Karen of the EZ-Life

1.

Soto was somewhere else first and then moved the lounge here. King Soopers down the street, the beauty shop on one side, and the motel. I came over from the Kentucky Inn twenty-two years ago. He was in there one day and said let’s play some shuffleboard. I was kicking his little Mexican butt and he put his hand on my ass. I looked at him and said you ever touch me like that again and I’ll break your fucking nose. 

 
That turned out to be the largest joke. I went to work here and let him and most of south Denver put their hands on my skinny tush, inside and outside this place. I read these women’s magazines in the grocery store and get the biggest bang. Ten tips to make him want you. How to take charge in the bedroom. Like I need one of those magazines to tell me it’s okay to get laid? Every chance I get to jump men or boys I take it. No help needed.


I’ve been seeing Laughing Man for nearly two years, but that doesn’t mean a whole hell of a lot. His real name is Burl, but I call him Laughing Man because everything I say he laughs at. He screws me and he’s laughing. I tell him a joke and he can’t stop laughing. Hear the one about the rat who goes into a bar and says if I show you a really good trick will you give me a free drink? I don’t finish and Burl is howling up a storm. 


First night together I learned that Laughing Man had a crooked dick. He slid that thing in me and it went around the corner and touched something. I heard Michael Jackson and Roy Orbison at the same time. I get to thinking about Burl’s dick and next thing you know I’m in the ladies’ restroom with my skirt up. The morning after the first time, Burl said don’t tell anybody. He meant about his dick. That day I told everybody. He was here five minutes and Soto asked to see his dick. He looked at me and said damn you, Karen.  


Burl goes out of town on business at least once a month. He’s got the western territory for medical devices like colostomy bags, urinary leg bags, all kinds of incontinence products. He goes away I find a fill in. Before Burl it was Teddy. Before Teddy it was Sanchez. Before Sanchez it was Terp. One of them’s not busy I call or say something if they’re here. 


I’m almost sixty now. A couple years I’ll be getting Social Security. Hard to believe. When I got here I was thirty-seven. My tits weren’t saggy and I didn’t have lines in my face. Now my arm muscles droop and my waist is lumpy and headed for both coasts. 

And this whole thing, the EZ-Life, definitely isn’t what I had in mind when I started out. I got a degree in psych, which I learned is another way of saying I’d be doing call-center work or nights at an orphanage. First job I got I went to work with one of those loser corporations that was firing people out the back door and hiring them in the front.


That was also the first one to cut me loose. The very next week I went to work at a place that made me a special offer: more responsibility, less money. How could I pass that up? The world’s largest producer of mozzarella. One of the bosses came around in the second week and asked me if I wouldn’t mind dipping my tits in the cheese vat. No problem froggy, I told him, long as you jump in there holding your magic wanger. 


Here’s a question for Google: What’s the deal with men and tits? Every woman knows that if you unbutton your blouse a couple buttons, and they’re halfway nice, you can walk into NORAD without being asked a question. They’re tits, I want to yell out. Tits. Fleshy fat things. Jesus fucking Christ, get over it.  


I like men a lot, though, despite their faults and distractions. Always have. My father used to work for the power company as a line inspector and I’d ride around with him. We’d stop for sandwiches or cheeseburgers somewhere; he’d have a schooner and a shot, talk with his friends. I thought I was so big then and the men treated me special, like I was a grownup, and grandpa gave me my own hardhat. He never had to say anything to me; I just knew when he didn’t like something or he wanted me to get in the truck. And he would wink at me right in the middle of a conversation. I loved that. 


Women, I hate to say this, are high-voiced whiners for the most part and they still like to talk about hair and how pretty somebody’s outfit is. Most of my friends are these other gals who work at bar places during the day. They have old-timey names: Dot, Toots, Bootsie, Babs, bartender names. Smokers, with raspy voices.


But if you want to meet the model for a high-voiced whiner be here at five when Larry comes in. He’s one man I have never fucked. And don’t plan to. I said five but lately it’s been five-thirty or quarter till. Don’t have any reservation about getting on his case either.


