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Chapter 1: Earl Scheib

 

Hey, Reader, Felix Wyndal here. I was born and raised in Portland, Oregon, the town timber and that Willamette River over yonder built. I drive a taxi.

Right now, I'm standing in the parking lot of the Earl Scheib Auto Paint shop on Lombard, the last one standing in America. That must be said. Gonna get my pride and joy, my Toyota Scion xB, repainted, like for now that's way better than going new, and, for sure, I’m not going to buy an Ee-Vee. No way.

I can't make hack money driving electric. What am I supposed to do if I'm embarrassed for a twenty-five-minute charge with a paying fare in my taxi? Uh, I should say, "Let's get coffee." Sorry. Can't go there.

Earl Scheib here opens at eight, but I'm early, wanta be first up for the paint job schedule. Can't afford extra waiting around in my line of work.

Yeah, this place is convenient. An easy walk to my place back there on Cleveland, the side street off Lombard, the main drag in our St. Johns. St. Johns was once a real town before Portland came gobbling, took it over. But still, it has a blue-collar vibe: Plenty of small shacks, like mine, where longshoremen and what-who lived, working at the Port just out east of here, 'cept it's become so mechanized and all.

Once I leave my Scion xB baby here, I walk back home to get some record-keeping done. I won't be hacking for at least a day. Or more.

My watch says ten minutes before that OPEN neon sign flickers up. I pull a clove out of my hoodie pocket, slip it in my mouth. A concession to stress and lingering oral fixations, I 'spose.

Wait. Saw a guy move inside the office. He's opening the blinds. OPEN sign lights up red. He's at the door, unlocking, and pushes it open. I go in.

"What can I do you for?" The Earl Scheib guy's slight build, has blonde hair, the whitest shirt, and such creased blue serge pants.

"I wanta get my Scion painted," I say, pointing back to my rig in the parking lot.

"That we can do—Nite Owl Taxi, good name, whatya want? Repaint taxi yellow, keep the name on door?" he asks.

"Exactly," I say. "I saw your ad in the paper for a two ninety-nine fifty special. That still on?"

"Absolutely, sir. But that's, of course, for an uncomplicated prime and topcoat. That door business with the owl and lettering will cost extra."

"Understood," I say. "But you can do the whole job?"

"No prob. By the way call me Ted." I see TED stitched in red on his white shirt pocket. How could I miss it now that we're doing business?

"Call me Felix." We shake hands and walk out to the Scion, and Ted kneels by the passenger door. "Cool name for a taxi. You must do a lot of night work."

"Actually no," I say. "I'm backing off that as I get older; you get my drift. The car came painted that way."

"Hey, I wanted to give you credit for the name," he says with a toothsome smile.

"As I said, came like this. See, I wanted an xB 'cos supposed to be Toyota's most trouble-free model, so I went online." I pause. He can guess how that went. "And ended up in K-Falls, out east of Medford, and got this. Came with all the modifications for taxi work—owner was done with that life."

"And you?" Ted asks pointedly.

"Oh, I’ve done it a while. I was going nowhere with pizza delivery. Then did time with Grub Hub. All it came to was running around ragged in circles. I just knew taxi work had to pay better, and I'd have more control."

"Well, back to the logos on your door here," Ted says. "I can take a picture with my phone, do measurements, put it in my computer, and send it out for a vinyl decal. You okay with that?"

I wince, go sideways with him. "I'd like to keep it painted on the yellow like it's original. Like I'm in the taxi business for keeps, not have some peelable decal if it's not working out."

"Okay, okay, Felix. I get it. We've done it both ways, reason I ask." He points back to the shop with doors now up, so I see the spray booth enclosures and a few vehicles in different stages of painting.

"Yeah, I was thinking," I say. "You cut a stencil and shoot the black on the yellow."

"But not exactly a paper-cut stencil. These days, we go laser-cut Mylar film. Cleaner edges. We do this all the time with commercial trucks and like that."

"So how you see the job costing out?" I ask.

Ted whips out a calculator from his shirt pocket—a well-used one I gather—some numbers on the keys rubbed off.

"Okay, special price for the top coat, two ninety-nine fifty—" Ted stops, glances back at his shop's work area, and says, "What the hey? I've got to keep my guys busy, and you're a working man. What say I toss the door business in for free?" Ted again smiles toothsomely and adds, "That special price is in honor of our late founder, who's now off in the Great Spray Booth in the Sky."

"How so?"

