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      Milpitas was a thug town. The reputation didn’t bother Felix. In fact, he liked it. Felix knew he was a thug, and so he fit in—disappeared. Felix hadn’t always been a thug, and he hadn’t grown up in Milpitas. He found Milpitas because of its reputation, and he had worked hard to fit into the reputation.

      His left hand held a winding of solder as the tip of the small soldering iron in his right hand turned the wire into a tiny bead of liquid silver. The solder melted and flowed around the connected wires to form a solid electrical bond. It became an almost indestructible joining, which only three ounces of custom cooked explosives could, and would tear apart... which was the idea. The formed wires would become so many three-inch pieces of thin metal wire… easily missed in the rubble of what used to be a building.

      The cool evening was turned colder by the low mist from the San Francisco Bay. The chilly mist was pushed down the bay by the inflow of sea air squeezed between the Marin County hills to the north and the hills of the city of San Francisco, south of the Golden Gate. This natural squeeze gave the gentle breezes more power as they moved the colder air south over the late winter bay. Milpitas was aligned to receive more than its fair share of the bone-numbing chill, but Felix knew from experience the real cold weather was soon to come. Summer on the San Francisco Bay could rival the cold of many winters elsewhere.

      As the light breeze blew into the screened sleeping porch where Felix worked, it drew out a rare smile from the man’s face. It reminded him of the shoulder seasons in his childhood home of Colorado. He slid his bare feet into the thick wool slippers his sister had made for him, the sister who still lived on—and clung desperately to—the family ranch. The sister, who still believed, even at forty-eight, her prince would someday come and help her on the ranch, herding the cows and sheep so she could milk the goats.

      Felix’s toes curled and dug at the home-sheared, washed and carded wool. He humored himself to think his toes could feel the difference in the yarns where her thumbs worked the spin instead of the looser, small fingers in a trailing feed of the large wheel spinning wheel. The small upright would have given her more consistent yarn, but she insisted on using the spinning wheel, which was taller than she stood—because it was the one their grandfather had made for their grandmother when she had to leave hers behind in Boston.

      The sweet smell of rosin in the soldering flux curled up from the last soldered connection. Unplugging the small iron, Felix placed the iron in the holder and gently placed the remaining wad of soldering wire in the cubby next to the iron’s cubby.

      The last of the forty pieced-together wires were complete. In less than a week, they would just be small pieces of copper once again. Bits and pieces easily lost amongst the debris after an explosion in a store. He pushed them into a long cubby set into the porch’s exterior wall.

      Felix pulled a square box from its cubby. The box contained tiny vials made of thin glass, the size of a large vitamin pill. He withdrew the first vial and wiggled the small pea-sized drop of mercury inside. He smiled at the memory of coming up with this way to make a progressive explosion without long wires or fuses. The mine he and his father had been sealing up was over a mile long. They had wanted not just to seal the entrance but to collapse the entire tunnel.

      The problem was they did not have enough wire to make the multiple runs of wire back to progressive loads of explosives. Felix figured out the small capsule of mercury inside a little plastic pouch to be nailed or stapled to the timbers. Stuck in the bottom of the pouch were two wires hooked to a battery. When the concussion wave from the first explosion hit the tiny pouch, it shattered the glass capsule, and the mercury closed the connection between the wires.

      This set off the next explosion, which set off the next—until the entire mine tunnel had been destroyed with less than one hundred feet of wire and a few small batteries.

      Felix had soldered the short wires to a small stack of watch batteries. These would be connected to the blasting caps during the setup. There was just enough energy to set off the tiny blasting cap igniting the larger package of explosives. Felix smiled as he slipped each glass vial into the plastic pouch, sealing it all with a touch of clear fingernail polish, completing the small pressure switches.

      This next job would only require sixty of the small compression switches and a few of the larger explosive triggers. The bottles of propane and white gas in the sporting goods store would do the rest of the job for him. The idea was to create many small indistinct explosions, which would become untraceable, instead of one or two large explosions that would leave a traceable starting point at the center of a blast ring. Felix’s success came from his explosions going unexplained—unlike arson that would reek of accelerant and have definite start points.

      Felix looked at the clock, stood up, and pulled on a brown uniform shirt over his white sleeveless undershirt. He checked the polish on his boots and picked up his keys. Putting the last items in their proper cubbies, he placed the sections of boards back on the wall. He felt as much as heard the click of the small, rare earth magnets drawing the boards into place. The wall looked as it had for the last sixty or eighty years… once painted but now left to chip and weather. He peeked in his now empty coffee mug. He had hoped for one last swallow. He would pick up a couple of donuts and more coffee on his way to work.

