[bookmark: _GoBack]Henry walked down Carmel Avenue on a Tuesday night. The air was still and the road smelled of dog feces and stale garbage. He cut across the empty grocery store parking lot. It was getting cold and he wanted to get home quickly. He took a right at Venice into a residential neighbourhood. The chill was cutting through his thin jacket and sweatpants so he quickened his steps. His apartment was about five blocks from the lumber yard where he worked. The apartment building was brick with cobwebs in each corner and dim lights over the communal mailboxes. He felt tired and the dim lights seemed very attractive. He figured he could get through this neighbourhood and hit Lexington, maybe get home before Sportscenter was over. 
He passed a chain link fence. The metal was half rusted and a spool of barbed wire lined the top. A dog barked in the distance and Henry was annoyed. He pulled a pair of commandeered airplane headphones out of his pocket and plugged them into his scratched iPod.  The wires were tangled in a tight wad causing the iPod to be drawn up near his chest. He tried placing it in his hoodie but it wouldn’t stay tucked in. He gave a feeble attempt at untangling the wires before giving up and putting the iPod and headphones back into his pants pocket. He considered running to warm himself up. Running track in high school made sure he was no stranger to long distance runs; he was even on a track team that won the Vermont state championship.  He took a look at his frayed knockoff Nike kicks, which would undoubtedly tear into rubber and plastic at the touch of concrete, and decided running would be a bad idea. 
He got through the residential neighbourhood and into Hollis. He had only been there once last December. His painter buddy Steve showed up in a paint splattered pickup truck with a 7 foot high frosty the snowman statue hitching a ride in the back seat. He asked Henry to sit in the truck that smelled like stale cigarette smoke and latex and go up to Hollis to put this on some old lady’s roof. The neighbourhood was pleasant enough. The area was clean, kids played basketball in the streets; friendly bums sat on leaf covered stoops drinking booze out of bags and repurposed water bottles. 

It was different at night. No kids were playing basketball in the street and if they were, Henry had the feeling they wouldn’t take too kindly to him being there. Curved streetlights lined each side of the road, resembling the ribs of a cavernous beast.  Henry tried to warm his hands by pressing his hands up against his legs in his pockets but it didn’t work. He passed the house where he and Steve spent three hours tying the frosty the snowman statue onto a kindly old woman’s roof. She tried to give them lemonade even though it was fifteen degrees out. Steve was a painter but when the old woman called and asked if he did decorating, he didn’t have the heart to tell her he didn’t. He even agreed to drive up to the local Lowes to pick up the frosty ornament she ordered. 

Henry walked past the house now and it was clearly empty. The grass was over grown and the chain link fence was covered in trash. A shopping cart filled with bottles sat in the driveway. Henry wondered what happened to the old woman. The optimist in him assumed that she had moved away but the inner realist knew she had most likely died. 
He stopped on the sidewalk and looked at the house for a minute. His breath crystalized into a fine mist in front of his face and he watched it dissipate.  He stood there for about fifteen minutes until his nose began to numb. As he turned to leave he heard the sound of something scraping on pavement. 

He grasped the key ring in his pocket, preparing to fight off imagined enemies. He marveled in his own bravery, picturing himself valiantly battling tigers and bears and vampires. Another scraping sound, louder this time, came from behind Henry. The scraping sound made Henry jump and turn around. When he jumped he clenched his fist involuntarily, accidentally cutting his hand on the keys. The blood seeped into the thick cotton of his sweat pants and touched his skin. The blood made him panic.
“Who’s there?” His voice broke and he hated himself for it. 

A man in a dark green hoodie stepped out from the shadowed driveway. He leveled a black handgun at Henry, cupping the bottom with his left hand. 

“Stay right there. Empty your pockets and toss me what’s inside. Move!” 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Relax, man relax. Put that away.”

“Empty your fucking pockets right now!”

“Look man, I work nine to five. . “

“Are you fucking deaf?!”

“Nine to five.”


“Do you want to die?”

Henry took a deep breath. 

“Okay. Okay, hold on.”

He reached slowly into his pocket, keeping his eye on the mugger. He stopped suddenly, looking the mugger square in the face. He squared his shoulders and clenched his fists like he was bracing for some sort of impact. 

“Look. Just hear me out for a second. Okay? Hear me out.”

The mugger cocked his head. He scratched his baklava covered chin. 

“Shit. I’ve never gotten anyone as stupid as you.”

“Are you a businessman?”

“This isn’t a business transaction. Give me your fucking wallet.”

