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      The driver swore in the rain. Everything had gone wrong. The heist, the car, the road, and that didn’t include the weather soaking the driver’s clothes wet and cold.

      The driver tugged on the leg, drawing the body out through the shattered window, and then taking up the second leg like a small burro with a cart. The largest of the bodies, thankfully, was tall but thin. The body bounced and tumbled along the streambed rubble. Only a slight relief came from the swelling of the small December stream. It would become larger with the winter rains. The body floated for a moment and then caught on the rocks of the other side. The driver kept dragging.

      The light mist had turned the dirt road to a snotty slide now wept the blood of the driver into larger patches about the clothes the driver wore. The blood from the other man’s head curled and danced down the stream, washing away into the late night, screeds of something becoming, and then disappearing.

      The driver breathed hard, dragging the body up the small incline to the shallow flood-washed cliff-side cave. Pulling the taller man by the clothes and body parts, the driver fed the warm corpse into the natural tomb. The driver stopped for a moment and looked at the expensive diving watch on the body’s wrist.

      Quietly, the left hand smoothed over the short hair from the body’s forehead. The driver sat thinking of the last few years. Better times.

      In the distance, a flash of lightning cracked, and the boom of thunder rolled across the South Bay Area and up into the low coastal mountain range. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      The driver twisted and continued pushing the body into the cramped, shallow cave next to the other smaller body. Finally, the feet were needed to push and roll the larger body up and on top of the smaller to make room for what was still to come. The driver reached in and closed the now opened eye, hand hovering for a moment, and then withdrawing.

      Slogging back down the damp incline, the driver once more crossed the small stream, and with dispatch, noted the volume had increased. The hills above would have been getting rain for more hours before. It was now flowing downhill.

      The driver kicked at the back door of the car. With a long slender limb, the driver pried the complaining door partially open. Wedging their body into the gap, the driver began to work on widening the access. The screaming of the steel was loud. The driver wasn’t worried. The nearest house was probably well over two miles away. And even if it were next door, the sound of the rain and storm would have just made it another noise during a dream in the night.

      “Shit.”

      The last body was pounded into a ball and pummeled down into the leg area between the driver’s seat and the back seat. With the car mostly upside down, it was obvious a great force had placed him there. Only the left arm hung free into the space of the car.

      After stumbling among the large rocks and flood bed wastage and stubble, the driver clawed around the back of the car, pulling through to the front window. The car had spun-out above, rolled, and then flipped, causing the driver to be ejected on the second roll before the next flip had taken the car over the hundred-foot slope to the stream bed below. The driver marveled at the durability of the car. As 1937 was a great year for Chevrolet, it had also been a terrible year for Chevrolet. The cars were almost indestructible. Now, nearly seventeen years later, they were still running.

      The last pitched flip had thrown the car into the ravine eighty feet below and forty feet across the stream bed for one last roll.

      The driver stooped and slid upside down through the driver’s window. Arching and stretching while feeling for the seat release, it was obvious nothing seemed right upside down. The mutilation on the arm didn’t help.

      The large black Bakelite knob felt right. The driver tugged without a result. The lever didn’t move.

      “Shit.”

      The driver hung from the knob, thinking how the car had rolled over and righted, right hand becoming the left before orientation finally became solid.

      The driver’s hand jerked, and then jerked harder. The lever moved. A click and the seat jumped forward an inch.

      The large body thumped sickly down onto the ceiling.

      The driver hung for a moment from the knob. A slight, wan smile crossed the pale, freckled face; the right, lower lip, and the left upper sucked into the teeth at the same time. The driver was still thinking.

      Scooting with back down face up, the driver started moving the last body toward the other side. Pushing feet against the window post and moving the body using upper body strength—shoulders, hips, legs, shoulders—each part pushed one at a time.

      Exhaustion was taking a toll.

