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            Working Downtown

          

        

      

    

    
      If the girls had been a little younger, a little classier, a little prettier, and a little smarter, even as streetwalkers, they would work San Francisco or Los Angeles. But everyone has to be somewhere. Even in the night in downtown San Jose, there was a little something for almost any taste or preference.

      The johns circled in their seven-year-old family cars—some too lazy to remove the child’s booster seat from the backseat, others not caring. The color of their money and how fast they finished was everything to the girls.

      The sidewalks were barely clean during the day. By night, the gutters collected fortified wine-laced puke, urine, feces, used condoms, and broken syringes, each a gemstone, jewelry of the broken dreams decorating the lives of those at the bottom, who only had lower to look forward to with each passing day.

      The girls all knew each other, at least in passing. They knew who did what and who was really what or not. They all knew which block was theirs to walk. They also knew what was semi-clean to wear—and got the best responses—both in stops and spurts. They knew each other’s names… most by their street names, some even by their real names. Some even shared cheap hotel rooms together—as the years, drugs, alcohol, and trade all took their toll. The one female there night after night was the one who seemed least affected by it all. Pete, short for Petunia, worked but not in the sex trade.

      The dirty blonde ponytail hung to her shoulders. The gray-blue uniform jumpsuit matched her one blue eye. The red-brown of the thread on her nametag—Pete—matched her other eye. The uniform was loose and baggy—even on the woman her size. Her large pendulous breasts swayed unrestrained in the suit — her work-battered hands raw, callused, and with ropey muscle. The muscles played like piano strings as her hands moved, guiding the three-wheeled Westcoaster scooter, a dump bed on the back.

      The mail carriers had the same scooter, but a shell protected them from the winter weather. Pete also knew, during the summer, the heat made the shells almost unbearable to drive in. The fiberglass shell also made them loud inside. Pete hated noise.

      When she had originally gotten the job, she worked during the day. The noise and smell of the traffic made her almost quit. But, when a night shift came open, she begged for the job. By ten o’clock, downtown San Jose mostly slept—except the ten-block area where the girls walked.

      Pete pulled the cart over to the curb in front of Original Joe’s. Her eyes continuously moved. She took in everything around her. She once spotted a sparkle on the sidewalk, forty feet away. The streetlight had refracted through the stone—the diamond almost three and a half carats. The pawnshop traded it straight across for an eighteen-foot aluminum canoe someone had painted black.

      The new concrete trash cans lining the streets of downtown had beauty tops. Pete found them to be an added annoyance. Every single can, she had to take the lid off, pull the liner up from between the concrete shell and the metal trash can, tie the bag off, and then lift and throw it into the back of her scooter. Then she had to lift the can out to put the new plastic bag liner on, stick it back in the concrete shell, and put the beauty top back on.

      If anything was broken, she had to fill out a form to request the day unit come and replace the broken piece. Some nights she wanted to take the short pipe she carried for protection to the beauty top of every single one of the one hundred and fourteen trashcans.

      The city-smart guys had mapped out her area and figured she could process one can every five minutes. This gave her plenty of time in her ten-hour shift to handle even the forms. It had not taken her long to figure out which cans were full, which cans were always only half-full, and even better—those which required changing once a week. Pete hated nosy people and hated worse those people who told her how to run her life or do her job.

      The only manager who worked the night shift was under a truck or car in the garage. Pete knew him. Most of the night, he was asleep on the creeper. If he processed more than two or three vehicles in a shift, he had consumed too much coffee and needed to work it off. The paperwork was also pushed off onto the day shift. Pete had seen him rearrange the vehicles in the lot to make it seem like a lot was done—but mostly, it had been sleep.

      With a boss like him, she didn’t feel bad about how she did her job of collecting the city’s trash.

      Can after can, she moved methodically through the city. By ten o’clock, she was in the busy section with the working girls. This block was a quieter part on the north end. Pete knew the six girls who worked the block from Monday night to Saturday night. Her night off during the week had floated up and down from Tuesday to Friday. The one thing a woman in the city could never get was two days off in a row. Her boss never worked on Saturday or Sunday. One was sports night, and the other was the Sabbath. She was never sure what religion he claimed to be, so she didn’t know or care which day was his religious day. Her lack of religion didn’t matter—she got Sunday off because there wasn’t enough garbage to collect.

