixtures of men’s sportswear had been temporarily moved aside to make room for hundreds of chairs facing a portable stage adorned with cheap party-store football-theme decorations. From two huge speakers the rap classic “Jump Around,” by House of Pain, threatened to shred eardrums. I was just one of over two hundred sales-zombies looking disheveled, dismantled, and half awake at 7 A.M. We were not jumping around to House of Pain; we were paralyzed, clutching our coffee cups as if they were life-support IVs.

“Yeeeeeeeeehaaaaaaaaw yaaaaaaaaaaaay, Buuuurbank! Are you readyyyyyyyy!”

And that bloodcurdling Jurassic Park sound?

It was erupting from my store manager, Suzy Davis-Satan. Okay, so her last name isn’t Satan, it’s Johnson. I added Satan because even though she has the face of Strawberry Shortcake and the voice of a Playboy bunny, pretty much everyone in the store saw her as Lucy-fer wearing designer pumps. Today, however, Satan wasn’t wearing pumps. Since it was the big Super Seller rally, she had decided to perform her MC duties in a pair of hideous, crystal-covered high-top sneakers and a blinding oversized orange and blue football jersey that sagged to her knees. Suzy Satan was on some kind of sugar high, running up and down the stage doing a mix of Frankenstein lunges and nerdy rapper moves.

“It’s kick-off time, Burbank!!! Yaaaaaaaaaaaay!!” bellowed The Big Fancy’s own pterodactyl manager. “Who wants to be a Super Seller? Jump around! Jump around! I want to hear you clapping, Burbank!! Woohoooooooooooooooo!”

Satan was joined by three jumping henchmen all infected with the cheerleading virus and all wearing matching Day-Glo jerseys: HR Manager Tammy (known as Two-Tone Tammy for her backstabbing ways), Store Operations Manager Brandi (a condescending baby-talking droid model), and Customer Service Manager Richie (known as Ass for his being an … well I’m sure you get that one!). Collectively they were quite hilarious: a trio of pasty white suburban bitches in their flabby forties moving like geriatric Black Eyed Peas.

I failed to get any enjoyment out of the spectacle, and I didn’t want to jump around—I wanted to kill myself.

Scratch that. I’d shoot the fucking rally speakers before doing myself in.

My nightmare in question was The Big Fancy’s annual powwow to promote the yearlong Super Seller contest encouraging salespeople to shred each other like taco cheese while vying to devour sales from as many custys as possible. The big prize for the selling war? A 31 percent store discount for an entire year.

Why thank you, Big Fancy! Stick a tail on me and call me a dumbass—I am all ready to sell my soul for a prize that can only bring me joy if I spend money at your store. That’s your awesome, heartfelt reward for my hard work. You guys are too kind!

Many Big Fancy worker bees coveted the employee discount prize, which jumped from 20 percent to 31 percent when Super Seller status was achieved, but I wasn’t one of them. (Though I had no trouble spending like a Kardashian and maxing out my Big Fancy credit card every week.)

And the odd percentage number was puzzling. Was Mr. Lou (The Big Fancy CEO and owner) too cheap to go for 50? Was 31 his favorite number? Maybe a psychic told him a weird discount was the only necessary table scrap he needed to throw at the starving employees of his company?

Whatever the reason, I’d received the discount prize before, both as a manager and a salesperson. (Managers automatically got the 31 as an incentive to shop and dress the part in Big Fancy duds.) It might have been addictively fun at times, but when you’re a poor bitch and your salary is hovering around $28,000, the last thing you should be doing is calculating how much you’ll save on a pair of $500 Gucci boots. You still can’t afford them!

I wanted to cry.

At the moment I seriously hated life. My ass ached from the plastic folding chair, and the large Coffee Bean latte I had in my hand was turning my stomach into a Category 4 hurricane. This dismal mood wasn’t directly The Big Fancy’s fault, but the necessity of returning to work there was a constant reminder that I had failed at my dream: screenwriting.

