Labor to Go
By Jack Bates

How did a guy with an MBA in Finance wind up indidike this?

A crowded room of out of work laborers?

Tony Scovoronski had been asking himself that gues$or nearly two weeks.
Had he ever had an actual career in his field? tHagub primes really done him in? It
seemed like a hazy memory from some bad acid Eq.a dozen days now he had been
getting up at five to get to the store in the stnigll by six to sign in and wait at a white
plastic table usually reserved for a concrete slathe back side of a three bedroom
ranch. By six-thirty the 510 from the city unload&nother ten or so lost souls who
hoped to grab a day job from the same tired sognclerk behind the counter. In all,
Tony figured the capacity of the jobless crew wagjtior calls to be about thirty.

A slow day.

The idea here was similar to Kelly Services, dolyconstruction companies.
The companies paid a fee, made a call to LabomtinGearch of workers, and if
someone in the lobby fit the criteria — meaningdfwere breathing — he took the job.
Sometimes a guy got lucky and a job was waitindhfor. Other times, ten a.m. came up
quick and the clerk would tell everyone there wdgdnothing until tomorrow.

Tony sat on the side of the table where he cand Lp at the wall-mounted
television. Fox News was on and he hated Fox Nddespulled his latest Hard Case
paperback out of his hip pocket and opened it terelme marked his last spot with a
photograph of his former fiancé. It took him a nmesy a moment where the lump in his
throat was like swallowing a ball bearing, befoeeshipped Shauna'’s face into some of
the later pages, before he started to read whiilléhsnking about her.

The door opened. A blast of winter air rusheditiséde. Those closest to the
door looked up and grimaced. The 510 riders caiside. Mixed in with them was a
guy Tony had seen in there before. He was a t@fl with a slouch and he was always
talking. Always. Tony thought of him as Radio @dgpcause of the ear-buds the man
kept wedged in his ears. The man played his nagsloud it was audible to all present.
And because of the volume, the man spoke louderiibareeded to. No one said
anything, though, because having to confront the kif in-your-face guy he was, the last
thing any of the jobless gathered in the room néedes to antagonize him.

Tony shifted in his white plastic chair and put hitention into the book. He
slouched down between the two molded arms and pabd over his brow. Everything
about his body language said to leave him alone.

Trouble was, for some folks, it was an open irtiota

Tony could hear Radio Gaga singing up at the aouag he filled out the forms.
Might have been okay if the man had a voice budite’t. It was shrill. Only when he
sang, though. When he spoke, it was a little deepe

“How ya doing today, Miss?” Radio Gaga asked teekc She smiled politely.
“Weather’s turning out there, ain’t she? Yes, $iis getting colder now. Pretty soon
these construction boys gonna take their jobs sioutthe winter. | might just follow
them. How about you?”



The girl took Radio Gaga'’s forms and looked theraro

“They okay?” he asked. The clerk smiled and nddd&hey should be. | been
filling them out enough lately.” Radio Gaga laudla his joke, then slapped the arm of
the man standing next to him. The man smiled @lglivut moved over a step or two.
Radio Gaga snapped his fingers and sang to theayigg in his ears.

Tony adjusted in his chair. He laid the book @atthe table and folded his arms
in front of him. He could still hear Radio Gagavimg around the room and he knew his
routine. The next stop would be the coffee statible’d pick up the glass pot, swirl it,
sniff it, and then put it back, making a commeniatht.

“This coffee fresh?” He put the glass pot batlkain’t fresh. 1 used to be a line
cook, y’all. 1 know fresh coffee. This is far frofresh.”

Tony turned the page of his book. Radio Gaga &aolw engage whoever was
closest to the coffee station until that persowitadly got up and went to the counter to
ask for the bathroom key.

“This coffee fresh when you got here?” Radio Gggked his head towards the
coffee station. An overweight, middle-aged manis#ihe chair next to the station, his
plump hands resting on the top of his apple badedy.

“I don’t drink coffee,” the man said.

“You don't drink coffee? | gotta drink coffee.”

“My doctor says | shouldn’t.”

“Doctors. What do they know? All those yearsaiool and they still mostly get
it wrong. Doctor told my momma a bunch of stufflashe did what he told her but she’s
still not well. It's why | gotta work, see? AlEbause of them damn doctors.”

“My guy is one of the good ones.” Apple Barrelsnaew to the room. He had no
idea the road he just started down, Tony thought.