"Well, before my time and I guess before yours, Earl would get on TV and say over and over in his commercials, 'I'll paint any car for twenty-nine ninety-five.’ He was all over the West Coast."

Ted is saying cars got painted for less than thirty bucks? My eyebrows jump. "You're not joshing me, are you, Ted?"

"Not at all. See his ads on YouTube."

"Man, what I missed out, being born in 1983." I spit out the clove at my consternation.

"It was pure genius," Ted says. "Ol' Earl got business and believers. Everyone else charged two, three times, paint a car."

"So your special is ten times Earl's price," I say.

"Yup, we intentionally wanted to recall our roots. It's still the deal."

"So this Earl Scheib is the last one left?" I ask, looking back at the paint booths.

"Yeah, the Earl Scheib empire went bankrupt years ago, and besides, who'd gonna sue us—give us free publicity for hanging on to the old sign that we paid for?" he says, giving me a wink.

"I get you," I say.

"Good, let's go inside, do up the paperwork for your Nite Owl Taxi."

 




Chapter 2: The Red Dog Tavern

 

In two days, Nite Owl Taxi will be back in action, and I make money. But tonight I'm meeting with buddy Riley here at the Red Dog Tavern, has my vote for finest bar in St. Johns. We're celebrating my fortieth. Oh, pinch me it’s real.

"How's it going?" I yell over the parked cars. He cuts me a sly grin like he doesn't need to answer. We have so much history; an upward nod of his blonde shaggy locks is expressive enough.

"So you’re ready to wrap up your fortieth trip," he pauses in his fluid walk my way, "around the sun?" He guffaws at how he leaves me without a comeback.

A few lame beats and, "Still above ground," I reply.

"Ordered ahead, said we need a banana creme cake with forty candles." He winks.

"You didn't."

"Of course not. But didn't you expect something? This occasion and all," he says, joining me.

"Not really, but right now I'd go for a fat Polish dog, pickle, spicy mustard, sweet relish, those hot peppers. That and one of their IPAs they brag never goes outside St. Johns."

"I wonder why," Riley says, pulling open the front door. A baroque door with wrought ironwork of mean man-biting dogs glaring at anybody who dares to enter. Them be fierce guardians.

We head for a booth against the back wall as usual and walk past a fellow with a Carhartt cap next to the brightly lit monolithic jukebox, where with a coin drop he launches "Marry Me" by the Drive-By Truckers. I swear on that one song the DBTs actually channel Mick Jagger’s voice and Keith Richards riffing on guitar—yeah, swear to God.

After we place orders, Riley eyes me like, Am I ready to be serious? "How does it feel, reaching the four-O milestone year before me? What's it like?” Then the habitual sly grin.

I pause, take a deep breath, then say, "What keeps poppin' in my head is something like beyond forty lies the downslope. You can't help but think of endings—" I smile, clueless as Alfred E. Neuman.

"Sure, but to get this far—think of that IED going off by our Humvee—we're still here."

"Yeah, I do that, looking back to the past. Then wonder if I can't face the future—"

"So the downslope is hard for you to face."

"Yeah, that’s mostly what I talk about with my counselor at the VA."

"How's that going?" Riley asks, knowing my post-Iraq blessing is borderline PTSD symptoms.

"It's good. He wants me to look forward, stop reliving the past; all that primes my triggers. Otherwise, taxi work, no sustained people interactions like you—it’s all good."

"Right. Right-o. You hear Jerry Egeberg's still trying to get his disability upgraded twenty-five to fifty percent?"

"No, but wish him luck with that," I say, knowing the VA shrinks can be heartless. Soul-suckers.

Our food, beers arrive, and it's a wondrous moment to be forty with your best buddy as witness.

 




Chapter 3: Lovely Hands Massage

 

I'm back in business and chasing the green stuff again. Real happy with the paint job: great stencil of the owl head on both doors in glossy black. Lettering NITE OWL above, TAXI below. The way the xB looks, any customer's gotta know I'm a cabbie that’s a real pro.

The tablet on the dash has me driving out to an apartment pickup off East Burnside. Ah, that's 21st coming up, so this addy’s pretty close.

Side streets slip by, and the tablet glows softly in the cabin, an eerie, commanding presence. Really that eight by ten screen is one big smartphone with the URRIDE app always open.

I take a side street, SE 26th, where my fare should be waiting. Oh, see him there. Older guy, cottonhead, humped shoulders, unsteady standing there. See, some guys get too old to drive. Shouldn't drive period.

He raises his hand, sleeves up his black all-weather coat. I park wrong-way here on the east curb of 26th.

