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“Excuse me, sir. I would
like to apply for a job, sir.” The voice was polite and possibly
softer than the owner’s normal, conversational tone. The young man
standing in front of Gilbert Ragwater looked to be about eighteen.
He was dressed in a blue, Oxford cloth shirt and khaki pants. His
long hair was combed back, neatly away from his fresh-looking,
smoothly shaved, well-scrubbed face.

He looked like someone who might be seeking a
job at a small, independent music store.

Unfortunately, Ragwater was unable to help
him. Business at North Star Music (buying, selling and trading all
the best in new and used CDs, LPs and other music-related
merchandise) was marginal at best. He was paying the bills, but
anything beyond that was uncertain. “I’m sorry,” Ragwater said,
“but I don’t have an opening right now.”

“Are you sure? I don’t cost
much. I can take a part-time position. Ten hours a week. And I’m
happy to work for minimum wage. I just need something, anything.
Enough for bus fare to get to school.”

“Can’t do it. I already have
a couple guys who come in to help out part-time, and I can’t give
them as many hours as they would like. I wish I could give them
more, but I can’t afford it.”

“I’m a fast learner, sir.
I’m very good with customers.”

“The answer’s still
no.”

“I’m very
reliable.”

“I’m sure you are. But I
think you’ll have better luck if you move on. Someone else must be
hiring.” Sure, the economy had tanked, but part-time jobs must be
available somewhere for someone sufficiently motivated to find one.
The neighborhood was packed full of restaurants and retail
stores.

“I’ll do anything you want.
Sweep the floor, clean the toilet, take inventory, change light
bulbs. Whatever.”

“Really, I can’t.” Ragwater
tried to put a testy-sounding tone into his voice. The conversation
had already gone on longer than it should have.

“Sir, I’ve been all around
town. I’m getting frustrated.”

“I sympathize.”

“Enough to hire
me?”

“Look . . . Uh, what’s your
name?”

“Andy.”

“Look, Andy, I can’t hire
people on the basis of frustration. If I did that, I’d end up with
thousands of people working here.”

“But, sir, I’m the one who’s
here now asking for a job.”

“I just can’t do it. Not for
you, not for anyone.”

“How about this: How about I
fill out an application and you keep it, and if you have an opening
you can call?”

“All right. But don’t count
on getting a call.” Ragwater looked around on the shelves under the
sales counter and found a few sheets of paper. He gave the kid one,
along with a pen. “I don’t have any application forms, but you can
put all the information on this.”

“Yeah, sure. I can do
that.”

Ragwater busied himself with tidying up the
area behind the sales counter while Andy labored away on his
homemade application. With the occasional sideways glance, Ragwater
got the idea the kid was intent upon making a good impression. He,
Andy, had a look of deep concentration on his face. He was writing
slowly and very carefully, apparently trying to avoid mistakes
and/or to make his handwriting look as good as possible.

Finally, he was finished. “Here it is,” he
said.

Ragwater took the sheet and looked it over.
Yes, indeed, the handwriting was very precise. Andy Wintersby,
nineteen years old, University of Louisville student. He included
an address and phone number, and below that, a note: “Please, sir,
I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get a job at your store.
I’ll work hard and be the best employee you’ve ever had. You won’t
regret it. I promise.”

“Well, thank you for your
interest,” Ragwater said. And then, because he was curious, “Why do
you want to work here in particular?”

Andy’s face brightened up. “Because I love
music, sir. I love it very much. Does this mean I got the job?”

Ragwater sighed. “No, Andy. I keep trying to
tell you, there’s no job to get. If things change, I’ll give you a
call.”

“Yes, sir. I
understand.”

“May I offer a bit of
constructive criticism?”

“Certainly.”

“I think it would benefit
you to know that you come across as being desperate. That’s going
to be off-putting to a lot of potential employers.”

“Off-putting?”

“Yeah. What I mean is, it
makes a bad impression. You want to show them you’re interested in
the job, but you don’t want to appear desperate.”

“Did it make a bad
impression on you?”

“I don’t really think you’re
desperate, as such. Frustrated, sure. But I can understand that.
Other employers, or prospective employers, though . . . There’s no
accounting for what they might think.”

“Don’t be desperate,” Andy
said thoughtfully.

“How do I do
that?”

