A Night at Baby’s

I had found a home at Baby's on the broad white tank lid on toilet three. Usually I sit out front with Uncle Roy and the boys and pass the hours over pool and beer, scoots and other rides, politics, progress, manhood and that occasional sodden moment when one of our crew would say something real quiet-like that let us all know each one in there did care what happens to each other.

      Baby's has a long bar with initials scraped on every clean surface of the wood. It faces a scattering of mirrors and labels, mixed with faded photocopies of jokes and credit warnings.  Opposite the bar is a row of pool tables with just enough room that, if you happened to be sitting at the bar at the right place, you could get the fat end of a pool cue in your kidneys and the trip to the bathroom on that parquet floor seems endless. 

    That's not why I'm in the bathroom though. I've been left. I miss her already and it’s only been a few hours. Anyway, I was talking about Baby's and the bar and boys and stuff and how I was sitting here, my feet on the rim of the toilet with my ass perched on the tank and the door giving me privacy. I've got a quart beer next to me and a pack of smokes and I'm hooked up. And, since I am so short, my head can't be seen over the stall door, so I've got perfect privacy to think in. 

And it comes to me, as I hear voices wandering in and out amidst the tap water and handblower, the blue jean zip and the porcelain splash, that we men truly come into touch with ourselves and our world when we are taking a leak. A guy faces his world and those worlds around him without lies or pretense when he stands before the urinal. Escape is impossible should you happen to feel something you don't like during mid‑flow. 

It doesn't help me with Mintz, though. None of this is about me except that I'm a few years past 20, pretty happy with who I have become, and in love with a tempermental blessing who wants a little more direction out of me then I am ready to give. Everything is important to her. Nothing besides her and the boys here at Baby's is important to me. So we fight a lot. 

     Anyway, I'm going to sit here awhile and think of Mintz and where she is now and listen to the boys and what they are talking about because the men's room at Baby's is gonna be as good as any library. When you get here, book education becomes that little tinkle toy at the bottom of the urinal that spins, going nowhere. It is with sweat and beer and piss that a man learns about himself.

     Dave just wandered in. I can see him through the crack in the door where it hinges. I can tell it’s him because he always wears that blue jean jacket over faded jeans and he looks like one long seam. Mintz said he smelled fresh, like laundry soap. Suppose he would, seeing as how that outfit was all he ever wore, so he'd have to wash it a lot. The other real distinctive thing about Dave was that he could sing. We could always tell when Dave was going to take a leak because he’d start singing. At first we laughed, but once we heard him, we stopped. It was beautiful. No kidding. He couldn't talk very well and he was mentally slow, due to some sort of accident, but he could sing. See, it wasn’t words, more like a hum with an open heart, a controlled keening, the treble and clefs of a full-moon coyote bay, something primal, something of the prairie; gentle scratching, flowing, an arroyo jazz, rattles, softness like snow cover. He goes about his business and I can see he's drunk as he can be and as he does his thing, he sings gently. I listen for a while and think I feel part of his story through the fading notes, bounced off the concrete walls to the floor of this man-place.

"Dave, what's it like in your world?" I say to myself.

Dave tilts out the door and I return to my beer once again studying the lonely phone numbers and crass poetry on the stall door. It's the man-song he sings, his flavor of candy life in his head, something gained after something he lost that gives him that rhythm and blend. I know it is and I envy him.

       I'm coming down on this beer and I'm thinking about stuff and for a while there isn't much noise, just the sound of 

the jukebox and voices drizzling in under the door and I'm beginning to feel kind of lonely. Mintz is a beautiful woman and didn't really deserve me flying into her like I did. But she's headstrong. Me, I'm pretty mellow and she wouldn't stop asking me what my problem was and I finally told her. It turned out to be more than one. By the time I was finished she just gave me this look and hiked. The drip of the tap sounded like her heels as they tattooed a so‑long‑sucker rhythm on the floor. Geez, I miss her. I...

Oh hell, Hank just trod in here. He moves towards the sink and begins to unzip. I see his eyes in the mirror and realize he is hammered.

     "Left, Hank," I say.

     He moves, a startled look on his face since he can’t see anyone. He is drunk enough he could have been hearing voices so I decided to risk it for the sake of the wall. He hits the porcelain with a straight stream and I see his back straighten with a relief only a man can know. For a moment Hank stands tall, shoulders squared and head held high. 