After leaving The Big F the first time and vowing never to go crawling back, there I was again, a Big Fancy kewpie doll bouncing around behind a glass counter, schlepping out designer handbags for a pittance of pay. I felt washed up and beat, like a pissed-off, couldn’t-give-a-shit Al Bundy wanting to shove my hand down my pants and zone out in front of the TV. My life had become just as miserable as his. I was back in a shitty retail job barely making enough money for rent, food, Internet, and my moviegoing addiction. In the last few years, the prices of everything had gone up—our salaries had not. Instead The Big Fancy liked to extol the increase in prices as the best way to get an increase in our salaries. “Just sell more and there’s no limit to the amount of raises you can give yourself!” Yes, that was every Big Fancy executive’s ridiculous answer to the plight of their economically strapped salespeople.

Sell more.

Seriously? Do they really have their business heads that far up their designer suit asses? If I could sell more, I wouldn’t have to live off my credit cards, borrow money from relatives, eat unhealthy frozen foods, and get disconnection notices on a regular basis! If I could sell more, I’d take a two-month vacation to Hawaii and write a new screenplay while drinking mai tais on the beach! I’d have a new flat-screen TV and I’d be dining at Mr. Chow in Beverly Hills. Come the fuck on, guys! Sell more?

Corporate bullshit aside, like millions of other people with career dreams, I had to suck it up and do a job I hated but was very good at. And the fact that I could do it blindfolded chased by hungry sale zombies, made it all the easier to end up dancing for The Big Fancy Man. I needed a job and they needed another shark on the sales floor.

Time to cry like a brat, curl up into a ball with a bottle of Jack Daniels, and drink until I give myself alcohol poisoning.

The only thing that made the soul-sucking situation barely livable was the two women sitting on either side of me: Maude and Cammie. I don’t think about it much, but when everything in my life goes to shit, I can always count on good friends and family to be there.

My handbag manager was a woman in her sixties I’m calling Maude. She looked like actress Bea Arthur and had the same strong, witty, passionate personality that her characters were famous for. Maude was a self-made woman with passion, conviction, and a dry sense of humor. She was a fighter, having raised and put three kids through college after an ugly divorce with a cheating douche bag. Maude once told me that Elton John’s song “I’m Still Standing” saved her life. When she first interviewed at The Big Fancy some fifteen years prior, the HR manager who ended up hiring her asked her, “I see you were a housewife. How ’bout we start you in an area you’re familiar with, like the restaurant?”

“I cooked for twenty-five years,” Maude replied, “and I don’t want to do that anymore! No, thank you.”

Maude accepted a position on the receiving dock. Not the most glamorous position in the store, but her athletic body helped survive it and her newfound freedom gave her strength to build the skills that helped her claw up The Big Fancy’s ladder to management. Several stores later, she ended up in Broken-Down Burbank—a sad nickname many called our store—with what some were saying was a broken-down crew. Not only had she begged me to help her with The Big Fancy madness, but she recruited my BFF girl Cammie as well.

Yawning and trying to look mildly interested, the small-framed black-haired girl in her thirties nestled in closer to my arm, catching secret catnaps under her dark Chanel sunglasses. It was my duty to keep Cammie upright during the meeting. They have been known to put her to sleep in seconds.

Like Maude, I met Cam at The Big Fancy—but when I was hired. She was one of the women who helped me transform from a “purse”-saying idiot to a handbag-touting expert! A cross between lovable Zooey Deschanel and badass Christina Ricci, Cammie was the girl next door with edge and heart. She was a blast to be around.

Cammie, like me, had become another Hollywood statistic: Her acting career had stalled, with crappy agents only able to book her work as an extra and a stand-in. Fed up with the acting life, she accepted Maude’s invitation, dyed her infamous golden locks blue black, and fell into brooding mode. We must have guzzled hundreds of twelve-packs together.