“Self-confidence. That makes
a good impression. That’s what makes’em think you can do a good job
for them. What it tells them is that you know, deep down inside,
that if you don’t get the job working for them, there are lots of
other opportunities for you. And that makes them want
you.”

“I see.”

“Yes. You have to understand
that a prospective employer doesn’t hire you on the basis of what
you think you need. He wants to know what you can do for him. If
you act desperate, he’s probably not going to think you can do
much.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll
remember that.”

And with that, Andy Wintersby made for the
door and slipped out as two teenage girls were coming in. “Excuse
me,” he said to them.

 


The encounter wasn’t terribly unusual. Two or
three, or sometimes more, job seekers came into the store every
week. Few had ever been as persistent as Andy Wintersby, but many
were just as clueless in their own way. Some walked in wearing
dirty, torn clothes. Guys were unshaven. One girl picked her nose
in front of Ragwater as she was asking for a job. One guy told him
he didn’t care about music but wanted to work there because it
looked like “an easy gig, sitting around and operating the cash
register once every ten minutes.” Of course, he didn’t expect
someone to wear a three-piece suit to apply for a job in a freakin’
music store, but they should at least look and act presentable.

 


The next day, Andy was back. He was waiting
in front when Ragwater came to open the store. “Hello, sir,” he
said. “I’m ready to start work.”

Ragwater was dumbfounded. He stood there with
his keys in his hand, mulling over the situation. Finally, he
blurted out, “But I didn’t hire you.”

“I thought I’d show up
anyway. I thought that when you saw how eager I was, you’d change
your mind.”

“It’s not a matter of
eagerness,” Ragwater said. “It’s a matter of economics. I explained
it to you yesterday. It won’t work.”

“Just try me out. You’ll
see.”

“No. I can’t.”

“Oh, I get it. You’re not
ready for me to start right now. I’ll come back tomorrow.” He
started away, then turned around. “I’m really excited about this,
sir. I’m looking forward to it.” He scampered around the corner and
was gone.

Ragwater sat down on the sidewalk in front of
the door and closed his eyes. What was wrong with that guy? Had he
been doing the same thing with other businesses? Ragwater could
imagine the reception Andy would get from Russ at Olive’s Coffee
Shop, reporting for work the day after being told no. Russ would
give him the Al Bundy treatment—escorting him out with arm firmly
around his neck, banging his head into the doorframe a time or two
before throwing him out.

If only I had it in me to do that, Ragwater
thought. If only.



 


“Oh, no. Not you again.”
Andy was once again waiting for him outside the door.

“Yes, sir. Bright and early,
ready for work!” Andy’s smile was big and sincere-looking. That is
to say, it would have been sincere-looking if Ragwater had hired
him. Considering the actual circumstances, the kid looked rather
sociopathic.

“I’ve told you . . . I don’t
know how many times, that I’m not going to hire you,” Ragwater
said. “What does it take to get through?”

“What does it take
for me to get
through?” Andy said. “I’m going to work here.”

Ragwater stopped cold. The
veneer of politeness, of gung-ho enthusiasm had fallen away. Andy
Wintersby was no longer asking for a job. He was
demanding one.

Andy stepped closer. Ragwater heard a
heavy-sounding click. He looked down and saw the kid had a
switchblade pointed at his stomach. “Do you have a problem with
that?” Yes, sociopathic indeed.

“I guess you’ve made your
position clear,” Ragwater said.

“Good. Now unlock the door.
We have a big day ahead of us.”

Ragwater didn’t trust Andy with anything
involving transactions with customers. He had him sweep, rearrange
some of the t-shirts hanging on the walls, wash the windows, clean
the toilet, run out to pick up lunch, and sweep again. He attacked
each task with gusto and did a thorough job. He would have made a
very good employee if Ragwater could afford to hire him—and if he
weren’t stark, raving nuts.

After four hours, Ragwater ventured, “Well, I
think that’s good for your first day. Are you ready to take
off?”

“Yes, sir,” Andy said. “Of
course.”

“All right. Thanks for your
help.”

“Oh, thank
you, sir. Thank you for
the opportunity. I promise to make the most of it. When should I
come back? Tomorrow?”

“How about you take the day
off tomorrow?”

Andy’s face darkened. “The next day? Should I
come back the next day?” His voice had a distinct edge to it.

“Uh, yeah. Sure.”

