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    Introduction

    by Daniel Woodrell

    Who do I hit? Who do I hit? That’s the reflexive, unavoidable and eternal question of the frightened, the disenfranchised and bewildered. All a bereft and humiliated man has left is the capacity for violence (that’s why violence is so abhorred and heavily punished — if social inequities came to be adjusted through violence, the lower classes might somehow win a few rounds, and no elite class or people rig the rules of society to encourage the defeat of themselves) but what keeps resorting to violence pointless and wrong is the pitiful truth held inside the question, Who do I hit?

    You don’t know.

    You almost never know, not for sure, and if ever you do find out, it’s not a who that deserves a beat-down but a what, the what being an idea of some sort, a simple word or theory stated in the abstract distance that has somehow found it’s way to your house and reached inside to strangle you at the kitchen table: Downsizing. Union-busting. Retooling the heavy machinery. NAFTA. Inflation some years, deflation others. Automation. Corporate restructuring. Outsourcing.

    The steelworker of the title in Robert Ward’s superb 1985 novel Red Baker, puts it this way: “I felt a fear overtake me … A fear which pissed me off, made me want to smash something down, break it… But what? Who?”

    The Nips, someone says, as the men slowly come to realize the plant’s not going to reopen and work will no longer be performed at Larnel Steel in Baltimore. One day Red and his fellows were highly skilled workers responsible for fairly dangerous jobs involving molten steel; the next he learns he is a worker without transferable skills and thus labeled unskilled, good for pushing a broom or painting fences. Red is alarmed to the core and aware that wages might be the least of what is lost when a man feels cast aside by forces he doesn’t comprehend, and is not even replaced on the line, merely made antique and completely unnecessary. The only way of life he knew and understood has shifted from beneath his feet, and he is in free fall a long time before he realizes that the ground he has counted on forever is gone, gone.

    Of course the abrupt loss of a working-class career isn’t Red Baker’s only problem; it’s merely one of his problems, that’s what makes this such an excellent and complex novel. He retains the old neighborhood trait of extreme loyalty to childhood friends, even those who always lead you down bad paths. Though he wouldn’t consider betraying his friend Dog , he is not at all trustworthy to his intimates and betrays his wife four or five days a week. He’s not all good or bad, he’s average; an every man, who maybe drinks too much and has more personal charm than almost all his fellows. Feeling frustrated and impotent, Red tries desperate acts and discovers who he truly is, and, more importantly, who he needs to become.

    Robert Ward said it well and truthfully 25 years ago — it’s only become more true — and Red Baker could not be reissued at a better time for Americans reeling from the most recent economic tsunami. This is an entrancing novel, convincing, heart-breaking, sentimental and tough — a classic of its kind.

  


  
    The story I am about to tell you is how I, Red Baker, lost my job, my pride, my family and came damned close to losing my home and life, but through an act of ingenuity got them all (for the time being) back again.

    There never was a story with a happy ending in Baltimore, but this comes as close to cutting it as any I have heard.

    What happened was this:

    In the winter of ‘83, the year the President and his band of television writers were telling us how the economy was on the big climb, 60 percent of the work force at Larmel Steel were told they could grab their lunch boxes, clean out their lockers, and make tracks for home. We weren’t supposed to be bitter because we had a whole week’s notice.

    Not that it was any huge surprise. They don’t ship steel because they got a soft spot for erecting buildings, and the truth is we weren’t exactly creating a whirlpool of business. But it came as one hell of a blow anyway.

    I remember the way the mill looked that last night. Like one of those ghost towns you see in John Wayne movies. I walked past the slag heap, gone cold now that the furnaces were shut down. All the machinery sitting there with the fine steel dust settling over it, the guys walking around slowly in the unnatural quiet, staring at one another blank-faced and blinking in the lead-dull light. I waited there for my friend Dog Donahue to get his jacket and stared at the tilting tables on the blooming mill, where I had spent the last twelve years of my life turning the huge bars of steel over with my tongs. So many days dreaming of getting the hell out of here. But now that they were shutting the place down—rumor had it that it might be for good—I would have given about anything to climb back up there, put on protective goggles, and get back to work. Already I missed the clack of the tongs as Dog and I guided the molten steel through the pass to shape it down. I could see old Billy Bramdowski working up in the pulpit, waving down to us, smiling and yelling encouragement. It was like something was cut out of me, which came as a shock because I never figured to miss all that smoke and belching noise.

    All over the place—in the rod mill, in the chem plant, out in the yard—it was dead and dark, and I felt a fear overtake me, sending electric sparks through my chest and arms. A fear which pissed me off, made me want to smash something down, break it off. But what? Who?

    Before the silence got too much, I walked outside to the parking lot, pulled the collar up on my parka, and looked up at the black sky and the white snow flakes, which drifted down through the high-tension wires. The moon was white, perfectly round, and all around me guys walked slowly to their cars and trucks, some of them with their heads down, others huddled together for a last few words before they made it home. I didn’t have to join them to know what they were talking about. There was only one thing on anybody’s mind. Was this the last time we all walked out of Larmel? And if so, what the hell was going to happen to us?