      Walking in front of the old dining table pushed to the wall and used as his workbench, he pulled the strings on the two old gooseneck desk lamps. Reaching the door, he turned back for one last check. Everything looked the same. It was a musty, almost bare, seldom-used screened porch just like dozens of other porches rimming the bay.

      He turned off the overhead light and gently closed the door. The key clicked in the lock, and then the house joined the early morning silence, muffling the retreat of the crepe-soled boots down the hall toward the front door.

      The stork standing on the end of the grass fluffed its feathers about its head and resumed sleeping. Dawn was still hours away. The foghorn on the Golden Gate Bridge started its early morning ritual. The long lonely sound echoed down the bay and blended with the engine of the old panel truck starting and finally crunching its way down the gravel driveway.
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      The cross wrench spun in Hooker’s left hand then stopped. He moved it to the next lug nut and spun it with his right hand again. This was quiet work Hooker did without looking. Spin one, skip one, spin one, skip one, and one around the wheel. He looked up at the man weaving drunkenly. Even at quarter past four, the man was well past the limit of anything close to preserving composure. Hooker figured the man had hit close to toxic levels at two o’clock when some bar threw him out. With luck, he would get back behind the wheel and simply pass out before he could start the car.

      Hooker let down the jack and restored it to the back of his truck. The giant vehicle was three times longer than the man’s Chevelle and weighed six times more. To someone who didn’t understand Hooker, they would have thought the truck, nicknamed Mae West, was overkill for a flat tire, but for an auto club driver, these ‘T-1’ calls were the ‘T-wonderful’ butter and jam lining the bread of Hooker’s living. Hooker only got $3.12 for the tire change while Mae burned through almost a gallon—or sixty cents of fuel—but it all added up at the end of the night. The dead batteries, flat tires, and ‘locked my keys in the car’ were the auto club calls keeping Hooker busy during the night when he didn’t have a wreck or commercial, and therefore, more profitable tow.

      Lately, his nights had been nothing but the sparse butter and not much bread. The dead business wasn’t what was eating at him—it was the quiet.

      Hooker dropped the trunk on the Chevelle and turned toward the drunk. “Okay, sir. You’re all set except twenty-six bucks.”

      The man fished some wadded bills from his pocket, leaning back against the car. He fingered through the money. Finally, looking up, he held out two twenties. His speech was massively slurred.

      “Does this cover it?”

      Hooker realized the man could not even tell what the bills were. He sighed. The man was beyond redemption. Still, Hooker could hear Candy’s voice comforting these same kinds of people where she worked at the all-night diner. It was one of the main reasons Hooker had been drawn to her.

      He leaned into the fog of alcohol from the man’s lungs. “Let’s see what you have here,” Hooker said, not unkindly, as he fished through the man’s bills and found the five and one to go with one of the twenties. Gently taking the rest, he pushed the bills down into the man’s pants pocket so they did not end on the ground.

      “Here, let’s get you into the backseat for a nice nap, shall we?” He started to guide the man into the back of the two-door. It would make it harder for the guy to get back into the driver’s seat.

      “I have to be at work at eight o’clock,” the man slurred.

      “I think this is going to be a sick day for you today.” Hooker watched as the man took the direction and stretched out on the small bench seat in the back. The first snore was wafting its way out the door as Hooker quietly eased it shut after sticking the keys on top of the visor.

      Hooker grabbed the microphone from behind his head as he drew his left leg up into the cab of the truck.

      “1-4-1.”

      “1-4-1?”

      “Show me 10-97 on this red Chevelle, and you might advise PD, I put the guy in the backseat to sleep it off. Hopefully, he’ll stay there until the afternoon brings him a huge headache. If an officer checks on him, warn them not to be smoking within twenty feet of the guy’s breath.”

      The young dispatcher giggled. “10-4, Hooker… drunk at Pearl and Blossom Hill. Will advise PD and at least, have them watch so the car doesn’t wander off. We aren’t holding anything for you at this time. Dolly says Stella and Manny are playing gin right now, so you have a choice of breakfast with them or leftover beef stew here.”