    Hank was the strongest of us. Broad in laughter and muscle, he'd walk into Baby's and order a pitcher. No glass, just a pitcher. He'd wrap that huge maul fist around that pitcher and it looked like it was one of those fluted glasses. If he'd had enough beer, or was just feeling generous, he'd set down his pitcher and lift a pool table or the barmaid, Ginny Lynn, stool and all. We could talk him into it most times, especially if there was some new kid who just turned legal drinking age. Hank loved to see them impressed. He knew none of us ever got tired of watching him anyway. But all this was before the two by four of life slashed its splinters across his head.

       The two by four started its arc the day Daphne Maron listened to a few of her friends who told her she needed to expand her intellectual horizons. She had dropped the children off at school and had gone to her community beautification meeting. On the way back she caught the flier for a conference on family roles, sponsored by the college. It was on the grocery store rain check bulletin board next to a $2.00 off coupon on any large bag of CocoRoos. She left the coupon and took the flier and went to the meeting. She then went back to the store, get the CocoRoos, set them next to a big bowl in the kitchen, and left Hank a note telling him it was the last goddamn meal she was fixing him because she was leaving. All because he liked to spend a little time at Baby's. 

     We could have told her that Hank's behavior was never cruel or vicious, just a little rowdy. And when they talked, face to face, and Hank opened his broad, strong arms to hold her, she would reject him and cut him with some catchy little phrase, something academic, something she borrowed from her literature class. She'd lump Hank in with all men without looking close at who he was. She'd spout some entry level psychology and walk off, taking her marriage and their house and being so thankful that she went to college and had her eyes opened. 

     All of us knew him as a family man with an ethical code that celebrated the joy of men being with men. Of course he stood and watched her walk away without saying anything. 

    Still, It didn't surprise me then when he shuddered and began composing, in his slurred voice, a letter to his Daphne, his face in the mirror pulling words from a big, sodden heart that deserved better than he got. 

 "Somehow Daph, you've gotta see it my way. I love you, you know. Ain't much more than that."

    "Damn," I swore quietly. " Hank said that." I listened more intently then as his words came out like the hiss of his stream a few moments earlier.

      Hank staggered slightly as he reaches for his fly, leaping slightly as he zipped up, looking like he was going to fall over. He turns and walks a few feet until his eyes met the reflection of those sad eyes in the mirror and he put his hand against the wall to steady himself. I watched him through the crack.

      "Yeah Daphne," he said, a quaver in his voice and the eyes in the mirror locked onto his own.

      "You remember the time I helped you move out from your ex old man? You was in the playroom, the one with the round window. There was two huge air‑filled rubber balls, as tall as a man stands and you was letting the air out of yours, you was packing up your life and belongings. I let the air out of mine and heard the hiss of failed years and memory streams and your smile and that look in your eyes that said you wanted me then, right there in that empty playroom with the big elephant painted on the wall."
      I took a swig of beer, narrowly missing slamming the bottom of the bottle onto the toilet lid. I didn't want to miss the rest of Hank's tribute. He was mumbling, almost incoherent and I had to strain to hear the words. 
 " ... We had each other then, in the playroom, movement quick and demanding then finished, breathing heavy as I looked up and saw a picture of your ex husband looking down on us and I moved out of you, guiltily even. He looked at me accusingly, Daphne, and I felt evil for a moment. But I had you and it didn't matter.

     We dressed, moved furniture and children's clothing and I saw him in my mind gently touching the Care Bear light switch cover in his youngest daughter's bedroom, now empty, his mind full of memories and anger at the thieves that we were, sneaking in and out. I saw him pace the floor of the empty house and turn toward a stack of books that talked about God and marriage and I thought: you damn fool, you should have done that before the papers were signed. But I didn't feel that bad, Daphne, because I had you.

      I took out several bags of trash that day-‑you remember what a mess the place was Daph-‑and as I walked through his back yard I could see the swingset and the toys and I knew that he tried. It was in his wooden baseball bat, an old hardwood, scratched but the grip smooth from summer league and his motorcycle torn down and dusty as if his youth just stopped the day he dropped the wrench, that told me he was just an average guy like the rest of us. But I would take his girls and you Daphne. I would love you and take his family away from him. Daphne, I wanted that baseball bat too. I knew I was hurting the man but I wanted all of it.

     It has been two weeks; you aren't asleep in my bed. It was just a few days back that you took your trailer of stuff from our house. You rehearsed your goodbye and it came out flat and hard and void and dammit woman I deserved better!"
     The eyes in the mirror shot back shards of pain like smoke lines under tap lights as Hank stood there, his hands a whitish blue against the white porcelain, squeezing the coldness in a mean grip.

He looked away, staring down at the sink.