      The eyes of the driver flashed open at the sound of a rock as it rolled down the hill and splashed into the deepening water. The cold was setting in, and it hadn’t helped drifting off on a nap. The driver wearily eyed the small stream. It was rapidly becoming a much larger stream now moving rapidly.

      The driver rolled over, realizing sleep had come with the driver’s head in the face of the last body—the face of the one person who in life had been the most repulsive.

      “Shit.”

      Moving with renewed vigor, the driver pushed the body around until the legs were sticking out of the window. The body was now aligned to cross the now larger body of water. “You better float, you big tub of lard.” Thinking, the driver realized the body’s coat was insulated and still dry. The driver stripped the body of the warm, dry shirt and jacket.

      Crawling out the other window, taking up the two feet, pulling and drawing the body out and onto the water—now waist-deep, the driver was relieved as the body floated.

      “Now, if you could just float up the fucking hill, you asshole.”

      The swearing somehow lent a certain amount of indignant strength. The body fit almost perfectly in the hole, leaving a space for the last objects.

      Crawling back into the car, the driver flipped the two custom latches. The back seat swung down, and the four large bags fell from their hiding space. “Shit.” The driver, picking up one of the bags and realized it would take three trips. Opening one of the bags, they looked in, and then drawing one of the objects out—the driver whistled low.

      As the sun began to glow through the clouds, a lone figure plodded along the road. The driver’s fingers were torn up from digging the dirt to fill in the gravesite. This caused the driver to reminisce of times making fun of all the 4-H kids in school and how dirty their hands were—which was almost as horrid as how bad they always smelled—like wet animals. The farm kids were not much better.

      No, sir, the driver had never wanted any part of raising animals or growing things and had damn sure never intended to plant a garden—especially not one as unbidden as the one just planted.

      The driver washed off in the now hard-moving cold river. Not even hot water and soap would be able to remove the stain of the night’s planting.

      The driver turned up the collar of the oversized wool P-coat. It was a very long walk to Salinas down the low coastal mountain range. With any luck, walking the road known as The Snake would only take a couple of days.
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      The semi-cold autumn rain captured in the dark curls irritated the large scars underneath. The drizzles continued down under the leather collar to the starched white T-shirt underneath. Hooker jerked harder on the towing cable jammed under the Cadillac. Hooker and the car were in a few inches of water where the car slid its way off the dirt road and down an embankment into the creek eighty-feet below.

      In disgust, Hooker yelled up the cliff to the Squirt above. “Send me down the second cable.” He looked down at how the Cadillac lay on its top. “Hey, Squirt?”

      His head and shoulders appeared over the top of the cliff holding the other J-hook and cable from the second boom on the tow truck. “Yeah, boss?”

      Hooker smiled. He really liked how this kid was getting smart and sassy. “Clip a girdle line and two ring cinches onto the cable. I’ll have to drag this bitch up on her back and flip her up there.”

      “10-4, Bawana. Coming right down.”

      Hooker shook his head. The two months in the hospital had the kid watching every single old Tarzan movie they ever made. Hooker remembered whatever the kid sees or reads, he remembers forever.

      Reeling out the cable, he hooked two iron J-hooks to parts of the undercarriage he could reach. Running the ring cinches through the eyes of the hooks, he attached the girdle line. Drawing it to the end of the main cable, he attached the girdle chains to the hook on the end of the cable.

      “Okay, Squirt. Slowly roll the secondary.”

      “Taking up slack.” The cable tightened and began to pull.

      Hooker could sense the tension of a snag. The grinding sound through the cable stopped. Hooker smiled. The kid was starting to sense things through his fingers on the controls and by listening to the sounds of the cable or car.

      Hooker knelt down and peered through the gloom at the crap helping to bind the draw hook to the undercarriage. Fishing his hand in the cold mud and gunk, he withdrew a large bone. Examining the muddy artifact haphazardly, he sized it up as he pitched it back across the river wash toward an old rusted heap. It hadn’t had the benefit of being towed. Hooker mumbled, “Somebody doesn’t have a leg to stand on.” Fishing around some more, he unhooked the cable and hook while watching the approaching dark uniformed figure in rain gear. As he started to rise, he noticed a quick shine in the mud. Reaching down, he picked up an oval of some kind of heavy metal. He wiped most of the mud off and stuck the oval in the front pocket of his overalls.