      Hooker dropped his right hand and found the single ear of his partner. The twenty-plus pounds of orange tabby started to purr. Hooker looked toward the eastern hills. He knew there would be nothing left for the night unless someone decided to park creatively on the freeway.

      He keyed the mic. “10-4, Dina. Tell Dolly thanks for the offer, but I think Box and I will mosey on down to the hacienda and see what creative thoughts Stella has in mind with last night’s leftover barbecued pork.”

      Dolly’s voice came back over the speaker. “If you’re thinking of stopping by Thrifty’s for any French vanilla ice cream—don’t call back. I don’t want Dina to go mush-brained on me her first week back.”

      Hooker snorted. The ice cream gave Hooker what Dolly called ‘bedroom voice’ and made the dispatch girls squirm in their seats. Dina had been out for a few months while she had her baby. Hooker was surprised to hear her voice back so soon, but he guessed the rumor might be true about IBM going through another round of layoffs.

      “10-4, Mama. I wasn’t thinking about ruining my breakfast with the folks.”

      Hooker hung the mic back behind his head and squeezed his left foot down on the clutch as he set the truck in sixth gear. Looking down at his partner, he smiled evilly. “How about it, Box? Should we go get some ice cream and then call Dina from the payphone?”

      Box was always ready for his dab of ice cream in his small red bowl while Hooker usually got a triple scoop in a sugar cone. There were a few things Box always seemed ready for in life. Ice cream was right up there with beating the snot out of a dog or two and lying draped across the expanse of Dolly’s chest. At nearly a quarter-ton, Dolly’s exposed chest above her perpetual Muumuu was a perfect fit for a large cat and produced a lot of heat. Dolly was one of the few who could touch the cat—much less pick him up. Box was his own man and had very established preferences.

      Hooker nosed the eleven tons of Mae West out onto the street and headed for Monterey Highway and their twenty-four-hour ice cream pit stop. The cops all joked (especially when the weather was bitter cold), about it being perfect weather for Hooker to show up at an accident with a triple scoop of French vanilla ice cream in a sugar cone with the window rolled down in the truck. Winter was when Hooker was at his most memorable.

      Tonight, the window was down, and Hooker reached toward the small rack of eight-track tapes. His fingers hovered over Tex Ritter and then moved to the Riders. His forefinger and thumb even embraced the cassette, but then he leaned back in the seat, opting for the quiet of Mae West’s 1,600 horsepower and the matching purr from below and beside his seat. He knew Box had his only eye closed and was leaning into the blast of heated air.

      Hooker felt out of sorts.

      A short but eventful year had started with him jamming his fork into a street punk’s hand, which was stealing tips from Hooker’s girlfriend. The punk turned out to be her younger brother, and Hooker ended up having to pack the kid around while his hand healed. Those fourteen days had been cut short when the kid saved Hooker’s life. The indentured help eventually became the second set of intelligent hands and was now sleeping in a bed ten feet from one of Hooker’s beds. Now the Squirt was attending the police academy, compliments of the San Jose Police, the Santa Clara sheriff, and the California Highway Patrol. All had lost officers to the serial killer the Squirt ended up killing.

      Hooker was happy for the kid, and he would make a great cop… but now Hooker missed the warm body in the other seat.

      As Hooker pulled up in front of the Thrifty Drugstore, he could see the only two people standing at one of the check stands, talking. Hooker was sure the topic of conversation was either how the 49ers had been robbed or how the Oakland Raiders had become nothing more than thugs on the field. The manager was the 49ers fan, and the night cashier’s uncle had once played a short career with the Raiders. For Hooker, it was the green light to break the health code law and let Box come in with him.

      The manager, Randy, had heard stories about Box eating ice cream but had never met him. Holly had seen Box and always loved watching him delicately slurping his share.

      Hooker grabbed the little red dish and swung open the door. “Come on, buddy. Show time.”

      The large cat slid between Hooker’s legs and seat, beating him to the door. Holly was standing at the open glass door as Box strolled up.

      “Well, hello, Box... Your place awaits.” Looking up, the tall, athletic young woman smiled at Hooker. “We were just talking about beat-up street tuffs.”

      Hooker snorted. “Raiders tonight, eh? You know you’ll catch your death of cold standing out here in the freezing weather.”

      Holly snorted a muffled laugh. “I love winter. I don’t celebrate it with French vanilla ice cream and drive around with my window down, but it’s my favorite time of the year.” Hooker stopped and frowned. He could tell she was serious.

