Randy

“Jesus Christ, that was close!”  Randy walked down the sidewalk as quickly as his legs would carry him.  He ran his right hand through his hair.  It was a quick but deliberate move, done equally to clear the hair from eyes as well as to ensure that his skull was still intact.  The streets were unusually empty tonight which he considered to be a mixed blessing.  More people would have made it easier for him to blend in, easier to disappear.  But the scarce crowd also meant being able to get away as fast as fucking possible.  “Jesus Christ,” he muttered again.  

The bullet had whizzed right by his head.  So close, he could not only hear the deadly whistle but also feel the warm air current on the soft skin of his earlobe.  He knew old Haywood had a gun but didn’t think in a million years he’d have the balls to use it.  Besides, Randy had shown up at the shop around eleven, long after Haywood and the rest of the boys should have closed up for the night.  He knew their routines, knew their every move.  Hell, he had worked there for nearly a year.  Everyone there was so regimented, you could practically set your watch by it.  Smith took a shit at quarter to ten every morning.  Haywood’s wife called at three forty five, just after she picked the kids up from school.  At ten to twelve, Graber would start griping about how goddamned hungry he was.  And at eight P.M., the whole crew packed up for the night.  

Getting fired was nothing new for him, but this time it stung a little more than most.  Randy was surprised that Haywood had let him go, though it hadn’t been for lack of reason.  This had been the third day this month that Randy was late.  The first two times he had pretty decent excuses; a meeting with his parole officer and a sick grandmother.  This time, however, he couldn’t come up with a fucking thing.  

Still, Haywood had a reputation for taking in ex-cons; giving them a job, a new lease on life.  Haywood himself had been in the joint, a year or two for grand theft.  Randy thought if there was anyone who would understand, who would be a bit lenient, it would be him.  This morning, however, he learned the hard way that that wasn’t the case.  

“Get your tools together and get lost,” Haywood had told him.  Randy shrugged and looked pleadingly at his boss.  

“Aw, c’mon Hay,” he tried, “Give me a break.  It won’t happen again.”  

“Sorry, kid.  Strike three.”  He turned and slammed the door to his office.  

So that was it.  No two weeks notice, no severance, nothing.  Just out on his ass.  Randy gathered up his belongings and said a quick goodbye to Smith and Graber.  

“You’ll find something kid,” Smith told him, “You’re a good mechanic.”  

Yeah right, he thought as trudged up 2nd Avenue, eating the sandwich that he had brought with him for lunch.  It wasn’t easy to find work. Not in this town, and certainly not with a rap sheet.  It had taken him nearly a year to find this shitty job and that was only because one of the other cons that his PO handled had fucked up.  The police caught the poor bastard in some seedy motel up in Lewiston with some pot and an underage prostitute.  He was headed back to the joint, leaving an open position at Cliff Haywood Auto Repair.  Randy had tinkered as a mechanic before.  Nothing serious, but he knew his way around a garage.  His PO put in a good word for him, and just like that he was once again gainfully employed.  Until now.  

Randy stopped in front of the dilapidated apartment building that he called home.   The courtyard off to the side of the building’s entrance was littered with trash.  A few of the elderly residents meandered around outside, sitting periodically on one of the weathered benches.  They knew not to sit too long, however.  Otherwise it would just be a matter of time before the rough, young punks would start to bother them.  

For the time being, the gang of youths crowded around the wooden bleachers near the fenced-in basketball courts.  At any given time you could find nearly a dozen of them, hanging out, laughing loudly, showing off.  They often drank, always did drugs and were quick to verbally abuse anyone that walked too close.  Each time he made his way home Randy gave thanks that he had so little money.  The gangs seemed to be able to sense that and therefore generally left him alone.  It was the about the only time in his life he was glad to be broke.   

He recognized the Cadillac belonging to the building’s owner parked in one of the handicapped spaces out front.  It was Monday.  Randy had gotten paid on Friday and had nearly blown his entire check.  He was fired before even punching in today, which meant Haywood had owed him nothing.  He reached into his pocket and made a fist around the loose dollars.  There were about seven of them, as best he could tell.  It would barely be enough to eat, and certainly not enough to pay the rent, for which he was already late.  Spinning quickly on his heels, Randy hightailed it out of there rather than having to face his landlord.  