“Oh? So you saying it's my momma'’s fault for gingx a quack?” Radio Gaga
put a foot up on the plastic chair next to the m&he man put his hands down on the
arms of his chair. His sausage-like fingers cudemlind the molded ends.

“I'm not saying anything at all, mister,” the maaid. “I'm just saying | trust my
doctor.”

“My momma trusted hers. See what I'm saying? Heaw you know for fact that
my momma’s isn’t as good as yours? What makedhjiok your doctor is so special?”

“He’s my grandson.”

Tony could tell without looking up from the bodketmen in the room began to
relax. He did let his eyes drift to the window wdé&e caught the blurry reflection of the
room and the clerk behind the counter. Tony lookeg his shoulder at her. There was
still some worry in her eyes.

Radio Gaga laughed. It was a heavy laugh, almbsay. He slapped his leg and
then took it off the chair he was resting it orv.otir grandson? Don't that beat all. Your
grandson a doctor and here you sit, waiting tacgléd for a job just like the rest of us.”

“He’s the doctor. Not me. | still like to work.”

“Like to work? Look around you, Pops. We gottarky”

The older man looked around. He now seemed urarteble. “I just meant. |
mean, look. | lost my job. | need the work too.”

“Need? What do you need? You probably don’'t evesd insurance to cover
you bills.”



“Is there a problem out here?”

All eyes turned to the counter. The young, whifigrl had been replaced by a
large black man. He held a clipboard in one hartlaapen in the other. Tony knew him
as the manager of Labor to Go. No one spoke atittawanager made eye contact
around the room, everyone shifted and turned away.

Everyone except Radio Gaga. He stared back ahémager.

The manager smiled. He read from the clipbo&fhthony Scovoronski?”

Tony looked up from his book. “Yes?”

“You're next on the list. Your profile says yoave carpentry experience?”

“I'do. Some.” Tony closed his book and set itam of his book bag.

“Can you come up here? | might have somethingdor.” The manager flipped
through the sheets on his clipboard. “Apartmemti@ctor putting in cupboards and
counters. Take a look at the specs.”

“Yeah, sure.” Tony pushed his chair in. He wenthe counter and leaned over
the posting the manager slid towards him. Sinkamgws, and a cordless power drill.
Nothing he hadn’t handled when he was working hay through school. The best part
was it looked like it could be an extended oppatyunvhich would be better than having
to go into this hellhole every day. And as a bofiie job was inside, away from the
frigid Michigan February.

As if on cue to remind him about the downside wtidoor labor in midwinter, a
rush of cold air blew in. Tony felt it on his neakd along his cheeks.

“Can you take it?” the manager asked.

“Yeah. Absolutely.”

The manager initialed the job request form thpped out the middle pink sheet
that he handed over to Tony. Tony folded the jodes and tucked it into his back
pocket. He could feel the smile on his face, vetkto be done with Labor to Go for at
least a few days. Tony turned around to get i ahd stopped on his way to the table.

His book was there.

His book bag was not.

And neither was Radio Gaga.

Tony looked around. The older man by the coftaéan looked away from
Tony's eyes. In fact, everyone looked away. Ewalty one man shifted in his chair and
spoke to him.

“He went outside right after you went up to theiter.” Tony kept his eyes on
the man. “Yeah. He had your backpack.”

Tony hurried out the door. He didn’'t have to go fSome of the men who had
stepped out for a smoke in the nearly single @igimotioned with their heads. Tony
hadn’t had to say or ask anything. Radio Gagaedatound the corner on the north side
of the building.

Tony ran past the coin-operated Laundromat antd¢hee theatre store. Radio
Gaga leaned back against the northern facing sadle aicigarette dangling between his
lips. He wore a pair of mirrored sunglasses ndwny’s book bag hung open in one of
Radio Gaga’'s hands while he rifled through it itk other. Tony stopped himself from
saying anything, took a pause, then reached ougeaitbed the shoulder straps of the
bag. He started to pull it out of the man’s graspy Radio Gaga wasn't ready to let go
of it.



Radio Gaga raised his eyes over the top rim ofrfiigor sunglasses. “You need
something?” he asked.

“Yeah. My bag.” Tony yanked on it again. Ra@aga’s grip tightened. His
arm didn’t even uncoil.

“You say this is your bag?”

“Itis.”

“How do | know that? It was sitting on the tabhléby itself.”

“Under the book | was reading.”

“Well, | didn’t see any book.”

Tony thinned his lips. “It was there.”

“What was there?”

