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I’m going to build a whorehouse.

That’s what I told the boys down at Bucky’s Tavern after we finished the Fisher Farm pole and tin shed and went down to celebrate. I build sheds and houses for a living. Me and several other guys. I was the foreman once but I didn’t like it so now I just work when I’m told. It’s not that I can’t think. It’s that they don’t need to know that I can. Not that I’ve got to hide it from the fellows I work with. They’re good guys. Working men, ranging from L.D. at 38 to Wilbur at 60 plus. We’ve known each other a long time. Most of the fellows are married but they don’t talk much about it. L.D does, but he’s on his second time around and so it’s new to him but at the same time it’s not. We mostly work and when we talk its politics and sports and remembering when we did dumb stuff growing up. We all live here in Brazno, a town of about 35,000 with a college in it and a lot of churches although none of us go to either one. 


Speaking of colleges – that’s where a lot of the new foremen come out of. That’s when I learned it was easier to let them call the shots and just fix what they screwed up when they were giving orders, which is just about everything. After awhile I could make friends with any of them. 

Lank Riber, he’s one of the fellows along with L.D. and Wilbur. He doesn’t get along with anybody who went to college. So I just run a little interference for the new supervisors when they come in, all pale and nervous and reciting about stress points and angles of shear and reinforcement from text books. I take orders from them and keep Lank from dropping a finishing hammer on them. They are so grateful that I just whisper to them about what they might want to try to do instead and then they tell the crew. The truth is I’m giving the orders.


See what I mean about being smart?


The supervisors generally don’t stay around too long since the company either moves them to other construction sites or they decide to go back to college to be a teacher. I’ve broke in quite a few of them that way. The boys still look up to me some because I was their foreman for awhile but I went back to my regular job because I didn’t like bossing my friends around. I told the chief that too; don’t think I didn’t. He shrugged and sent me back as one of the boys. I like it that way.


Me, I never have been to college or married. I keep things pretty simple; fishing on the weekends when it’s warm, covering a seat at Bucky’s when it’s not and watching his new TV while nursing a beer. I can hit beers fast or slow, doesn’t much matter to me. I work and fish and watch baseball and the sway of the college girls young enough to be my daughters if I had any as they hoist a tray of empty glasses on their shoulder and warble into the kitchen behind the bar. Bucky only puts two girls on at a time. He said two girls gave the other a sense that there was still women around but more than two and they got the sense of being women too much. Wanted to fight with each other was what Bucky was driving at. 

Bucky’s is a working man’s bar. He can put on a plate of food that’ll sing in the grease and slide down like a cold beer. A lot of the construction guys, mechanics, warehouse tossers, and truckers on weekend leave like to go to Bucky’s.


I guess if I had a hobby it’d have to be politics. Politics to me are like Bucky’s food, grease for the mind that slides around and sets a man to thinking about the world around him. I watch something about them every day on television and I can tell you what is going both overseas and at home. I like home-front politics better because I can’t fix whatever they’ve got going on in those other places. But here, in America, I can work with it. Figure out a way to do better for myself and my buddies. Watch the news and you can pretty much tell whether you’ll have a job in a few months or not. All it takes is some thinking. Those lawyers call it cause and effect I think. Most men don’t go far enough with it. They see a cause and jump to an effect and shoot that down with a beer like a boilermaker and before long their mouths are running like saw motors, spewing out ideas they call facts and not even looking at what they’re saying. Cut a board twice and it’s still too short. An old joke in our work like the one about the pay being shitty but at least the job sucks. Never did like that word. Sucks. Doesn’t say anything. Anyway, that’s how some of these boys get, saying and predicting and preaching and nothing getting’ built because their thoughts are too short while pliers clank in hip pockets against the chrome backdrops of their bar stools, boots scuffing and fists punching every statement that don’t make sense. Gonna tell the rest of us how this politician or this law is going to kill each of us in its own way and isn’t a one of them right.


Bucky doesn’t worry about those guys much in his bar. He waits for some other guy to get tired of hearing a fella’ go off on something and then says he’s a proud American and a democrat and by God if you don’t like the way the country turns out then get gone.


That’s when Bucky breaks out Jezebel, his pool cue butt drilled out and loaded with shot so she’s nice and heavy.  Haven’t ever seen him brain anyone with it but I know he’s ready. Bucky’s a man that lives by simple rules like how many girls he’s got working the floor at the same time.


They’s always a couple of fellows like that. One spouting off half baked ideas, the other getting all love of country and both spilling beer and tossing peanuts over their shoulders while their arms are windmilling size and shape in the air. I suspect Bucky could just turn of the TV but he never did.