 


Having given Andy the following day off,
Ragwater had a bit of time to scheme and think about things. He
called a meeting with Jason and Brian, his two legitimate part-time
workers. He filled them in on the Andy situation. At the end of the
story, Jason said, “Wow.” Brian didn’t say anything, but his eyes
were as wide around as bowling balls.

“I was thinking,” Ragwater
said. “What if I make this a miserable place to work?”

“Considering what you pay,”
Brian said, “having fun is just about the only reason for anyone to
stick around.”

“Yes! Exactly!” Ragwater
said. “So what if I turn out to be a grade-A, world class,
red-white-and-blue, flaming asshole? Super abusive? Insulting you
guys all the time? Micromanaging every last detail? Nothing you do
is good enough?”

“Do you dare do that to a
guy who pulled a switchblade on you?” Brian asked.

“I have to do something,”
Ragwater said. “Besides, I don’t think it’ll be dangerous. He seems
to go along with anything if it’s in the line of duty, so to
speak.”

“I hope so,” Jason
said.

“So you guys can hang in
there for a few days of abuse? At least during the times when he’s
around?”

“Yeah, well, there’s the
thing,” Brian said. “I don’t think you can do it.”

“What are you talking about,
you dickless little piece of shit? Your mother thought I could do
it last night.”

“Try keeping it up for a
whole day.”

“Yeah, Gilbert. You’re a
pretty mellow guy, usually.”

“This,” Ragwater said, “is a
matter of survival.”

 


Once again, Andy Wintersby was waiting for
Ragwater. As usual, he, Andy, was smiling and seemed to be in good
humor, ready to attack another day of good, honest work. “I’m
ready,” he said.

Ragwater fixed him with a steady gaze,
working himself up to a state of readiness to launch the attack. He
told himself the first shot would be the hardest. After that, it
would all be downhill. Yeah, get that first shot out. “Ready for
what?” Ragwater snarled. “Ready to act like a motherfucking
idiot?”

“Huh?”

“That’s exactly what you’re
doing. And you’re pretty good at it. Lots of practice?”

Andy stood there, a blank look on his face,
while Ragwater unlocked the door. Yeah, Ragwater had struck the
first blow, and his opponent was clearly stunned. He stepped inside
and disabled the alarm. Yeah, the opponent was stunned, and
Ragwater was ready to exploit his advantage. He had to; he was
committed now. “Well, come on in. You think I want people to see
you standing around in front of the place looking like a damned
dork?”

“Uh, sure,” Andy said. He
followed Ragwater in and shut the door.

“Leave the door open,
dumbass,” Ragwater said. “It’s a nice day outside. We always leave
the door open when the weather’s nice. What’s the matter with you?
What are you using for a brain? A moldy jockstrap?”

“I . . . I don’t understand.
Did I do something wrong?”

“Did I do something wrong?”
Ragwater mimicked in a high-pitched, singsongy voice. “Oh, Mr.
Ragwater, did I do something wrong?” And then, in his normal, but
antagonistic voice, “Your whole damn life has been nothing but one
big mistake, and you’re asking me for details?”

“What’s the matter,
sir?”

“I’m surrounded by fucking
morons, that’s what’s the matter. And you’re the number-one
moron.”

Andy looked stricken. He slouched to the back
of the store and disappeared into the back room, a combination
office-storeroom, then reappeared a minute later with a broom. He
began sweeping, head down. Ragwater put on an act of tending to
some minor tasks behind the sales counter, picking things up and
moving them around, but he was keeping his eye on Andy.

He counted off thirty seconds, went on the
attack. “What on God’s green Earth are you doing?” Ragwater
shouted, running toward Andy.

“What?”

“You’re doing it all wrong!
You’re going to fuck up my floor, you nitwit!”

Andy looked at Ragwater, mystified. “How can
you fuck up a floor just by sweeping?”

“You’re messing up the
texture of the floor wax. Jesus H. Christ on a pogo stick, who
taught you to use a broom? Helen Keller?” Ragwater grabbed the
broom. “Stop it. Stop it now before you do any more damage.” He
strode into the back room and leaned the broom against the wall. He
paused for an instant, just long enough to stifle
laughter.

Out on the sales floor, Andy had a feather
duster. He was tentatively swishing it over the CD bins. When he
saw Ragwater come back out of the back room, he gasped. “Am I doing
it okay, sir? Is this all right?”

