
A Christmas Recycling Tale 
OR 
Buffalo DENIAL: How I Lost My Innocence in a Consignment Store 
 
It was two nights before Christmas, and I was sitting alone in an empty apartment, eating stale chocolate 
chips I’d found in the back of a cupboard. My three roommates had left, gone on to merrier places, and 
only I languished on there, in holiday purgatory. What’s more, we four were moving at the end of the 
month, so all my belongings, including the few possessions that brought me joy and comfort, were packed 
up. My only remaining distractions were my computer, whose sickly glow my own skin had begun to 
mimic, as if camouflaging itself against reality, and the Frito Lay variety pack junk food that was 
available in abundant supply in our kitchen. It was pretty bleak. 
 
I work up that morning after a healthy ten hours of sleep, and put some tater tots in the oven for breakfast. 
I cleaned the apartment in a low-grade depressive stupor, taking frequent and much-needed breaks to fuel 
up on brownie bites. After clearing out most of my room, I was confronted with a bag of old clothes that I 
no longer wore and had, for months, intended to bring to a consignment store. With it, a collection of old 
electronics that I had refused to throw out, planning to turn it in to a recycling plant, of which I felt certain 
there were many in my immediate proximity. Now, after a year of procrastination, today had become my 
last chance to rid myself of this clutter. Showering seemed like an insurmountable obstacle, not to speak 
of actually leaving the house, but I knew I had to do this, as much for the planet as for the crumb of 
dignity I maintained. So, I showered, bundled up, swung a giant green bag of clothes over my shoulder, 
and kicked off my 3-speed vintage bike. 
 
Bicycling in the winter is like bicycling to hell. You start out frigid, corpselike, as cold air whips across 
your face and cracks the skin on your hands until they bleed. Then, as you continue to cycle, your body 
temperature starts its steady rise, the down jacket capturing and holding close the heat you are generating. 
By the time you’ve arrived, you’re dripping in sweat, and everyone around you looks at you as though 
you must have committed, and are repenting for, some heinous crime.  
 
It was in this state that I arrived at the Buffalo Exchange near me. After chaining up my bike, I hurried 
past the disgusted holiday shoppers, and ducked into the store. Once I sat down, I became cognizant of a 
thick layer of sweat, almost creamy in its consistency, covering my face. I wiped it off windshield washer 
style. Then I blew my nose, and a giant bubble of mucous swelled under the tissue and exploded on the 
lower part of my face. I quickly tried to wipe it off, and instead ended up rubbing the mucous into my 
skin, where it later clogged my pores and caused me to break out.  
 
I looked around the place and decided I would be able to sell my clothes, no problemo. They weren’t 
designer, and may have been in fashion a few years ago now, but they were better than the vast majority 
of what I saw in the store. A woman near me was trying on a pair of earmuffs shaped like cats. Used 
ones! I settled comfortably into my plastic chair and waited. Perhaps with the money I would earn, I could 
treat myself to a slice of cake at that vegan restaurant afterwards! Mmmm. Cake.  
 
In the consignment world, a shopper is a college student whose fashion choices and impulsive piercings 
make her completely unfit for any other jobs. My shopper, who wore a strappy tank top, a large flannel 
shirt, and a number of studs scattered across her face, cheerfully called me up to the counter. Her 
eyebrows reminded me of Gumby’s eyebrows: two perfect, hand-painted rectangles perched above her 
eyes, not raising or arching, but just shifting. She excitedly explained the Buffalo Exchange policy to me: 
“We love modern, current trends you would see in stores now. You know those tops with the big sleeves, 
or the off-the-shoulder shirts? Yeah, stuff like that.” Right, I thought. Stuff that even new, looks like it 
belongs in a crummy consignment shop.  
 



She started sorting through my clothes, chatting animatedly about her marketing major while I blew 
mucous bubbles through my nose. After looking at every article she said, “Okay, girl, I’m gonna let you 
take everything back.” My heart dropped. “Let?” “Back?” “Girl??” I looked around, trying to 
communicate to her with my glance, “Uh, everything in here is unwearable. So you’re really going to pass 
on my clothes, which, while not current, nonetheless exhibit some modicum of taste and decency?” Her 
rectangles remained unmoving, however, indicating no sign of comprehension. It struck me that I would 
have to ride my bike all the way back home with the bag of useless clothes, which almost prompted me to 
ask her if they took donations. But then my love of ineffectual punishment kicked in. No way was I going 
to give my unappreciated clothes to this faux-populist establishment! I slung the bag over my shoulder 
and stalked out. 
 
I saw another consignment store across the street, but a sign on the door said, “Closed due to unexpected 
circumstances. Hope to open again soon!” I hoped someone had been slain.  
 
At Crossroads Exchange across the street, the surly college student behind the counter was more 
straightforward. “We’re going to pass on everything,” she told me, pushing the overstuffed bag back to 
me. I pretended I wasn’t offended, silently took the bag, and exited the store. Then I had a breakdown. I’d 
tried three shops, whose entire business was to purchase used clothing, and not a single one had. Was it 
me? Was it the sweat and the mucous that caused people to turn me away? No (well, and yes); these 
places were businesses. They just wanted to make a profit, and if my clothes didn’t fit into their short-
term money-making plans, then they weren’t worth taking. My attempt at environmental consciousness 
had been foiled by capitalism.  
 