“Are Satan’s shoes really sparkly, or am I still drunk from last night?” muttered Cammie, as groggy and confused as if she’d just woken up.

It was going to be a long meeting.

Like she was Snow White on Fox News, for the next half hour Suzy covered every detail of the Super Seller contest, adding brain-fart motivational statements at will: “Life is hard and gets harder if you don’t make your selling goals here at The Big Fancy. But when you do we reward you like no other store!” Satan brought out several male managers who did a scary-ass cheerleader drag skit, lip-syncing to En Vogue’s “Lady Marmalade.” Following that train wreck was an airhead lingerie executive attempting to compare selling at The Big Fancy to football and Brett Favre. The brain-numbing speeches were followed by a guest appearance by the Gestapo (Maude’s collective name for Suzy’s henchmen Tammy, Richie, and Brandi), who whined their way through the announcements.

Next up was Suzy’s earsplitting rendition of “Scream out your goal!” Cammie whispered something about beating Suzy with her plastic chair. Suzy bounced around the room, forcing each department to shout out their Super Seller goal for the year. After Maude, Cammie, and I croaked out our hefty goal of $325,000, rasping like field mice with laryngitis, the jitters set in and my head began to pound. I never should have drunk that mocha latte chaser after the can of diet Rockstar I’d swilled on my commute in.

Shaking like I needed a cigarette, I slept with my eyes open and waited for it to end.

*

Reaching home some four hours late I felt like The Big Fancy Bullshit Bus had run me over. And then decided to back up a few times…. I collapsed in exhaustion onto the bed and quickly slipped into a restless midmorning slumber. The noise from the godforsaken Super Seller meeting and Suzy’s prickly voice jackhammered my head like an irritating TV commercial jingle turned up to 11.

Darkness swept over me. My eyes lost the battle for daylight.

Then came the faint sound of a conch shell in the distance, which morphed into an electronic humming …

We’re not in L.A. anymore, are we, Toto?

A blank page materializes.

Like in so many of my dreams and nightmares, a screenplay had decided to write itself. I may have been a tortured and depressed writer at the time, but I was born with a cinematic eye. That moviemaker mind never stops unraveling the fantasy world in my head—no matter how fed up I’ve been as a writer.

Letters begin forming Courier font words … to the soundtrack of an old typewriter.

A script!
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Nooooooooooooo!

I jumped up into the air like there was a tarantula in my bed. The creepy Big Fancy day-mare had given me quite a scare. The apes were going to bust down the door at any moment, I was sure of it, but I was still freakishly turned on by Hugh, Chuck, and Kanye risking their hot shirtless bodies to save me. I made a bold decision: to hell with laundry and day-off chores. Not after that monkey trip.

I called Cammie, and she was in the same place; The BF had seeped into her plans, ruining lunch and a shopping trip to Chinatown. She came over that night and we inhaled a twelve-pack of Dos Equis while watching Battle for the Planet of the Apes (definitely one of the worst from the ape series). Before long we were both droopy-eyed and fighting Mr. Sand-ape. The last thing Cammie said before the big gorilla carted her off to dreamland was, “This fucking sucks … it’s like apes in high school … what the fuck, dude …”

I couldn’t have agreed with her more as I nodded off … and so is The Big Fancy … it’s just like high school….
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Fast Times at Big Fancy High

I never thought I’d see the day, but there it was.

A line to climb Mount Fancy.

It was nearly 6 P.M. and a mass of people had assembled on the sidewalk in front of the towering employee entrance of The Big Fancy. I knew they were temporary backup for all of us salespeople. Tonight was inventory, the most hated noncusty event of all who work in retail.