But me, now, I understand. The cause and effect. The balance. In fact it was night not too long ago when I got my idea for a whorehouse. I didn’t get the idea right away. My mind was foreplaying on an idea while Lank was showing how he balanced a quarter on the rim of his beer glass. The news was on in the background and I guess I was paying closer attention to it than I was to Lank, who was cussing because Billy Jay kept jolting the table with his knee and laughing about it which made Lank mad.


They were talking about the homosexuals that wanted to get married.


A lot of fellows were watching. I was just listening.


The news guy was talking about some marches. You could hear the shouts in the background, tune in on the slogans. I’d seen enough of those marches on TV to know what one looked like. I found my eyes concentrating on Lank’s quarter but my ears were turned to the TV like an extra set of rabbit ears. 


The homosexuals, gays they called themselves, were demanding democracy. Wasn’t anything you hadn’t heard in Bucky’s from one of the love-America-or-leave-it fellows but I wasn’t about to say that in there. Not yet. Not because I was scared but my mind was making those cause and effect jumps like a snowshoe rabbit to a place I wanted.


I wanted those homosexuals to get their marriages.


The talk turned then and not so much that I need to repeat here just because I don’t have to. A lot of four-letter words and fingers shooting to the unseeing glass of the TV. Men squirmed, not even comfortable being in the same room with the idea. The mood was tighter than a virgin’s panties in there though. Bucky walked around from the back of the bar toward the front door, opened it and slid a wedge of wood under it that I had brought from the Poulsen garage job a few weeks back. The evening sunshine wafted in, America in it’s warmness, leaves and sweat and soda-sticky belches of working men and playing children, the refineries and the street turned in heat, the scent of a skirt from a young mother heading by Bucky’s with a load of groceries, her eyes not turning to see the dark slouches inside but blushing behind her paper bag of groceries at the catcalls and whistles that followed her from the men sitting at the tables closest to the door.


Bucky said he just wanted some air. I figured it was so he wouldn’t have to replace the door if things got ugly. I saw him reach under the bar and I knew he was shifting Jezebel from her little clamp perch beneath the bar so she’d be easier to get. 


The homosexuals were still marching and shouting on TV.


Not one of the boys then said anything about America: love it or leave it. Lank slammed his quarter on the table, shaking the mostly empty pitcher beer, cursing and sputtering about what he’d do with them if he was in charge. Lank was a good enough fellow but you better hope he never gets in charge. Lank would be for making statues of about half of the American population.


“Dump their asses in a cement mixer and give the ugliest one a chisel and see how bad the bastards want it then,” Lank said. There was laughter but it was tense all the same.


“Ain’t right. Don’t know what this country’s coming to.”


“I don’t give a shit. More women for me.”


“No hell, that ain’t right. They got them libbians too so that’s two girls gone anyway.”


“Man I’d like to see that.”


“Gottem’ at the video store.”


“My old lady’d shit a latchkey if I brought one of them home.”


“A dike?”


Yeah that too, dumbass. But a movie’s what I meant.” Laughter eased the room. I could hear it clear from the front table that me and the boys usually claimed.


“I asked the fellow that runs the backroom of the movie place if he ever worried about getting raided or hassled. He just patted the side of his computer. “If the list of who rents these things ever got out everybody in town would either be surprised as hell or trade memories, I ain’t sure which,” he told me.


“So what did you do,” another voice asked.


“Paid my one dollar to make the list and rented Betty Goes to Medical School.”


Damn right!” laughter and then eyes back on the TV.


The ugly mood was broken as each man asserted himself in his own mind, hitched his mental cods to knowing that he wasn’t one of them on that TV. It would have stayed that way except for Wilbur. Old Wilbur. He doesn’t say much anytime and so now he decides to talk. He worked the chew back in his jaw. Hell, even I looked up. Wilbur just drinks and don’t say much so we listened when he did.


“Gonna pay for their housing too, goddamnit.” He said it just a plain as he could be. A silence jetted through the room. Whether it was surprise because of what Wilbur said or because he said anything at all I didn’t know but it turned the mood to a darker color than it had to be.


Sure enough, the fellows picked up on that thread like mamma fingernails on a Sunday morning suit and began those cause and effects that don’t work.


“Welfare bastards...”


“They’ll be wanting kids next…”


“Wilbur’s right. We’re already paying HUD housing for unhappy women who couldn’t or wouldn’t keep a man around and now we’ll be paying for these queers to be romping in their rock gardens.” I said, surprised because I hadn’t thought about talking anyway.