      Hooker looked up the hill to the head and shoulders looking down. “She should come now, Squirt.”

      The car scraped at the mud wall but moved just fine. Hooker turned to face the officer. The officer looked at the underside of the upside-down car. “What do you think?”

      Hooker wiped his hands on the large shop towel from the back pocket of his overalls. “Well, Micha, I’ve gotta be honest with ya. I’m pretty sure the Fly can pull the engine and transmission back out of the front seat and fix the firewall, but the upholstery is shot.” Hooker’s right eyebrow was cocked at an up and back angle, something the long, new scar in his scalp was doing.

      “No, I meant...” The California Highway Patrol Officer and friend for over ten years stopped and gave the smirking Hooker a hard glare. “I meant, how much longer until I can clear the road?”

      Feigning innocence, “Oh, give me about forty or so minutes to drag this prom queen up to the road, and maybe another ten to flip her onto a dolly, five to hook her to Mae, and she’s all yours.” Hooker walked back to the working deck controls and started letting the car down onto the sling. “Actually, I don’t have to dolly this one. The lady left her driveline down in the creek.” Seeing the raised eyebrow of the officer, he reassured him of cleaning up the wreck. “Don’t worry. I threw it in the back seat with a few other pieces of metal and bones.”

      They climbed up out of the ravine, and both were filthy.

      Re-rigging the sling for towing, Hooker set the J-hooks around the axles and cinched the chains onto the small hooks of the sling. Raising the end of the heavy car, Hooker checked around the Cadillac and tested the sling. Shutting the control compartment door and scanning the working deck, he wiped his hands one last time on the rag and pitched it into the can for dirty laundry to be done as needed. Turning back to the officer standing several yards away, he jammed his lower lip over his teeth and whistled, wheeling his right hand and index finger in a circle. “Clear, Micha.”

      “Thanks, Hooker. We’ll see you tomorrow for dinner at Dolly’s place.”

      Hooker waved as he shucked out of his jumpsuit overalls. Nodding to the kid, he turned and climbed up into the high yellow cab of his restored 1959 Marmon truck. The low rumble of the idling engine charged the heater blowing all winter long across the floor and the cardboard box. The box was filled with twenty pounds of yellow and scarred tabby with only one ear and one eye. Drawing in his left leg, Hooker closed the door painted with the truck’s namesake: Mae West, in all her World War II pin-up glory. A small banner ram down along her body emblazoned with the slogan ‘It’s what’s up front that counts.’ This was a reference to the largest production conventional truck ever built. Its recently customized front nose contained a sixteen-hundred-horse-powered engine. Mae West was the fastest tow truck in the five Bay Area counties. Even the little two-ton Fords with their new, hot 440 engines couldn’t hold a candle.

      Hooker looked over at the Squirt, who was smiling with a silly smirk. Hooker nodded his head up. “What?”

      Squirt laughed. “We’re on the Snake.” He nodded at the back end of Micha’s retreating patrol car. “Even Micha knows we have to pass Thrifty’s on the way to dump the prom queen, and he doesn’t even eat ice cream—much less French vanilla.”

      At the sound of his favorite treat, Box stood up in his box. His one ear stuck up into the draped hand and fingers. The fingers began to pull and rub at the last vestige of his ear. The purr was instant and non-stoppable.

      Hooker rolled his eyes. “Ganging up on me. Jeez, mareez in the deep freeze.”