    Finally Dog came out, carrying his lunch pail and wearing the red-and-white-checked hunting jacket me and Wanda gave him last Christmas. He looked at me, smiled with his big-gapped teeth, and punched me in the arm with his huge fist.

    “Let’s get outta here, Red,” he said.

    “You said it, Doggie.”

    He turned around and looked at the silent, dark machinery and then turned back to me.

    “You know what it is?” he asked.

    “No, what’s that?”

    “It’s the fucking Nips. Fucking Nips sending that steel over here, kicking our ass. You know why? They got fucking slave labor over there. Between the Nips and the government we got a snowball’s chance in hell. They stop those imports, we’re back in business. But there’s no way they’re gonna do that. Big shots in Washington could care less, you know that.”

    “Come on, Dog,” I said. “Let’s get on down to the Paradise, get us a couple of drinks. It’s cold as hell out here.”

    He nodded his big head, and we walked across the lot, our boots making crunching noises on the tar.

    “Nips’ll be running this country soon. You hear what they did to Blackwell’s?”

    “No. Why don’t you tell me, Doggie?”

    He looked at me and gave a little half smile.

    “Wise ass,” he said. “You know all right. They bought the whole fucking place and turned it into a warehouse. Think the city gives a shit? No way, jack.”

    I nodded but didn’t say anything. Dog was on a roll, letting it all out.

    If the Nips had to take the heat for it, that’s the way it fell for now.

    We climbed into his pickup, and the seats were frozen, the plastic smooth as glass. I reached into the glove compartment, pulled out a pint of Wild Turkey, took a long belt, and handed it to Dog, who chugged about half the bottle.

    “Hey, gimme a break,” I said.

    “Shit,” he said, handing it back to me, “what the hell we gonna do now?”

    “How about starting the truck?”

    He looked at me with his big head tilted sideways and that strange glint in his eye as though suddenly he didn’t know me at all.

    Then he laughed and took the bottle back.

    “I don’t need this, Red … I mean it.”

    “Yeah, yeah, now how about starting the engine?”

    He turned the key and mashed his foot on the accelerator, and the old Ford sputtered and died out.

    “Don’t flood the son of a bitch, Dog!”

    “Hey what’s this, driving school?”

    I said nothing more but took another hit of the Wild Turkey and stared out at the snow, which fell gently on the window.

    He hit the gas again, and this time it turned over and we started out of the lot. I tried not to think what I was going to tell Wanda and Ace, tried keeping my mind on the Paradise and Crystal, and then I shut my eyes a second, and the whiskey flooded my mind with pictures of me and Crystal on the highway down in Florida, weeping willows hanging over the car and orange juice stands everywhere you looked, and then a long white beach, the sun burning down on us, the brightest, whitest sunlight you ever saw, and she and I standing at the ocean’s edge.

    For about thirty seconds I was right there, with my pants legs rolled up and Crystal in her new bikini showing off that fine, tight little ass of hers, and then Dog’s gruff, low voice wiped the whole thing out and we were out on the North Point Boulevard, passing Bud’s Bait and Tackle Shop and Mickey’s Package Goods with his pink blinking neon sign.

    “Hey, Red, what was that thing that guy wrote inna paper?”

    “What thing was that?”

    “You know. The one that guy wrote the other day.”

    “About the Colts?” I said. There never was a time so bleak I didn’t enjoy putting on the Dog.

    “No,” he said. “For Chrissakes, I’m not talking about the fucking Colts, the thing that guy wrote who interviewed us downa plant?”

    “Hey, who gives a shit? Let’s get that heater going. I’m freezing my balls off.”

    Dog took a long, furious breath and stared at me.

    He had his teeth clenched together, and his eyes knitted up so he looked like he had one long brow.

    “You look real good when you get pissed like that, Dog. Kind of like one of them Neanderthal men.”

    “Hey, I’m going to start acting like one if you don’t tell me what that guy wrote, Red.”

    “Which guy was that?” I said, barely able to keep from smiling.

    But I guess I pushed it too far. Because Dog jerked the steering wheel to the right and slammed down hard on the brakes. My shoulder bounced off the door, and my head snapped forward, bashing into the windshield. He reached his huge hand over and grabbed my jacket collar.

    “Goddamn it, Red. Don’t treat me like no dumbass. You know what that guy wrote. Now tell me …”

    Sweat beads broke out on his forehead, and he had that big-eyed look which I’d seen all too many times over the years. I can handle myself okay, but nobody wants to mess with the Dog.

    “I’m starting to remember a little,” I said. “The asshole wrote that what we had were ‘nontransferrable skills.’”

    As soon as I said it, Dog began to nod. He took his hands away from my throat and slumped back in his seat.

