Vegas, baby.

The day started out shit autumn brown.  The same crappy clouds floated in and just hung over everything.  The trees looked too limp to care about dropping leaves.  I was running late for work when I remembered my prescription.  That’s how the whole mess started.  I could’ve waited until after work.  Something made me turn my car around.  Probably the fact that, like every other semi-responsible American, I hate my job.  So there I was at the counter, waiting for my prescription when this big black dude came strolling up.  I had a suitcase that I was buying for a lousy business trip to Dallas.  The big D.   It’s one of those suitcases that will fit in the overhead compartments in airplanes so you don’t have to check your luggage.  The kind everyone carries.

“Going on a trip?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Vegas?”  Now don’t ask me why, because most people nod politely and stare off into space, but I turned and took a good look at him.  All of his front teeth were gold.  I mean the full on, rusted-out gold tooth.  My phone buzzed in my pocket.  It was my boss.   The pharmacist got my scrip wrong, so now I’m even later for work.  A few minutes earlier he handed me a bag with the label Zoloft.  It’s easy to get your anti-depressants mixed up.

“Nope, Dallas.” I said.

“Man I really want to goes to Vegas,” he said.  His eyes were bloodshot and he was hanging on the counter.  He was wearing a green wool cap.  Not really bum-like, but close.  You can usually tell with the shoes.  He was wearing penny loafers.  He asked me if I’ve ever been.  Nope.  Then he asked the pencil-necked pharmacist.

“Say, man, say.”  The pharmacist looked like most white folks do when they see a 6’5” black man with gold teeth asking them a question.   Nothing in their 9-5 life has prepared them for anything like this.

“Ever been to Vegas?”  The pharmacist shook out a no with his tiny, bald head.

“Shiaaaaat,” said Gold Tooth.  “Vegas, baby.  Always wanted to go.”  I gave him the fat, plastic smile.  Up until this moment, I hadn’t really ever considered Vegas.  Slot machines.  Wide-eyed zombies.  Two-tone suits and cheap Sinatra knockoffs.  It seemed like Disneyworld to me.  A big, fake piece of empty space.  He looked right at me or maybe through me.  I had no response, but I wanted to tell him something.  Not just the fake smile or my own silly impressions of Vegas.  Not just that nothing in my 9-5 life had prepared me for this.  Meanwhile, everybody is trying their damnedest to ignore him.  The pharmacist was looking at the computer.  His assistant was ringing something up.  The old guy behind me was eyeballing the laxatives.

My phone buzzed again.  There wasn’t enough reception to take the call.  This is how it goes.  That’s what I told the doctor the first time I went in.  The “this is how it goes” bit.  Everything’s wrong.

“How do you feel?” the doctor asked, looking at my chart.   I didn’t know what to tell him.  Listen, doc.  I wake up with the covers over my head and my feet exposed.  I picture taking my boss’s head and ramming it through the flat screen monitor when he puts his fat, greasy fingers on it.  I’m absolutely revolted by what it takes to get through an average day and terrified of what might happen if I don’t.  Actually, I didn’t say any of that.  That’s part of it I guess.   He’d already decided anyway.  What do you expect for a ten dollar co-pay?  Paxil.  Twenty milligrams.   Relax. 

Something about the doctor’s office and the pharmacy matched.  Not just the white walls and fluorescent lights.  There was a certain finality to it all.  This is everything we have to offer.  Go to aisle nine.  There are ten different kinds of health shakes to match every possible diet.  Up front, the latest DVD releases to keep you on the couch for one more evening.   The doctor had it all, too.  Fifty milligrams.  One hundred milligrams.  When things get messy and life takes out its formless shapes on you, go to the doctor.  Go to the pharmacy.  Everything gets ordered into clean, white lines.

“There and Africa,” said Goldy.  

“Africa?” I was sure I hadn’t heard him right.

“Yeah, Vegas and Africa, man.”  

“Where in Africa?” I asked.

“I dunno man.  Wanna go see the jungle and shit.”  

“I’ve never been.” I said.

“Yeah, get up close with the animals.”

At that instant there was a loud, cavernous bang at the front of the store.  I heard it and in some small way I saw it, even before I knew.  My day up until now was not this.  None of my days were this.

“Shit, they shootin’!” Goldy went right over the counter.  I caught the pharmacist’s eyes.  I could see the nerve being sapped out of them.  I was paralyzed too.  We both knew.  I could hear them coming.  It was like a dream before the dream even began.

“Get the fuck on the floor!  NOW MOTHERFUCKERS!”

There were two of them, with black masks and black clothes, each holding what looked to be pump-action shotguns.   I don’t know why I noticed, but they were coming down the tampon aisle.  Feminine care products.  The one in front shoved the old guy to the ground.  I scrambled to the floor.

“Don’t you touch that motherfucking button!” he said to the assistant.   Goldy must’ve been on the floor.  The second one had his gun trained toward the front of the store.