“Did Soto send out a memo and I didn’t get it, Larry?”


“What? What are you talking about, memo?”

   
“The one that says come in any fucking time you want. The one that says you don’t have to clean the fucking grill after your shift. The one that says if you run out of beer in one of the taps, you don’t have to pull another keg out of the cooler. That memo.”


Larry Conover, who the regulars call Larry Combover. 


Part of my job is to order up any supplies we need, all the alcohol, kegs, meat, make the chili, and fix whatever Larry fucks up. Plus now Soto has started serving dogs steamed in beer. I don’t know if I can handle it. Next thing people will be coming in here in coats and ties. 


And that brings up another issue: Soto doesn’t hardly come in anymore. He’s off driving around the country in his little pickup. He’ll call me from Elko or North Platte or Cape Girardeau. Called me last night from Vermillion, wanted to know how it was going, what the deposit was, if I’d been ripping him off. He laughs after he says it. I tell him you’re not making enough here to steal. Just kidding, just kidding, he says, I know you’re not the kind of person who’d dip into the till.


Which isn’t true anymore. I wasn’t ever into that until he asked me one too many times. When I count both drawers out and make the deposit, I take fifty bucks now no matter what, right off the top. And Larry, that smart son-of-a-bitch, he thinks he’s getting away with something. Every day when I count him out, he’s always over. He thinks because he’s twenty or twenty-five over, no problem, better to be over than under. Of course what that means is he’s shorting somebody at the bar or he’s losing track of what he’s stealing or he’s giving his buddies free drinks and throwing some of the tip money in there because he feels guilty. 


Soto dresses and looks like Buffalo Bill Cody. Mustache and chin beard, leathers with fringe, a big flat-brimmed cowboy hat. He goes into bars in these towns and tells stories about how Buffalo Bill was a scout and buffalo hunter, how he was a stagecoach driver and worked for Pony Express. He’s done it in here pretty often and you can tell when he’s bullshitting, just making stuff up about old Bill.


One of these guys told me not long ago that I moved around behind the bar like I was a boat on the ocean, and I thought at first he meant it like I glided along, that I was smooth, and that it was a compliment. I said, well, thank you honey. But I got to thinking about it and realized maybe he saw me more like a ship of bones, like one of those tall-masted ones, and that my skin looked like the billowy sails. I haven’t been eating that much lately. Just not hungry. And not ever salads. 


Once in a while, Nisha, the Indian woman from the motel, will come and get change when she runs out. Almost nobody pays for a motel these days with cash, though, or if they do you know what they’re up to. She sometimes brings me things to eat, like lentils or cauliflower or spinach or their special kind of chicken. I can’t put anything in my stomach until after I’ve had a few drinks. I’ve tried to get her to taste our chili, but she’s vegetarian. Rajiv isn’t but she is. 


Think about coming all the way from there, she was raised in one of the big cities I can’t remember the name of, and landing here in Denver, on Colorado Boulevard, and owning a motel. At least they can speak the language. It was her husband’s idea. He borrowed the money from his family and bought it sight unseen. And I have to tell you this: The people who had it before, the Lewistons, they didn’t take care of it. Deferred all the maintenance while they watched TV and ate Doritos. But Nisha’s different; she’s always working on something.


Their families introduced them when they were twelve or a young age like that, imagine. Nisha and Rajiv, and when she dresses up she’s a doll, a regular princess. She wears one of those things on her forehead all the time, a bingee or bungee, as a decoration and to show she’s a married woman. 


She told me once when we were talking, in America mattresses and bras always on sale, and she moved her head in this really cute way. Sometimes when I’ve had too much, or I find a boyfriend I don’t want to take to my house or go to his, I stay with Nisha. She never asks any questions when I call over, just hands me the key. And she has never had a drink in her life and only been with one man. I told her, I’m covering for you on both counts, Nisha, don’t worry about it.


Sometimes when I wake up in the early morning and I’m there, it takes me a minute to remember where I am and who it is that’s next to me. Half the time it’s nobody and then I start to worry, and I think was there somebody here and they left? 