     "So now darling, it's my turn. I will lose you to someone or something else. Maybe it'll be my picture that looks down on you and your new man and he'll want everything and know that I failed you and I'll never have a yard with broken bicycles and a Barbie car. Hell darling..."
His voice trailed off and his steps were heavy, the slamming vibration of the door punctuating his pain.

That moment, in the silence, I found the words that Hank wouldn't hear from me, words that weren't laughter and jokes and slaps on his broad shoulders. I spoke them softly then.

     "Oh hell Hank, why are you telling that mirror? Go tell her. Tell her how much she means to you and put those broad shoulders to use. You won't remember it tomorrow, Hank, and that's what is sad. What you said was beautiful. Tell her. Or, if you don't, pick a stall next to mine and look on, Hank, because that is all that is left." I felt a little embarrassed at my own voice drifting off the walls but no one was in there and I nursed my beer, my thoughts as squashed as Hank's red ball.

The door slammed open, squealing on its hinges as it crashed onto the wall. It had been done that way so many times that a hairline crack ran all the way up the wall. But then Teddy never was one for interior decorating, figuring all the poor saps pissing away the beer he sold would leave beautiful poetry on the wall. I knew I had been found out and Teddy wasn't in there to check on curtain colors.

      A gnarled hand reached over the stall door, choking the life out of another bottle of beer.

     "Want me to write it down?" a voice said, rough with size and a barrel chest and a toolshed gut.

     "Yeah Teddy, write it down." I was one of the few guys that could run a tab. Come to think about it though, I was one of the few guys who put Baby's down as a permanent address whenever I filled out an application and I guess Teddy kind of adopted me.

      I heard the stall frame groan as Teddy leaned against the door.

      "You gonna stay there all night?"

      "I think so, Teddy. How about another pack of smokes?"

      "I ain't your ole' lady. Besides, you can't stay here. It makes the boys nervous."

     "Tell em 'wah' for me. I had a rough day and I like it here."

     "Don't make me come after you."

     "You can't get me. The door is locked. So there."  Like that door was gonna even last if Teddy breathed on it.

     "You and Mintz at it again?"

     "Yeah"

     "What's your problem?"

     "Who says it's my problem?"

     "It's yours. Mintz is too sweet. What she doin' with you is beyond me. You get em' alright but how come you never keep 'em?"

     "Since when did you ever know about women?"

"I run this place, don't I. Everything breaking with no warning and never any reason. What do I know about women? I forgot more'n you know."

"You ain't got my cigarettes."

"Okay, I'll get your damn cigarettes. Maybe I'll send Mintz in with 'em."

      "She out there?"

      "Nah. But for some fool reason she thinks you're worth somethin'. She'll be back."

      "Do I care?"

      "Damn straight you do. Don't make me come after you."

It was quiet for a minute or two after Teddy left and I was considering my next move while watching rivulets of water slip down the side of my fresh beer. Maybe I oughta quit moping around and go back out there.  About that time TJ and Milky staggered in. 

Milky. Now that's a story in itself. Milky is a railroader and a finer fella is hard to find. In fact, Milky only has one problem far as I can tell. When there is girls in the bar Milky can't keep his pants on. He's got this need to show them a moon. Hence the name. As good-natured as can be, he saunters his two hundred plus pounds and his ponytail up to some gals sitting alone. He asks them some real special questions like if they had been spanked today and when they smile at his foolishness he just smiles back. Then he asks them if they want to see something real special. Usually they say no but that doesn't slow him down any. He puts his hand to his belt and they pretty much guess what they are going to have to see if they keep watching. But then, in a quick move, Milky does a half turn as his drawers drop and the moon shines full within Baby's. Teddy's been trying to get him to stop but some fellas are known by their trademark. That's his. Far as I know, he has been able to get a few dates that way.

     And TJ. Well, there are three things you can count on with TJ. One is that you never get to know his girlfriend because she isn't around long enough. Second, if you feed him enough rum you can take him at pool on your worst night. And last, he knows every inside trick to making money, most of it courtesy of the railroad, of which he is a senior member. The man is an encyclopedia of union tricks, investments, buyouts, and dispute management. He also has a head for the stock market, and two of my more successful tips have come just after he missed a perfect eight ball shot, amid cursing and sputtering. That is why I can spend so much time at Baby's. Good investments and simple living. So, when they staggered in, shoulder to shoulder, and hiked up to the pisser I was all ears. The door would hide me from Milky's backside and TJ might drop something I could use.

"How many hours you got this week?" TJ asked, his eyes averted toward the ceiling. Men are afraid to look at each other when standing shoulder to shoulder. It's a no‑win situation. If you look, you're queer, and if you don't, then you gotta wonder if the fella next to you got more than you did at birth.