Following a dinner consisting of a sandwich wrapped in cellophane which he stole from a convenience store and a bag of chips that he grabbed off of a hot-dog vendor, Randy began to plan for his future.  The harsh reality of the situation was this: he had no job.  Worse than that, he had no prospects.  And maybe worst of all, he had worked nearly an entire year in a ‘legitimate’ profession and had barely a thing to show for it.  

“It’s all bullshit.”  The sage advice given to him by his former cellmate Carl still rung in his ears.  “Don’t let anyone tell you differently, Randy.  You’ll get out of here, they’ll start preaching all of this happy horseshit about becoming a contributing member of society, but trust me, it’s all bullshit.”  Carl was doing twenty years at Westerville for sexual assault.  He was a know-it-all who wasn’t afraid to give his opinion about whatever subject happened to be up for debate.  Randy knew him to be correct about half of the time.  He hoped that this wasn’t one of them.  

“What do you mean, Carl?” he had asked.  The older convict kicked his legs out and laid back on the cot.  

“Having lived the life you have, do you really think you’ll be able to start punching a clock?  Or how about paying taxes?”  Carl didn’t give him a chance to answer, which worked out well since Randy was already at a loss for words.  “Before you got sent here you basically did whatever the hell you wanted.  Here, you sit around all day and do nothing, right?  All of sudden, they release you and expect that you’ve been magically morphed into this average John Q. Citizen who can get up every morning at the same time to commute to the same old job.  It’s crazy.”  Carl locked his fingers behind his head and stared up at the bottom of the bunk bed above him.  “Sure, you’ll try it and, who knows, maybe it’ll work for a while.  But trust me, eventually you’ll revert back to the life.  We all do.”  

Randy slid the uneaten portion of the sandwich over to the other side of the bench.  He wasn’t hungry.  He knew that the smart thing to do, given his current situation, would be to wrap it up and finish it for another meal.  Or maybe two meals.  But he didn’t feel like it.  He reached into the pocket of his raincoat and clasped his hand tightly around the handle of his .357 magnum.  Besides right now he had other things on his mind.  

He needed to come up with some cash and needed to do it quickly.  He didn’t have time to plan for a big heist and didn’t have anyone that he could easily call on who would be willing to go in on anything with him.  He knew the body shop well.  There wouldn’t be a lot of money, but he could grab a few parts, some of the more expensive ones and resell them to another shop in town.  It wouldn’t be a huge score, but it should tide him over for a while.  

He waited until eleven o-clock, long after anyone should have been there.  The front door and both garage doors would be locked, he knew that.  But there was a window in the bathroom that he and some of the other guys had purposely left unlocked.  A few months back, Graber, who had managed to stay out of jail so far, had to chop up a car with a buddy of his.  He knew there was no way Haywood would knowingly let him use the shop after hours, so he left the window unlocked and snuck back in after everyone had gone home.  Smith and Randy had found out about it but promised not to tell Haywood.  You never know, there may be a time where one of them would need to sneak back in.  A time such as this.  

Randy slid through the window with relative ease, bracing his foot on the toilet seat and gently lowering himself to the ground.  He left the window open.  There was always the chance that someone might notice it and get suspicious, but it allowed for a quick getaway if need be.  And right now, that seemed a little more important than any curious neighbors.  

As he crept toward the bathroom door, Randy reached into his pocket and slid his hand around the handle of his gun.  The move was more instinctual than anything.  He didn’t think he’d have any reason to use the gun, or even draw it for that matter.  With his free hand he reached out and turned the doorknob, swinging the door in toward him.  He had no sooner taken a half-step out into the hallway when he heard the first shot.  

“That was your warning shot asshole!”  He heard Haywood’s voice coming from the darkness just seconds after the bullet had whizzed by his head.  Randy froze for a moment, then quickly regained his senses.  Haywood’s ‘warning shot’ had nearly taken off his head.  He wasn’t about to stick around and let his former boss get another crack at him.   

Randy jumped quickly back into the bathroom and slammed the door shut behind him.  Then spinning frantically on his heels, he ran toward the wall on the far side of the bathroom.  Placing one foot on the toilet, he propelled himself up and out of the open window.   He landed hard in the alley some six feet below.  His shoulder, the first thing to hit the ground, began to ache immediately.  Knowing he could afford no attention to his new injury, Randy rumbled to his feet and began sprinting down the dark alley.  