Oregon State Law says vehicles for hire can park wrong-way anywhere if it's for loading purposes only. You can look it up.

I jump out, open the rear passenger door.

"You called URRIDE?" I ask.

He nods.

"Well, where we off to?" I ask, once he's safely in, buckled up.

"Oh, I decided what I really need," he says in this quavering voice, "is a massage. A Vietnamese woman giving me a massage—"

I unblinkingly don’t get it. Does this guy think I'm some dial-up procurement guy? I'm beyond flabbergasted. I mean, I'll take to shitting ice cream sandwiches before I ever get my aging body into such shape I need to ask a stranger to take me to get a massage.

But I'm a pro. I turn off the meter, turn around to the drawn, wrinkled-skin face and unruly white-haired head behind me.

"Care to tell me more, more of what you've been thinking about?" I ask, 'cos his request strikes me as, let’s say, far-fetched.

His eyes gleam. "You're so kind."

"I'm in the people business, have to be," I reply. A statement of pure BS. I'm in the taxi biz precisely because I can tolerate people only in fleeting social interactions with zero before and after obligations. Something my counselors and I believe works for me.

"You see," he begins, talking haltingly, "I'm eighty years old in May, and getting old sucks."

He starts a could-be sniffle and goes on. "I saw that with my dad before he passed. He had nothing like a graceful landing those last years. But he died peacefully, taking the good drugs doctors gave him. Eased the pain. The Lord's gumdrops, I always thought." Tears well in his eyes. Mr. Eighty-Wants-Massage nods like at least I’m trying to understand.

He recovers, past the teary bobble, and says, "See I got high blood pressure, need to take my medicine, half the time I forget. That just makes it bad. It hurts too many places. Can't go for a walk outside. Knees start hurtin'. Hell, I get to hurtin' just walking around my apartment. Least I don't have stairs."

"So the massage has to help?"

"Dunno. Never tried. But my muscles seem to be kinking up, and I can't shake them loose. No exercise."

"Makes sense to me," I say, feeling a surprising empathy coming on.

"I'm sit around, watch too much TV," he continues. "That is, when I'm not trying to sleep—then I have to take melatonin for that. More medicine."

"Yeah, I think you're right. A massage might get those muscles loose, let you feel like you were, say, seventy-five."

"I wish."

"But tell me, if I may ask, Why the massage by a Vietnamese woman? You think they're gentler, smaller hands?"

He lolls his head back like this is one question with an answer he has really worked out. "Must be a Vietnamese woman, yes. You might not understand. You're too young, see, but I was nineteen in 1964 and did thirteen months over in 'Nam, the Vietnam War. Me, like many of my buddies, have had years to think about what we saw and did, that is, if we made it back to the World alive."

His words hit me like molten iron slag. I'm speechless, take a reflexive deep breath. I know in an instant too much of what he must have seen. I manage a weak smile.

I look him in the eye. "We were both in the military, did our duty. For me, was two years Iraq. Let me help you, sir."

I turn around to the dash screen, open up the phone app and call my buddy Dan, see if he knows the Asian section of Southeast 82nd better than I.

"Hey, Dan, Felix here. With a customer, we're probably heading over for the Asian stretch on 82nd"

Dan mumbles back for me to give details.

"You know a good massage place there, with Vietnamese massage ladies by any chance?"

"Sure,” he says and gives directions. "And ask for Irene, her English name. She’s the one, most experience."

"Okay, Dan, got it. We're on our way."

I hang up and turn around to face Mr. Eighty-Wants-Massage. I tell him we're fifteen minutes away and asks if he wants me to come back for the return ride.

"Yes, that'll be best. If this works, it will be worth every penny."

I give him a wide-eyed look and say, "Brother, what you've been through, I just might give you the military discount.”

I get moving with Richard—I know his name now—fellow vets share names. We go past Montavilla village and pull up to 82nd, hang a right.

A few minutes later, we’re in the small parking lot of Lovely Hands Oriental Massage and Richard's rarin' to go for his, my fingers crossed, transformative experience.

"I'll wait here, not go anywhere, Richard," I say. "Take your time; I've got phone calls to return," I say, pointing to the dashboard tablet, the oversized smartphone.

I leap out, open the door for Richard. "Just ask for Irene, her English name, when you go in." He gives me a smart hand salute and then opens the wood-framed door with two peek-a-boo windows. A red neon sign glows in the blacked-out window at left: MASSAGE NOW READY 4 U.

I get back in the xB and look over my list of missed calls. Only one or two. I decide to call Dan again, find out what he really knows about Lovely Hands.

