It’s a great time on Christmas, in the city.  People will put a bit of change in the destitute’s cap,  they’ll help a late partygoer off his rear end and send him on home.  They’ll wave on the street and wish you all your heart’s desires.  It’s also an ugly time.  Those who’re poor and broken, thanks, no doubt, to old Monotoli, they just can’t take it.  Some folks, who act happy and content all year, they just fall apart this season.  Mostly they wash up here, or at a thousand other digs here in Fourside, drinkin’ down the espresso.   

My place is small, kind of dirty, and pretty out of the way.  Just a little sidewalk café, no one comes nowadays, save the regulars.  But that’s the way I like it.  There was some excitement once, over some shady dealings in my back room, there, but that’s another story.  One you could probably here better from the two kids what sorted it out.  But let’s stick to this story for now.  It was closing time again, and as usual, as ritual even, I had to drag some tired regular from his seat, guide him to the door, and send him on his way.  You’d think after all these years, they’d have figured out the concept of ‘closing time.’  I heaved him from where he wallowed and, his eyes half-closed, he began taking slow, ponderous steps with my assistance.  Apparently, he used to be real successful, had a nice house in the suburbs, a family, a business-minded son, a position under Monotoli… 
And, like so many others who end up on my bar stools, he lost  it all.  I guess my place is a sanctuary, or a prison.   I try not to think about it.  I just concentrate on serving the drinks, wiping the glasses, and thinking I should (Someday) get the jukebox fixed.  

“Have a nice holiday, Mr. Minch!” I called as he plodded out the door and down the street, not at all sure if he could hear me.  I was greeted by the dimness as I headed back inside the café, which was at least warm, and fairly dry.  This place had been my life for… as long as I could remember.  Right out of whatever two-bit place I came from and into the big city.  This café and I have been here about the same time, and whatever time that is, we’ve long since lost.  The smoke of decades of patrons (And me) puffing our cigars in hopes of seeing a bit of the life we once had, clung to the walls.  No one likes to admit it, but cigarettes are more of a necessity than a pleasure now.   I sighed as I reached into my pocket, finding I didn’t have a pack on my person.  I then went about the automated business of putting the chairs up, doing a quick once-over of the bar counter with a filthy rag, and locking the register.  I spotted on one of the tables a half-empty pack of cigarettes.  Judging from the brand, it had been left by Minch.  I pocketed it, pulled my coat on over my striped blazer, which seemed, very much like this establishment, the relic of a bygone era of youthfulness and fun.  
I emerged into the cold air, locking the door behind me and slipping the key into a pocket inside my jacket, which was more like one of those khaki trenchcoats you always see private eyes wearing.  As I made the habitual turn for home, I decided against it.  I can’t say why; I’ve never gone on such a whim as far as I could remember.  It always felt like there was nothing waiting for me elsewhere.  So I started down the opposite street.  People kept looking at me, for it was rare indeed that I ventured outside routine.  It might also have been due to my rather ‘unique’ features.  I possessed a trim mustache, dark skin (I suspected my heritage to be Puerto-Rican with some Scarabian thrown in- I wasn’t sure myself), and my signature eye-patch, which I’d rather not go into detail about.  And of course, I was recognized for my establishment, for it was known as “that totally uncool place.”  Like most things though, I simply passed without comment.  I hunched my shoulders and dug my hands into my coat pocket in an attempt to keep out the cold.  Funny, I had never really noticed cold, except when the heating in the café failed.  Was cold in there, in my little shelter, really so different from the freezing temperature out here?   What am I talking about; cold’s the same here, there, or wherever.   Isn’t it?  No, it wasn’t just the lack of a thermostat, it was (And I feel foolish saying it) something that all of us in that dingy dive shared.  The cold of knowing the only thing you have to look forward to is the bottom of another glass.   Mulling it over, I guess I’m the one who’s trapped the most.  For most, my place is a refuge, but for me... I’ve never thought of it this way, but it seems like a prison.  And for them… this is a refuge in a cage.  I guess all of us, the outcasts, the wannabes, the has-beens, the could-haves, the might-have-beens, we’re all trapped there, in one way or another.  
But what can I do?  That place is my life, but if that’s true, then I’m trapped wherever I go.  Lost in thought, I kept walking, getting the feeling that these doors, these windows, these streets, these buildings, they all felt like an elaborate setup to keep me penned in.  
“If you don’t know how/What can be done to ease it/All the carried pain.~”  Don’t ask me where that came from.  I know I said it, but it was like someone putting words into my mouth.  Judging by what happened next, that very well may have been the case.  
“Not bad, for a beginner.  Could use some work though.  You’re too high-strung.  The verse has gotta come from your soul.”  It was a strange voice- the beckoning kind that’s got the strangest brew of well-meaning and downright sketchiness.  I turned to get a look at the individual to which this voice belonged.  He appeared to be some sort of vagabond, albeit a unique one (As they often are).  
He wore a faded Hawaiian shirt (I was half-expecting a trench-coat), a pair of small, round sunglasses, and a neat little hat.  All of these ‘fashionable’ items seemed to complement his hippie-like mustache and long black hair, in an eccentric sort of way.  Then again, I suppose one who looks the way I do has no right to critique the appearance of another.  I finally registered the fact that he had spoken to me, and furthermore, was expecting a reply.  
“Your haiku, I mean,” the little man explained.  “It’s not half-bad.”  At a pathetic loss for words, I nodded my head slightly in response.
“You a poet, my good man?”  I realized he was talking about my profession.
“Oh, n-no.  Barkeep.”   I noticed one of his sunglass lenses was cracked.
“Well, same thing, I suppose.” When he smiled, I noticed he was missing a tooth.  His grin looked as though it would have been crooked even with that extra eye tooth.
He put a hand on my shoulder and I saw cracked, dirty fingernails.  “Man, you’ve got heart.  But you can’t keep it in a box with the rest of your valuables.”
“And why’s that?” I was becoming slightly uncomfortable, yet there was something endearing about this man’s forwardness.  I was stiff, scared he would hit me and steal my wallet.  