A guy came in one day; I like to call him My Angry Young Man. Still comes around occasionally. He was very handsome, in that rugged kind of way. I thought he was going to rob the place. Maybe he was at first and then decided not to. We got to talking and I fixed him something to eat, a nice burger and a bowl of chili. He told me he’d been in prison and couldn’t find work. I asked him what he was good at and he said cars. Seems like there’s a need for that, I said. But he said something about people being able to tell he’d been in the joint, almost from a distance. 

We talked even after Larry got here and then went back to his place. I could tell he was into something. Inside his house he had all kinds of random shit stacked up, and he had cars parked up on the lawn with the driver’s side window broken out.

We went on like that for a while, his house, my house, six weeks. I was starting to get attached. One night we got wasted and decided to spend the night at the motel. I woke up at around three or four with him looking at me, and he had all of his clothes on.

“What’s going on, Tony?” That was his name and he was upset. My girlfriends had already told me to watch out, be careful, especially after I told them about the cars in the yard. 

“You’re starting to shrivel up,” he said. “Everywhere, all over, even down there.”

“I’m fifty-nine, Tony, what’d you expect?”

“I can’t believe I’ve spent this much goddamn time with you.”

I started to cry, I don’t know why. I should have just told him to fuck himself and get out, like I do everybody else. But I couldn’t.

I asked him to sit on the bed for a minute, talk with me. But he stood up and paced back and forth.

“Come on, Tony,” I said, “come back to bed. It’ll be all right.”

He picked up one of the chairs and smashed it against the wall. If I’d done or said anything I thought there might have been violence, that he’d beat me up.

“You got any motherfucking money?” he yelled.

“Sure, a few bucks. Bring me my purse.”

But he grabbed it and went through it, throwing everything out. I had about fifty dollars that I’d kept from the drawer. 

“I’m afraid if I spend any more time with you I’ll catch it; I’ll start to look like you.”

He stuffed the money in his pants and turned to open the door. Then he walked back and kicked the bedpost. He wanted to rage at me but didn’t know what to say. His face and eyes were swollen. His nose was running and he’d started to cry.

He slammed the door behind him and immediately came back in. 

“Karen,” he said with his teeth clenched; he was shaking. He held up his fists before suddenly dropping them. Then he went out and slammed the door for the final time. 

2.

Soto had been off on one of his trips. He sleeps in the back of the truck, in the camper. He’d gotten up to Montana and had made day excursions over into Canada. He said on the phone that the border patrol on their side messed with him, made him put his outfit on and do his spiel, then went through the vehicle. And he told me he was bringing somebody back with him. 

First thing I thought was he’d picked up a hitchhiker, a guy who had a thousand road stories. Maybe a crusty old fellow with a beard and slits for eyes. 

He got off the interstate and came right here. As if to show us the catch he had in his creel. Soto had his nose wide open, that was for sure, I could see it right away.

“Everybody,” he said, “everybody. I’d like you to meet Connie Clendenny. She’s a Montana girl looking to make a new start here. She’ll be staying with me for a brief time until she can establish herself.”

Soto went from table to table and up to the bar introducing her to people; Mercer, this is Connie; Elfland, this is Connie; Turner, this is Connie. I assumed she must’ve had royal blood the way he was escorting her around the room. 

And when he finally got to me he had a smile so wide I should’ve known something was up.
“Connie,” he said, holding her elbow, “this is Karen, our number one bartender and all-around person.”

“Oh, Karen,” she cooed, “Soto talked practically the whole way here about you and how important you are to the EZ-Life Lounge.”

“That Soto,” I said, “I’m sure you meant when he wasn’t talking about himself he was talking about me.”

Connie was like Burl; she laughed at everything. More like a kind of tittering, though, with her hand pinching her bottom lip. But Soto didn’t think what I said was that funny.

“Connie’s going to start helping out a little from time to time, spell you guys, work the grill when you get busy.”