“The book. On top of my book bag.” Tony yankegia, this time a little harder.
This time he felt a slight springing in Radio Gagafm. It wasn’t enough, though, and
he still didn’t have his bag. They stood in a &nzug-of-war. Tony stared into his own
eyes reflected in the early morning twilight cuyion the mirror lenses. He took a quick
inventory of the bags contents. A couple of Moieg&urnals with paper covers the
color of grocery bags, some pens. There was tladl parcket of pictures from the trip he
took with his ex; why he carried them he wasn’esuDnly thing of real importance was
the lunch he packed. Radio Gaga could have fhany released his hold on the straps.
He held his hands out in supplication and starddabck away.

By now, a few of the smokers had wandered closegmto the corner edge of
the strip mall. Tony shot glances at the few whizkjy backed off. One appeared to be
on his cell phone.

“Oh, now hey. Don’t go reversing your psycholaigcon me. Here, you want
your bag?” Radio Gaga held it out to Tony.

Tony eyed the man with caution. He reached ferthg, expecting Radio Gaga
to yank it back in some playground game of taungéind teasing. Radio Gaga shook the
bag until Tony took it by the straps. As soon asyfs hand made contact, Radio Gaga
pulled the bag back with a force Tony hadn’t begpeeting. As he pulled, his free hand
came up and pulled Tony around so that he wasddhe cinder block wall. Radio Gaga
pushed him face first into it then raised a knée fony’s back pinning him against the
blocks. The man palmed the back of Tony’s heagldilbasketball and pressed Tony’s
face forward.

“Now | don’t want your bag, Jack.” Radio Gagaried in close to Tony's ear. ‘I
want your job.”

“They gave it to me. | was nextin line.”

“l don't care if the good Lord bestowed it uporuyad want the job.”

Tony felt something sharp press up beneath hisrjahe fleshy part just below
his molars. He froze, and not just from the cdRhdio Gaga twisted the blade and a
sharp little bolt of pain shot up through the narbbeneath his skin. The pain distracted
him enough to let Radio Gaga start digging aromntany’s pockets. He found the
folded up pink sheet of paper and yanked it out.

“You know, maybe I'm just tired of getting the sbnd of the stick,” Radio Gaga
said behind him. “I get in at Fords and they e#flthe division to some outside group
that doesn’t know what the hell it's doing, so Fostiops doing business with a company
it created. | got a degree, you know that? Feary of college. Big freaking shit.”



“Yeah, well, | got one in finance,” Tony said. kienched his teeth to speak.
The man’s free hand pushed Tony’s face so hardsigtie wall Tony thought his head
was going through the cinder block and into theestbey stood outside. Add in the cold
and the slightest pimples in the bricks felt likelips ripping into his flesh.

“Well ain’t we a couple of lvy Leaguers.”

Tony felt the blade slip away. He spun arounthte the man, the book bag
hanging like a limp sack from his right hand. Higath billowed into the cold morning
air. The sky took on more blue as a giant orarmjease up behind the empty limbs and
branches of the trees in the neighborhood behiadtitp mall. Wisps of early morning
furnace steam floated above the homes. It wdsathan Rockwell perfect, and here
Tony was fighting for a scrap of paper that guagadthim temporary security.

Radio Gaga folded the pink paper and tucked itehkis coat. The knife was
nowhere in either hand.

“Come on, man. Give me back the job.”

“Job is mine.”

“Look, I'll just go over to the address. | don&ed the slip,” Tony bluffed, but
not very well.

“The hell you don’t. You just gonna walk in and/seou’re the man? This paper
is the golden ticket, my man. Without it, you aigétting past the gate.”

Tony dropped the book bag and took a step forwatel caught Radio Gaga by
the front of his parka and balled up a fist with fiee hand. Now he flung Radio Gaga
around and smashed him up against the wall, bogribenman’s head back with a crack
against the same cinder blocks he’d been eatirsglioRGaga’s head wobbled. His chin
rolled on his chest.

It was about then a black and white cruiser ofldlcal municipality came around
the back side of Labor to Go out of the alley. Waee that a female officer sat inside the
vehicle watching them, Tony swung his left fistahgh the air in an arc that when he
connected was going hurt his hand more than itgeasy to daze Radio Gaga. No
sooner had Tony started on the full extension efsthing than the officer hit her sirens.
The blast of sound followed by the pulse of blud eed flashes dropped Tony’s
haymaker like a stone dangling from a wet noodle.

“Gentlemen. Do we have a problem here?” the affasked. She closed her car
door.

“Misunderstanding, officer.” Radio Gage said. tdbbed the back of his head.