      Forty minutes later, with both windows rolled down, the giant truck rolled past the time and temperature sign on the bank reading twenty-eight degrees. In the night air, leather elbows stuck out of each window, triple-scoop French vanilla ice cream cones in each hand. The sounds of Tex Ritter drifted sorrowfully into the night air.
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      “Just because it’s only six-ten in the morning, don’t you two even think about sneaking in without a kiss or hello.” The disembodied voice of the consummate mother hen floated from the large sunroom around the corner.

      Hooker raised his right eye at his companion as the Squirt slowly closed the giant hand-hewn walnut front door to Hacienda Romero. Hooker nodded his head forward for Squirt to follow.

      “Lucy, we’re home.” Hooker imitated Ricky Ricardo on the I Love Lucy show, which none of them had ever seen because it would require a television.

      Stella looked over her cheater glasses and the top of the newspaper. Her mouth pursed as she examined the two men standing safely still on the slate of the dining area and inches away from her cream carpet. She slowly lowered the newspaper. “Squirt, kindly take Hooker out into the front yard and hose him down. There is mud all over his boots and lower pant legs.” She raised the newspaper.

      As they turned to head for their bedrooms, Hooker leveled his right eye at the younger man. “You so much as point a hose at me, and I will make sure it takes a very good proctologist to find the back end of said hose.” The two smiled as they separated for some much-needed sleep.

      Five tows and the long hard recovery job had taken its toll on the two still recovering men. They each had two dimes floating around in them, which were delivered by a shotgun at the hands of a killer.

      Box, unaffected by the work, but always ready for some rest, searched out his patch on the queen-sized bed and settled in. Hooker was only moments behind as his pants slid down around the uppers of his boots, fireman style. His head almost bounced once on the pillow before the phone in the main room rang.

      Anytime the phone rang before nine or ten in the morning was never a good sign. Hooker’s mind half waited and then was gone. Moments later, Stella stood outside the cracked door. The soft snoring told her the piece of paper in her hand could wait. She padded back to her morning domain of sunshine, laying the note on the large granite island as she passed.

      Three in the afternoon would be soon enough for the man on the phone. It was just about some wrecked car Hooker had towed during the night. She was sure it wasn’t anything important. After all, the kid needed his sleep.

      

      Heavy Fiesta Ware crockery makes a very distinct, dull bell sound when placed onto thick granite. When the thick plates finally land on a thick, hand-hewn black walnut table, the sound changes to the wet thud of two fat skaters colliding on ice. In Hooker’s dream, it was slow cars sliding on black ice in the fog. The thought or vision of so many cars to be towed forced Hooker to spring into action mentally. The first requirement was to wake up and smell the coffee, which meant the golden payday wreck evaporated.

      Hooker groaned as his legs begrudgingly swung over the edge of the bed. His right hand smoothed along his upper thigh and the deep trough of a long surgical scar—made to find and remove three dimes. The doctor counted the surgery as seventy-five percent successful. Rising, he padded his way toward the bathroom and a quick shower. As he sat on the toilet, he could hear Squirt already in the shower in the next bedroom suite over.

      Box stuck his head in the bathroom and came over to rub along Hooker’s leg. The hand found the cat’s one ear and rubbed it for a good morning. Hooker reached his left hand over and around the cat’s head. The fingertips found the chin and gave a firm rub. “Go tell Stella I’m up and will be in for breakfast in ten minutes.”

      Hooker wasn’t positive whether the cat truly understood him or not, but as the cat left, Hooker did know he would go check in with Manny, who would then tell Stella ‘in about ten minutes.’ Of course, routine had nothing to do with it.

      Hooker was still blurry-eyed as he opened his bedroom door to find the other blurry-eyed zombie dressed identically in the uniform of the day—an obligatory starched white t-shirt over jeans. The other zombie mumbled something as they lined up to shuffle into the dining area.

      Manny looked up and smiled. Stella turned at the stove and opened both arms wide. The two young men socketed in for their morning hug and rebounded toward the mugs of coffee standing by the percolator. Stella smiled at her two zombies. “Go sit, and I’ll bring your breakfast.”