    “Nontransferrable skills. It was right there, but I couldn’t remember it. Stayed up all night trying to get it.”

    “Yeah, I know what you mean. Old songs get me that way sometimes.”

    “This ain’t no song, Red. He’s telling us we’re through.”

    “Hey, fuck him and the horse he rode in on. We’ll be back in there in two weeks. Meanwhile, we’ll get a line on some new jobs. Collect a little of the old unemployment. Lay back some. I been working too damned hard anyway.”

    The Dog wiped his head and bit his lower lip.

    “Nontransferrable skills,” he mumbled under his breath. “What’s he think we are, just a bunch of assholes? You hear what they’re saying, Red? That the mill ain’t ever gonna open again. Between the Nips and Walsh Brothers up in York, Pennsylvania, we can’t compete. Those guys got automation.”

    “Hey, don’t worry so much, Doggie. Come on, let’s get down to the bar. We can’t settle this all tonight. Take it one day at a time, partner.”

    I reached over and gave him a pat on the back of his neck and felt the muscles all bunched up tight. I didn’t blame him, really, and there was nothing more I could say because the truth was that Walsh Steel could go from ingot to bloom to billet to a roll of wire in about half the time we could. If you were building a shopping mall, you sure as hell wouldn’t come to us.

    But I told myself not to dwell on it. Something would turn up; it always had before. Red Baker’s Philosophy: You’re usually up to your head in mud, but as long as you can keep breathing you’re ahead of the game.

    Dog started the truck up, and as we rode through the blowing white snowflakes I felt the whiskey cutting through me. For a while there, as we passed Gino’s and Graybar Electronics and Luby Chevrolet with its new PAC MAN LOVES LUBY sign, I felt all warmed up and loosey goosey, and I was almost able to pretend it was just a regular night, stopping in for a few whiskeys at the Paradise, trading lies and bullshit with the boys, and flirting with Crystal before I headed on home to my wife and kid.

    • • •

    When I entered that dark gin mill, the first thing I heard was Mick Jagger singing “Satisfaction.” Up on the red velvet platform in the middle of the bar Crystal danced in her white spangled body stocking. She was bumping and grinding her sweet tight ass, and she gave me a little wave and a big smile. There were quite a few of the boys in there—but they weren’t yelling encouragement like they usually do or bringing out the dollar bills so she’d drop one of her straps and show them her perfect pink nipples. Instead this was a bar of hard-hatted, grim drinkers, staring down into their whiskey glasses and talking low to one another like there had been a death in the neighborhood.

    The one thing Dog and I did not need was grim, so I waved back to her and did a little dance shuffle with my feet, like I was getting ready to raise some serious hell. Crystal laughed at me, and just seeing her smile sent a shot of adrenaline through me.

    Dog and I sat down at the horseshoe bar and ordered our Wild Turkey from bleary, blond, hound-faced Deena.

    “Fucking morgue in here,” Dog said, gulping his whiskey and beer and ordering another before I could even get started on my first.

    “Need some fun!” he shouted, banging the bar with his glass.

    “Go baby!” I called up to Crystal, and she tried her damndest, shaking and shimmying as the old, scratched Rolling Stones record burned into my ears.

    Already I could feel a dull ache slipping away from me.

    “God, she is one fine-looking woman,” I said to Dog, who was smiling at her himself now. Crystal has that magic you can’t explain. Just seeing her with her short haircut and this little-kid enthusiasm makes a man feel close to joy.

    “I thought she was going to be singing down at the Starlight Lounge,” Dog said, drinking another Wild Turkey.

    “Yeah, but they say they’re broke. Laid her off. Just when she was getting good playing the piano too. She did a rendition of ‘Misty’ a couple weeks ago near broke my heart.”

    “Shit,” Dog said. “There’s only one thing she gonna break for you, and that’s your head when Wanda finds out.”

    “Hey,” I said. “You’re moving into a sensitive area, son. I’m half in love with that woman.”

    “In love with her tight little bod,” Dog said. “You got to admit she’s got a better ass than she does a voice.”

    This actually offended me, so I attempted to burn Dog with my cigarette, our old high school trick. He jumped back and laughed.

    “Fucking broke Romeo,” he said. “Shit.”

    He pounded me on the back while I sulked some. I don’t know why it is, but friends do love to see one another suffer.

    Crystal kept right on prancing about, shimmying and shaking and then coming real close to me and reaching down and kissing me on the forehead while whispering, “Hey, Red Baker,” and I reached up for her, but she stepped back and danced down the other end of the bar, trying to cheer up the grim guys down there. Looking at her I thought of those USO girls. It occurred to me that she was kind of a welfare worker of the body, using her natural delights to keep the whole, burned-down, wasted town afloat.

    And thinking that made me love her all the more.

    “Buy you a drink, Red?”