Heh, heh, heh. The kid was getting skittish.
Ragwater had him on the ropes. “Probably not,” Ragwater said, “but
I don’t see anything egregiously wrong.”

Through the next couple hours, Ragwater
pounded the kid mercilessly with verbal abuse (but, of course,
never with a customer around). He used the wrong cleaner for the
toilet. He pressed too hard cleaning the windows (he would leave
hideous streaks and wear a thin place down in the glass, and maybe
break even break it—“I’ve seen it happen!”). He rearranged the
t-shirts hanging on the wall in a color scheme that would cause
headaches.

Ragwater had him going, but the kid showed no
signs of wearing down. He showed only an eagerness to please and an
apparent sense of self-disappointment that he wasn’t. But Ragwater
started feeling signs of strain. Brian had been right; he was
having trouble keeping it up. It required a lot of energy to
maintain the façade—energy he’d rather be putting into, say,
flirting with the female customers or something.

But the issue was settled even as Ragwater
was mulling it over. He looked up from the magazine he wasn’t
reading to see Andy standing in front of him.

“I know what you’re doing,”
the kid said.

“What I’m doing?”

“Yeah, I know what you’re
doing. You had me going for a while, but I figured it out. All this
mean stuff. I can tell it’s not natural for you. It feels
fake.”

Ragwater started to say something, had
nothing to say, and Andy continued. “You weren’t like that my first
day on the job. You’re trying to get rid of me. Make me want to
quit.”

“Why would I want to get rid
of someone who fucks things up as well as you do?” Ragwater
said.

“Don’t try it. Don’t even
think about it.” He held the switchblade up, looking every bit like
a kid showing off a spiffy new birthday present. “I’m going back to
work now.” He turned and walked away.

Ragwater sat on the stool
behind the cash register and continued not reading his magazine.
What could produce a personality like that? What sort of chemical
imbalance, what types of traumatic experiences during childhood,
what manner of rejection from women . . . what . . .
what . . . could cause
someone to be like Andy Wintersby? If he had been putting the same
amount of effort into finding a job somewhere else that he had been
putting into forcing himself on Ragwater, he could be working for a
company that actually wanted him.

Regardless, Ragwater was going to have to
deal with him. He was going to have to raise the stakes somehow. He
thought briefly of the police, or maybe a restraining order, or
even calling in a favor from a couple bikers he occasionally gave
music festival tickets to. They would probably enjoy intimidating
the hell out of a punk-ass kid like Andy. But Ragwater didn’t know
what good any of that would do if Andy was really as crazy as he
seemed to be. None of that would solve anything. No, this was the
sort of battle you have to fight yourself.

 


Ragwater laid the Colt .32 automatic on his
desk in the back room. He had brought it from home. He had checked
and double-checked and triple-checked to make absolutely sure the
clip was empty—after all, the first rule of gun safety is, “All
guns are loaded.” He couldn’t run the risk of someone actually
getting shot—no matter who—regardless of how this little scene
might play out.

He had spent the previous night
reconsidering, trying to talk himself out of it. Bringing a gun
into play—even an unloaded one—was going to an extreme a lot of
people would be uncomfortable with. Most people, really. In fact,
damn near everyone. Did he want to go this far? Should he? He had
misgivings about the wisdom of threatening someone with an unloaded
gun. He was acutely aware that it was foolish to make threats
unless you were fully prepared to follow through. If it didn’t
work, what then? Where could he go after threatening someone with a
gun?

Further, he didn’t know how dangerous the kid
might really be. It was possible that all he, Ragwater, had been
looking at was nothing more than a big façade of bluster and bluff.
That Andy was willing to pull a switchblade on a guy in front of a
store located on a major thoroughfare spoke to a certain degree of
. . . of, well, guts, if you want to call it that, or craziness, or
something not entirely normal or average. But it didn’t necessarily
mean he was dangerous. He might very well have been making threats
without being prepared to follow through.

On the other hand, he
could end up grabbing the gun away from
Ragwater and beating him half to death with it.

But this couldn’t go on. Ragwater had to do
something, and he didn’t know what else to try.

So . . . onward. Ragwater looked at his
hands. He was surprised to see they weren’t shaking. That was a
good sign.

