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LIBRARY HOOKER

 

 

“JANE, COME ON, IT’LL BE nice to ride together every day again. Remember how we did when I first moved over here? We haven’t had any close time in like, forever.”

Jane, stopped in the process of pulling on her sweater, just looks at her, shaking her head from side to side as though following an evenly-matched tennis match.

“Maybe just for another week? See how it goes?”

“No, Polly.” Her voice is level; only Polly would recognize how short the fuse on this particular dynamite is getting. “The only place I’ll drive you is to a car dealership.”

Polly presses her lips together and in silence, she turns to her bag again. Wallet, check. Water bottle. Paperback of the latest Patricia Cornwell, already foxed and faded from the other night’s Sleepy Time Tea mishap. She hoists the bag to her shoulder and offers, from under her ragged red bangs, a wistful look to Jane. Jane’s warm brown eyes are glacial as she stares back.

“See you tonight,” whispers Polly. Jane nods. Polly steps out into the early autumn air and pulls the door closed behind her. The crisp “Snick!” of the latch reminds her, too late, that she has left her door key hanging on the hook beside the door. She sighs and sets out for the bus stop.

Jane stares at the door for a moment more. She should open the door and hand the key to Polly, she knows, but the clump of ice in her chest weighs her down, pulling her shoulders down as well. So much she has loved Polly all these years, never noticing how much of that love has been curdling and then beginning to set, like Quikrete. She despairs of ever being able to chip it away again. She’s given up trying.

Polly had ridden the Metro one time since she had moved to this Midwest city, as a lark and an experiment. She and Jane had walked the four blocks to the inbound stop, talking about, as was their family term, “cabbages and kings”. The walk had taken no time at all.

Now, Polly’s bag weighs more than she had expected and her work shoes pinch. Hurrying is not her strong point, but just now it seems a fine idea. She doesn’t need her boss angry at her as well. The effort pays off; the number 58 is just closing its doors but the driver takes pity on Polly’s awkward scramble and waits for her.

“Made it!” she says happily to the driver, who gives her the briefest of smiles and then turns his attention to the drive. “Bob” says the badge clipped to his pocket, and the brown smear that brackets it was from his daughter’s nosebleed as he was leaving for work this morning.

The bus picks up speed and Polly balances against the pole so she can hoik her bag up and search within for her wallet.

“It’s a dollar and a half, isn’t it? Oh, no, I see, I see. Two and a quarter…um, do you have change?” The driver points to the “Exact change only” sign on the fare box. “Um, why don’t I put this in and you can keep the change, then?”

“Suit yourself,” Bob says, “It’s your money, not mine.”

Polly sways back to an empty seat, does a touch-and-go landing like a dragonfly on a lily pad and then sways to the front again. “When we get downtown, can you just let me off at Bankhill and Ohio Street?”

“We don’t pass Ohio and Bankhill; we turn at Canton. Route map’s behind me. Please take a seat and study it.”

Polly returns to her seat and studies the map. The nearest route 58 stop is six blocks from her office. She wants to ask Bob if he can help her organize the transfer; her five dollar bill is in the fare box and she only has a debit card. A look at his set, intent face in the mirror convinces her not to. Yes, she’ll be late, and yes, her feet will be as angry at her as Jane is and her boss will be.

“Oh, well,” she says aloud. Her seatmate, a younger woman wearing a single ear bud that runs, Polly assumes, to a phone in her jacket pocket, gives her a skeptical look. Polly interprets this as interest. “Oh, well, things will work out. They always do. Nearly always, anyway.” The woman looks away quickly, so Polly brings out her book and turns to the dog-eared page.

 

POLLY ALWAYS IMAGINES HER WORK week as those old movies that show the passage of time by pages falling, or on a good week, flying off a calendar. By the time the seventh leaf has dropped from her mental 1940s day-at-a-time calendar, she’s riding the Metro with confidence, and even enjoying the process.

She now can size up the passengers; who will sprawl over too much of the shared seat, who is cranky and who is simply bored. This day she selects a teenager with what might be a goiter or might be the largest Adam’s apple she’s ever seen. He turns out to be remarkably garrulous for a teenage male, but after a couple of miles he talks himself out and proves to be a good listener, too. By the time they cross Grand Ave. she is telling him how she came to join the ranks of Metro commuters.