    I turned and saw Billy Bramdowski, who worked up above me in his glassed-in pulpit. It was up to Billy to move the big tables I worked on from side to side, guiding the molten steel into the right pass while I turned it with my tongs. Just like Dog, he was part of our team, and I trusted him completely. He was a real pro up there, something like an artist the gentle way he moved all that red-hot steel, and he better be too, because if he jerks the table too hard I got a hot bar of steel flying off the table onto my legs. Just last year Tom Chenowith lost his right leg when one of the other pulpit operators showed up with the shakes from too much booze. But Dog and me didn’t have to worry about that with Bill, because usually he was a sober, mild-mannered guy. Only tonight he looked about as down as the rest of us, his face red from drinking and his blond hair matted to his head.

    I put my arm around his shoulder and gave him a hug.

    “Look like you been doing a little drinking tonight, Bill.”

    “Well why not?” he said. “Celebrating some.”

    “Celebrating what?” I asked.

    “New baby, Red.”

    “You had another kid. Nobody said anything to me …”

    “No, not yet. Just found out. Jennie’s expecting. Number four.”

    “Hey, that’s great Bill,” I said, thanking God it wasn’t me.

    “Yeah, real timely, huh?” he said, laughing and calling Deena over.

    “Hey, you hear that, Dog? Billy’s wife is having another kid.”

    Dog gave me a look like this guy should be packed out to the farm but managed a couple tinny congratulations.

    “Four kids,” Billy said, staring into his beer. “Right on time.”

    “Hey, we’ll be back in there soon,” I said.

    “Hey, I know it,” Billy smiled. He winked at me and started to push his money at Deena, but I grabbed his hand and reached for my wallet.

    “Tonight, I buy you a drink.”

    But Billy pulled away from me and waved his arms.

    “No way. We’re having the kids, and I’m buying the booze. What the hell, Red, this is the last night I’ll get out in a while. Two o’clock feedings, you know?”

    “If you say so, Bill.”

    “I say so,” he said in a voice that was too loud and hearty for him.

    “Hey,” he said, pointing to the stage. “Look at that woman dance!”

    Billy started waving to Crystal, who saw him, waved back, and began to get all inspired, touching the inside of her hard thighs and darting her sexy tongue in and out of her mouth like a snake.

    “Alll riiight!” Dog yelled, pounding the bar.

    “Do it Crystal,” Billy said, taking ten dollars out of his wallet and throwing it up on the stage. Crystal winked at him and ever so sexily picked it up without missing a beat. She stuffed it into her bikini bottom and pranced on down the bar and began slithering around the fire pole that was in the center of the stage.

    This sent Billy and Dog and some of the other boys over the edge. They were screaming and yelling, and though I joined them, I was miserable as hell.

    “Good times,” Billy yelled. “Good times … Have ‘em while you can!”

    He pounded me on the back and walked down the bar toward the men’s room.

    “When did he become such an ass kicker?” Dog said. “He’s always been on the quiet side.”

    “World’s full of surprises,” I said, looking glumly up at Crystal. I know it’s wrong and outdated, but I was thinking of her as my girl and wished to hell she was crooning her tunes down the Starlight Lounge instead of shaking her ass for all of Baltimore.

    Finally her set ended, and she tossed a gold lamé shawl over her shoulders and hopped down off the stage.

    “Hi ya, hon,” she said, coming around the bar and standing behind me. I couldn’t resist it any longer and didn’t even give two shits who saw. I put my arms around her and held her tight. Just seconds ago she’d seemed like the Queen o’ Sex up on the stage, but now she had changed into this innocent little girl, and I wanted to protect her, hold her safe from all the trouble the world loves to lay down on you. That’s the glory of women for me. They are all at least five different people, every time, and I’ll never understand how they do it. I mean, keep all those separate personalities straight. What amazes me is that they don’t even seem to know it. It comes natural to them, and if you ask them about it, nine out of ten will tell you a logical explanation for each of their different parts, which sounds good while it’s being told but, when you think back on it, never adds up to anything like the whole story.

    Even Dog cheered up just standing next to her.

    “I heard you boys got the pink slips today. Well, join the club. The Starlight just told me they’re going to go with a jukebox. I won’t be singing there anymore. Got to be the slut queen here instead.”

    She smiled so sweetly when she said it that I gave her a squeeze.

    “Hey, don’t run yourself down, hon,” I said. “You are the queen of every steel man’s heart.”

    Crystal gave me a little peck on the cheek and winked. “A girl has got to try to find her fun where she can, hon, but you know my heart belongs to song.”

    “And you can sing with the best of ‘em,” Dog said. “They ought to let you put your piano up there on the stage and do your numbers right here.”

    “Vinnie isn’t interested in my voice,” Crystal hummed.

    Billy Bramdowski came back from the men’s room. I noticed he had put on some weight around the middle. He smiled and gave Crystal a hug.