My left cheek was touching the cold linoleum.  I strained my eyes to see if I could get a better look at the closest one.  I noticed he had on black Reeboks.  His jeans had that little Calvin Klein swirl.  I could already imagine the officer, leaning up against his car, giving me the look.  You can’t remember anything about them?  Well, one of them might’ve been wearing Calvins. 

“I want you to get down on the fucking ground, NOW GODDAMMIT.”  The talkative one slid over the counter.  I heard a soft thud and then a crash.  The assistant let out a gasp.

“Now, YOU, open the register.”

I noticed that the backup was looking at the counter.

“The drugs man, “ he whispered.

“I won’t forget,” the other one said.

“Shit man, you guys got to get outta here,” I heard Goldy say.

“Shut the fuck up!”  The register opened with a ding.  I imagine there is around $100 in it.  I imagine the one behind the counter turning his shotgun on the pharmacist.  I imagine the shell coming through the barrel at 1200 feet per second and ricocheting off all of the pharmacist’s internal organs.  And then what?  We’re all witnesses.  Is this where it ends?  Trigger.  Recoil.  Death.  Like swatting a fly.

“Listen, man, get the drugs.  That’s the money, man.  You ain’t gonna break the safe.”  Goldy again.

“I told you to shut up.”  My phone buzzed.  My boss wants an explanation.  By now he’s told his boss and written a five-paragraph email about the virtues of employee punctuality and the shared notions of a workweek.  With any luck, he’ll be able to use it in the Business Management Class that he teaches at the community college.   The one standing close to me jumped over the counter.

“Get up.”  I heard the other one say.

“You said there’s a safe?” the leader said.  I’m figuring he’s the leader.  There must be others at the front of the store.  I slowly inched toward the old guy.  I’m pretty sure he’s had a stroke.  They are going to shoot me if they see me.   Like a worm full of holes, all piss and shit squashed right into the floor.  But, here’s the thing:  I didn’t really care anymore.  It was the opposite of everything. 

“Hey,” I whispered.  “Are you O.K.?”  I touched him.  He was trembling.  Stroke on aisle twelve.  Then I saw his head nod.  He was faced the other way.  I crawled up closer to him and slid him gently up against the wall, directly beside the counter.  They were still talking.

“Listen, man, it’s right there.”  Goldy was helping them.  Jesus.  Was he the scout?  I still can’t figure if they came for the drugs or the money.  Who in their right mind would knock over a Walgreen’s?  I’m thinking the parking lot is full of cops by now.  Somebody tripped an alarm.

I edged out along the wall, trying to get a look at the mirrors.  I didn’t know what I was going to do.   Everything was floating.

I heard one of them coming back over the counter.

“Alright, YOU, get up and help us.”  I felt a kick.  It was the leader.  I stood up and slid over the counter.  The pharmacist was sitting inside the wrecked shelving unit where they store the prescriptions.  His face was pretty messed up.  His assistant was laid out on the floor.  Goldy was standing next to the other guy.  They were looking at the safe, which is directly underneath the drive-through window.

“Go get #3 and drive the truck around to this window,” said the leader.  “Then come back here.”  I guess he was #1.

“What about the people?” asked #2.

“He put them in the freezer, remember?  Now, GO!”

Number 2 jumped the counter and ran toward the front of the store. 

“What’s in the suitcase?” #1 asked me.  He pointed the shotgun directly at me.  I had inadvertently set it on the counter when I got off the floor.

“Nothing.”

“Listen, you guys need me to grab the drugs for you?”  Goldy asked.  He’s either looking to get busted along with these guys or he’s in on it.  I looked over at the pharmacist.  I bet his day started off shitty too.  His glasses were broken. 

“Ok, grab all the ones in the second row.  I’m watching you.”  #1 said.  Goldy hopped over the pile of scrips and grabbed a basket.  He started dumping all sorts of bottles in it.

“Open it,” #1 said to me.

“What?”

“Open the suitcase.”  I unzipped it and showed it to him.

“O.K., hand it here.”

“No.”

“What?”  

Goldy walked back up and set the full basket on the ground beside the safe. 

“Shit man, he’s joking.”  Goldy looked at me like a coach.  Get the fuck off the bench, boy.  Only at this point, he doesn’t realize I’ve got nothing to lose.  If every day is the same, how could I miss them?

“I’m not joking.  I’ll help you, but I want to keep this suitcase.”

The full length of the barrel wasn’t apparent to me from far away.  Up close it closed the gap and left about one foot of distance between its tip and my chest.  It tilted ever so slightly up toward my head.   My mouth was dry.  I tried to swallow in one big gulp of saliva and air.  Of course they say you can see everything, your whole life and all that shit.  All I saw was that black metal.  A cold dark, vacuous hole rimmed in black metal.  It was in this second that everything was decided.  Everything up until now.  Everything after.  I wouldn’t ever be able to explain it to anyone.  Maybe to God.