      With each bite or sip, the walking dead became human.

      Stella slid the note into the purview of the half-alive Hooker. She was greeted with a bloodshot eyeball over the rim of the mug.

      “He wanted to know if there were any other body parts he should know about.” She nodded her head forward and gave Hooker the same deadeye of a zombie. Only Hooker knew where or when it had started, much less why, but the zombie look had become a family joke for dumb questions begging for dumb answers. It had all come down to shorthand for how one felt the morning after, or don’t ask because Manny has been on the phone all day. Even Manny occasionally rolled his head back with a gaped mouth to comment on something as innocent as being asked what he wanted for Sunday dinner—the answer always being pot roast.

      Hooker looked at the note. Allen was the ‘back door’ man at the Fly’s auto body shop. Every wreck towed in went through Allen’s hands, fell under his eye and was sorted with the same discernment he had shown as a corpsman in Vietnam—before an exploding shell had taken his right leg, leaving bits and pieces of metal in the man’s body. His favorite joke about the metal floating around in his body was he had more in common with the cars than any other swinging dick in the joint. He never mentioned the large steel plate covering most of the right side of his head. The ridges were very distinct on his abnormally bald head. In fact, he had no hair left on his body anywhere. For that, his nickname was ‘Dog’ as in hairless Chihuahua.

      Hooker laid the note down and picked up his fork in his right hand. The Squirt absentmindedly withdrew his left hand out of striking distance. The four snickered. The four tiny dot scars were still evident on the back of his hand from the night he had met Hooker. Hooker’s fork had been buried in Squirt’s entire hand except for the last few layers of skin on the palm. Hooker didn’t know then the street tough who was trying to steal a dollar from the tip on the counter was the waitress’s little brother. Candy, the waitress and the girl Hooker wanted to date, sorted everything out. Hooker and Squirt’s friendship had seen rapid growth over the next week to the point where the Squirt had taken twenty-four dimes in his body and legs as he saved Hooker’s life.

      Manny, ever the consummate detective, nodded at the cryptic note. “Really… a skeleton hand found in the car, and you’re not just a little bit curious?” The man leaned back in his custom wheelchair. Hooker continued to ignore him and kept eating.

      Manny looked over at the silent Squirt, who seemed very busy examining his scrambled eggs and pancakes. He was working very hard to try to ignore Manny, as well. “Is there something wrong with your eggs, Squirt? Because, if there is, you need to speak up so either I can fire the chef or have her give you a lap dance.”

      The young man turned a very dark shade of red and almost choked as he focused harder on his food. Stella put her fork down and gave Manny a hard look. Picking up her coffee mug, she stood and strode to the counter to fetch the coffee percolator. Pouring some in her own mug, she stood staring out the window at the large barbecue deck, thinking.

      She turned with the unplugged coffee percolator and walked over to stand next to Hooker. She stood looking down at the top of his head of wavy dark hair, parted with two large scars running the side of his head. This was where twin dimes had seared their way along his skull, slicing open the covering of both skin and hair, as they had passed at nine-hundred feet per second. “Hooker, you have two choices here. You can talk to your father, and drink this coffee, or you can start wearing all one hundred and eighty degrees.”

      Hooker’s head snapped up and looked at Manny. “There was a leg bone at the wreck site, also. I thought about going back out today sometime and poking around with the Squirt to see what else might be there.” He hadn’t wanted to tell Manny and Stella because he knew the retired detective’s badge was—in the words of his wife—still attached. Hooker was also hyper-aware that the last two mysteries had taken their toll on the whole family. The hot brown liquid of life at Hacienda Romero flowed unimpeded into the large mug.

      There was no way in hell Manny was going to even smirk, much less smile, and lose this contest. With every bit of his decades of control in the face of adversity, or playing the deadpan face-off game, Manny asked the next question. “Right or left?”

      Coffee and bits of pancake shot from the Squirt’s nose. He looked up to see by the faces of the other three he had just lost the round. With the loser established, the others laughed as Stella stepped over to the large granite island and got the poor loser a towel.