    “You’re wonderful,” he said. “Isn’t she terrific, Red. Hey, Crystal, you hear about Jennie? She’s having a baby.”

    “She is?” Crystal said. “That’s wonderful, Billy.”

    She shot me a look then, and I looked away. There had been times when we were together late at night dreaming about Florida, when having kids together seemed like the most natural and logical thing in the world.

    “Yeah,” Billy said. “Four babies and no job. But we’re going to hang in there. Count on that!”

    “That’s right,” Crystal said. “I’ll tell you what, I think the bar ought to buy us all a drink to celebrate Billy’s kid. What do you say, Deena?”

    Deena broke into her horsey laugh and started taking the orders, when behind us I suddenly heard a voice that sounded like a file being rubbed across steel.

    “Hey, what’s this, charity day? Since when do you buy my customers drinks?”

    Without even turning around I knew who it was. None other than Vinnie Toriano, the owner of the Paradise Lounge.

    “No, Vinnie,” Crystal said. “I just thought since Billy’s wife Jennie is having a baby, you wouldn’t mind springing for a round of drinks.”

    I turned and looked at Vinnie. He was fatter than ever, wearing his light green leisure suit and a silk shirt with this paisley print that looked like the bugs we looked at in night school class down Essex Community College. Parameciums. Though I would guess a paramecium had more soul than Vinnie Toriano. I’d known this moustachioed grease ball since we were kids, about as long as I’d known Dog, and you’d think by now with all of us pushing forty he’d mellow out some. But he still talked in his Godfather voice, still had to be the hard guy who gave people shit. Still hung around with his two goons, Frankie Delvecchio and Joey Capezi, both of whom had faces like hatchets and mean ferret eyes, though Joey wore a toupee these days. They were with Vinnie now, standing a few feet away, just staring at Dog and me. Old wars from childhood, which they would never forget.

    Vinnie looked at Billy Bramdowski and slapped him on the back.

    “You having a kid, Bill. That’s fine. I’ll be happy to buy you a drink. Have whatever you want. These other jerkoffs want to drink with you, they got to pay cash.”

    “Christ, Vinnie,” Crystal said. “Don’t be such a douchebag.”

    “Hey,” Vinnie said. “I heard what happened to you down the Starlight. You want to be out in the snow like Baker and Donahue here, that can be arranged.”

    “Hey, Vinnie, leave Crystal out of it,” I said. “She was just happy for Billy here, that’s all.”

    I wanted to say a hell of a lot more than that and could feel the anger rising in me, but I knew starting trouble wouldn’t do Crystal any good. Next to me, Dog was half off the barstool. Behind Vinnie, Joey Capezi and Frankie Delvecchio inched forward a little, moving together like they were attached at the waist.

    “Hey, it’s like I say, Bill,” Vinnie said. “You want a drink, you got it. You’re having a baby, that’s just fine. But what are you celebrating, Baker, getting laid off down the plant? Or maybe you got some new plans. Like running for mayor!”

    Joey and Frankie laughed in unison, only Frankie didn’t make any noise. He just opened his mouth and moved his head up and down like a spring doll of Gino Marchetti I once had in the back of my first car.

    “That’s all right,” Billy Bramdowski said. “If my friends can’t drink with me, then I’ll pay for everybody.”

    “Suit yourself, sucker,” Vinnie said, curling his fat lower lip into a snarl aimed at me and Dog. “As for you, Crystal, how many times I gotta tell you, when you’re working I want you behind the bar or mixing with the customers. Baker here ought to be home with his family anyway.”

    “Leave my family out of it, lardass,” I said, stepping down from the bar.

    “You telling me what to do in my place, Baker?” He turned and looked at his two boys, who took another step up.

    Dog slid off the bar and picked up a bottle of National Bohemian, and I saw doubt in Vinnie’s eyes.

    “You know?” Frankie said, “I don’t know why you don’t throw all three of ‘em out of here, Vinnie. Broad ain’t got any tits anyhow.”

    I was about to move forward when Crystal suddenly turned and slapped Frankie right in the face. He fell backward, and somebody sitting at one of the tables managed to stick his foot out, sending him ass over heels on the floor.

    “Don’t you ever talk to me like that again, you sleazebag. You want to fire me, Vinnie, I’ll walk right out of here now. You want that? Tell me. Just say so.”

    Now Vinnie stared hard-faced at Dog and myself. I caught a shot of Billy from the corner of my eye. He was picking up a bottle.

    “Hey, let’s take it easy,” Vinnie said. “Everybody’s getting too damned upset. Let’s all cool down, what you say?”

    He wasn’t about to fire Crystal just yet. She was the bar favorite, and the fat boy would have lost half the regulars.