      Still sober, she summed up her childhood. “When everything is cold or frozen, there are no rows to hoe, no smell of steer-blood or shit on the fields, and my hands are clean—or at least not stained black from gathering those stinking black walnuts.” She followed Hooker into the store. “Nope, winter is my time to relax and enjoy—cold, rain, snow and all.”

      Randy chuckled as Hooker walked in with Box. “Actually, it’s not the Raiders at all, this time. The ruling came out tonight and should be in the mercury this morning. They’re going ahead and fining the Steelers and Green Bay for some of the underhanded stuff they pulled this year.” He eyed the large orange body of fur and scars. “So this is Box?”

      Hooker offered the man the small red bowl. “And this is the famous dish.”

      “Of course…”

      Holly took the dish and headed for the ice cream counter. Hooker watched the way she moved. At almost six foot, she flowed with the fluid nature of a surfer who logged thousands of hours of water time off Capitola Point, except her hair was dark instead of blonde. Hooker knew her seemingly constant tan came more from working on the family truck farm in Gilroy since she was a tiny child, instead of any time floating around on a surfboard in the sun.

      Hooker nudged Randy softly with his elbow. “How’s the anatomy class coming, Holly?”

      She looked up and smirked as she rolled her eyes. “Candy told you about…?” Looking down at the ice cream, she shook her head. “Yeah, of course, she would.”

      She set the dish down for Box and handed the cone to Hooker. “It was horrible and embarrassing. I don’t skip lunch anymore. I’m sure they’re already making up a nickname like Faint Girl, or something equally mean.”

      He gave her the famous Hooker one-sided smile. “Nah, I think you’re good there. Nurses aren’t mean by nature. After all, you didn’t faint on the Squirt or anything like that.” He watched as the deep red flushed up from under her shirt.

      “What did John say?”

      “Nothing. However, the day he was your massage body—he was very quiet for the rest of the day… So what did happen?”

      Holly glanced at Randy, who held up his hands and rolled his eyes. “We’re all adults here, Holly, and you know you don’t have to share anything you don’t want to. After all, I’m happily married, and it probably isn’t anything I haven’t experienced before.”

      Hooker could see her stiffen. “It wasn’t anything sexu—well, you know. It was his scars.” She blushed again. “I’ve never seen so many and so fresh… I-I urped.”

      Hooker stopped mid-lick. “You threw up? Where…?”

      Holly was now in full flush. “In his pants.” She realized how it sounded and rushed to explain. “They were on the floor.”

      Hooker pictured the scene and drew the final conclusion. “Which means he shucked them down around his boots…”

      Holly buried her face in her hands and nodded, her voice muffled as she finished.

      “I filled his boots as well.”
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      Hooker parked the large truck on the thick driveway pad specifically built for her 22,000 pounds. As he grabbed his paperwork, he could feel Box’s tail rubbing under the back of his knees as he absently opened the door. Set into the concrete pad the size of a gas station was a small patch of lawn. There was only one reason this existed. Box, hopping down, made it clear it was his turf.

      Two doors down, the man who lived there had a young dog, barely more than a pup. For whatever reason, the dog’s name was Mike. The owner had already suffered through Box coming down and beating the snot out of his previous older Doberman. Mike was a beautiful yellow Lab, and the man did not want cat scratches all over the young dog’s mug. So the agreement was he would mow and edge the patch, and Hooker would keep Box at bay until Mike turned at least two.

      Hooker hesitated to tell the man about Mike coming down, and Box taking a liking to the pup. Hooker had caught them more than once, wrestling quietly on the grass, which upfront to perfection. To keep up appearances, Hooker still called out loudly for Box to leave Mike alone until he was at least old enough to know fear.

      Box threatened, Mike shied, Hooker bellowed, and the lawn stayed mowed and trimmed to excellence. Life was good in the neighborhood, except for the familiar ’63 Dodge Dart convertible parked up close to the wall on the driveway instead of down in the garage where it belonged. At five in the morning, there had to be an explanation. Hooker looked at the heavy morning dew collected on the cold car.

      As he walked through the front plaza with the fountain, Hooker could see it had been another one of those nights. Eight years since a bullet shattered its way through his spine, putting him in a wheelchair, and ending his career as a police detective, Manny was still dogged by nightmares.

      As he reached the door, the angle was just right. Stella could see him from the kitchen counter, and she reached for his mug. Hooker knew she had heard the heavily baffled exhaust of Mae West and was prepared.