In an effort to preserve some of my fading will to live, I decided to bike the eight minutes to the 
electronics recycling facility. If I could do something worthwhile today, it would justify my finishing the 
party box of brownie bites. 
 
This ride was somehow harder than the first. Each pedal push was its own separate agony, and I weaved 
drunkenly through traffic as sweat trickled into my eyes and underwear. A sense of dread crowded my 
brain, but I did my best to ignore it, propelled forward by manic, desperate hope. I accidentally passed the 
facility and had to turn around in the middle of the street, forcing a car to slam on the breaks. I realized I 
had missed the facility because the facility was a sign-less, darkened storefront with a few dusty desks 
lying around. Online, the site had professed its commitment to “Eco-responsible recycling.” In reality, the 
place itself looked like it needed to be recycled.  
 
I thought of throwing my bike off a bridge, ordering an Uber XL, and driving to Wal-Mart so I could buy 
every type of junk food they had, and commit myself to a life of littering and polluting. The institutions I 
had put so much faith in had let me down; I had might as well just go work in advertising. Yet even as my 
dearly held beliefs ruptured and careened into the abyss, a fundamental tenet of mine remained unbroken. 
I always had a sense that the universe conspired against me, a mindset that had never served me 
particularly well, but at this moment, my fighting spirit rose to the surface. If I want to recycle in thee, I 
shall recycle in thee, I said to the universe. I clambered onto my bike, and kicked off.  
 
In my research on recycling in Chicago, I had learned that Best Buy accepts electronics. Sure, it was a 
corporate giant, but it was better than throwing them out, my only other known option. I labored slowly 
toward Best Buy. Cars, traffic, lights – none of it existed anymore. It was just me, the road, and the huge 
blue warehouse that grew larger and larger on the horizon.  
 
I entered through the Best Buy’s giant electric doors and gazed out across the vast expanse of home 
goods. Shoppers scurried about carrying massive flat screen boxes and brand-new Macbooks; slow-



cookers, cameras, wine coolers, and apple watches winked at me invitingly, and made my heart ache with 
secret longing. I pulled myself together, and marched to customer service, my jaw set determinately.  
The customer service representative greeted me with a cheery smile. “I want to recycle these,” I said 
resolutely.  
 
“Of course!” he replied with a smile and reached behind him for a clear plastic bag. I gave myself a 
mental high-five. Finally, a success! There was justice in the world! I handed over all the things I had 
brought and he dumped them all into the same clear plastic bag. Even the lightbulbs?” I asked. “You can 
recycle those?” “They sort through it later,” he told me, his teeth glistening in the fluorescent ceiling 
lights. “Have a happy holiday!” 
 
As I walked out, I wondered who this mysterious “they” was, but quickly dropped the line of thinking to 
gloat over my victory. I was back on the horse! I pulled out my phone again and typed in Salvation Army. 
There was one only six minutes away! Screw Buffalo Exchange, Crossroads Exchange, and all the other 
lying, money hoarding Exchanges out there, I thought. I could give away my clothes to a far more 
deserving establishment. I hopped back on my bike and cut in front of an exiting Suburban.   
 
The Salvation Army parking lot was packed. I pedaled towards the “Drop Off” section, around which 
several concentric rings of cars were parked. People were unloading jam-packed trunks, and tossing 
donations into large red shopping carts. I hesitantly roped my own cart and joined the crowd. Kitchen 
tongs, electric blankets, and a variety of made-for-TV gadgets into carts, were tossed into carts, which 
mute employees slowly pushed into the building and out of sight. A mother jostled past me with a 
children’s Scooby Doo bracelet making kit that was decades old, and a hand-decorated wooden peace 
emblazoned with the name “Haley,” and dumped both into a cart. She turned to her suburban and yelled 
to an employee: “Would it be okay if you helped me get this out of the car? It’s kind of heavy.” 
Wordlessly, the man shuffled over to the car, and helped the woman unload a broken children’s 
trampoline from her trunk.  
 
I carefully lowered my bag of clothing into a cart, said a small prayer, and pushed it off in the direction of 
the store entrance. I hoped that bag would make it somewhere. I hoped it would end up on a rack, and 
even better, that it would be purchased by someone who wanted and needed it. But as I pedaled away, 
freed from my burden, I felt unhappy. I had done everything I had set out to do. I’d gotten rid of the bag 
that had made it impossible to fully open my bedroom door for the past thirty-six weeks. I’d disposed of 
the electronics in the proper fashion. But, if I was honest with myself, I knew there was no way in hell 
they were going anywhere good. Probably there was an incinerator behind both stores, where all the junk 
that spoiled, consumerist families needing to make room for new junk, went. Nobody really cared. As 
long as it was out of their lives, it didn’t matter what happened to it. I couldn’t win. Consumerism and 
capitalism would always thwart my feeble attempts at goodness. I sighed and wondered how many 
brownie bites were left in our kitchen.  
 