      Pete pulled the scooter to the curb. She turned the engine off and just sat looking down the street. Her eyes scanned the street, but a part of her mind was twelve hours and twelve miles away. The car pulled up at the end of the block—a 1960 Buick, four-door, a family man who should be using his money to buy better food instead of a blowjob on a Friday night. Pete could see the head of hair in the passenger seat.

      Pete turned and opened the small utility box. Pulling her Roy Rogers lunch pail out, she got off the scooter and sat on the bus stop bench. The last bus was at nine-fifty. The next one would come just before dawn.

      Her right hand reached into the back pocket of her overalls and withdrew the latex gloves. On the street, it was easier to put on clean gloves instead of finding somewhere to wash her hands. The leather work gloves lay on the seat of the scooter.

      She opened the lunch pail and withdrew the thermos. She removed the top and set the cup down. Reaching into the lunch pail, she removed the sandwich and then the still cool can of cola. Prying off the pop-top, she dropped it into the can. Aside from the bubbles, the cola looked just like coffee when she poured it into the cup. Chugging the last of the can, she pitched it into the back of the scooter.

      Pete pulled the sandwich out of its baggie and leaned back. Taking a bite of the sandwich, she chewed slowly and waited.

      The footsteps were light, but the sound of how the heels thudded on the sidewalk disclosed the exhaustion. Pete knew the woman was only a little over five feet tall and wore a size four dress. The extra padding and breasts helped her fill out the stretchy dresses she liked. From the back, she was alluring, but her face showed her age and drug abuse. The woman was well past her street prime—but had nowhere else to go.

      “Hi, Pete…” The voice was a little girl but was husky from age and alcohol.

      Pete looked up at her. “Oh, oh, hi… um… Star. How are you?”

      The woman came around and plopped mid-bench. Her sigh deep and mournful, she replied, “You know… same old same old.”

      Pete took a bite of her sandwich and slowly chewed as she leaned back on the bench and nodded. She nudged her chin at the scooter half full of bags of garbage. “Picking up for me… how about you?” She looked over at the woman. Again, she thought about how the body package was great, but the face was just a hole in the package where someone had scribbled crayon over the face, drawing Groucho Marx eyebrows and the hint of a mustache. Even the eyes were slightly crooked.

      “Two so far…”

      Pete took another bite. Hope springs eternal. Ten o’clock—the woman’s chances of one more blowjob tonight were between slim and never going to happen. Two or three ten-dollar blowjobs a night was what the woman averaged and lived on. She shared an eight-dollar room with another whore who used it until midnight. The services she offered didn’t work well in the front seat of a car.

      “I don’t know, Pete…” The woman sighed deeper as she looked up and down the almost empty street. “Sometimes, I just want to lie down and just never wake up.”

      “That’s kind of a depressing thing to say…”

      The whore looked at Pete. “It just doesn’t matter anymore—my prince is never going to come and sweep me off my feet. Watch…” She saw a few cars coming. She hooked both thumbs in the stretchy top of her dress and pulled it down and under her teats. She sat back with both hanging out with no bra.

      The three cars passed without so much as a head turned. The two women watched as the taillights flashed bright red for half a second when they got to the end of the block where two hookers with long legs and not much else but a smile stood.

      Pete looked back at Star. The whore was pulling herself back in her top. “See… nothing.”

      Pete thought a moment and then pulled the flipper on the rubber stopper of the thermos. She pulled the stopper out and passed it over to the woman. “Here, you can have the rest of my coffee. I’m not going to finish it.” She held up her red lid-cup.

      Star took a sip. “It’s a little old, but it tastes good after the last guy. I swear… I don’t know what the hell people eat these days. His sperm tasted like a bad poop in a goat barn.”

      Pete continued to eat. She didn’t want to know how the woman knew about goats—much less the taste of the animal’s poop.

      The occasional car drove past. Pete sipped on her soda and finished her sandwich. She reached over and carefully picked up the thermos where it had fallen on the bench. She poured out the remaining warm coffee and cyanide. She packed it in the lunch pail with the baggie.

