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Consider the myriad possibilities a city breeds; consider the countless opportunities for people to develop their own solutions to their problems; consider the challenge of surviving in the chaos. Those things suggest you should count on survivors using whatever tools they have at hand. Even magic. 
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His hands shook slightly, and sweat beaded on his forehead, big drops that threatened to run down into his eyes sooner rather than later. He kept his hands in the air, in plain sight, right about level with his ears. The curious symmetry of the posture struck him for no apparent reason, none he could think of. He let out a long breath.

“Tell me what you want me to do,” he said in his calmest voice.

Steve Mingus stood behind the counter of his store shaking his head. He’d backed away from the register and had his back against the rack of cigarettes and some odds and ends. 

In front of him, on the other side of the counter stood a young man, dressed in dark jeans with a hole in one knee, and a black hoodie, and his face covered by one of those anonymous hacker masks. He wore black gloves and was waving a gun, a 9-mm automatic, in Steve’s face. 

The kid hadn’t said a word, just walked into the store and pulled out the damn gun, but he radiated waves of fear and desperation. The thing to do, Steve told himself, was to stay calm. Calmness never provoked anyone.

Steve glanced down and caught a tantalizing glimpse of the gun they kept behind the counter. The sweet little revolver was easily within his reach. Marjorie, his wife, had insisted they buy the thing and keep it there. She was good with it, better than him, although he’d passed his tests. It had seemed like a good idea, a sensible one... at the time. And she was right about where to put it too. Clever, Marjorie was. He could reach it in a single motion.

The problem was he could feel how strung out this kid was... all wired emotionally and maybe on drugs too (he couldn’t really tell, not under the circumstances). That made him irrational and unpredictable. Well, robbing a store in broad daylight when there were three CCTV cameras running didn’t strike him as exactly rational, but some people seemed to work out a logic that made it make sense. And the kid had prepared. With the stuff he was wearing Steve wouldn’t be able to tell the cops if he was white, black, or purple, much less start on distinguishing features. He was a featureless kid. 

At any rate, concerning the gun behind the counter, the way Steve saw things, even if he thought he could grab the gun before things went sideways, there was no way was he going to shoot this kid. He couldn’t be more than what... sixteen? That was what his build and his voice, its timber, suggested. Steve was pretty good with guessing ages.

As far as he was concerned, the only reason to go for a gun was to shoot someone. The idea of pulling out a weapon, pointing it at someone, and telling them to drop their gun didn’t even work on television these days. Odds are, if the kid saw the gun, he’d probably shoot. That meant Steve would have to point and shoot — no chit chat, no saving the kid from himself. So, seeing as while Steve didn’t want to shoot the kid, he also really, seriously did not want to get shot, either, that meant leaving the gun alone.

“Tell me what you want, son,” he said again. 

The words sounded stupid in his own ears. A guy comes into a store. The guy pulls a gun. What the hell do you think he wants? A newspaper?

“I can open the register, but I’ll have to put my hands down,” he said, hating a slight tremor in his own voice. Was that fear? Could a robber hear fear or was he preoccupied with his own punishing fear of getting caught?

“Do it,” the kid said.

Steve stepped up to the register, moving slowly, calmly. “There’s not much in the register,” he said. “Just warning you.” He hit the keys to open the cash drawer and stepped back so the boy could see inside. He knew the boy would be disappointed. Marjorie thought of everything. She’d had this specially made and when he hit a certain key, a dummy drawer opened that only had twenty-five dollars in it.

“That’s it?” the boy sounded furious.

“Most people pay by credit card,” Steve told him. “We never see the money.” 

“You sometimes have to make change,” the boy said.

“Not really.” He pointed to the top section of the plexiglass screen that separated him from the boy, his index finger indicating a sign Marjorie had printed out on their computer. “No bills over twenty!” it said. Right next to it was a sign warning people that the state-imposed severe penalties on anyone caught buying cigarettes for minors. Both probably irritated the kid.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why don’t you make change for bigger bills?”

“My wife, Marjorie decided we shouldn’t keep a lot of money in the till. The store isn’t in a great part of town.”

“It’s the pits.”

That was a reasonable shorthand for this rundown, rapidly deteriorating part of the city. The economic turndown didn’t hit every place the same. “This way, when we get robbed, we cut our losses. As you see.”

“Shit.”

Yeah. Shit. A kid plans the perfect crime, goes to the trouble to dress for success as a robber, and then finds there isn’t much worth having. Marjorie had thought it out pretty well. She’d thought of everything.

“Your wife decided this?”

Steve nodded.

“What a bitch.”

“She’s a witch, actually.”

The kid shook for a second. “Put the money in a bag,” the kid said.

“A bag?”

“Yes.” 

The kid had planned his moves, apparently. 

Step one: Show the gun, striking terror into the heart of the guy behind the counter. 

Step two: Make the guy behind the counter put the money in a bag. 

He wasn’t about to get distracted from his plan just because there was so little money that he could easily, less obviously, just shove the few bills in his pocket. 

Recalling what he’d learned in the customer service course Marjorie made him take, Steve grabbed a clear plastic bag from the rack that held them for putting purchases in, and cheerfully put the five one-dollar bills and four five-dollar bills in it. Then he held it out.

The kid stared at the bag in Steve’s hand. “That’s really it? That’s all the money.”

“Yeah. Not much of an hourly wage for armed robbery, I guess.”

There was another long pause during which Steve noted that the boy’s breathing grew more regular and the hand that held the gun seemed steadier. He was adjusting to the situation. That was good to see in terms of his personal development, but not such great news for Steve, as far as he could tell. Was a confident robber more or less dangerous than a nervous one? With confidence, there was less chance of getting shot by accident, but maybe the chance he’d decide to shoot had gone up too. It was hard to tell.

Finally, the boy cursed under his breath. “I bet you’d say there was no more money even if it wasn’t true.”

Steve considered how to answer. Lying would not build trust. He wished he could see the kid’s face, but of course, if he could see the kid’s face, the guy would probably feel the need to shoot him. And just like that, they were back to the virtues of no one being shot. That’s often how what-if mind games went. Wishful thinking was not productive, and Steve thought of himself as a practical man.

“I’ll admit you are right,” he said as he put the bag on the counter in the opening in the plexiglass.

“Then there is more money?”

The hint of excitement in the boy’s voice got to him. “No. I meant that you are right that if I did have more money somewhere I would probably lie to you about it.”

“See?”

“Why would I give you money if I don’t have to?”

“To keep from being killed?”

“Well, if you kill me then how would you find the money if there was any?”

“You’d lie to cut your losses?”

“Of course.”

In the pause that followed, Steve realized his mistake. A good negotiator, a good businessman learned not to admit to his actual goals — the outcome he wanted. And he had acknowledged that he wanted to cut his losses.

The boy waved the gun again, swinging it side to side like it meant something. “Here is how this is going to go. You will tell me where there is more money or I’ll start breaking things,” the kid
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