If I could have pulled any magic out of my ass to avoid it, I would have, because counting and recording The Big Fancy’s merchandise was one late-night party no one wanted to attend. Sadly, showing up for inventory was mandatory. I’d been through so many of these merchandise-counting sessions, as a salesperson and a manager, that they were more of a brain-melting nuisance than anything, but I was at least willing to be there to help Maude. I’d never had any problems conducting my inventories, but tonight was different: The Big Fancy was going high tech. We were armed with electronic devices that looked like Star Trek phasers with screens and keyboards on top of the guns. There would be no more writing—only scanning barcodes with our scan guns and entering quantity amounts. Whenever store trainer Brandi overheard the term “scan gun,” she’d snippily correct us: “It’s a handheld, not a gun.”

It looks a like space gun to me, Brandi! When do we get to start shooting things? I’d like to start with the loudspeaker.

Gone were the days of writing on paper with sharp pencils, when inventory takers’ handwriting would be criticized by Satan screaming over the PA five hundred times a day, “Any inventory sheets with loopy 2s, sailboat 4s, or snowman 8s, and you will be sent back to your department for a recount!”

Satan’s bullying never did any good. Even if they were trying to change their snowman ways or not doodle a 4 that looked like it was sailing to Catalina Island, people write like they write. They’d try to make their snowman 8 into an acceptable skater 8, but when you’ve been raised by a snowman it’s hard to become a skater just like that. One year after my department finished, we were told that Two-Tone Tammy had rejected a bunch of my sheets because of my sailboat 4s. She’d quickly spotted a bunch of sailboats, several snowmen, and something she called a flowering 5.

How about I show you what six ways till Sunday looks like, Tammy?

I imagined all the things Tammy could do with her flowering 5s, and did not bother to recount. I’d still beaten Lingerie and Jewelry, the two worst departments in the store, to the inventory finish line.

*

As I reached the inventory flash mob in front of the employee entrance, I saw it was the same as every year; a freaky mash-up of odd people who might easily end up being nightmares for any stressed-out manager, including Maude. There were salespeople’s relatives and friends who were attending as a favor, entitled high school students forced into raising money for Disneyland, and country club moms and their entitled daughters seeking debutante ball fundage. And no inventory would be complete without the scary Skid Row–looking bums, drunks, and druggies.

We all know what they needed to raise money for.

Next to the door was a check-in table being manned by Calindy, an HR assistant whom I knew and loved because she had saved me so many times when I was a manager. Calindy was proof that not all HR people are evil ogres like Two-Tone Tammy. Helping her check in the temps was Steve from Security, a lazy blob who couldn’t catch Betty White if she were stealing the store. I said hello to Calindy and nod-smiled to Steve because he’s been such a jerk so many times.

One of the physical things I hated the most about The Big Fancy waited for me next as I pushed a button on the door’s side. The familiar clicking sound announced that I could open it and enter. If the inventory victims wanting their extra cash thought counting was going to be no fun, wait till they found out what was behind the employee entrance door.

Eight flights of stairs.

That’s right. I had to give them their own paragraph. Eight flights of fucking stairs were climbed by us Big Fancy employees before each shift and descended at the end of each shift. It was a massive stairwell from hell, and I called it Mount Fancy. Managers and execs had mall-entrance privileges and didn’t have to climb eight flights of stairs. If you were a sales-peon, the only way to avoid it was to obtain a doctor’s note saying Mount Fancy could kill you. How a company thinks it’s perfectly fine to make their designer-clad employees go up and down eight flights of stairs every day is beyond me, but they do. Big Fancy CEO Mr. Lou was heard to have said he made sure stores were built with stairs so employees could get exercise before they came in to work. The last time I saw Mr. Lou, a short chunky bullfrog of a man, he could have used a few stair laps.

Get those froggy legs up, Mr. Lou! Feel the burn!

While Mount Fancy was a pain in all of our asses (and feet, knees, and hips), I’d gone through plenty of drama in the stairwell as a salesperson. When I became a manager I didn’t have to scale the great mountain, but upon my return as a salesperson/unpaid department assistant, the no-stairs perk was not available. “You will have to start taking the stairs,” Two-Tone said in her Gestapo voice. “Suzy has clamped down on people trying to sneak in through the mall. There is a reason we have an employee entrance.”