      Pete put the pail back in the utility compartment. Turning, she took the beauty lid off the concrete trash bin and pulled up the plastic bag. She tied off the half-full bag, pulled it out, and placed it on the end of the bench. She pulled the metal can out, inserted the new bag, and then put the can back into the concrete shell. Replacing the beauty top, Pete pressed her hands against her back and bent backward, stretching her sore back—as she looked around. The street was empty.

      Bending, she pushed her shoulder into the dead woman’s gut. She was lighter than Pete thought. She stood, took two steps, and tossed her into the area between the carefully arranged bags of trash. She reached and grabbed the other bag and tossed it on top.

      Sliding down onto the seat of the scooter, she glanced at the large watch on her wrist. It had taken almost twenty minutes less than she had planned on. She turned the key and pushed the silver button. The scooter chugged and shuddered to life. Pete put the scooter in gear and eased from the curb. Looking in the rearview mirror, she hung a U-turn in the middle of the empty block. At the corner, the traffic lights had just started to flash red. Moonrise was still an hour away. The temperature sign on the Woolworth’s building read eighty-one degrees.

      The tiny red taillights of the scooter disappeared up Stevens Creek Boulevard. The whore on the second corner thought it was strange for Pete to be heading north when Pete was usually working south at this time of night. The end of the cigarette swelled hot red as she took another drag. By the time she breathed the smoke out toward the street, a car was coming, and everything else forgotten.

      

      The morning sun was only half up as the heat of the day started to rise. The barrel-chested man stood in the black aluminum canoe as he pushed on the long pole. The sea of tan grass slid quietly past him. He stood steady in the boat—he had been standing in canoes and pirogues all of his life. The Everglades in Florida, the bayous of southern Louisiana, the sea of grass in the South San Francisco bay, all of them to Lane were the same—grass above, water, and mud below.

      Lane saw the world as night and day. The sky, grass, and areas he moved in were day. The surface of the water was the demarcation border leading into the night. Lane remembered his mother telling him as a boy—when a body slides into the water, they are sliding into night. All the water in his life had been dark. His momma never lied.

      He tugged at the binding bandage around his chest. He hated his chest. As a man, it betrayed him. The bandage helped flatten the shape, but at times, he felt like he couldn’t breathe. He pulled the long-billed hat closer to his eyes. The shadow was dark, but in the early sunlight on the water, the reflection played in the blue and brown eyes. In school, he was teased about how he must be from Australia. Rarely did those mean children ever tease him again.

      The canoe flowed on the freshwater river, which ran between the two saltwater marshes and grew full of salt grass and bulrushes. He knew what he was looking for, the area where the most crabs and ghost shrimp were—under the trestle. He tossed his head, and the short ponytail flipped off his shoulder and hung down the back of his neck to his shoulders.

      He switched sides with the pole and started to turn the canoe into the grass. He looked up at the timbers of the trestle. He hadn’t been to this spot since just after the New Year. He could name what was under the sea of grass—they had all been friends. Now they slept in the night of the water.

      The back of his hands was ropey with muscle. He pulled back the trap. The woman quietly lay as if she were asleep.

      Lane reached down and lifted the slightly built body to the edge of the canoe. Placing his left hand in the middle of the crossbeam, he lightly jumped the gunwale and stood in the shallow water and mud to just above his waist. The water wasn’t cold, but it wasn’t warm. He reached in for the body. Lifting, he turned and then slowly pushed the body under the grass and into the night of the dark water.

      He watched the last of the legs and feet slip into the shadows and night. He whispered, “Sleep… Sleep well, Star.”
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      Hooker, still a bit blurry-eyed, opened his bedroom door. The silence had woken him.

      The morning was his time to sleep since he worked at night. Certain noises in the house were missing. No matter where he was sleeping—certain noises of life reassured him and kept him asleep. The silence wasn’t one of them. The only sound was something irregularly and lightly hitting metal…

      He rolled over, looking at the dimly illuminated clock. The forty-four card flipped over, making it nine-forty-five. No tiny red dot glowing—morning. Hooker lay listening. No murmurs of people talking. With four others in the house, there should have been talking.

      Hooker swung his feet over the edge of the bed. Running his right hand over his face, he rubbed his eyes. He grabbed his pants off his socks and boots as he rose. Dragging his pants, he walked into the dark bathroom adjoining his bedroom, which made up his private suite.