     "A full fifty this week," Milky said. "Those bastards are trying to cut overtime again and they got me out in the middle of the prairie for another week."

     "Take the buyout," TJ said, swaying right, almost losing his balance.

"What buyout?" Milky asked. Milky was a favorite of the local constable as well as the insurance company and his ex wife. Even with what he brought in, he needed the money.

"They gonna offer a buyout on positions. Standard contract buyouts are at $80,000. Show up and do your thing for another couple of weeks. It'll go to $100,000 then. Take the money and walk."

     "Yeah, and then what?"

"Does it matter? Besides you can sign on with another railroad. Personnel ain't above taking a few bucks to forget you ever worked for the line. Then, if you want to, you can take another buyout. They'll all do it at some point or another.

"You sure?"

"Yeah, I'm sure. Word came down from Chicago. They'll be buying out contracts at every level. Even some of the new guys who are still in training are gonna get bought out. They'll make a killing. That's the beauty of the American union ‑ you get paid before you even start."

Milky turns away from the porcelain, stooping over as he zips his fly.

T.J. runs a comb through his hair, his moustache twitching like recent roadkill. Milky steps away from the john with a wad of cash in his hand. A pack of cigarettes lay on the sink. He walks over and shakes the pack. A slender cigarette comes out. Milky lights it, the match flame catches colors of the tiny glass vial that slides out with it. The wad of money disappears in the cigarette package. Milky and TJ's eyes meet in the mirror.

     "I'll give it some thought T.J. Thanks for the tip."

TJ puts his comb away and picks up the cigarettes, looks in the square hole and sees the tight roll of green. They both turn and walk out the door. 

     "Milky," I said aloud, the room once again empty. "You oughta know better. They'll find you stone cold dead on a track somewhere if you don't quit using that shit. Take the buyout, Milky, and come sit here with me. You're going just about as far as Hank and me." Wasn't anything to add to that so it was silent for a while and I was enjoying the quiet.

There is a definite sound to a door when a woman opens it. It's not exactly slowly but it's a measured step, a fluid motion and I could tell by the lack of the slam that it wasn't one of the boys. Her perfume wafted in, demure as the slightness of her steps.  Mintz had found me and now was the time for me to see if I had learned anything.

      A pack of cigarettes and a beer slid underneath my door, the beer leaving a slick like blood on the gunmetal grey-painted floor. I reached for them, my back churning at the stretch. I could hear the door open and close and I knew Mintz sent someone away. What did she care about some fool's bladder, anyway? He got himself there. Let him deal with it.

"Thanks Mintz"

     "You staying in there all night or what?"

     "That's what Teddy asked me. Told him I might."

     "What's your problem?" she asked, the movement of her lithe body setting free perfume buds like a milkweed in a strong wind.

     "We been through that. You still mad at me?"

     "Yeah."

     I lit a cigarette not saying anything for a little while.

     "You still love me, Mintz?"

     "No. I never did."

     "Cool," I said, stamping out my smoke on the floor and getting up from the tank top. Within moments I knew everything was going to be OK. Mintz always says opposite of what she means. It is her bid for compromise.

     "You comin' out?" she asked.

     "No. I'm going to stay in here."

     "I'll get Teddy."

     "So?" I said as I opened the stall door. "I'm not afraid of him."

     "Yes dear," she said, dropping a soft hand across my cheek. "You wanna buy me a beer?"

     "No."

     "Good. Do it anyway."

     "Yes dear," I said, feeling her soft hand slip cozy into mine. It's our story. We don't move or change or grow. We just stay together. I like it that way but something in me will have to change if I'm going to keep her.

"Mintz hon," I said as she opened the door, the music pouring in like a slap of cold breeze.

     "Yeah baby."

     "How come when women go into the bathroom they always go in twos? Is it because they get a chance to confront themselves, to find out who they really are?"

She looked at me like I had been into TJ's vial. 

     "Hell, no. We always go in twos because the goddamn bar owner always puts the toilet paper roll on the opposite wall that the toilet is on. We don't notice it until we sit down. The other one rips off paper for us and hands it to us. That's why we always go in twos."

About that time two bottles slid down the bar. I had a cold beer in one hand and Mintz's hand was nestled close in mine. Mintz was glaring and Teddy winked, a full-blown smile on his ugly mug.

     Yeah, Teddy said he knew women. Guess he was right. Knew them the day he bolted in the last screw on the toilet paper roll holder in the ladies room at Baby's