    Besides, it wasn’t any secret that Vinnie had about as big a crush on her as I did, which was half what all this was about anyway. He had recently opened another place down in Curtis Bay called Mona Lisa Pizza, which was modeled after some Wop museum he’d seen on one of his Mafia charters to Italy. This place was his pride and joy, made from Formstone, with stained-glass windows and a moat full of plastic goldfish. Inside there were two rooms—the Da Vinci and the Michelangelo—and girls dressed like peasants with pretorn dresses, which Vinnie had gotten from seeing the movie Spartacus (there were also a lot of crucified Christians in the movie, but he couldn’t figure any way to work that into the general theme). In the midst of all this splendor, you might expect Roman slave girls to bring in suckling pigs and all. But the best that simple-assed creep could come up with was pizza with names like El Greco’s Supremo and Attila’s Revenge. The point being that just last week Vinnie had suggested to Crystal that the Paradise and Mona Lisa and all the rest of his greasy kingdom could be hers and his if only she would put out for him from time to time. She had told him that there was as much chance of this happening as the Colts staying in Baltimore, and now, in his stupid, savage way, he had to break her chops and mine whenever he had the chance.

    But tonight he had pushed it too far, and he knew it. His fat belly was quivering with fear and hatred, and he was breathing in short, deep bursts. Behind him Frankie picked himself off the floor and looked at Crystal with those little eyes, narrow slits like the edge of a knife.

    “You’re gonna be sorry for that,” he said.

    “Shut up, Frankie,” Vinnie said. “Go out and get the car started. Joey, you go with him.”

    “No broad’s going to push me around and get away with it,” Frankie said.

    “You bother her and it’ll be carnival time for you, shithead,” I said.

    “You think so, Baker? You think so?”

    “Come on—right now.”

    I stepped forward, but Dog grabbed me from behind and Vinnie and Crystal both jumped in the way.

    “Frankie,” Vinnie said, “go out and warm up the car. Crystal, get back up on that stage. What the hell am I paying you for?”

    “Sure Vinnie,” Crystal said. She gave him a sexy, mocking little pout and then ran the back of her hand across his cheek. Vinnie turned red-faced and backed away from her, stunned.

    “Am I gonna see you tonight, honey?” she asked me.

    Vinnie heard this as he followed his cretins out the door. But when he got there, he turned back and looked at me. His gold chains were shining in the hot red lights from the stage.

    “You gonna push it too far one time, Baker.”

    “Blow it out your ass, fat boy,” Dog said. “You scare nobody!”

    “You’ll see. One of these days. You’ll both see!” Vinnie waved his fat finger up and down and twisted his lips so he looked like a blowfish. Then he turned and made a movie exit out the door.

    “You’re breaking his heart, honey,” I said to Crystal, putting my arm around her shoulder and feeling her perfect, smooth skin.

    “Just like you’re breaking mine, Red.”

    “Hey, hold on.”

    “Am I going to see you tonight?”

    I stared down at my drink, ran my hand through my hair.

    “I can’t tonight, hon. I gotta go home and break the news to Wanda and Ace.”

    Crystal fluttered her long lashes and shook her head.

    “Well then, I guess I’ll just have to find someone else to listen to my records with me.”

    She looked at me and then over at Dog, who was having a drink with Billy.

    “Count me out of this one,” Dog said. “Life is trouble enough without humping you, Crystal.”

    “Well, you’ll never know what sweetness you missed, hon,” she laughed.

    I felt a pain go right through me to the bone, and I wanted her so badly I almost grabbed her and hustled her out to Dog’s truck.

    “Tomorrow night,” I said. “Can you make it then?”

    “Maybe, Red,” she said. I guess I got so long-faced that she kissed me, and she whispered, “You know I can. I love you, honey.” That cheered me up, and I ordered another round.

    “Gotta dance, hon,” she said. She went back behind the bar and blew me a kiss on the way up to the stage.

    “Son of a bitch,” Billy Bramdowski said. “That is one beautiful woman.”

    “Kicked old Frankie’s ass too.”

    “Yeah,” I said, “some woman.”

    Dog looked over at me and shook his head.

    “We’re out of fucking work and you’re in love. Ain’t life wonderful!”

    But I didn’t hear him. I was busy staring at her dancing and moving to Aretha Franklin, shaking her ass, and running her hands up and down her smooth, flat belly, and I thought of the snow outside, and of Vinnie and his crooked moustache that looked like a caterpillar trying to crawl off his face, and of the plant closed down, dark and silent, and then Crystal and I were in that big white convertible moving across the endless sun-baked road, heading down through the palm trees to the land where dreams didn’t die.

  


  
    When Dog left me off in front of our row house on Aliceanna Street, I suddenly had an attack of the Red Baker Special Express Guilts. Began feeling all clammy and wet, like old cardboard left out in the sleet and snow. I mean, what was I doing hanging out there at the bar, seeing Crystal, when I should have been home taking care of my family, figuring out our next move?