      When Hooker remembered, he switched the exhaust to the ‘silencer’ as they climbed the hill filled with expensive homes. But as he settled her in on the parking pad, he ran her in standard exhaust for a minute to clear her pipes and make it easier to start.

      Hooker opened the heavy front door, and the orange streak beat his foot to the interior of the slate floor.

      “Lucy…you have some ‘splainin’ to do…” His Cuban accent was terrible, but his imitation of Ricky Ricardo never missed securing at least one smile from the family.

      As he closed the door to the silence of being ignored, a slender hand grabbed his left butt cheek.

      The immediate laughing of the three others helped to mask his high-pitched squeal of fear. Spinning, he found Candy still in pink pajamas with little red hearts. He settled down and grabbed her laughing neck in the crotch of his elbow and drew her in as she tried to wiggle out of his grasp. The giggling got worse as his right boot tried to swing up in a good-natured backhand slap. They danced in the entry much to the amusement of Manny and Stella. It was good to see the two having some pure laughter. Hooker knew, all too often, it was just the opposite.

      “What are you doing up this early, you little scamp?”

      Stella put his mug of coffee down on the table next to Candy’s. “She was in your room…”

      Hooker looked up and over at Manny. The man was nodding and no longer smiling. It was his ‘I’m not going to talk about this’ face. Hooker eased the arm grip on the now messed up head of hair. He leaned over and kissed the top.

      Quietly, he muttered only for Candy, “It’s something we all have to get used to around here.”

      Candy looked Hooker in the eyes and nodded slightly as he let her go.

      Hooker frowned as he looked back down toward the hall leading to his bedroom suite as well as the Squirt’s room at the end.

      Candy snorted. “Are you kidding? The Squirt wake up from just a tiny little scream? Hah! Try a bomb, maybe.”

      The sound of the muffled zombie came through the door as it opened. “I heard that, sis, and for your information, I was already up and studying.”

      Hooker spun around and laughed. The Squirt had not come from his bedroom but had been in Manny’s office. “Good morning, sweet cheeks. Holly says hi.”

      The kid blushed but smirked as he carried a large coffee mug toward the dining and kitchen area. “She owes me a massage… and dinner.” He shuffled over to side-hug Stella and got a kiss on the top of his head as he poured more coffee. Turning, he looked at Manny as Hooker and Candy—still playing mild grab-ass—took the morning side of the table. “If I place the evidence bag on my desk and go to the bathroom for a couple of minutes, the chain of evidence is broken… but if I throw it in the bottom drawer, and leave on vacation for two weeks, it’s not.”

      “Implied reasonable circumstances of security.”

      “But if I didn’t lock the desk, where is the security?”

      “I said, implied. I did not say it was secure.”

      “…and so it’s defendable in court?”

      Manny leaned back in his chair. Hooker knew the Squirt being at the academy invigorated the old detective as nothing else could. The man’s eyes were electric with possibilities and training.

      “I can think of a couple of great lawyers in the counties who I wouldn’t try to run this past, but for most of the bucket-scum oozing through the courts today… sure, I’d run it.”

      Candy looked at Hooker. Hooker shrugged and wobbled his open spread hand. The meaning was maybe he understood and maybe not. There were a lot of cop protocols Hooker had picked up over the years. Some of those were the fine details of being a cop that did not matter to Hooker’s job, but he still picked up from being around Manny, as well as other cops, for so many years.

      “It’s like if I tow a car and leave it on the street outside a shop’s fence, then someone breaks in and steals the radio or something, it’s on my insurance. But if I park it in their parking lot, the implied is, I left it in their care—even though I didn’t stick it in their locked yard.”

      The Squirt snorted a laugh. “What about stashing trailers and cars in Safeway’s parking lot?”

      Hooker shot him an evil smile. “As long as I don’t leave a trailer full of color TVs in the median dirt area in the middle of the 101. But then it goes on the trucking company’s insurance. Their assurance was for the driver not to break down and to safely deliver the TVs to the stores—which he didn’t.”

      Manny laughed as he remembered the incident. “Wasn’t it Ace who left it there after the Chips had cleared it?”

      Hooker laughed then saw Candy was lost. “Ace got a tow. The Chip hauled the driver away because he found a second time-log in the cab—that he searched after the guy failed to walk the white line. Drunk or too many hours on the road still makes you a ticking time bomb.