And I’m sure that reason is so you can keep busy with injury claims and lawsuits. I’d like to see you haul your fat ass up and down Mount Fancy every day, Tammy! You’d end up in the ER!

Like all the other selling minions of The Big F, I had no choice
but to grab hold of the rail and haul my retail-weary body up a shitload of carpeted steps.

Mount Fancy was vast and had roomy platforms in between staircases, so Suzy, Tammy, and Brandi regularly used it as advertising for Big Fancy propaganda. Suzy once told me she decorated Mount Fancy to “educate and inspire.”

I call it drill and brainwash.

The climb up The BF summit on inventory night was the usual workout. Normally I felt like an Egyptian slave scaling the Sphinx, but in dress clothes. Tonight, however, I was happily adorned in street clothes, and the tennis shoes made all the difference with each usually heinous step. The momentary thankfulness I felt for The Big F’s allowing me to don appropriate foot gear lasted all of thirty seconds as my attention moved from my feet to the pain in my eyes.

Mount Fancy’s visual assault started on the first platform. A massive bold banner sprawled across it, screaming: “Super Sell Yourself! Sell Big or Go Home!”

I’ll be happy to go home, Suzy. I’d make more money super selling myself on Santa Monica Blvd. No refunds or exchanges!

An explosion of tacky, leftover, party-store football decorations had been strewn about the platform. The Big Fancy’s infamously strange wall mirror that always made you look fat and bestowed the corporate bullshit signage, “Through These Doors Walk the Most Important People in Our Company,” had been covered up with Super Seller paraphernalia, including posters listing departmental goals and other eyesores.

Going up the next staircase was a real fright the first time. Many of my coworkers had complained about the scary mannequin dressed like a Harajuku hooker robot holding a sign that warned, “The future is coming with Client Capture! Don’t forget to capture every customer!” but nothing had been done about it. I battled the urge to push the creepy thing down the stairs and light it on fire.

On another platform we were reminded that making mistakes at the register was a no-no: “Don’t Be a Noncompliance Fool, Be a Compliant Winner!”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, thinking what the teens, country club wives, and druggies would think of the goings-on at The Big Fancy.

Don’t you want to work here now? I’m sure they are hiring! They love all kinds of people.

I cringed when I passed the platform for New Accounts, which had a football theme going on, with another huge banner that said: “THE BIG FANCY CREDIT BOWL: WILL YOU WIN OR LOSE?”

A giant poster showed each department’s progress and who was winning and who was losing. The winners got to keep their jobs and the losers were sent to a training class run by creepy Richie. The thought of it sent chills down my spine.

I don’t need to write a horror movie, I’m living SAW VI: Retail Massacre.

I didn’t look for my name. I had been losing The Big F credit bowl for a while and was awaiting my sentencing.

As I got closer to the top, the walls were lined with awful portraits of salespeople. A few were crooked, a couple were scratched, and one had even been violated with a pen. These were The Big Fancy’s current Service Super Stars: sales associates who had gone above and beyond for custys. I was one once. This was the reward for having your blood drained by a Big Fancy custy: a silver bowl (that I eat cereal and drink whiskey out of), a 31 percent store discount for a year (which kept me constantly over the limit on my Big Fancy credit card), and your picture on a wall.

Whenever I climbed with Cammie, we had a good laugh over these photos and talked smack about the Service Super Stars with shark history.

“Jen in Designers told me that whore steals holds,” she said about someone named Sandy with six years of service. “She looks like a Pekingese in a St. John suit.”

The pictures looked like they’d been shot in a photo booth at Walmart, but there was no way to ignore them. I’d be out of breath and nearing the top of Mount Fancy. My legs would be about to give out. Pain and sweat would make everything seem like it was in slow motion. And the faces would stare at me from the walls, many of them looking like strange animals in designer wear.