      He raised his arms and smelled his pits—he’d shower later. Flushing, he pulled on his pants and brushed his teeth. He stood looking into the mirror, remembering he no longer drove Mae West—his giant 1959 Marmon tow truck. He thought about the five-ton truck parked out front. He groaned, turning off the light.

      So much changed since he and the Squirt blew up the end of the San Jose airport, along with Mae West. The time in the hospital had been fairly short. The only surgery, this time, removed a large piece of cable shrapnel, which had whipped around and pierced his door and calf. The scar occasionally itched but didn’t hurt.

      He scratched at the old scars on his chest where the dimes had gone in. Padding out of his door, he still rubbed at his eyes as he took in three of the four other residents sitting silently at the table.

      Manny leaned back and quietly sipped his mug of coffee as he watched the Squirt work on the toaster. Stella looked up. At seeing Hooker, she stuck her arm out for a hug—Hooker was capable of getting his own coffee.

      Hooker folded over, hugging Stella and added a kiss on the top of her head. “Is the toaster broken?”

      “Shhhh…”

      Hooker put up his hands in surrender. Turning, he got his coffee. As he glanced at the clock, he remembered he was starting early for Don. His usual six-ish start would be when he got his first call after two. He looked out the window—thinking about working during the day. It paid better—but there were more people to deal with. More people meant more traffic in the way and more breakdowns and small accidents. The big stuff in the night had been his real meat and potatoes for over ten years.

      Mae West had been the fastest of any tow truck in the five counties. Her booms and four-footed outriggers made her the most mobile crane for dead-drag recoveries and rollovers. She had proved her mettle on a recent train derailment with cars full of toxic chemicals. Even the Burlington Northern Railroad’s twenty-ton Manitowoc rail crane couldn’t do the rollovers needed, nor could it have lifted the hundred and forty-ton overloaded tank cars.

      His golden girl had seemed almost indestructible—until the explosion ripped her into nothing left but the cab and front-end. The banner draped over the pin-up painting of the actress on the front read ‘It’s What’s Up Front That Counts’ never rang so true before. He was going to miss those eleven tons of hot, fast mama.

      He returned to the arm of his other mama, or at least the one still here. His other surrogate mother, Stella’s sister, wouldn’t be up for another four hours to run the Night Dispatch as well as the city of San Jose. She only lent it back to the regular people to take care of it during the day…

      Hooker leaned over and kissed Stella on the head again.

      She didn’t look up. “Hooker, you are either still asleep or slipping. You already gave me my morning kiss.”

      “This one was for being who you are.”

      Manny grumped at the other end of the table. “Then why are you stopping?”

      “Manny T. Loverbe, you leave my boy alone. Some of these things take time to learn. In fact, I remember a day in 1956—it was a Tuesday in May, you left the house without kissing me goodbye.”

      Manny hid his face in his mug. Eighteen years and he still had never heard the end of it.

      “You didn’t come home either.” She looked up at Hooker as the Squirt looked up from the toaster. “He was resting up at his other home—the hospital. A knife in the back can do that to you.”

      Hooker and the Squirt looked toward the retired detective in the wheelchair. Manny snorted. “Not up for the retelling. Let it be.”

      Stella wasn’t about to stop. She leaned her head against Hooker’s hip. “My lips ached that day—all day. And then there was still no relief while they had him in an oxygen tent.”

      “She went and kissed one of the K-9 dogs—ruined him from ever working again.”

      The Squirt coughed. “Okay, you just got a little too deep. I might have to go put my boots on.”

      Hooker frowned. The probing of the toaster had removed its bottom. Spread over a large sheet of white paper laid all the crumbs that had been in the appliance. The Squirt worked with tiny spatulas, brushes, and tweezers placed next to various magnifying glasses and a notepad.

      “What is it you’re doing, Squirt?”

      Manny snickered. “It’s a pop final exam in forensics.”

      Stella nodded as she got up to fix Hooker some breakfast. “I had the police lab clean the toaster out a few months ago—while you two were lounging about at Good Sam, chatting up all the wrong nurses.” She gave him a stern eye.

      She continued as she pulled out the omelet pan. “I have kept a record of everything I ever put in there. Now the Squirt has to replicate the list and the percentages of what was toasted.”