    Like a high school jerk I stuck a piece of gum in my mouth so Wanda wouldn’t smell the booze and then spat it out on the street, remembering that Wanda knew the only time I chewed gum was when I was drinking hard whiskey. Maybe that was the whole problem, I thought, as I looked in the window and saw her arranging some daisies she’d just bought. You want someone to know you, to share your every secret, someone who you can fill up the lonely mortal space with, and then after they do, you feel all empty and hollowed out. They steal your secrets, they know the fear under your charms. You’re whittled right down to the bone.

    So you go out in the street, where you can kid yourself that you’re a different man, acting out a new part with a stranger.

    The thought of all that, plus losing the job, made me want to head down the street to Slap’s Tavern, but I made it into the house and tried for an optimistic smile.

    “Hi,” she said in that flat tone of voice she used when she had been hurt or disappointed. “Where have you been?”

    “Well,” I said, taking off my wet coat and hanging it on the wood peg by the stairs, “I could lie and tell you I was visiting sick orphans down at the Children’s Hospital or reading to the blind over at Church Home Hospital, but the truth is I just came from the Paradise, where Dog and I celebrated the losing of our jobs with a few beers.”

    “I see,” she said, turning her back to me and going on with the flower arranging.

    “Where’s Ace?” I said.

    “He’s down in the basement talking on the telephone. We’ve been waiting to have dinner.”

    “Hell, I’m sorry.”

    “I know,” she said, and she sounded goddamned exhausted. I wanted to come over and hug her and tell her that I really meant it, I was sorry, but there didn’t seem to be any way of pulling that off just now.

    “I already know about the layoff, Red. We knew it was coming, and I guess I half expected you to be late, but you could have called.”

    “I’m sorry, Wanda. Look, it’s been a tough day.”

    “Yeah,” she said, “I know it has, but you still should have called.”

    I shrugged and rubbed my jaw, trying to figure out how to move past this, to tell her what I wanted to say, when Ace came into the room, spinning his basketball on his index finger.

    “Hey, Dad, look at this.”

    He spun it hard and then let it slide from finger to finger, still keeping it going. Wanda and I stood there looking at him, and she couldn’t help but smile.

    “I could never do this until today,” he said. “I mean, I couldn’t even do it on one finger, and now it’s easy to do it on all five.”

    “Hell, kid, I played ball for twenty years and still can’t do it at all.”

    “That’s okay,” he laughed. “You can’t stop my drive shot anymore either.”

    He began to dribble the ball toward me, and Wanda jumped out of the way, sitting down on the blue couch as Ace faked to his left, then his right.

    “You’ll never make it to the door, kid.”

    “The only way you can stop me is to foul. Old guy!”

    He gave me a little shoulder fake and a stutter step, while Wanda yelled, “Watch out for the lamp, Red. No dribbling in the house,” and then I dodged for the ball, missed, and he would have been by me for sure except for the last-ditch Red Baker defense, the Fatherly Hug. I grabbed him, and the ball squirted free, bouncing onto the shag rug and knocking over the picture of Wanda’s mother, Ruth, which sat on the end table next to the couch.

    “You lunatics,” Wanda cried, but she was laughing with us. “Look what you’ve done to Ruth.”

    “Nothing time ain’t done worse,” I said, quoting the words of Buck, my old man five years’ dead.

    “Red!” Wanda said. “That’s no way to talk in front of Ace.”

    “Yeah,” Ace said, “you’re going to screw up all my values, Dad.”

    “Yeah,” I said. “Next thing you know the kid will be a teenaged alcoholic.”

    “No, glue sniffer,” Ace said. “Or ludes. I’ll get into ludes and hang out on the waterfront, bumming dimes.”

    “No way,” Wanda said, smiling at both of us and looking about ten years younger. “You’ll do nothing of the kind.”

    “What the hell?” I said. “This boy’s talking like a regular loon-a-tick.”

    I grabbed him again and wrestled him down to the floor. He was bigger than me, but I still had the upper-body strength on him.

    “Now you two cut that out this second. Red, you get upstairs and get yourself cleaned off, and Ace, you come out here and help me set the table.”

    “Okay, Mom,” Ace said. He picked up the ashtray with “Yellowstone National Park” on it, passed his hand over it, and made it disappear.

    “Ace?” Wanda said. “Don’t do that. You’ll break the ashtray.”

    “I don’t see any ashtray,” Ace said. “You see it, Dad?”

    “What ashtray?”

    “You two are going to drive me crazy.”

    “You mean that ashtray sitting over here?” Ace said, picking up the ashtray from the end table.

    “I don’t believe he did that,” Wanda said. “You ought to get into the movies, Ace. You’re getting real good with that magic.”

    “I just hope he’s that good with his studies,” I said.

    “Don’t worry, Dad, I’m tearing up the books. Got a fifty in a math test today.”

    “Ace,” Wanda said, “you didn’t.”

    Ace smiled and shook his head. “I forgot a few points. Got an eighty-five. I’m doing okay.”