She was definitely cute enough and a few of the soldiers in the barracks would liked to have jumped her after Soto was done with her. 

“Ever work in a fast-paced, up-scale place like this, Connie?” I said. 

“Well, not exactly. But I’ve been waiting tables at the Big Sky for a few years and that’s where Soto met me.”

I started off helping her find her way around. She’d never poured a glass of beer, so I showed her. Didn’t know the basic drinks, like Manhattan or vodka martini. Had to show her how to make our top-notch chili and how to give the grill a quick cleaning. She wasn’t a real-fast learner, but she was okay.

For a while there, after Tony left, I fucked everybody. Everybody except Burl. And Soto. And Larry, of course. He hurt my feelings, My Angry Young Man. I have to say it. I tried to blow it off, that little prick, but it didn’t go away so easily. 

I’d like to be able to travel like Soto. More than just next door to the motel. And not in a pickup with a camper shell. A nice big car, not the beater I have. Stay in hotels with a good boyfriend. Eat something besides burgers and chili.

Mondays we should probably close anyway. If we make three-hundred dollars it’s a good day. So when Soto asked if I wanted to take a break, get a little relief, let her sit in on Monday, I said sure, why not. This was a month after Connie started work. Think she’s ready? he asked. Ready as she’ll ever be, I told him.

I didn’t come near the place that day; didn’t call either.

Next day she told me she made a hundred in tips. And from then on she started wearing blouses so low you could read the washing instructions on her bra. Soto wondered if we should start opening on Sundays for the games; we’d normally only been open Monday through Saturday. Who’s going to work it? I asked him. Connie, she wants to do it, he said. 

“And we could make Mondays a regular deal,” he added.

“No problem,” I said, “long as you put me on salary same as six days.” I’d been working six days a week, Monday through Saturday. 

“Oh, I don’t know, Karen. We got all this new overhead, expenses, and I’m thinking about making some other changes, bigger menu.”

That was about the same time Soto asked me why a woman my age wore tights to work every day.

“Jeans, why not jeans?” he said. “They would be all right with a nice shirt.”

Fucking Soto. Not exactly a closet diplomat.

One of the guys told me Connie had a kid back home that she sent money to. I asked her and she showed me pictures. Cute boy, stays with her parents. I asked if she’d been to school, if she had any college, and she said she was trying to finish her G.E.D. online.

“Sometimes it feels like I have to scratch and claw for everything,” she said. “You know how it is, don’t you, Karen?”

She liked to say my name whenever we talked. Karen this and Karen that. Maybe that’s the way they talk in Montana. 

Not too long ago Soto and I had a few minutes when no one was here. He asked if I had any money put away, if I had any retirement.

“Shit,” I said, “I don’t even own my own house. And the little I’m going to get from SS, I’m going to have to keep working here till you scoop me up and put me in the Dumpster.”

Soto shook his head. 

“How about you take a week at Glenwood, on me. Wouldn’t hurt you to take a good break. And you used to like the hot springs up there. Remember that?”

“I’d love to take a break, Soto,” I said, looking straight at him. “But I’m afraid when I got back somebody else would be here in my place.”

This was about the same time Tony started coming around again. I didn’t even want to talk to him because I knew what would happen. And then I figured out what to do. 

“Connie,” I said one day when they both were there. “Have you had a chance to meet Tony?”

Right away they started up. I could see the sparks. And she moved out of Soto’s palace and into Tony’s car lot overnight. You’d think Soto would’ve made a fuss, fired her, and I think he thought about it, but a couple days later he had another one in the bar that he was kissing and loving on. 

I asked Soto if his offer was still good, Glenwood Springs. 

“Yeah, I guess so,” he said. “Sure, why not.”

I spent the whole week walking the town, swimming in the hot pool, and didn’t drink a drop of alcohol. They have an old Penney’s store there and I bought a new pair of jeans one day and came back and bought another one the next. 

I felt pretty good when I got home.

Only thing, Connie was working all my shifts, and Soto had given me hers. 

“Problem?” Soto said.