      Hooker moved around to look at the Squirt’s list so far. The tiny crumbs were sorted into areas on the large white sheet of paper where he had labeled—white, wheat, sourdough, bagel, oat bran, and other. His notes were just thoughts about certain characteristics of the different breads toasted and why.

      Hooker picked up a large magnifying glass and looked at the single curved seed in the area marked other. The side of his mouth facing Manny curled up. Manny cleared his throat, and Hooker put the glass down. He returned to one of the chairs on the other side and sat to watch the process.

      Every crumb or crumb particle was examined, qualified, and sorted to its designated area. Some of the pieces were small enough to require the Squirt to pull down his head magnifier to look through for a super-enlargement. More than half of the tiny specs on the paper Hooker wouldn’t even qualify as dirt—they were fine enough to be more like dust.

      Knowing how Manny and his lessons were always about a much bigger picture than just crumbs in a toaster—Hooker was curious. He looked at the intent young man working. He had seen the look overtake the Squirt many times and knew he was beyond any distraction.

      He turned to Manny and asked in a low voice. “This isn’t about crumbs, is it?”

      Manny put his mug down and braced his forearms on the armrests of the wheelchair. He pushed up and adjusted his body. Hooker waited as the retired detective became the teacher.

      “When you go into a room having been trashed—you see a trashed room. With training, you start to see how it might have gotten trashed. A single person who searches a room methodically will leave a room trashed in a methodical trail. Two people create havoc, but it is a formal havoc. When there is a violent fight, there is nothing sacred, and so everything is swept up in the tornado of violence. With time and even finer training, the tornado aftermath can reveal how many people were in the fight, and even sometimes, the size of the combatants, or even their sex. Women fight a lot different from men.”

      “How so?”

      “When they get angry, they throw stuff, but always in their mind, they are cleaning up after.” He looked up at his wife. “Have you ever thrown any plates or crockery?”

      “Only those ugly square Melmac we used to have.” She held the heavy plate of her cherished Fiestaware to her chest. Her right hand absentmindedly stroked the smooth glaze.

      Manny held out his hand to the proof. “They usually throw things they know won’t break. Throwing dishes at a husband is something Hollywood made up. It’s dramatic and shocking—but not based in reality—as a general rule. If the fight is for one’s life, then all the rules are thrown out the window. Anything goes.”

      “So the crumbs?” Hooker took a sip of his coffee as Stella placed the plate in front of him.

      “Once you determine what kind of a fight had ensued, you need to also see all the tiny details, right down to a hair on the carpet.”

      Hooker took a bite of the omelet and chewed. Swallowing with a sip of coffee, he frowned. He knew when Manny mentioned a detail, it was important—not a throwaway.

      “You mentioned a hair on the carpet. It could have just been a hair. They fall out every day…”

      Manny smiled. “So we know the fighters were a large man and a woman. The occupant of the apartment is a woman with short dark brown hair. A witness saw a bald man entering the apartment shortly before a neighbor called the police to report screaming. We presumably now have our two fighters. But what if the hair on the floor is about seventeen inches long and blond?”

      “We have a third person of interest…”

      “Bingo.” Manny smiled and took back his mug as he leaned back in the chair.

      Then all watched as the Squirt sorted out the last few chunks. He moved a sizable black something into the area marked other. He then grabbed his mug and sat back, evaluating his work.

      Manny smiled. “Well?”

      The Squirt pointed to each of the marked areas as he spoke. “Almost every day, ten pieces of wheat toast are made. Manny is diabetic, and the whole wheat provides the lowest glycemic problem. There are no crumbs from white bread because they don’t have a heat tolerance and would be black char. You toasted sourdough about three times, which would match the three times in the last two months we have had French toast made with the thick-sliced sourdough. So you were toasting off the leftovers. The oat bran comes from Candy. She brings up her own bread the two days a week we all eat together.”

      He touched his tweezers to the large chunk of black. “The raisin is from raisin toast, which you got especially for Sissy when she came down with Claire and Norm to visit us in the hospital.” He looked up at the smiling Stella. “You sent them back with the rest of the loaf to one, get rid of the evidence, and two, you hate raisins.”