Next up were the Super Sellers.

It was the same thing here: another wall of bad portraits with fake smiles. Cammie and I passed the time noting resemblances to dogs and cats and filling each other in on the dirt while we panted our way up yet another flight. A guy named Donald from Men’s Suits was no longer there. “That bitch got fired for stealing his custy’s credit-card numbers!” Cammie told me once. “I guess that makes him a Super Doucher!”

As much as I’d wished she’d get canned also, Sherry’s dreadful portrait always caught my eye. She looked like a WWE wrestler in a Kate Gosselin wig (Brunette Edition).

Oh, and she was also a lying, manipulative, soulless, sale-stealing android.

How did I know all this?

Because I had to work with the super-douching shark in heels!

Sherry wasn’t just any shark. If you were going to compare her to the most famous movie sharks of all time, she’d be that mechanical one that doesn’t die no matter how many times you try to blow it up. It just keeps coming back hungrier. With her protruding brow and jutting chin, Sherry could have been the sister of the henchman Jaws in the James Bond classic movie The Spy Who Loved Me.

Again, you just add a wig, and voila! Sherry’s twin!

A strapping six-foot-tall, dark-haired European woman in her mid-forties, my sharky coworker’s life details were a mystery beyond the basics: Her husband owned a small construction business, they had two kids, and she could kick your ass (or die trying). Sherry was nicely dressed and tastefully made up, but she kept to a clinical professional look that matched how she interacted with everyone on the crew. Her total focus was on getting as many custys as possible, no matter who had been helping them; she had a long, bloody, tear-stained history of sharking—a retail term for stealing sales or unethical selling. Everyone loathed working with Sherry, and we called her Sharky because she was definitely the department’s Great White.

Sharks and douchers aside, there was always one photo on the wall I didn’t mind seeing: Maude’s. It was her fifth year going for Super Seller in Handbags. Although Maude understood how Cammie and I felt about The Big Fancy, and she supported our dreams like a mother, she also loved The Big Fancy and all it had to offer. It was her career, and she loved selling to people. She just didn’t love the Suzy Davis-Johnson high school politics and cartoonishness.

Maude also hated all the new technology flooding into The Big Fancy. More and more work was done on the computer. The merging had begun. Ticket stickers, schedules, stock balancing, and a bunch of other managerial hell stuff had all moved to the computer. It was good for The Big Fancy but bad for Maude. Even the new silent registers made her nervous. She preferred the noise the printer made ringing up a huge sale and the old pen and paper schedule days.

Maude’s pic was near the end of the last hellacious staircase, and her face always gave me the strength to get up that last step on the terrible steel mountain.
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INT. A MAN'S HOT, MUSCLED, HAIRY CHEST GLISTENING WITH
SWEAT-ESTABLISH

CUT TO:

INT. SPACESHIP-DAY

Astronaut FREEMAN awakes from a bump on the head to
the tantalizing sight of the most perfect chiseled man-
chest of all time. Of course it belongs to Astronaut
stud HUGH JACKMAN, bearded and clad only in a loincloth
made out of shredded spacesuit. Next to him is a hot
young CHARLTON HESTON, also bearded and wearing a
spacesuit thong—the difference is that Chuck looks
crazier than Nick Nolte’s mug shot as he peers out the
portal window mumbling about killing him some monkeys.

FREEMAN (narrating)
When I came to and saw Hugh’s stunning man-chest
up close, I was hoping I had stopped breathing so
he would be forced to give me mouth-to-mouth. But,
sadly, that didn’t seem to be the case. Our ship
had been headed to the GaGa Quadrant for a big
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“[Freeman is] a retail-centric Perez Hilton.”
—Publishers Weekly

RETURN TO
T,

A Riotous Descent Into the Depths of
Cudstomer, Corporate, and Coworker Hell

FREEMAN HALL, author of Retail Hell





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/27-1.gif
RETURN TO THE BIG FANCY PLANET
OF THE APES

An original screenplay by FREEMAN
Down at the bottom on the left corner:
Revised a trillion times. Final fucked draft.
January 10, 2020.
Represented by my balls.
Produced by my ass.
Authenticated by my middle finger.