“No problem,” I said. “Sunday and Monday are perfectly fine by me.” I wanted to say perfectly fucking fine, asshole, even a dipshit knew that was going to happen, but I held back. And between the new jeans and a decent-looking top, with a few giveaways on my part, I made about half as much as I’d been making, but in just two days. Plus I didn’t have to cook any chili or clean up after Larry. 

Tony started showing up on Sunday, talking to me about his life and about Connie. He was working at a yard dismantling cars way south. Sounded like a chop shop to me, which I asked him, but it was working outside doing something he knew how to do so what can you say. 

I didn’t want to talk to him about Connie because a part of me was still in love with that beautiful convict, but I had an idea something was going to happen. 

Connie had already started covering up the bruises and handprints, and she would say things to me in passing like whew, that Tony has a temper, doesn’t he. 

“A big load,” I said to him one day.

“What’s a big load?”

“I’m proud of you, Tony.”

“Fuck yourself, Karen. What the hell are you talking about?”

Tony had gotten another tattoo on his neck.

“All that responsibility you’re taking on. It’s a lot.”

“She’s just staying at my house till she gets her own place.”

“Seems like she’s got a different idea. Like she’s getting starry eyed.”

“I know why you’re doing this, Karen. You’re still upset I walked out. Tell the fucking truth.”

“Connie ever tell you about sending money back to Montana?”

“She’s helping her parents out. They have medical problems. One of these days we’re going to drive up there.”

“Maybe you can bring back the boy.”

“What boy? She have a younger brother she’s responsible for?”

“Cute kid. Ask her to see the pictures. It’s her son, Tony. She’s got a kid up there.”

Tony turned on the bar stool as though he were going to run out the door. He chugged the tumbler of beer in his hand, then stood up and smashed the glass on the floor.

“She never said nothing about no kid in Montana, just mom and dad. And we ain’t bringing nobody back with us, that’s for damn sure.”

“I never should have said anything, Tony. Sorry, I thought you knew.”

Tony stormed out the door cursing Connie and me and everyone who was there staring at him. 

“What did you say to him?” Soto asked me on the phone. 

It was Monday morning and I was at the bar. I knew he was talking about Tony.

“What did I say to who?”

“He beat her up. She’s in the hospital. Something you said to Tony got him pretty pissed off.”

“I told him I was still in love with him. Do you think that’s what did it?”

“Goddamnit Karen. Now who’s going to work Tuesday through Saturday?”

“I’ve really begun to enjoy Sunday and Monday, Soto. All those years I didn’t realize what I was missing during the rest of the week. I’d forgotten what the sun looked like.”

I knew what he was going to say and sure enough he did—Tuesday about ten.

“Karen, look, Connie’s still in the hospital and I don’t have anybody to take her place.”

“No kidding, Soto. That sounds serious. Connie’s still in the hospital? Where will she stay when she gets out?”

“Probably with me. Goddamn Tony. They’re looking for him. You never should have said whatever you said to him, Karen.”

“Geez, I’m not sure, Soto. I got things scheduled. I’d have to call my friends and cancel lunch. They’d be upset.”

“Christ almighty, Karen. Can’t you help me out today? After all, you’re partly to blame.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Soto. Partly to blame, hunh? You didn’t forget how to mix drinks and pour beer, did you?”

Soto left messages throughout the day, but I ignored them. He offered me my old shift back, with an increase in salary. Then called saying he’d fired me completely. Then called and apologized, pleaded with me. Then called to tell me I shouldn’t have done that to Connie.

I’ll think about it overnight, Soto, possibly.

I made another reservation for Glenwood Springs, three days. Not sure what I’ll do all that time. Go to a movie. Maybe hike, read. I haven’t done either of those two things since college. I could see myself living in the mountains, having big dogs, sitting around campfires.

Definitely not with Burl, though. 

Who knows? Maybe I’ll try to scare up Tony, take him on a long drive.

Might even find a new boy, one along the way.

Or go on the damn trip by myself, call Soto from different towns.

Hard to say.  