He thought briefly of John
Belushi in the old Saturday Night
Live reruns he had seen—the consummate
master of his craft, with that small, unmistakable spark of
insanity behind the eyes that hinted to the audience, “Yes, yes,
I’m maintaining control. I’m behaving myself, but only because it
amuses me to do so. I can’t guarantee that the next time I walk
onstage I won’t cut loose with some bizarre stunt that’ll leave
everyone slack-jawed in amazement.” Ragwater didn’t think Belushi
had ever threatened to kill anyone, but he wanted to show Andy that
same sort of thinly concealed, under-the-surface
insanity.

Yeah, there was no telling what might happen.
No telling at all. He might decide to reach down the kid’s throat
and pull his pancreas out through his mouth just to see what color
it was. Really, he might. Why not?

Thus prepared, Ragwater walked over to the
door and spotted Andy out on the sales floor, checking through the
bins to make sure all the CDs were filed correctly. It always
astounded Ragwater to see how many CDs got misplaced in a normal
day of customers picking them up, looking at them, and putting them
back.

“Andy, come back here. I
need to talk to you for a minute.”

“Sure, Mr.
Ragwater.”

Ragwater walked back to his desk and sat
down. He put his hand on the gun. A moment later, Andy appeared at
the doorway. “Sit down,” Ragwater said.

Andy took the seat in front of the desk and
made himself comfortable. “What’s up?” he asked.

Ragwater raised the gun. “This is to make
sure you pay attention to me.” He leaned forward and very slowly,
very carefully, placed the barrel of the gun gently against the tip
of Andy’s nose. “I want you out of here,” he said, coldly and
calmly. “I’ll shoot you. I’ll blow your fucking brains out. Then
I’ll cut your balls off and make cookies out of them, and serve
them to all my best customers. How do you feel about that?”

Andy sat back and folded his hands over his
stomach. “I’d like to say, ‘Nice try,’ but it wouldn’t be true.
It’s a lame try. Very lame. You won’t shoot. You don’t have it in
you, and we both know it.”

What now? Ragwater mind raced. This was a
matter of survival, and he had only one option now: over the
edge.

He stood up, walked around the desk, and
jammed the gun hard into Andy’s face, pushing his head back. “Don’t
make me shoot,” he said. Andy didn’t say anything. “Just don’t.
Make. Me. Fucking. Shoot.” He stood over the kid, looking down into
the face—mouth gaping open, eyes watering, staring blankly at the
ceiling. “Don’t make me shoot,” Ragwater said yet again, beginning
to get worked up. “Don’t make me shoot. DON’T MAKE ME SHOOT! DON’T
MAKE ME SHOOT! DON’T MAKE ME SHOOT! DON’T MAKE ME SHOOT! DON’T MAKE
ME SHOOT! DON’T MAKE ME SHOOT! DON’T MAKE ME SHOOT!” He was
shouting at the top of his lungs, the same thing over and over and
over, uncontrollable, every word packed with more and more rage. He
didn’t care that anyone could walk in and hear him, He didn’t think
about it. He continued, on and on, with no sense of time, no sense
of place.

At some point, Ragwater wound down. “Don’t
make me shoot,” he said, subdued, stepping away from Andy. He stood
there, drained, out of breath. He gulped down great lungfuls of
air, one after the other, unable to get enough. His heart pounded
in his chest like a machine gun. The room swam around him, a jumble
of disjointed images.

“Don’t make me shoot,”
Ragwater gasped.

“I won’t make you shoot,”
Andy said, a tone of apprehension in his voice. “Just calm down.
Chill.”

“Don’t make me
shoot.”

“I won’t. Uh, look . . . I
want to leave now. Can I get up?”

“Don’t make me
shoot.”

“I won’t. I just want to
leave. I’ll go away. I’ll get a job somewhere else and never come
back. Not even as a customer. I promise.”

“Don’t make me
shoot.”

“No, I won’t make you shoot.
All I want to do is leave. Can I get up? Please?”

Ragwater finally understood he had to answer
the question directly. He had to say something other than “Don’t
make me shoot.” He gazed at the kid, taking a moment to frame his
answer. “Yeah, get out of here.”

Andy stood up and, oh-so-cautiously, backed
out of the room. A moment later, Ragwater heard the bell over the
front door jingle.

He flopped into his chair. That had been fun.
A lot of fun. Maybe too much fun. Yeah. To survive in this world,
you have to out-crazy the crazy guy.
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