      Stella clapped as she laughed. “Very good.”

      The Squirt turned to Manny. “And so we have come to the final. What would have thrown me was this.” He pointed at the tiny seed. “At first look, I thought it was a caraway seed. Logically it would have come from rye toast. The toast would fit with you two being Jewish, but I have never seen Stella slice a brisket thin enough to make a Rueben sandwich. Plus, I know you don’t like sauerkraut, so Stella doesn’t use it. The seed is similar to caraway, but the light and dark lines with stripes running the length are not color differences—so the seed is not caraway. I can only assume it is a wild card and was only thrown into the toaster to confuse or trip me up.” He stood and walked toward the pantry.

      Stella chuckled as Manny frowned at not understanding. She called out as he reached the door. “It should be the second shelf down and about the third one over from the left.”

      The Squirt returned a moment later. Opening the jar, he tumbled out a few seeds. With tweezers, he picked one up. With a magnifying glass, he took a quick look. He set it back down and smiled at Stella. “Bravo. Very close and easily confused, but fennel would never be used in rye bread. But it would be used for dill bread.”

      Stella, the consummate cook, frowned. “How would you make dill bread?”

      The Squirt watched her with a deadpan face. “With some naughty dough…”

      It took a few seconds until Manny started snickering. Hooker’s mind wasn’t far behind. Stella looked at her youngest baby and realized he was always a man—he just hadn’t grown into his pants yet.

      “You owe the swear jar fifty-cents… make it a dollar. You can pay for my having to repeat it to my sister.” The four chuckled at the great but naughty pun.
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            In the Swing of Summer

          

        

      

    

    
      Stella picked up the phone and talked softly. The two men ignored her. Stella looked at the ceiling. “Sure, he can make it. He’s in the shower, but he only takes a few minutes anyway. I’ll tell him.” She paused. “Okay, thanks, Karen.” She hung up.

      As she started to walk away, she felt the four sets of eyes on her. If she didn’t know Box was outside lying on the deck sleeping in the sun, she knew she would have been feeling five. She laughed as she walked, shaking her head. “Stand down, gentlemen. It’s only a flat tire.”

      “Yeah, that’s how it all started with the shotgun…”

      She froze, turning, her finger up and facing out. Her one eye was down, and her lips were set. “Don’t you dare jinx this day…”

      She pushed her way into Hooker’s suite.

      “Sweetheart, you have a T-wonderful. Karen is giving you three to get in the truck before she bangs it and starts the clock.”

      “Thanks, Mom…” The voice echoed off the tile walls. She knew if she didn’t leave instantly, his naked body would be pushing her out of the way.

      She stood at the front door and waited. She counted the seconds, and she hadn’t hit ninety when he came bustling out of the bedroom.

      “I’ll keep in touch, and if I’m clear, I’ll pick you up a bit after seven, and we can eat at the hospital if you want.”

      The Squirt looked up at Stella. She snorted. “Leftover lasagna.”

      “Sure, seven sounds great.”

      Hooker kissed her on both cheeks and the forehead. As he walked through the plaza to the front gates of the hacienda, he called for his cat. “Box—go time.” Stella watched the orange streak flash past the front arch and stop. He still looked for the giant Mae instead of just a large truck.

      At least the large bench seat fit the box the twenty-pound cat rode in. The two were inseparable.

      Hooker grabbed the strange mic. “1-4-1. I’m 10-8.”

      “10-4, 1-4-1, your T-1, flat tire is the right rear on a 1970 El Dorado, white. The woman member will meet you inside the Marie Calendars. She called this one direct to the shop, so it’s a shop call.” Hooker smiled. $9.57 straight in his pocket instead of only half of the usual $7.41, plus the fuel and truck was on Don instead of coming out of Hooker’s half.

      “10-4. Any word yet?”

      “Hooker, you asked the same question at two this morning. When they locate him, they will let you know.”

      Hooker hung the mic looking at the cat already close to sleep. “Beans and wieners, Box. Willie should have told me where he was running off to.”

      The cat half-opened his one eye and then rolled over to ignore Hooker. He had serious napping to do, and Hooker needed to stop whining. Neither one of them was happy with the truck—even if it was brand new. Don, his boss, had ordered it up for Hooker while he and the Squirt were in the hospital this last time. The part about them blowing up Mae West all over the north end of the airport, which shut the entire airport down for almost eleven days, was beside the point.