      Hooker wasn’t about to let Manny get the upper hand, though. “It was dark, but I think it was the right tibia. I remember thinking any other remains would be all that was left.”

      A tiny bit of coffee missed the Squirt’s rapid swallow. He mopped at it with the towel. He was still trying to choke down the last chunk of pancake.

      Stella patted him hard on the back as she poured him some more coffee and glared at the two puny guys at the other end of the table. “Keep the towel. I don’t think the juvenile delinquents are finished yet.” She placed the carafe on the island and retook her seat.

      Manny’s detective gene had kicked in, and he was now ignoring the side chatter. “How old did the bone look?”

      Hooker yawned and blinked his eyes. He may have made it through the shower, but Manny could see he was still having trouble getting his right hand to work proficiently enough to get his usual clean, crisp shave around the tight thin beard framing his jaw. Manny knew Stella would quietly corner him later and clean up the wandering stubble.

      Hooker grabbed his mug and sipped with one eye looking hard over the rim. He slowly lowered it. “I’m not a pathologist or an archeologist, nor do I play one on television, but the bone was light-colored in the dark and rain. If I had to guess, I would say it was very probably from this era—certainly not from the Paleolithic age.” His mug returned to his face. Manny knew there was a self-satisfied grin behind the stoneware.

      He thought through the whole idea of a random human bone showing up at the wreck. Then what would be the odds for two bones from different limbs? The odds were beyond Manny’s advanced math, even though he loved to deal with those kinds of esoteric quantifiers on a crime scene. It was the vast and fast brain of his that had established him as the top detective in half the time it took for most to even get on the squad. It also didn’t hurt to have a great partner.

      Manny blinked slowly. Hooker knew the tattle-tale of his. This was the wind-up, and here comes the fastball, game-winning pitch.

      “How soon will you be at the Fly’s?”

      Hooker looked at the Squirt then stood. Looking into the sunroom for his partner, he finished the conversation as he turned. “Box, go time.” The orange streak skidded to a stop at the large front door as Hooker stepped over. “Shit.” He had forgotten he was barefoot. The perfect exit was now just blown into the weeds and would burn there for weeks. Hooker opened the large door for the twenty pounds of cat. “Pee, and we’ll be right with you.” As an afterthought, he swung the door open again. “And leave Mike alone. No beating up the poor mutt until he is at least two.”

      Hooker closed the door as he felt the Squirt scurry around behind him to retrieve his boots. As Hooker came out of his bedroom and headed for the door, he could hear Manny already at work in his office. His favorite weapon these days was the phone, and he was a crack marksman.

      Hooker smiled as he heard Manny connect with his old partner and now a county supervisor over the different police departments, sheriff, and highway patrol. “Paul, Manny, we have a very delicate sticky situation here…”

      Hooker started to close the giant front door but felt the Squirt’s hand. They walked to the truck in silence. Each with his own thoughts for the day’s agenda, Hooker looked to where his cat was standing straight-legged—splayed in the small patch of grass planted just for him.

      The rest of the large expanse of apron and approach would be the size for a respectable filling station was all eight-inch thick concrete. The queen of this domain sat waiting in all of her yellow and blue splendor. The auto club colors, but the blue was shaded in a candy-apple, and the whole was shot over with pink and red mother-of-pearl. In the right light, the entire eleven tons would flash iridescent neon red, making the fastest truck in the Bay Area look like it wasn’t going to a fire, but was the fire itself.

      “Box, go time.” The streak bounced off the oversized fuel tank in front of Hooker’s knee, ricocheted off the heat shield of the exhaust stack and in through the open door. Hooker knew he would hit his cardboard box, circle three times, and set his butt down so Hooker’s right hand could reach his right ear to rub while the radios and engine warmed up. Box may be only a cat, but he was the smartest partner Hooker could ever want.