“I’ve got a key ring and five dollars. If you agree to the deal you’ll get more, okay?”

“What makes you think I’m a business man?”

“You’re robbing someone. You obviously need some money.”

“You’re fucking ballsy man.” 

The thief directed Henry towards the shadowed wall of the old woman’s derelict house. He complied, slowly shuffling towards the wall with his hands raised above his head. Henry stood facing the wall with his hands pressed against the thin, fiber cement siding. 

“Look. There’s an ATM in front of Melrose’s place about three blocks from here. I’ll get some money out and buy you dinner.”

“You must think I’m stupid.”


“I don’t have a cellphone. I couldn’t call the cops even if I wanted to. I’ve got a dollar fifty in that wallet and a credit card. As soon as you take it, I’m gonna go home and cancel it. So you got yourself enough money for a king sized snickers bar and a piece of useless plastic.”

A silence descended over them. The mugger stood contemplating Henry’s suggestion. He rubbed his hands together like a man wondering what he should eat for dinner. 

“Okay then. You got yourself a deal. Dinner and two hundred bucks out of the ATM and I won’t shoot you.” 

He covered the gun with the long sleeve of his hoodie and stuck his hand in his pocket. He pulled down his hood and removed the balaclava from his face, revealing a young, dark skinned man of about 20. 

“Lead the way.”

They walked side by side for three silent blocks. Flurries of snow sprinkled the skies and landed in dirty piles on the ground and on rooftops. It collected on hoods of cars where it melted and dripped down the hubcaps. The gravity of what had just happened hit Henry. He inhaled in short bursts and wrung his hands in front of him. Tears threatened to spill onto his face but he snubbed them with his sleeve before they could manifest. 

Melrose’s was at the corner of Jefferson and 15, sandwiched between a record store and a dirty Salvation Army pickup station. The diner attracted several customers in the winter months, mostly truckers or bums looking to come in from the cold. Nancy was the head waitress and she was always sprightly and kind. She took off 60% for people who looked like she needed it and she never told them about it. She’d done this for Henry whenever he looked down and out. Moving massive planks of wood didn’t exactly cover a bagel and a cup of coffee on a Sunday morning. He only realized she did this when he overheard her talking to a waitress. She said he was, “That sad looking guy in the hoodie. He could use a hand.” Since then, Henry has been very appreciative, coming in to talk to her about her kids and the reality shows she watches every Tuesday.

As they walked through the door, they were greeted by the smell of cooking bacon and the loud whirring of a blender.  It was almost ten o’ clock at night but waitresses and waiters dutifully served breakfast to grizzled diners and drunken kids from the nearby college town. Henry and the thief took a seat at a booth in the corner. Nancy walked up in minutes with her notepad and safari yellow uniform. 

“Hey sweetheart. How you doin? Want your usual? Bagel and the coffee?”

“Just the coffee, please.“
“Are you okay? You look a little pale.”

“I’m okay Nancy, really I am. Could you 86 that coffee?”

“Sure hon. What would you like?” She glanced at the thief who was hungrily perusing the menu. 

“Um. . .I’ll have hash browns, pancakes, a cheeseburger, and a coke.”

“That’s a big meal. Will this be on separate tickets?”

Henry spoke up, his voice shaky. 

“No, this’ll be one ticket.”

Nancy scrawled down the order in her notebook, ran her hand through her dyed blond hair, and glanced at Henry.

“Okay. . um. . .I’ll have this out in a minute. “ She lingered a moment before walking towards the kitchen. 

Henry felt that he had hurt her feelings, but he was much too stressed to care.  

“So um. . .what’s your name?”, Henry stammered.

He shook his head. He was making small talk with the guy who just held him up at gunpoint.

“Never mind, you won’t tell me anyway.”

“Got that right.” 

The thief pulled a cigarette out from his pants pocket. He lit it and inhaled deeply. It smelled like a Marlboro or a cheap Camel and it made Henry crave a smoke. He took two drags before placing the cigarette, still smoking, on the ashtray on the table. 

They sat for a while until Nancy bought the food and Henry’s coffee and then they sat with the sounds of chewing and clanking silverware and the smell of acrid, orphan smoke. 

Henry tried to speak up but his voice was weak. It was drowned out by the carnal sounds of the thief attacking his hash browns with a ferocity normally reserved for large cats and men at war.  He looked much younger under the halogen lights of the diner. His face was sharp and his cheeks were pocked with acne scars. His milky eyes darted around in his head like a newt. He would have been comical looking if it wasn’t for the large burn marks on his neck. 