 




Chapter 4: "Be All You Can Be"

 

Nite Owl Taxi. You might wonder how I got into this business. It's a long, but simple story. More than twenty years ago, I went off to college. Actually, I was commuting from my parents' place in St. Johns. It was the affordable college option.

Blame it on an inspiring teacher or two, but I got to like literature. Besides I wasn’t keen at all about computer science, the buzz at the time. I soon chose English as my major.

Majoring in English at the time felt expansive. I could tap into the riches of civilization because I could read critically and articulate that experience.

I even was so bold as to think I could squib out a poem or two. Then I might write a novel, sell thousands, and live off the royalties.

When you're young, nineteen, twenty, you're so full of yourself and believe anything you might dream, not a thought that it might amount to little more than some chasing-your-tail fantasy.

Before my college years ended, I had to decide what to do with the sheepskin I’d be getting. So my senior year I was talking to on-campus recruiters about careers. Or a J-O-B.

I soon understood without ambiguity a bachelor's degree, especially of the English major variety, had all the currency among company types who make hiring decisions of something like a high school diploma if I had no marketable skills or training and flat-ass zero experience.

For example, I talked to a newspaper out of San Francisco and they said, "Fine, bachelor's in English we hire, but to do entry-level proofreading, copy editing, you need certification—get that in six months and then we talk." As for any on-the-beat reporter, forget it. They wanted master's in journalism. I looked at a dozen "opportunities," all blind alleys, really, and kept coming up with, "Sorry, try later when you have some experience."

This dragged on after I graduated. For six months, I was in the hunt for a job using my degree—not some fast food gig—mind you, and at one point a friend said, "Stop beating yourself up. Take off a month. Go to Europe, recharge your batteries.” I said, "Dude, I'm looking for a way to make money, not spend money I don't have. Not even for a backpack."

My parents, bless 'em, were so supportive. They said with the recession, I had to be patient, keep trying, and something would turn.

That's about the time I was going past the U.S. Army recruiting office over on Broadway, right down from Goodwill and the Subway. Must've been the third time I noticed it there, each time being aware I could go in and volunteer myself for some indentured servitude—or excuse me, "Be all you can be," as the current slogan went. I was curious what they might have.

I mentioned it to Dad, and he didn't react strongly one way or the other. All he said was, "If they promise you anything—training, whatever—get it in writing. That might help you later if they declare an emergency and tear up your enlistment C & As: Conditions and Agreements.

So I pulled open that Army recruiter’s door. Two guys inside, all spiffed out in military garb. This was not your ersatz white-shirt, tie company recruiter on campus with whom I’d review my life’s hopes.

So after all the Hi's and Welcome's to our U.S. Army Information Center, it got down to why I was there.

I said I was out of Portland State, bachelor's in English, and I wanted to see how the Army might put it to use if I enlisted.

"We get quite a few men and women exactly in your position this time of year," the recruiter whose desk nameplate said, Sgt. Christopher Nicklaw. "Job offerings in private sector can be cyclical, but the U.S. Army’s one employer that keeps a pretty level workforce." He gave me a smile and a steady, but not overlong gaze, as if he had the solution to my dilemma.

"I know all about getting in the best possible physical shape I can be—that's what the Army is," I said. "But how exactly can I make use of my college degree by signing up?"

"Great question," Chris replied. "The Army is a marvelous organization. One deployment can involve thousands, and every minute of daily life among the troops has to be coordinated, and that comes down to communication. Always. So you're an English major?"

I nod. "Spent four years learning how to write a proper sentence and place it in a well-constructed paragraph of exposition," I say, rattling off what any English major knows is his skill set, even if he’s half awake.

"This is what we want to hear. Effective and confident command of the English language. Our officers are always writing up what their company is doing. And that gets kicked up the chain. Your C.O. will be very aware of your degree, your skills, and you'll see him or her coming over and saying, "Hey, Felix, look this over. Check out the grammar. Has to look good."

"Got it. So I'm the in-house style and grammar checker."

"Yeah, Felix, that and a lot more."

"Good to see my English degree will be put to use on the job right away."

"For sure," Chris says.

"That's really better," I answer, "than waiting for a spot to open up on Stars and Stripes." I laugh.

Chris smiles. "That could happen too."

That's pretty much how I got a free flight to I-rak, a visit extended to two years 'cos I thought if I ever got out of there alive, I'd be set up for life with all the bennies and VA medical for life.

Turned out to be a bit less than I’d hoped when I signed on the dotted line. But more of that later.