     I was embarrassed at myself because all of that cause and effect that doesn’t quite work. I’ve still got an idea gelling in my mind but it hasn’t quite taken hold. We’re getting close, I can feel it but we aren’t there yet. Wilbur was the closest but he didn’t take it far enough.


Let a man like us talk about homosexuals or warfare or welfare it in the abstract and like I said, we can scratch our crotch and remember a thousand times when we were men. We feel the power come off other fellows like us and know we’re okay. It isn’t going to get us. But Wilbur, now Wilbur, he got into our checkbook. Nobody, no matter how much mental ball scratching you do, can count for who is going to get in your wallet. Married, unmarried, it don’t matter. Always someone reaching for it. A lot of the guys had ex wives living in housing or taking chunks of change out of their wallets for child support that maybe did and maybe didn’t get to the kid but the ex-wife always saving a dollar or two in quarters back to call you from a pay phone in some run-down bar and tell you what a lousy son-of-a-bitch you were because you forgot it was your daughter’s invisible friend’s birthday and you didn’t even send a card. I could see them overreact and make those cause and effect jumps that don’t work because they were too close. I didn’t want to do the same. They didn’t go far enough though. My idea kicked in the mind-womb where it was growing.


I laughed. Wasn’t much else I could do. It struck me funny, funny as pictures of hell on a bugs bunny rerun, abracadabra-hocus-pocus, the rabbit and the vampire skit, a brick falling on your head as soon as you turn into a bat that no one wants to touch.


“What’s wrong with you,” Lank asked.


“Democracy, Lank -- Democracy. I finally get it.”


The room went silent again giving me the floor. Even Wilbur moved his dip to the other side of his jaw and shot a line of spit into an empty Miller Lite can.


“Well fellas, there’s a good and a bad to the whole thing.” I said. The telecaster was showing headline clippings of gay rights activism from all over U.S. “See, We’re not just going to pay for the couples. We’re not just going to pay all of the overtime related to putting this thing through in the name of democracy. No sir. We’re not just going to pay for the housing either. We’re going to pay housing for ex-wives. Everyone’s ex wife. It won’t matter a damn if it’s a male or a female. 


“What the hell are you saying,” a voice from the bar said. “That ain’t gonna happen.”


I didn’t even turn round. Lank was looking at me like I jumped out of the TV. “What makes you figure it ain’t. Men and women been getting married for years and they’ve been splitting up for just about as long. A woman can’t get on her feet, she gets help from the system. What -- you expect this’ll be any different? Figure that the homo couples won’t run up against the same roadblocks? You don’t think that one will slap the other around; that they won’t cheat on each other or fight? You don’t think one will pack his bags in the middle of the night and go weeping to social services or reach for his princess phone and call a lawyer? You don’t figure someone’ll pay the child support if they get to adopt? Hell yes they will.” I paused, my thoughts jumbling but getting even in line with where I was going. “So the “wife” leaves or the “husband” kicks him out and he goes to social services and since he doesn’t have a job he can’t take care of himself. You think for a moment that Social Services is going to say ‘I’m sorry, we can’t help you because you’re a man?’ Hell no, there’d be in a lawsuit a mile wide.”  I didn’t usually talk a string like that and I shut up kind of quick because the bar was silent except for the TV. Even Bucky’s waitress, Miss Maybelline’s what I called her in my mind as I watched her walk away, stopped in the doorway, her eyes canted toward the ceiling as if she saw a spider web she had missed before.


“Wilbur spoke then. “So what you are telling me is that I get to drive by some housing project that I’m paying for with my taxes and I get to see some gal in too-tight spandex shorts and thighs like tow cable sitting on her lawn holding some kid that doesn’t even look like her and in the next lawn I get to see some guy in some pink or silver polo shirt that makes him look like a fucking zipper kneeling on the grass pulling dandelions with a steak tine and rubbing a flower gardening glove over his brow because he had to work for five minutes?”


“Damn, Wilbur,” Lank said.


“Yep, that’s about the way of it.” I told him.


“What’s so funny about that,” Wilbur asked, his voice taking on the edge that everyone felt when politics reached through the ballgames and the beliefs, the dreams and the hormones, cold beers and skirted afternoons.


I laughed again. It tickled me every time I thought of it. “What’s funny about it is that they are only asking to get married. They haven’t even asked to get divorced yet.”

“I don’t get it,” L.D. said.

“It could only happen in a democracy.” I said.

There was a silence for about a minute as the boys thought about that one until a drunken voice stuttered. “Hey, goddammit. Don’t be bad-mouthing democracy. You don’t like America then get out.” The man stood, wavered, and knocked his beer off the bar with a sweep of a greasy hand before pulling down the bill of his hat shaped like a perfect mailbox entrance and flumping back in his chair. “Don’t be cussing America” the man slurred, his fist pounding the bar. None of us knew who he was.