    Wanda shook her head, and I took the opportunity and reached over and squeezed her hand. I thought she might jerk it away, but she held on to me tight and smiled again.

    “Now go get cleaned up, Red. I got a roast in the oven.”

    “Okay, okay …”

    I started up the steps and looked down on them standing there in the living room, smiling at one another, and suddenly I felt this thrill pass through me. Not like the one I had with Crystal. Something deeper that brought tears to my eyes.

    They were mine, my wife and child. The thought amazed me, like I’d been given a bright gift. There was no way I could let them down.

    I sat in the bath, letting the hot water soak into me, trying not to think of what lay ahead—the unemployment lines, the agonies of looking for work. Just be cool, lay back, take it one step at a time.

    I was half asleep in a blue daze, staring at the white tiles and dreaming of that sunshine highway with me and Crystal on it again, when Wanda came into the room.

    “I need to talk to you, Red,” she said, sitting down on the toilet seat with the pink, fuzzy cover on it.

    “I kind of figured this was coming,” I said, shutting my eyes.

    “Red, I’m not here to attack you. I don’t really care about tonight. I know how bad you feel, but there’s just something I’ve been thinking about. Stuff I’ve got to say to you.”

    I looked up at the mirror and the blue plastic shower curtain with white whales on it, and suddenly it seemed like I was in a hospital somewhere, being talked to by a doctor who was about to tell me how long I had left.

    “All right,” I said. “Shoot.”

    “Well, it’s just this. We’ve been through hard times before, and I’ve always stuck by you, but I don’t plan on going through any more craziness. I don’t want this to sound like a threat, Red. I’m just trying to state some facts, because I’ve been thinking a lot about all this since that time you ended up in jail for driving down the Pulaski Highway the wrong way.”

    “Hey,” I said, looking down at the water, which was red-gray from the dust on my skin. “That wasn’t my fault. I was with Dog and Henry, and they were in the car ahead of me, and they got lost in the rain and fog and headed down there on the wrong side of the divider. I was only following them, you know what I mean?”

    “Red,” Wanda said in this calm way she has, which scares the shit out of me because I know she means business. “Red, we went all through that, and you don’t have to explain it, any of it. All I’m saying is this. I’ve worked hard for this family, and I’ll work for the rest of our lives, but if you go off half-cocked this time, drinking with Dog, and going on the dope, and turning down jobs, and running around, well, then I am going to take Ace and I am going to move to Ruth’s. Do you understand?”

    “Come on,” I said. “It’s been a hard enough day, you know? I don’t need to hear about my family walking out on me too.”

    “I didn’t say I’d walk out on you, Red. You know that. You could be down to selling apples on the street and I would never leave you if you showed some pride in it, but I won’t be here to see you destroy yourself, and Ace.”

    “Who said anything about me destroying myself?” I said. “Is that all the faith you’ve got in me? You think I’m a crazy man?”

    “No, I don’t, Red. I think you’re the best man I’ve ever met. But I’m thirty-seven years old. I can’t go through all the dramas anymore. Coming down to the hospital to see you in the emergency room? That’s over with for me.”

    “Okay,” I said, taking her arm and pulling her up next to the tub. “Don’t you worry. I’m going to get over to the unemployment tomorrow, and I’m going to take the first job they can find me, and I’ll stick with it until this thing blows over. No sweat.”

    “All right, Red … You know what, you ole sweetheart … you know what kills me? Every time you tell me this stuff, I believe it. Even now. But don’t disappoint me again, hon. ‘Cause if you screw it up this time, I don’t think I can go round anymore.”

    She spoke so softly, so sadly that I knew she was dead serious. And suddenly all thoughts of Crystal and being a footloose kid just vanished from my head. I held her close to me and kissed her on the cheek and then on the lips.

    “There’s something I want to say,” I said. “I’ve screwed up a lot, Wanda, and I know it. But don’t think I take you and Ace lightly.

    You’re the most important thing in my life. That kid has got talents … I want him to keep taking his music lessons, I want him to go to basketball camp out at College Park this summer. And I want you to be able to do what you want. I’m going to get us money, babe, you can count on it.”

    She smiled, and I kissed her cheek. “God, you smell good,” I said, meaning it too.

    But she splashed me and pulled away. “Red, there’s something else I have to tell you. I got my old job back down at Weaver’s Crab House. I start Monday waiting tables.”

    “Honey, you don’t have to do that. You should get to stay home.”

    “I don’t mind, Red. I been home too much lately.”

    I knew this was a flat-out lie. Wanda had lately learned how to do screen painting, which is a Baltimore art form, painting cows and waterfalls on screens. People put them in the windows, breaks up the brick in the neighborhood. She’d gotten real good at it too, even had a write-up in the Sun papers. All her life she had wanted to be good, really good at something, and this was it. I knew how much she hated to give up her time to wait on lawyers who wanted to drink beer and eat crabs. But I also knew we wouldn’t make it for long without the money.
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