Then those famous screenplay words appear.

FADE IN:

This is followed by a screenplay magically writing itself becase that is
the last fiscking thing on carth I want to do right now even though T think
about it constantly.





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/3-1.jpg
IR






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/28-2.gif
dance party celebration. It was clear we didn’t
make it and had inadvertently landed on some
smelly backward shithole of a planet.

HUGH
I've got bad news, mate. We freakin’ crashed on
Planet of the Apes. We’re in the parking lot of
a Big Fancy Ape Store and it doesn’t look good.
They’re hiring. And dude . . . we’re surrounded
by apes on Segways! Maude and Cammie were captured
when we crashed. I heard they were taken to The
Big Fancy cantina to serve as wenches for the
Gorilla Generals.

FREEMAN
OMG NO! We have to rescue them! (narrating)
Serving rude, smelly male orangutans is a fate
worse than death for Cammie and Maude!

HESTON
This is what happens when you give up your guns!
The Beasts inherit the earth!
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FREEMAN (to Hugh)
Did Chuck take his meds? Where’'s Kanye?

HUGH
our boy K was the first to get caught. But you
know Kanye . . . he won’t dance for any ape. I
heard they sent him to work in the sanitation
department.

FREEMAN
Poor Kanye! We have to rescue him too!

HESTON (crazed)

If I can get my hands on a goddamn gun, I'11
rescue Kanye myself! I'm comin’ for ya, Kanye
. watch out, you dirty stinking apes

here comes Chuck!

Sexy young Heston goes full-on apeshit. Grabs a piece
of metal from the wreckage, pretending it’s a machine
gun. He runs YELLING out into the parking lot like a
drunk redneck Braveheart, his handsome bearded face
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FREEMAN (narrating)

Before I can even attempt to run or yell to Hugh,
It’s okay if you are straight, I still love you,
the worst Ape of them all is buzzing right in
front of me.

Riding a tank-style Mercedes Segway and dressed in a
purple militaristic high school band uniform, Gorilla
Suzy gazes at FREEMAN like he’s the lunch special of
the day.

GORILLA GENERAL SUZY
What a fine specimen! The custys will love you.
You will dance for me, won’t you little human?
Make me millions? Get him in the net!

General satan chortles into a scary howling screech,
reminiscent of Suzy’s rally cry. As the net covers his
face, FREEMAN screams and the world goes black.
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transforming into psycho Charlie Manson’s twin brother.
EXT. BIG FANCY PARKING LOT-OUTSIDE SPACESHIP-DAY

The spaceship is surrounded by an army of Ape soldiers
on Segways with waiting nets.

HESTON
No one is taking my gun, goddammit! I’'11 kill all

you monkeys!

A maniacal Heston runs SCREAMING right into their
waiting ape hands.

EXT. SPACESHIP-DAY
HUGH
Okay, mate, as soon as I clear a path, you make a

run for it. I’m Astronaut Hugh!

EXT. BIG FANCY PARKING LOT
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Hugh and Freeman bolt. Hugh FIGHTS with an amazing
combination of martial arts and dance, thanks to his
theatre background and Wolverine training. He flies
through the air SINGING.

For a moment it looks as if Hugh and Freeman have a chance.

out of nowhere fast-moving souped-up Segways with giant
monster-truck wheels appear, carrying Gorilla Generals
Tammy, Brandi, Richie, and Suzy.

Tammy, Richie, and Brandi surround Hugh and TAUNT

him, asking over and over if he’s gay. Hugh gets very
mad and starts to CRY, causing him to lose his macho
fighting gusto. A pink glittery net jettisons into the
air, engulfing Hugh and immobilizing him. The Beasts
close in.
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