Bucky nodded at me, his look asking me to take off and save him having to clean things up, his arm already reaching for Jezebel as the man kept pounding the bar.

As I got up, Lank grabbed me by the arm. “You said there was a good side. What is it?”

His hand slid off my arm. “I’ll tell you tomorrow night after work.” I was beaming like an idiot, the idea full in my mind now, doors and windows and soft laughter and an understanding and a deeper appreciation of democracy. As I walked out of the bar into the evening, the smell of cooking dinners and the distant pulpwood mill and the scent of sweated beer on myself, I built the walls to my new freedom. I could hardly wait to get home and get a pencil.

At three in the morning my American dream was born.

***

That next day I couldn’t wait until quitting time. I worked like a demon, overtired and excited, sweat funneling a dark blue over my snap chambray shirt. I lugged bricks, built buildings, smiled, sweated and barely took two bites of a summer sausage and cheese sandwich that had condensated to an opaque, unidentifiable  wall in its wrap because of the transfer from the refrigerator to the sun-heated lunchbox. The boys looked at me and worked too, curious and a little fearful because usually I just don’t work that hard. When quitting time we had the site cleaned up and all loaded into the club cab which we parked in the back of Bucky’s lot since it was the company truck. When we came through the door Bucky looked at me strange. I could see that he had Jezebel wedged between a slot machine and the bar for easier reach. Miss Maybelline brought us a pitcher of beer and four glasses and set them down. LD poured, perfect caps as if officiating a special moment.

I reached into my hip pocket and found the rolled-up paper. I stretched it out on the table. The boys stood up then, even Wilbur, grunting to stand over my shoulder to look at her.

Bucky pushed his way in. “What you got on your mind?”

“This -- fellas,” I said proudly. “I’m going to build me a whorehouse.”

The blueprint stared back at all the faces, lines on paper, lines on faces, Xerox reflections of dreams, eyes and unbuilt windows that gleamed.

***

“That ain’t legal,” Lank said, sitting back down reaching for his beer and quarter in his pocket.

“Won’t matter, it will be. Democracy. Lord but she was a beautiful thing and I hadn’t realized it until last night. My snowshoe rabbit landed in a perfect little drift, hidden and happy in its hiding, its tracks, this blueprint in front of me. 

I had a chunk of land out by Windyvine road. It was mostly weeds and small saplings now but I’d clear it. Clear it and build my house. A beautiful two-story house with a front parlor for a piano or a jukebox and nice furniture for the girls to greet their guests. It wasn’t about money or vice, but companionship - at least for me. The fellows walked away after they saw my blueprint and laughed and choked on their beer and tried to connect what my whorehouse had to do with the good side of the homosexuals getting married. They hadn’t made the jump yet. But I understood it.

So I told ‘em. Bucky probably wished I’d been sick that day.

“Homosexual marriage is just the first step,” I said. “See, democracy is all about giving everybody what they want. Thirty-five - forty years ago the Blacks got to build their whorehouse. They got to have that democracy. About the same time women got theirs. They’d been in a whorehouse and so they put a lock on it and moved out.  Now the homosexual marriages. That is the barn-raising for my little community. See, now that marriage gets called somethin’ different the old reason for not having whorehouses is gone too.”

“I’d go to one,” Wilbur said. “Hell, I’m ready tonight.” 

The mood in the bar lifted, guys laughing and looking on Wilbur as part of Bucky’s brotherhood, their affection as clear as the memories of the women who had left them. I took a long drink off of my beer, still standing over my blueprints.

Wilbur, you’ll have to wait a little while longer. Probably have to wait for a good religion issue or maybe the abortion thing to come through. Probably have to wait for some guy to push for two wives or, better yet, some woman to push for two husbands. Why not if she could afford it? Somebody will think of it though and then a few more and then, when there is enough, democracy will step in and show how even-minded it is.  Democracy says everybody is right see? You don’t get what you want and it isn’t a democracy any more ‘cause you aren’t equal. That’s the beauty.

“That why you’re grinning like a gable-swinging monkey today?” L.D. said.  

“Right over your wife’s bedroom window, Little Dick,” Lank said, his quarter bouncing on the table as L.D. shoved him, the warmth on their faces bringing back thousands of shoves, downed beers and fallen quarters. Lank was the only one that could misue LD’s initials and walk away smiling.