“Pickle kept breaking down, and I kept getting her fixed. Pickle was my last car; she was green but kind of old, so she had lumps and dents all over her…” The rider in the seat behind Polly and the boy emits an audible sigh and rattles a newspaper. 

The teenager looks back nervously, but Polly doesn’t notice, “I managed to find a garage that kept her running, but a couple of weeks ago, the power steering gave out with absolutely no warning. She’d been pulling really hard to the left for a while; the garage guy kept trying to align her but the shims wouldn’t hold or something. So, when her power steering quit she went wandering across the center line and I smacked right into an SUV. I got a sprained wrist, is all, and the other driver was fine, but Pickle had to be towed away to the junk yard…”

The passenger in the seat behind them emits another sigh; it sounds like, “Oh, please”. 

“… I got a check from the insurance company, not huge, but enough for a down payment and several more payments. Just haven’t gotten around to car-shopping. My partner Jane was driving me everywhere so there was no hurry to shop for a new car, but she was kinda mad that I let things go for so long….” Polly gives a helpless little laugh.

“Here’s my stop,” says the boy. He hops to his feet and is out the door just as Polly prepares to conclude her story by explaining about the glories of a weekly “ride all you want” bus pass that she has just purchased.

“Thank God,” mutters the passenger behind Polly.

What Polly would have gone on to say, had the boy remained a bit longer, was that now she quite prefers riding the Metro. She is figuring out the routes and experimenting with side trips for other errands. Most recently she has decided to try out a lunchtime commute to the downtown branch of the library.

She and Jane used to use that branch when Polly first moved there. “They have reference books and more extensive nonfiction sections,” Jane had told her, “And of course it’s a really neat old building. No stone lions, but anything else a library needs, it has.”

Polly’d been impressed. Fresh new library card in hand, she’d stood between the Doric pillars at the top of the stone steps and marveled at the diversity of patrons who lingered on the steps and the sidewalk below.

“How cool is that?” she whispered to Jane, “In this town even the hookers hang out at the library!”

“You goofball, they don’t actually go into the library, they just hang out here.”

“Oh.” 

Jane laughed at her crestfallen expression. “Well, maybe some of them are literary hookers, how would I know?”

“Let’s say they are. Nobody spends their entire lives at their work, right?”

“Right.”

As time went by and the sheen of first love wore thinner, however, Polly and Jane began to keep company with the library branch on the route home from downtown where they both worked.

 

*

 

POLLY NOW STEPS DOWN FROM number 17 Metro to the stately central library building that sits surrounded by older down-at-heel businesses and street folk, like a dowager who’s seen better days. The front steps haven’t lost their luster, for her, and as she comes back down to the bus stop, her new books in a backpack, she pauses and looks at the street theater below. Hookers, homeless folks, students, and occasional business-attired patrons of various sexes meander, strut, saunter and pose. A man of indeterminate age drags a cooler behind him, holding it by a sock threaded through its handle.

“I fit right in,” she tells herself, knowing how untrue that actually is, and stations herself at the stop to wait for number 17 to come around again.

That evening she tries to tell Jane about it. Jane is sitting at her computer, a Styrofoam clamshell of salad at her elbow. When did they stop having dinner together at the table?  Polly isn’t positive, but it seems like only a few months ago. That was the day she’d forgotten her offer to pick up something at the grocery for Jane, who’d stormed out of the house and not come back for hours.

“You never remember anything I ask you to do!” was the gist of that incident, Polly recalls, and it was true. But “I don’t remember things for myself either,” she’d said to the closing door. Once upon a time, she considered ruefully, Jane had seemed to like her forgetfulness. “My absent-minded professor,” she’d call her fondly. 

“Jane! Remember the library hookers? I saw three of them today!”

Jane looks up, a glimmer of interest in her eye. “Really? Where?”  

“At the central library. I took the bus there at lunchtime. Nothing has changed at all there.”

“You’re getting this bus thing figured out, huh? Good for you.”

Polly beams and sits down on the arm of Jane’s easy chair, but Jane has turned back to her computer and absented herself from the conversation. 

 

By the fourth week of library visits, Polly recognizes some of the library folk and their habits. She marvels at how intuitively they divine the purpose of the cars that pull up at the curb and idle. Sometimes a pair of prostitutes will lean in to the passenger window and exchange a few words with the driver before one or both hop in. Sometimes it’s a teenage boy or young man who leans in and rides away, and sometimes it’s a man of indeterminate age. In the latter case, small packages may change hands along with folded cash. Sometimes the car will sit unmolested, idling for a few minutes before a library patron hurries down the steps, CDs or books in hand and boards the car. 