 




Chapter 5: Wheelchair Meeting

 

Right now, I'm on MLK, northbound, the stretch below Broadway where it's one-way, four lanes, buses and streetcars included. The Convention Center’s on the left.

Early morning, but after rush-hour traffic, it’s only a scattering of cars really. I'm stopped at Holladay and beside a white Mercedes, blacked-out windows; we're ready to launch. I can't see inside the Merc, but two-to-one, it's some spade dude. Always white car, tinted windows. Why? Uh, some sort of costumery there.

Anyway, a second MAX train slips by—for some reason, around here, they always come in pairs, westbound, eastbound. Then the Scion rolls forward, front tires toeing over the train tracks.

These blocks of MLK are pathetic. I'm always in the number two lane, know it like the palm of my hand, every pothole burned into memory. So I jump left or right, depending on where the pothole is, but always hyper-aware of who might be going by next to me.

Yes, I’m heading toward Broadway, dodging potholes the City will fix one of these years if the taxpayers pony up for another bond. ‘Til then my eyes are glued to spotting the asphalt divots. A pothole wrenching loose one of my CV joints, not something I can afford.

I look up—must be some better angel gets my eyes off the potholes—and there in broad daylight is my worst nightmare.

My eyes are unblinkingly wide open. My heart tom-tom-ing away; my neck muscles, my shoulder muscles, my arm muscles as tight as a trampoline.

A young guy, blonde hair, crazed look in his face, sits in a wheelchair and with both hands manically pushes himself downhill right at my cab.

I stop. I can't avoid the crash into my front bumper. Which he does.

Smack! I get out, see what I can make of this. He is not retarded or a drooling idiot. But I see in the wild energy of his eyes he is on some street drug. Does he even know he’s planted on my front bumper? He's not tracking me as I step out; see what we have in the way of damage to all concerned, personal and vehicular.

"We've got to take care of you," I say, thinking back to Army medics I once knew. His being in a wheelchair means he can't walk. What to do?

I want to ask him how he got his wheelchair out to the sidewalk, where he might’ve, might’ve rolled off. I'd really like to think it was an accident, but the way he was pushing his wheelchair, I can probably rule that out.

"Hey," I yell into his face, a confusion of spasmodic jaw movements, like he can't talk because his brain is offline. One of those heavy, energizing street drugs, like PCP, I bet, gets the user all wound up but without a steering wheel to go anywhere.

He utters, "Ahn, ahn," which I take as he knows I'm here.

Cars creep past, their thinking I've the situation in hand: a stopped taxi, emergency flashers going, and a guy in a wheelchair hugs my front bumper. The passersby are no more likely to get involved as willingly tie up another lane of traffic. I own this situation and step over to open the rear door.

Next, my passenger. I pull the guy out of the wheelchair, slipping my hands under his arms. One thing I got from Army days: I could go for miles with a fifty-pound load on my back. You get strong and don’t think twice about lifting someone up.

The guy, who I decide to call Dwayne—he has the wild look of someone with that name—offers no resistance. Evidently, he's used to folks helping him move in and out of his wheelchair.

I kinda walk him, drag him, over to the passenger door that's open, and basically push him inside, then try to arrange his legs and torso so he's sitting up. Don't bother with the seat belt. We're not going that far.

Once the door's closed, I go back to the wheelchair, push the release levers to collapse it, and then stow it in the trunk, and we're ready to leave.

"Next stop, Emanuel ER," I announce to this dude with his jumpy eyeballs and wayward lips opening and closing for voicing no more than, "Ahn, ahn."

I take a breath, restart the engine and slowly drive away up MLK past an ersatz string of storefronts before it becomes two-way.

I eye my passenger in the rear seat, his head lolling about as if he's used to having no idea where life will take him next. Odds are it can’t be another suicidal crash into my cab's bumper.

At Fremont, I hang a left at the green arrow and blocks zip by; another left, and we're at the entrance of the Emanuel Hospital ER, parked on the asphalt apron for temporary unloading only.

I get out and tell them inside, I'm bringing in a street person, probably on drugs, incoherent, who ran his wheelchair into my stopped taxicab. "He's got to be checked out," I say. "Possibly suicidal, I don't know."

"We'll stabilize him," the receiving attendant says. "You see any ID on him?"

"No," I answer.

"Okay, just give us a good number where we can reach you if we think of anything we might need from you, but we'll take it from here. See this all the time."

I'm done. I have to get back to making a living. So obligation discharged, I drive away.
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