“So when you figure to have this done,” Bucky asked, his grip relaxed on Jezebel

“When everyone had had their say and built their whorehouses they’ll be just one underrepresented group left. That’d be the lower-middle class male fellas’ like us. Men who work and drink and like to be single, men who just like the company of a woman for a few hours. Men who like to just drink and tell stories and sleep with a woman that we could treat nice for those few hours. You guys writing checks to your exes know love has always been a business deal. Check your history. Cause and effect.

“Hell yeah,” L.D. said, looking at the wall, his thoughts already around the woman. 

L.D., you gonna have to wait until your marriage folds up buddy, I don’t want to breaking up some happy home. 

“You won’t” LD. says. “You gonna be able to have it built by next week.” L.D. asked? The men laughed, Wilburs gums catching late afternoon light on beer foam as he drank. 

He finishes his swallow and looks at me. I know when he swallows, his tough chicken neck warbling, his eyes taut beneath his John Deer cap, taut on the nail that he’s pounding, that he’s thinking about some warm cuddle on pay day. He knows he isn’t going to bring ‘em home. Yeah he’s thinking. 

Working men all across America, pounding in rhythm, driving a quiet road, scraping, feeling hot asphalt like love lining and the steam on American highways, stacking boxes, nailing home, thrusting crowbars like old-time gandydancers on American rails, spilling in the Pittsburg steel mills, scooping on Great Plains farms; Oh --they’re thinking. Damn straight they are. They aren’t thinking about my whorehouse exactly but they’re thinking of freedoms men used to have and they’re thinking of sex and eventually the two will come together like theft on a loading dock. And when those men gather, men like me, when they tell America what they want, America will listen because if it doesn’t, it’s a racist, prejudice, under-representing country, not a democracy and so I’ll have to fight some drunk fella’ in a bar because he’ll tell me to love America or leave it and I’ll have to tell him I’ll leave it because America isn’t a democracy any more. Can’t make rules for one and freedoms for another and still call it a democracy. 

I was right. Wilbur was thinking. “Where you gonna get girls?” he asked. 

“They’re everywhere, Wilbur,” I say, sitting down, the beer still cool but not cold. See—now those girls who got their freedom years ago because grandmas and mammas paved the way. Look at em’ now, Wilbur. Girls now with low-slung jeans and small butterflies tattooed above their Miss Maybellines.

“He looks and he’ll fall off the damn roof,” Lank says.

“Screw you, you skinny bastard,” Wilbur mutters, smiling. No one ever shoves Wilbur.  

“I ain’t working in his house.” Lank said, pulling from his beer. The men laughed, once again at home in their safe world.

“It’s business,” I says.  “Like those new foremen that come out of college. Young MBA’s setting their own agendas. Girls escorting ball players, teasing and drifiting in bars, flexing hair and tossing back whisky, afraid of the one night stand, trying to figure out why they’ve been giving it up for free, not of a good business deal but now there’s state-sanctioned love. Hell, it’s a college town. Tell me I’m wrong because I done seen it. Six, eight hundred bucks a night they’ll see if they can find the democracy behind serving everyone equally. Yeah, I got a right to smile. And since this is a democracy the health department will step in to keep the volunteer girls safe. Social services of a different kind, Yessir fellas’. American democracy in action.

It’ll be awhile before she’s built.

The homosexuals are laying the foundation and so I’ve sat in Bucky’s night after night while the summer passes and the young wife walks by with her bag of groceries. I dream of the soft laurel scents, the aggressive Paxil and vodka-driven thin lips of a little gal young enough to be my daughter and it won’t matter because we live in a country where democracy rules and everyone is equal so it won’t matter if she’s half my age. Sometime Bucky smiles too as if he’s thinking the same thing I am.

This morning, when we were laying T-lock roofing on the Alberson homestead, L.D sidled over to me, his pliers catching on the tar paper we’d already laid and asked me if he could help me yank out saplings on my Windyvine property this weekend.

I told him he could but he needed to bring a case of beer since Lank and Wilbur were bringing one. He nodded and said he’d be there and that he’d told a few other fellows and did I mind?

Not at all I told him. Long as they brought beer.

“You tell Wilbur yet about our next job?” L.D. asked. He laughed.

I smiled because our next job was a reconstruction of a HUD housing project over on Delmar Avenue. Wilbur was gonna be real grouchy to work with but then, this is America and a democracy and I’m not going to have Wilbur underrepresented so I’ll just smile and show him the blueprints to my whorehouse during lunch break while a wiry little fellow digs dandelions in his front yard and runs a flower-print glove across his brow. 

Maybe Wilbur won’t see him digging in his rock garden.
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