In inclement weather, the street folk retreat to various shelters and lees: inside corners, abutments, doorways, and of course the bus stop shelter where Polly sits and tries to be unobtrusive.

“Nobody seems to bother them as long as they aren’t too close to the front doors,” she tells Jane that first rainy evening. “If they crowd the entrances, there’s a library guard who shoos them away. Last week there was some other kind of guard who chased them out of the bus shelter.”

Jane has put down her Kindle to listen. “Isn’t it kind of creepy to have them come into the shelter when you’re waiting in there?”

“I have to say, the homeless guys smell bad, especially in the rain. The prostitutes, well, I feel sorry for them. I moved over today to let one of them sit down. You know those awful spiky shoes they wear, it’s like the Inquisition dreamed those up to punish women.”

“Makes you wonder why guys want women who dress like that. Why don’t they get turned on by a woman who looks comfortable in her clothes?”

“Maybe it’s like they think the women are saying, ‘I can’t wait to get out of these uncomfortable clothes with you, you handsome brute.’”

Jane smiles and returns to her book. 

 

“WOULDN’T YOU KNOW,” POLLY THINKS ruefully the following week, “It has to rain on my library day.” There’s no reason in the world she can’t wait for a nicer day, but her Wednesday library lunchtimes are becoming something she looks forward to, a break in the middle of the work week. She pulls on a slicker and goes anyway.

“Shee-yut,” mutters the pimp behind her shoulder in the library portico, and Polly nods in agreement. She’s waiting for a lull in the downpour so she can make a dash for the bus shelter. She hangs back in the lee of the portico with the man and one of the prostitutes, who leans against a pillar.

More patrons come out, crowding among the throng already there. A middle-aged white woman pulling a wheeled shopping trolley pauses to organize her belongings, squeezing the prostitute closer to Polly.

All the muscles on that side of Polly’s body tense. “I will not pull away, I will not pull away, she’s a person just like me, I will not pull away.…” Polly pulls away a few inches; she’s now more tightly pressed between the cart woman and the prostitute, and another person presses against her back. She tries not to think about substances dried on the back of the woman in front of her, or maybe ground into the faux leopard jacket on the woman next to her. 

The prostitute fishes into the recesses of her fringed denim shoulder bag; incongruously, it has sequined owls on it. Fishing around for… a crack pipe? Switchblade? Hand-rolled cigarettes?  Did anyone even carry switchblades around anymore? Guns, that’s what people carried. Cheaply made, deadly handguns. Polly’s shoulders are pinned up against her ears now.

The hooker pulls out a vintage paperback and opens it to a dog-eared page halfway through. The cover is missing; Polly knows that bookstores call such books “strips,” meaning the cover is stripped off to prevent the resale of a book removed from circulation.

Polly forgets all about bodily fluids and deadly weapons. She can’t resist edging toward the woman, hoping to catch a glimpse of the book’s content. The woman’s shoulders tense; she looks up beneath her brows at Polly as though she might growl a warning. 

Polly looks casually away and opens the first book on her own stack. She steps back next to the prostitute in a casual way as though to get farther from the rain that spatters in, eyes on the page below her. “Don’t read over people’s shoulders, it’s really rude,” she chides herself, even as her eyes slip to the side and jump to the opposite page in the woman’s hands.

“They’re called breasts, Mama. Everybody has them,” she reads, not aloud. Ah. Stephen King.

“If they only knew she had the power,” murmurs Polly, unable to help herself.

“Huh?” The woman looks up sharply.

“Nothing. Sorry,” says Polly, cheeks aflame.

The woman glares for an instant, but Polly knows that Carrie’s torments are of more import to the reader than an impertinent comment from a stranger. Polly’s sure she gets plenty of those in her day-to-day.

After a pause, the woman mumbles something that could be “Shut up,” or “Sho nuff,” or even “Shown up,” and then returns to her reading.

It’s like watching somebody else eat something delicious, how one’s mouth waters in sympathy. Polly immediately hungers to travel in the spaces Stephen King has constructed especially for her. But she returns to her Ursula LeGuin classic and comes close to missing her number 17 bus.

“Wait, wait!” she yells, slamming the book shut and scrambling down the steps to the stop. She hears a chuckle behind her as she goes and knows she’s given the prostitute something to smile about today.