      The city was still trying to figure out how to repay Hooker and the Squirt for saving a few dozen lives and one of the major county office buildings. The airport was screaming for Hooker’s head, skin, and anything else. The city informed the Port Authority if they tried to sue Hooker, the city would pull the port’s charter, or at least make any ideas of expansion difficult. The lawyers for American Airlines and PSA put it more succinctly—shut up, or they would both pull out.

      Hooker couldn’t figure out how the city could threaten the port when they owned it. It would be like holding a knife to your own throat, and then, with the other hand sticking a gun to your heart and saying… go ahead, try it, and I blow a hole through your middle. It just didn’t make much sense. Dolly tried to explain it to him, and then, even she gave up.

      The Cadillac sat near the front door. The heat was already in the high nineties, if not over one hundred. Hooker didn’t blame the member for not standing outside to wait for the tow truck—even if they knew one would show up in fewer than twenty minutes.

      There were few cars in the parking lot in the afternoon. The bar crowd would start in an hour, seniors the following hour, and finally, the dinner rush after six. Even with the solid air conditioning, Hooker knew people’s appetite dropped off in the summer heat. He pulled into the two spaces next to the flat tire.

      He left the air conditioner running as it was blowing into Box’s face. The cat had his one eye closed and was leaning into the air. Hooker smiled as he left his partner to his comfort.

      Stepping into the restaurant was a thirty-degree drop. The large muscular woman standing at the receptionist desk had a distinctive leather-braided ponytail. Hooker hadn’t noticed any choppers in the parking lot, so he was a little confused.

      “Did you put on training wheels, Max?”

      The woman laughed and turned. “You’re late, Hooker.”

      He glanced at his watch. Eighteen minutes—slow but on time. “Nope. Right on time.”

      “Your truck says if I want a quickie—”

      Hooker’s face turned sour. “Not driving my truck. I’m in a pig with only five hundred horses. The bean-herder can barely get out of its own way. I feel like you would if you had a Moped loaner.”

      Max laughed. “I heard. Sorry about your big truck. I liked the look of her. It fit you.”

      “Yeah, well…” He shrugged. “So is the Caddie yours?”

      Max showed her hand at the tiny woman sitting on the long bench. “Hooker, meet my great-aunt Poppy. Her parents were some of the first florists west of St. Louis. They were in Hollywood when it started and were the florist to the stars. Poppy, this nice young man is Hooker.”

      The woman stood and smiled. “You’re a hooker? Are you my birthday present also?”

      Max laughed. “Poppy, behave. His name is Hooker.”

      Hooker laughed as he shook the elderly woman’s hand. “I’m also a hooker, but not in the Hollywood sense of the word. I drive a tow truck, and it has a hook on the back.”

      “Well, then, let’s stop flapping our lips and go flip the Firestones.” She laughed at Hooker’s face. “I may be eighty-four, sonny, but I know my way around a car or two.”

      Hooker smiled as he thought of a few people he knew she would fit in with.

      As Hooker placed the flat in the trunk, Max handed him a twenty.

      “I don’t have change. Let me go inside—”

      Max cut him off. “I was counting on it—in case you have a date for tonight. Stop by on Monday. I’ll have chili, and it’s slow—we can talk.”

      “Thanks, Max. I’d like that.” Turning to the woman sitting in the seat with the door open. “It was very nice meeting you, Poppy. If you ever get up to the main library, you ought to look up a librarian named Maddie Robinson.”

      “Is she from the Salinas area?”

      Hooker smirked and hung his shoulders. “Yeah, you probably already know her.”

      “Only know of her. For a number of years, she was the fastest woman in the world. I think her family built race cars or something. I would love to meet her.”

      Max looked at Hooker with a raised eyebrow. “And you know this woman…?”

      “She’s my aunt.” Hooker smiled as he now knew what the topic of conversation would be the next night.

      Hooker climbed back in the truck and rolled up the window as he did the paperwork. The truck may be a slow pig, but it did have a top-notch air conditioner.

      “1-4-1.” He called Night Dispatch for any commercial calls.