“He took my job,” Tony said. It was the only tgihe could think to say. The
officer turned her attention on Tony. “l was givejob and he mugged me for it.” Tony
picked up his bag.

“He took your job?”

“Yeah. The pink paper he tucked in his pockete Wanager signed off on it for
me. While my back was turned he took my book bag.”

“The one you're holding?” the officer asked.

Tony looked at his hand. He looked back at theeff “He gave it back after he
held a knife under my chin and told me to give tiva job.”

“What is this job you keep talking about?”

“It's right there. Inside his coat. Pink piecepaiper. | can go inside and get the
manager.” Tony took a step backwards.



“Stay right there sir,” the officer said. Tony gped. He looked at the growing
crowd of people from the Labor to Go. The offiaémned to Radio Gaga. “Sir, I'm
going to ask you to empty the contents of your pt&k

“What the hell for?” Radio Gaga asked. His voiaswncredulous.

“Please, sir. Empty the contents of your pockets.”

“And if | don't?”

“I'll be forced to make you.”

Radio Gaga straightened up. The officer, a fudk fshorter than him, did the
same; only her hand went to a small canister hgngfihher belt.

“This is bullshit,” Radio Gaga said. “You gonnageh me, why don’t you search
him? Why you think I'm the one who did somethingbong? Just because he says it?”
His statement shook the officer more than if he pnawched her.

“I want both of you to stand on either side of nghicle and | want you both to
empty your belongings on the hood of the car.”

“But, officer,” Tony began. “I'm telling you--"

“Now. Both of you.” Her tone was a little morendanding.

Tony moved up first. Radio Gage followed and werthe opposite side. Tony
pulled out his wallet, his phone. Radio Gaga setrda pack of smokes, a Zippo, some
gum in loose wrappers.

“Now the book bags, gentlemen.” Radio Gaga flipppdhe flap of his shoulder
bag. He pulled out a laptop. It was followed byne cords, an adapter, an issue of GQ,
but no knife.

Tony reached up absently and touched the spot Wigesgvore a knife had
touched him. He opened his book bag and pulledhigdtinch, his pictures, the journals,
and then stopped. He looked down into the bag.

Stuffed in the back right corner was a small rded#a plastic bag and inside the
bag was something dark and organic, somethingrhembered from his latter high
school days and then early college days. He khevpodt wasn't his. Even when he
smoked it he never bought it. But there it wasic&el bag’s worth of grass in the book
bag he just told the officer was his.

“Is there a problem, sir?” The officer kept heesyn Tony.

Tony looked up at Radio Gaga. He quietly put [E®bgings back into his
shoulder bag. “There’s something in here that isnhe,” Tony said.

“Is that your book bag?” the officer asked.

“It is. But he took it from inside.” Tony hookédtds thumb over his shoulder.
The officer took his bag and looked inside. Shkegwut the bag of grass.

“And you’re saying this pot isn’t yours?”

Tony shook his head. “It's not.”

“But the book bag is yours.”

“It is, but--.”

“But the pot magically appeared inside it?” theadf asked.

The 510 stopped at the street sign in front of lkab@o. The hydraulics hissed
as the door squeaked open.

“We good here, officer?” Radio Gaga asked. “l gdius to catch.”

“You pressing charges?” she asked Radio Gaga.

He shook his head.



“What about my job?” Tony asked.

“I'm still trying to decide if it's worth it to tak you in for this.” She dropped the
plastic bag on the hood of the car.

“He pulled a knife on me.”

“Did you see a knife in any of this?” Radio Gagkezk He pulled the strap over
his shoulder.

“Search him!” Tony said.

“I know my job here, sir,” the officer said.

“Do you?” Tony asked. He regretted it instantly.

“Sir, I'm going to ask you to sit in the back of mgr.” The officer took a step
back and opened the rear door.

“This isn’t happening. This is a dream,” Tony said

“Sir.” The officer reached for him. Tony wentttee back of the car and got in.
The officer closed the door as Tony leaned his lea#t against the padded seat. He
watched Radio Gaga step up onto the bus and as heedsaw the man’s pant leg rise up
and reveal the handle of the knife tucked intoduist. Tony sat up to say something, but
the bus doors closed and the bus pulled away.

Tony slumped back in the seat. He listened asffier radioed in her call.

Tony let out a sigh that ended with a chuckle. r@ars at the University of
Michigan. Near the top of his class. A comfy jobroy in an office with a window
looking out on Interstate 75.

And then the bubble burst.

That’s how a guy with an MBA in Finance wound ugaiboat like this.
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