      “Anyway, the Chip had pulled the guy over because he was high-balling in the fast lane on the 101 in the section where they have to stay in the two slow lanes. So the guy pulls off into the middle play area. The truck Ace is driving is only a deuce and a half—a two-and-a-half ton truck, and can only take the tractor and trailer one at a time. He uncouples the rig and hauls off with the tractor to go stash it somewhere close. He gets back, and the back doors are swung open… and a whole lot of tire tracks everywhere. He was gone, maybe twenty minutes…”

      Manny snorted. “Which was about ten more than was needed.”

      Hooker tried to calm down and finish, but he was laughing too hard.

      Stella just wagged her head. “There were just nine TVs left in the whole trailer.” She held up her hands about a loaf of bread apart. “You know those little black and white TVs you get for a kid’s room or something?”

      The Squirt finished the punch line. “Only then was when Ace looked at the side of the forty-foot trailer. The whole thing was one big billboard. It said ‘Another Load of Fine Zenith Color Televisions.’”

      It was not clear if everyone was laughing at Candy’s horror-struck face or the story, but Stella could not get up to start breakfast for at least five minutes.

      As she stepped to the sink and from the corner of her eye, she saw a person just leaving from the front door across from the entrance plaza. She stepped over to the next window to see them walking out through the front gates, which pierced the fourteen-foot tall wall enclosing the plaza.

      “Hooker, the Sunday Missile just got hand-delivered to the front door. Would you be a dear and find out why?”

      The Sunday Missile was the only newspaper they got all week. Mostly, it was because Stella did not want Manny to cruise all the crime news. He was seven years retired with full disability, and still, the urge to figure out crimes was only held below the surface by his thinning skin. It was bad enough Hooker occasionally dragged home cases the police had no competence or interest in solving.

      Stella saw Hooker glance at the newspaper and then run toward the street. A few minutes later, he returned, picked up the paper, and came back in.

      Stella’s question was written on her face as she stood with her hands splayed on the large stone island’s top. Hooker deadpanned and quietly offered out the large roll of newspaper in the plastic condom. They stood staring—both holding deadpan faces—the battle was on.

      Finally, Stella realized she would have to heighten the conflict. “Did you want breakfast with your girlfriend?”

      “Remember Lloyd Summers?”

      She nodded. “Retired about two years ago… What about him?”

      “He’s your new missile boy. He got bored with fishing every day… and wanted something exciting to do. Out of respect, your missile will be placed, not thrown, at your doorstep every Sunday. I’m sure if you want, he’d even bring it in and place it in your hands. But then, you might have to give him coffee, and the others would get their paper late.” Hooker smiled his quirky grin. He knew he had won the battle, and he loved stroking Stella’s heart at the same time.

      “I’ll call his wife later. If the door’s open, he’s always welcome to coffee. He and his wife have done their share of canning in our backyard.”

      Hooker’s face collapsed. “He got the job because… she passed away a few months ago. He sold the boat and moved back up from Monterey. Evidently, he fished because she loved to fish.”

      Stella looked at Hooker as she thought. “The door will always be unlocked on Sunday mornings.” She looked over at Manny, who just nodded with his eyelids. Cops were always family. It was the reason Stella started what had become a huge canning project involving hundreds of volunteers. Every year, they helped can many tons of food, which was then stashed in large storage larders about the city—for those in need. What had started for comrade cops in need had grown larger through firefighters, city workers, county workers, and other civil servants. As Stella always told people, those in need are the only family ties needed.

      With breakfast finished and cleared, the household settled down into a quiet routine. The Squirt was sequestered back in the office. The large, professional reel-to-reel tape recorder oozed out classical music into the equally professional-grade headphones. Pages of textbooks were turned and memorized. There were four large stacks of books. As the Squirt memorized a book, it went into the correct box to be returned. The boxes were labeled: County Library, Paul—the County Commissioner over all police matters, Chet—a California Highway Patrol captain, or he simply stood and returned the book to the proper space on the office’s bookshelf.

      With his photographic memory, he had no reason to mark them up or keep them or bother with reading them in any certain order. Every book was read, memorized, and ready for almost instant recall. What the Squirt would like to happen was to forget most of his growing up with his sister as much-abused foster children.

      What the two had stumbled into was Hooker—and his family. Hooker and his sister had also grown up in the worst the foster care system had to offer. Like the Squirt and Candy, Hooker and his sister had ended their torture in foster care at the ripe age of fourteen and sixteen respectably. John was uncertain, but he had a feeling it was the commonality which first drew Hooker toward Candy at the all-night diner she was working at then.