      It was still the day shift, and Karen answered. “1-4-1, we have nothing, but I think the club just got one for you.”

      “10-4.” Switching microphones to the auto club radio, Hooker checked in. “1-4-1, show me 10-98 on Blossom Hill.”

      The auto club was rarely busy on Sunday afternoons, so Jake was right back in his clipped rapid file style. “10-4, 1-4-1, holding T-3 at Granny’s Attic, going to member’s mechanic on San Jose Avenue. Red, AMC Pacer. Timeout: four-twenty-four.”

      Hooker was tempted to ask if it was okay to just drive the truck over the lemon car, but he was civil. “10-4, Pacer at the Attic.”

      The traffic was sparse on Blossom Hill and only slightly more once he turned onto Almaden Expressway. The real crowds would not be coming back from Calero reservoir for at least another hour or two. The heat would keep them in or on the water. The heat of summer kept many people indoors, out at the lakes, or away on vacations. Hooker still hated working during the daylight hours—it just meant more people, more traffic, and with the heat, heated tempers.

      Hooker pulled up to find one such temper boiling over and kicking at not only tires, but the fenders, doors, and anything they could dent but not break. Hooker didn’t even need to get close to hear the man swearing at the car.

      “1-4-1, show me 10-97 at the Attic. I have a member, or at least someone kicking this car into just dents.”

      “10-4, 1-4-1. Member is male with the last name of Michaels.” Hooker smiled at the syrupy voice that sounded almost like a twelve-year-old girl. He had met Bethany. She was built just like her uncle—who played for the San Francisco 49ers.

      Hooker double-clicked the key on the microphone and slid out of the truck. He worked hard at restoring his deadpan face. With a Pacer, Gremlin, or Pinto, it was a hard thing to do.

      “Are you the auto club member?”

      Hooker eyed the dented panels of the car as he waited for the man to finish fuming. Some of the dents had rust along the creases—this was not the first time at the kicking rodeo.

      The man fished the card out of his wallet. “You know Nick, up on San Jose Avenue?”

      “Sure, he’s right across from the Fly. An easy push when Nick can’t fix it.”

      The man’s head snapped up. Hooker swallowed. He knew he best remain quiet. Some people were sensitive about their cars.

      The man leaned back against his Pacer, folding his arms across his chest. “Let me ask you. How many of these do you tow?”

      Hooker’s mouth drifted closed. With Mae West, the man would have been wondering why a truck nine times as big as his car responded to the tow. But Hooker knew what the man’s question truly was.

      “Compared to Fords and Chevys, they didn’t make very many of these.”

      The man knew he would have to work for the right answer. “How many of these do you tow, straight to the scrap heap, instead of a repair place?”

      Hooker was now in the corner. “About half.”

      The man curled his lips against his teeth. “My dad always drove Ramblers…”

      “Good cars. Built like a brick. Simple and made for work. They ran like a Sherman tank—sometimes dependable and sometimes…” Hooker waited.

      The man’s smile was slow to come but finally got there. “Let’s let Nick give the last rites.”

      “Where can I drop you off?”

      The man looked at the sky, evaluating the day. “I live about a mile from here… I think I need the walk… and time to think. I need a dependable car. Nothing fancy, but it needs to run when I need it.”

      Hooker rubbed his jaw. “Nick knows a lot of people and a lot of cars. You tell him what you want to spend and what kind of car you need by nine tomorrow morning, and I’ll bet he has three cars by noon for you to go look at.”

      The man was a little surprised. “Nick…?”

      Hooker nodded. “It’s his business… and he would want you in a car he knows will make you happy and will bring to him for oil and tune-ups.”

      “I never thought... makes sense. I’ll call him tomorrow morning. God knows I certainly don’t want to be taking the bus to Santa Clara every day for very long.”

      A half an hour later, Hooker was backing the car into Nick’s apron. There were already three other cars on the large apron with only room for two more. Monday would be a busy day for the man.

      “1-4-1.”

      “Go ahead, 1-4-1.”

      “Show me 10-98 on the Pacer.”

      “Did you get it started?”

      Hooker laughed. “It was a T-7. It went to Nick Ivankovitch on San Jose Avenue.”

      “10-4. I have a T-5 stall… Might be a T-7 at Branham High. Don was going to
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