      Hooker eyed the kid as they both climbed in. He smiled to himself. Maybe a close second, but definitely a second.

      The Squirt buckled his belt. He thought about putting on the five-point harness but figured if Hooker wasn’t moving fast, he wouldn’t be driving fast, especially during the daylight, when cops could see him clearly. The Squirt looked over to see a small smile.

      “What?”

      Hooker shoved the small silver key in the keyhole and turned the beast on. He listened as the stators took hold and warmed the glow plugs. His electric drives slowly wound the turbochargers up to speed. The whine ran from low grumble to a climbing whine. Hooker always wondered if it must feel the same for a fighter in a jet plane. As the three sounds reached perfect harmony, Hooker briefly pushed the small magical silver button. Unlike other diesel trucks not babied and watched after by a fussing mother hen named Uncle Willie—the engine exploded into its new characteristic thrumming with a low-speed whistle.

      The original engine in the 1959 Marmon had only been nine-hundred horsepower. Hooker and his Uncle Willie had built the original engine up to very respectable twelve-hundred horses. Earlier in the spring, Hooker had destroyed the engine while stopping a serial killer. The result of the day was Mae West, Hooker, and the Squirt had all been sidelined and needed rebuilding. Only the truck, Mae West, had come out ahead. In the rebuild, she had lost the archaic duel-transmission system with its twenty-four gears. She was refitted with a swifter set of sixteen gears driven by a now sixteen-hundred-horse engine originally, only the Department of Energy would have ever owned. Part of the new engine was the tattle-tale whistle.

      Hooker’s right hand dropped with the two fingers and thumb curled to engage the ear below. If the cardboard box ever moved, Box the cat would put it right back to its rightful place next to Hooker’s seat. The ear was never out of place.

      Hooker rolled his head to look at the Squirt as he listened for the engine noise to change. He never had to watch the pyrometer in order to know the temperature of his engine. With Hooker, it always was about felt and hearing the changes.

      Hooker nodded his head up. “What?”

      The Squirt smiled. He had long gotten used to the ritual of beginning the day with Hooker, Box, and Mae West. “You were smiling like there was something funny when you climbed in.”

      Hooker smiled as his hand rose to move the shifter. Floating it back and forth in the neutral line, he found his balance. Stomping on the clutch, he set the gears for fifth and eased off the apron and out onto the street, taking them down The Hill of Stupid. “I was just thinking about how smart Box is. He’s not like any other cat or dog I have ever heard of, and I was just marveling at how lucky I was to get him as a partner.”

      The Squirt held his eye for a couple of heartbeats and then slewed them back out the front and over to his side as he checked along the working bed in the rearview mirror. He knew Hooker had not lied to him—he just had not shared everything. But the Squirt was satisfied with what he had gotten. The cat was something he too marveled at, and he was happy the twenty-something pounds of orange tabby was a friend instead of foe.
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      To call the Fly’s an auto body shop is to call the Queen Mary a boat. The Fly’s had six entrances on four different streets and a constantly used railhead. Hooker never used any, but the tow gate, which was a two-way river of steel, glass, and rubber. If it weighed more than three tons of unladen weight, the Fly’s got it. If it was a Volkswagen with half of its original length, the Fly’s got it. If Hooker towed it, and it wasn’t going to a place of repair a club member designated, your insurance adjuster knew where it ended its life of usefulness.

      Hooker parked Mae in his usual spot along the fence. Her size would be out of the way, but it was also along the main street of business for many mechanics and people who might need a tow. Even though they wouldn’t require a truck as large as Mae, it was still good advertising.

      The short Asian woman who everyone called Fly, but was actually not even related, spotted Hooker walking through the front door of the business office and called out, “Hooker, you’re late!” This was a standing joke among the many companies Hooker dealt with because if anything, Hooker was always early. Early to a wreck, early to get the pick of the crop, and early to get it delivered with the outside chance he might get two tows out of a wreck instead of one
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