      On the other side of the wall, Hooker slept the sleep of the dead, with a soft slender arm thrown over his side. Candy had her nose buried in the back of his neck and hair and behind her knees, curled into a large orange furry package, lay Box. Even as a small kitten—which had not lasted long—he had a way of taking over the bed, and Hooker had taken to closing the door so he could have the bed to himself.

      The large sunroom was off the dining area. Manny and Stella had designed it for afternoon lazy lounging days. The custom-made couch was a large “L” shape running for fourteen feet along the solid wall and then hooked left, running another twelve feet under the south wall of windows. The floor-to-ceiling wall of glass looked east across the Almaden Valley, and the south looked down the valley. The two had bought the large property back when the road was nothing but a dirt track. They would bounce their way up to their knoll just to picnic and gaze upon the unmolested valley. Later, they built their dream home, as did so many others. Eventually, the developers came and overbuilt the beautiful valley into just another tract of ticky-tacky boxes. However, the Romeros had their slice of heaven and were not interested in leaving. Therefore, they had designed the hacienda with its two-foot thick adobe walls and windows open to the expansive view and morning sun. The large expanse of lounging area, enough for the whole family, was a bonus.

      “Huh.” Manny almost sat up. The effort was too much, and he resumed his relaxed state. He waited.

      The large grandfather clock in the dining and entryway great room ticked with its dull metered pace. Manny pinched his thumb on the line of news and continued to read. A few minutes later, he heard the other section of the newspaper slowly fold down at one corner.

      He never had to look to know his wife’s eye was studying him through the space where the corner of newsprint had been a moment before. She waited.

      “It says here the old sporting goods store out on the Guadalupe had a gas explosion last night. Evidently, one of the propane canisters was defective and blew up. It must’ve set off a chain of other stuff because it’s a total loss.”

      The newsprint in Stella’s hand curled the rest of the way down into her lap as she reached out to the coffee table for more of what she called her thinking liquid. She sipped slowly as Manny waited.

      The two had married just at the beginning of the Korean War. They were married on the dock by an Army Padre right before Manny boarded the troopship. On his return, they had slowly gotten used to the mechanics of how they collectively thought about things. As Manny’s old partner used to tease, Manny got more productive deducing accomplished on a Sunday afternoon at home with Stella—than he did with the whole squad all week.

      Manny never told Paul just how close to the truth he was.

      “About two months ago…” Her hand and mug hovered in the air.

      “…upper Stevens Creek Boulevard area…”

      “… a machine shop or something?” Stella took another sip.

      “Some kind of manufacturing…”

      “…but it was natural gas or something...” She put her mug on the table and then leaned back into the couch.

      The clock ticked. The minds both ground along.

      “But it never caught fire… just exploded.”

      There were a couple of minutes of silence, and then the newspapers returned to their positions.

      Across the valley, a bald eagle searched one of the last fields, hovering and watching for the tiny spot of red that meant movement. The predator was patient as he waited for the mouse or mole to move again. The wan winter sun did not heat the ground anymore, so the bird would only need the last twitch or step to zero in its targeting. The rodent was caught—they just didn’t know it yet.
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      Felix slid the key into the door. Through the tiny window, he could see there was another fat envelope. Two in one month—someone was in a hurry. He didn’t mind the extra money, but there was always the risk someone would put explosions together and see patterns.

      He opened the mailbox door and withdrew the envelope. This was the only reason he had this mailbox account—fat envelopes with instructions and money—lots of money.

      Felix closed the little door and turned the key. Slipping the large envelope under his shirt and down the back of his pants, he fluffed the tail of his work shirt and walked out of the store. He wouldn’t look at the envelope again until he was on his screened porch and safe from prying eyes.

      The afternoon hadn’t improved the light drizzle. Felix guessed there must be a large storm coming out of Alaska, pushing the cold down into the Bay Area. The weather in February usually could get nicely calm and allow the sun to bring the temperatures up into the balmy fifties. Felix thought of it as T-shirt weather.

      The 1949 Ford panel truck squealed and creaked as the man nosed it off the street and up the gravel driveway. The salt air didn’t help any of the offenses visited on the old truck, but they did no worse than the once or twice a year hosing down Felix squandered on what had once been his work truck
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