Making his way out into street, he continued running as fast as he could.  One block, two blocks, three blocks.  After traveling a safe distance, he felt he was far enough away to slow his pace.  He was certain that it was dark enough in the shop’s hallway that Haywood hadn’t seen who had broken in.  He must’ve heard an intruder come in through the bathroom window and gotten his gun ready.  Still, what old Haywood had been doing there at such a late hour would be a mystery that Randy would probably never solve.  

“Jesus Christ, that was close!”  His heart was still beating frantically.  He needed a drink.  With his right hand he rubbed his ear, then glanced at his fingers to ensure that they were free of blood.  He knew he hadn’t been hit.  He was just being paranoid.  Still, that feeling of deep relief never got tiresome.  

Up ahead, a half-lit neon sign announced a small dive bar called Ronald’s that Randy had never been in or in fact seen before this moment.  He pushed the door open and stumbled in from the street.  Shuffling over to the bar, he motioned for the bartender, a rough-looking character who was busy flirting with the only two women in the place.  The bartender shot Randy a disgusted look, flipped a dirty towel over his shoulder and excused himself from the ladies.   

“What can I get you?” he asked, sounding less than interested in waiting on Randy.  Randy pulled himself onto a stool.  

“Shot of Jack and a beer.”  As if he could read minds, the bartender had already produced a shot glass from behind the bar, and slammed it down in front of Randy.  Giving the stranger a thorough eye-balling, the bartender reached down and retrieved the bottle of Jack Daniels without breaking Randy’s stare. 

Randy was still shaken up from his foiled robbery.  His hands still shook slightly and he could feel the perspiration on his forehead.  No sooner had the bartender tilted the bottle upright when Randy snatched the shot glass from where it had been sitting.  In a quick motion he brought the glass to his lips, tilted back his head and finished off the brown liquid in one big gulp.  The bartender continued to stare.  Motionless.  Expressionless.  

Randy slammed the empty glass back down.  He could feel the whiskey burn its way down his esophagus and into his stomach in a strange mix of nausea and satisfaction.  He closed his eyes to focus on the sensation.  

“Another?” he heard the bartender ask, breaking his concentration.  Randy opened his eyes and nodded solemnly. 

“Please.”  The bartender refilled the shot glass, then leaving Randy to down it as quickly as he had the first, filled a mug with beer from the tap.  

“Start a tab?” he asked, setting the mug in front of Randy, who smiled and nodded eagerly.  Seeing that his patron was well-situated, the bartender returned to the end of the bar and his conversation with the two ladies.  Randy brought the mug up to his lips, dunking his top lip in the warm foam.  He tilted his head back allowing the foam to give way to the cold bubbles of his beer.  When he set the mug back down, it was almost half empty.  

He raised the glass twice more before emptying it, then signaled over to the less-than-pleased bartender for a refill.  As he downed the second beer, his thoughts drifted to his old cellmate for the second time that day.  

“You were right, Carl,” he said quietly, “This is all bullshit.”  The thought of having to look for work evoked a queasy feeling that nearly caused him to tumble off of his stool.  And after his run-in with Haywood’s pistol, he didn’t foresee another attempted robbery anytime in the near future.  He glanced up at the television.  The Knicks were on.  The score flashed on the bottom of the screen, showing the Knicks up by nine.  Randy smiled.  He wished he could go back in time and, assuming he had any money, place a nice big bet on his beloved Knickerbockers.  Suddenly a thought came to him:  his old bookie, Jerry.  Jerry was a good guy.  He always had something going on, was always looking for someone to help him out.  In fact, he had told Randy once to give him a call if he was ever looking for some work.  That had been a few years ago, but, hell, it was worth a shot.  “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that earlier,” Randy muttered, chastising himself.  He took another sip of his beer, then set the half-full glass back on the bar.  His plan was set and suddenly things didn’t seem so bleak.  First thing tomorrow, he would head over to the old neighborhood and pay Jerry a visit.  

Randy glanced down the bar watching the bartender continue his flirtatious banter with the two women. He waited for the right moment, and when it came, he made his move.  As the bartender turned his back to retrieve a bottle of vodka from the shelf, Randy got up and dashed out of the bar.  He could hear the screaming begin as the door swung shut behind him.  But it was too late.  He was out in the streets and moving fast.  One block, two blocks, three blocks.