“Forget it.  Get over here and help us with the safe,” #1 said.  He pointed the gun down at the ground.  Number 2 came running back.

“They’re all in the freezer like you said.  Number 3 is coming around with the truck.”

Goldy and #2 started tugging at the safe.  It wasn’t attached to anything.  I bent down and helped them.  It was heavy, but we managed to slide it out.  I wasn’t sure what they were going to do with it.  A white truck pulled around.  I didn’t have time to catch the plates.  Yes, officer, that’s right.  I didn’t see the plates.  But the truck was white.

“After I fire this gun at the window, I’m going to count to three,” #1 said.  “Then you are going to lift the safe through the window and dump it into the truck.  Is that clear?”

This was their plan?  The gun exploded before I had time to really think about the logistics of it.  The sound of a shotgun doesn’t so much hurt your ears as it blacks out all other noises.   I felt like I had been shoved in a closet.

“One.”

We all grabbed the safe.  Goldy and #2 had the sides.  I had the front. 

“Two.”

We got it propped up onto the windowsill.  Shards of glass were falling down all around us. 

“Three.”

We pushed the safe through the window.  It fell through and into the truck with a perfect thud.  Number 1 jumped through the window.  Number 2 followed.  I could see that the driver was wearing the same black getup.  Then, without a look back, the truck sped around the corner and was gone. 

“You O.K.?” Goldy asked me.

“Yeah.”  I looked down at my hands.  One of them had a half-inch shard of glass stuck in it.  I pulled it out.

“Let’s go.”  Goldy jumped over the counter and ran along the far right aisle up toward the freezer.  I sifted through the packs of prescriptions and found mine.   I noticed the band-aids at the end of aisle ten.  On the way to the front, I grabbed a pack.

“C’mon out.  It’s O.K.”   Goldy was letting the people out of the freezer.  They were moving slowly toward the fluorescent light, like cave dwellers.  Goldy looked at me and motioned toward the front door.

“Let’s go,” he mouthed.

He was at a slow jog when we hit the door.  I expected to see the entire police department in the parking lot.  Instead, nothing.  It was empty save for a few cars.  My Honda Accord was still parked up front.

“What’s your name man?”  Goldy asked.

“Tom.  What’s yours?”

“Tyrone.”  It fit.

“You’re crazy, even for a white boy,” he said.

My phone buzzed again.  It was in the pocket of my coat.   I pulled it out and looked at it.  The day started out this way.  I walked in and things were this way.  But this time, right now, I could see through the phone, into the digital bits that carried this little blinking message.  I could see my boss cramped into that tiny office.  His stomach was one big knot over my tardiness.  The second cup of coffee was working its way into his lower intestine.  He was traveling along at the same rate I had been; the same traveling rate of suck, sucking in care and leaving a trail of shit behind.  Where’s my employee?  What if I don’t get this project done by the end of the week?  When will my pills be ready?  The clean lines of his life blurring and then coming into focus.

But the message he was leaving wasn’t for me anymore.  I didn’t have to read it or listen to it.  It was for someone else.  Someone that had disappeared between walking into a Walgreen’s and then walking out.  Standing at the counter with the shotgun ready to blow my flesh through my throat, I realized the very thing that most people manage to successfully ignore for the better part of their misbegotten lives.  You could die tomorrow.  They’d close the casket and the ground would swallow you up.  Sure, they’d be sad and everyone would cry and fret.  Jesus, his face was messed up.  They’d all shake their heads.  Such a waste.  A goddamn tragedy.  Then everything would keep going.  They’d put it all back into the right places, and go on.  And that was it.

I walked over to the garbage can and tossed the phone and prescription bag in.

 “Why’d you help them?  Are you in on this?”

“Hahahaha.  Shiaaaaaaaat.  Don’t I wish I was that lucky?”  Tyrone pulled a long drag on his smoke.  “Man, if I was that lucky, I’d hit Vegas right now.  Nah, man.  I didn’t want that shit to turn hostage, y’know?”  

“Hostage?”

“Yeah, if those guys didn’t get what they came for, and the cops get here…well, then, you and I, we become what they call hostages.  Get it?”

“Ah.”

“I was just trying to facilitate.  Shit for being the dumbasses that they were, they may just get away.  There’s guys that rob fucking convenience stores by driving a truck through the front door.” 

“Now it’s my turn,” he said.  “Why the fuck didn’t you give him that suitcase?”  I realized suddenly that I had left it on the counter.

“I dunno.”  I said.  “I guess I didn’t want to give it up, y’know?”

“Give what up bitch?” he said.  “You didn’t pay for it.”

“Me.  I didn’t want to give me up.”

“Shit you are crazy.  You wanna go to Denny’s?  Get some shit off the griddle?” he asked.  “I’ll buy.”

“Are we fleeing the scene?”

“Yeah,” he laughed.

We both started walking towards the road.  I could tell this was going to be the beginning of something different.  It wasn’t today anymore.