 

“SHE WAS THERE AGAIN TODAY,” Polly announces to Jane without preliminary the next Wednesday evening.

“’Oh, how you wish she’d go away’?”

“No, my library hooker. The same one. You know how cold that wind was today. And the rain, on and off. Everyone was crowded in the bus shelter to get out of it. She was there. At least she had slacks on today, but they didn’t look very warm. Her ankles were bare, and she had these little flimsy shoes.”

“You’re sure it’s the same one?”

“Yeah, she’s still got the magenta streak in her hair. Anyway, she was leaning against the wall, reading another paperback. It was a really old one, just like the copy of Carrie she had before.”

“Did you get a look at the title?”

“Not at first. I thought, as my mom used to say, ‘I’d give a cookie to know’ what it was.”

“Maybe Plato’s Republic. Or Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. You didn’t ask her, huh?”

“I was afraid to. It had a red cover. I could only see the edge of it. Then some guy lit a cigarette and I had to go outside the shelter.”

Polly’s hopes begin to warm up again; Jane seems willing to talk to her, one person to another, with a certain amount of warm interest. Most of the time, that is. Sometimes the mercury drops on the Jane side of the living room, and Polly cannot figure out what provokes this. She’s stopped asking; it only makes things worse.

Polly returns to her narrative and explains that the library locale has two forms of move-along guards. The ones belonging to the library are benign for the most part. The street folk were tolerated as long as they didn’t importune patrons for money or block the doorways, at which time they were gently shooed away by an employee in a vest marked “Security”. Polly suspects the librarians take turns wearing it.

The other kind, employed by the bus company, is what the crime novels term rent-a-cops. “Not nice people,” in Polly’s book. 

“When the weather’s bad, like it is today, everyone just crams into any shelter they can find. I gave up and went back in the shelter, and then a bunch of other people came down the steps. I guess the library police shooed them away from the doorway again. They all tramped down to where I’m sitting, turned away from the smoker, diving into my book.”

“And trying not to miss your bus, like that other time.”

“Right. So our library hooker is crammed in there too. She’s reading a mangy-looking old hardback, you know, like libraries retire from circulation and sell five for a dollar at their tent sale. You could still see an old property stamp on the side of the pages like they used to do.”

“So did you manage to figure out what she was reading?”

“Steinbeck.”

“Huh.”

“So up struts one of those bus company cop guys, shooing those poor folks out into the rain. And this guy is just, I dunno, he’s belligerent, bellicose, and downright nasty. People don’t move fast enough for him so he just starts grabbing them and shoving them out in the rain. Our hooker shoves her book into her jacket; it’s not much of a jacket anyway, skimpy fake-fur thing, but she’s trying to keep her book dry. He grabs her sleeve and just yanks, hard, you know?”

“Oh, Polly, what did you do?” Polly, despite her focus on the day’s events, feels a certain thrill at hearing her name come from Jane’s lips. It’s been so long

“Nothing, at that point. I’m sitting there all white and middle-class, feeling guilty because I’m in out of the rain. But then she dropped her book, it just missed a big puddle, and that…man snatched it up. He started accusing her of stealing ‘public property’ from the library. That’s when I stood up.”

“Uh, oh.”

“I said, ‘Excuse me.’ He looked at me, honest to God, his jaw hung down, just hung there, and he said, ‘Huh?’ “

 

EXCUSE ME,” REPEATS POLLY, “BUT that’s actually my book. I just checked it out and I’m lending it to, uh, Rose here.”

“Huh?” says the troglodyte again. “Huh? Why would you do that?”

“We’re in the same book group. Here at the library. Rose forgot her library card today so we checked it out on my card. See? This is my card. That I used to check out Grapes of Wrath. That’s this month’s selection.”

“Same book group, huh? You and her?” His face is a study in derision, swinging between the two women. “So, what did you read last time?” 

The prostitute looks straight at her accuser, deadpan, and says nothing.

“Carrie.”

“Huh?

“Carrie. A novel by Stephen King.

“Okay,” he turns to the prostitute, “What was that one about? That Carrie one?”

‘Rose’ is gleeful. “It’s an earlier work by King, about a teenage girl with telekinesis.” 

Polly notices that ‘Rose’ has no trouble with the word ‘telekinesis’.

‘Rose’ continues, “She uses it to get revenge on her tormenters.”