“Well it’ll get stolen, first off, by a guy like me!”  I shook his hand off and backed up.  He only laughed.  “Aw, you city-types are all the same!  Heck, if I wanted to rob you, your head’d be spinnin’ so fast, that bit o’ prose would’ve come out backward!”  He gave another (Slightly wheezy) laugh and gave me a pat on the shoulder.  This time, I didn’t pull away.
“And second,” his cracked shades seemed to flash as his tone became more serious.  “Well, it might be hard to jive, ya know?  But here goes: Y’see, I’ve noticed people get scared to show their hearts to people, usually through words or actions.  They’re sterile, see?  Well, a heart can’t keep beating if it doesn’t show it’s stuff.  I mean, I get the feeling you’ve got a lot on your shoulders.  As a mug-slider, it’s to be expected.”  I stood there, confused as to how quickly this shabby-looking sketch on the street had managed to engage him in a speech on free expression.  Yet, he was surprised, and somewhat happy, to find that this stranger seemed to, by saying a few words, understanding and willing to be a kindred spirit.  
Jackie suddenly felt the urge to speak.  “Yes, yes, that’s right!  Have you ever heard of Jackie’s Café?”  The man seemed to consider this for a moment, as a shadow of realization crept across his face.  
“Why, yes.  Yes, I know quite a bit about that place.  I assume I have the pleasure of speaking to the proprietor?”  I myself knew full well that he did know.
“Yes, yes!  I imagine the things you hear about my place- er- establishment aren’t so good.  It’s a place for lonely men to come and feel… well, the same, but it’s a place to go.  They’re prisoners of circumstance.  But, you see, I’ve been feeling as though I am a prisoner to my own life; the circumstances I’ve created.  A prisoner to myself.  Can you understand that?”  These last words were more desperate than I’d like them to have sounded.  
He regarded me for a moment before saying: “I see what your problem is.  Lift up your eyepatch.” 

“Excuse me, sir?”

“Just lift it.”  My hand shaking, I did so.  It had been years since that skin felt the air.  He raised an eyebrow and shook my hand.  “Good job.”

“Excuse me?” I repeated, thinking I sounded like a simpleton who was the only one who didn’t get a joke.  

“Why, you’ve just taken your first step in finding that key that’ll unlock that imprisoned little heart of yours.  When was the last time you took that patch off?”

“I… don’t recall.”

“Well, then this’ll be a day to remember, won’t it?  You’ve just found your key.  Now find your box.”  He chuckled and turned away.

“W-wait sir!”  He just looked back and smiled.

“You work on that poem.  See you again, Jack, in another time, in another space!”

Then he was gone.  I flipped my eyepatch back down, and thought about what he said.   I looked around, and the buildings, streets, and doors no longer looked like bars, but windows.  I let a smile, a small one, escape my lips and I turned back on my original route, the wind was sweet air in my throat (Which now felt like reciting a thousand haikus) and each snowflake seemed like an untold story.   