Henry cleared his throat. 

“Hey man, isn’t there some kind of help you could get? I’m sure there are programs out there to help someone like you.”

The thief stopped eating and leaned forward. A grin stretched onto his face, revealing teeth that were gray with plaque. 

“Whoa whoa whoa, hold the phone, B. Are you trying to save me? That’s funny man. . .real fucking funny.”

He stood up suddenly, causing the plates to rattle against the laminate tabletop. 

“You see this guy?! This guy is trying to save me. Here that?! I’m gonna get saved!?”

The intoxicated looking college kids laughed at the chaos of it all. One of them filmed the scene with his IPhone. A bearded trucker nodded his head, his face road worn and his eyes rimmed with red. 

The thief sat down, resting his chin on his palm. He leaned across the table and spoke very quietly to Henry. 

“Saving me? You should worry about saving yourself.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I pulled the gun you started blubbering like an asshole. Some shit about working nine to five.”

“Yeah. . .I do.”

“So you think I need saving. You think I gotta pay taxes on the shit I take? You work what? Eight. . .ten hours? For what? So you can make shit and go home?”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“I’m poor but I’m not stupid. The route you were walking. . .you probably live in those apartments on Logan’s.  ”

Henry clenched his fist, causing blood to seep from the scratch on his hand.

“You stay the fuck away from me.”
“Calm down, B. . . .okay . . . you calm yet? Good. I’m gonna let you in on a little secret.”

He moved the plates containing untouched and half eaten foods into a disorganized pile to his left. 

“Do you think you working like you do is going to matter in the long run?”

“I would rather work than take from people.”

“You’re not understanding me. You from take people by working.”

Henry pressed his lips together. He let out a sigh before rubbing his temple with his left hand.

“Don’t give me that pinko shit.” 

“This pinko shit might save your life.”

“From what?”

“From people like me putting a bullet in you. Now shut up and drink your coffee.”

Henry had let it go cold. He picked it up and took a sip anyway. It was bitter and tepid and made his mouth feel sticky. 

“Now . .where was I? Oh yeah. You work nine to five right? And judging by the clothes, you do some heavy lifting. You’re a big enough dude. So I’m thinking you work at a Home Depot or Ace Hardware right? So you spend about eight hours lifting boxes. Why would you do that? The way I see it, you’ve got about 60 years left; why would you want to spend that time putting up boxes?” 

“You think I have a choice? I gotta work.”

“You gotta work for yourself. You think whoever you work for gives a shit about where you end up?”

“You don’t know them.”

“I don’t have to. That’s how things work. We work too hard, we’re slaves to money and then we die.”

“You’re wrong.”

“You went to school. You talk well.”

“So you want to make me feel bad for working a job? I would rather work a shitty job and go nowhere than take from people because I’m not a piece of shit like you.”

Henry leaned forward, snarling in spite of himself. 
“So fuck you. Fuck you and your self-absorbed shit.”

“So this is where we stand? You’re not gonna listen to what I have to say? I have the gun you know.”

“You’re not going to shoot me in the middle of a diner.”

“You are just a brave worker bee aren’t you? Well I’m gonna let you in on something. I’m only going to say this one time.”

With the voice of a man explaining a matter of grave moral importance to a child, the thief continued. 

“You are going to work for someone who doesn’t care about you, or me, or that waitress with the fried-dead hair or those college kids with art degrees. “

He stood up, carefully pulling a piece of bacon from his cheeseburger. He took a small bite before placing it back on the plate. He looked at it with a look of ambivalence for a moment before returning it to the plate.

“Thanks for the meal. Keep your money.”

The greeting bells jingled as he stepped into the snow. The snow had stopped falling and the icy remains settled into steaming piles on the dirty street. He walked around the corner past the Salvation Army thrift store and disappeared. 

Henry sat in the scratched red booth for about fifteen minutes. He said bye to Nancy and left without stubbing out the cigarette. 




He returned to his studio apartment at exactly 4:15 in the morning.  The cobwebs and the dim lights seemed less comforting now. He walked up three flights up steps to his apartment. Unlocking the door, he stepped in with his keys held tight in his hand. He sat on his bed in the room with one lamp and a small TV. The TV was silent for once and Henry wanted to get rid of it but he didn’t know why. He glanced over towards the table crowded with high school track trophies. A starter gun sat in between a plaque for district champion and a picture of him jogging. Coach Emerson gave the gun to him. He was so proud. It gathers dust now. 

Henry reached for it. 