Polly chimes in helpfully, “This months’ selection is a further examination of the persecution of the downtrodden in America.” ‘Rose’ smirks at that.

The rent-a-cop thrusts the book back at Polly, who hands it to ‘Rose’. “Well, you just make sure you return it to the library on time. I wouldn’t trust ‘Rose’ here (he sneers, just like, Polly thinks, a villain in one of those old melodramas) not to hock it somewhere.

“But did he let her keep it?” asks Jane.

“Yeah, he did. I was afraid he’d march us both into the library to confirm the story but I guess he had to move to the next stop to bother the folks there.”

“Did you at least find out her real name?”

“My bus came. I just said, ‘see you’, and she said, ‘Hey, thanks’, and that was that.

 

 “ROSE, HUH?”

“Oh!”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. Thought you saw me come up.”

“No, I guess I was immersed. I haven’t seen you around lately.”

‘Rose’ grins. “Lunchtime business has been pretty active lately. Weather got better. Hey, I wanted to thank you for fronting that dude.”

“Fronting?”

“Facing him down. You know, about the book. So hey, what’s that name mean, ‘Rosasharn’ or however you say it?”

“I think they were saying ‘Rose of Sharon’ in an Oklahoma accent. You know, like those shrubs in people’s yards that bloom in August. What is your name, really?”

“La-Christine.

“La-Christine? Very exotic.

“Real name was LaKesha. But it’s Christine now. My working name, you know?”

“I like LaKesha,” offers Polly, but Christine wrinkles her nose.

“You know how many LaShawnas, LaToyas, LaKeshas, and LaTanyas lived on my block when I was coming up? They all dropped out of school by the time they were sixteen.”

“Oh,” says Polly, at a loss. 

“Course, Christine didn’t exactly graduate either. I only lack two courses for a GED if I could just—”

“Why don’t you get yourself….” But Christine has walked away. “…a library card?” Polly finishes lamely. A car has slid up to the curb near the bus stop; the passenger window rolls down and Christine leans in. A moment later she hops into the car; as the car drives away, she wiggles her fingers ‘goodbye’ to Polly.

“I thought she seemed a little sheepish as she left,” Polly tells Jane, “But maybe I imagined it.”

Jane thinks for a minute. “Suppose she knows about the GED prep program? Bet the library has brochures about it. You should ask her.”

 

POLLY’S NOW A CONFIRMED MASS transit commuter, and she likes it that way. Even the worst weather lends punctuation to her days, sharpens her senses.

“Hey, I got an idea,” Polly says, pushing the front door closed behind her. Jane, in her office corner, looks up from her computer screen but it’s not an interested look. Polly thinks it’s more of an “I’ll listen if I have to, but not happily” look.

“What,” says Jane, belatedly.

“Never mind, it’s not important.”

“Okay.” Jane returns to her screen, that double line between her brows more pronounced than usual.

Polly, discouraged, begins to turn away and mind her own affairs. But no, she decides. “Hey, what’s wrong, Jane? You look worried or upset or something.”

“Yeah, kinda, but it’s just one of those work things. You don’t wanna hear about it.”

“Sure, I do.”

“Really? Jane raises an eyebrow cynically, pulling the double lines a bit askew.

“Well, yeah.” Polly hopes she doesn’t sound as defensive as she feel. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“You don’t usually. You say ‘huh’ and then start talking about your own stuff.

“I do not! Do I?”

“Yep. For the last year or more.”

Polly looks more closely at Jane. Jane’s lip gives a little quiver, and she swallows. When did Jane get those little eyebrow lines and that slump to her shoulders?

“Oh, Jane. I’m so sorry. You seem so strong, so in charge of everything, I never thought you needed me to… to… you know.”

“Well, it sure would be nice to have someone act like they give a shit once in a while.”

“Oh, honey. I give lots of shits.” She leans over and gives Jane a clumsy, one-armed squeeze. Jane leans against Polly for a moment and then emits a sound that’s half a sob, half a snort.

“Lots of shits, huh?

“Yes. Lots. And so tell me about it.”

“Oh, it’s that rat-bastard Sullivan. You remember, the self-appointed King of the Art Department, who never gives us specs and then bitches when he gets what he didn’t ask for?”

“Yeah, the rat-bastard. What did he do today?”

Polly pulls up a footstool, sits down, and listens

 

*

 

“GIRL, WHY
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