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      This book is dedicated to my friend Gary Harmon, who lost his battle with prostate cancer this year.  Gary was the inspiration for the character of Uncle Wally.  Known as Uncle Gary by many,  he sported a hard, curmudgeon shell with a soft, gooey center. He was quick with a joke or comment, but even faster with a helping hand to any friend.  Gary was a great friend and a legend among a surprisingly wide group of hot rod builders in the Modesto area, who all miss him every day.   His antics will live on in my books with his family’s permission.
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      “If you’re not on your way to the airport, you’re a dead man,” Tommy scowled as he shot up from his chair, causing it to crash into the bookcase behind him. Tommy “Fingers” Sarducci was a short, balding man with an explosive temper. His nickname was earned from breaking the fingers of those who crossed him. After waiting six years, it was finally time for action.  He felt caged behind his desk.  He paced around his office barking into his cell phone.  “I don’t care where that bitch is. You get your ass there and drag her back here. Comprende?”

      “Yes, boss.  On my way.” Tony Soltari snapped his fingers and pointed at the door as he stood up. Frankie “The Pollack” Cappa, his driver, immediately pushed back from the bar and left to get the car. Even though Frankie was full-blooded Italian, he had married a Polish girl and was stuck with the moniker forever.  Tony quickly got off the phone, took one last bite of the sausage sandwich in front of him, and left the bar through the back entrance.  He opened the car’s door and leaned down to ask Frankie, “Is my go-bag still in the trunk?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.  Take me to the airport.”

      “Where you going this time?”

      “San Jose, California,” Tony grunted as he slid into the front passenger seat. “We finally got a lead on that rat bitch bookkeeper, Tina Harris.  Salvatore “Sal” Ferrara was visiting his nephew at the Santa Clara jail and swore he saw the bitch.  I’m going to check it out.”

      “Is she the one who got Tommy’s little brother sent up the river?  That car dealership case that was all over the news.”

      “Yeah. Harris went into witness protection.  We’ve been looking for her ever since.”

      “You gonna take care of her?”

      “No. Tommy said to find her and bring her ass back here.  He wants to take care of her personally.” Tony looked over at his driver, raised his eyebrows, and pursed his lips to emphasize how serious Tommy was.

      “Damn.  I wouldn’t want to be that broad.”

      Frankie took the airport exit and wound his way around to the United terminal.

      “Man, I hate flying nowadays,” Tony sighed as he exited the car.  Frankie handed him his bag from the trunk and Tony lumbered into the departure area.
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      Tony arrived at the San Jose Airport seven hours later, clothes wrinkled, sporting a headache, and starving. He wouldn’t give the airline food to his dog, and he couldn’t even get peanuts anymore.  Sal Ferrara met him at the security checkpoint and steered him toward the baggage claim.

      “Dis is all I got,” Tony said, holding up the duffel bag he was carrying. “Where’s your car?”

      Sal corrected his course, and they headed toward the parking garage.  “You hungry, Tony?  I’ll take you to Maggiano’s.  Some people like Il Fornaio better, but I think Maggiano’s feels more like family.”

      “Just get me some freaking food.  I could eat your shoes right now I’m so hungry. Then you can tell me what you know about this broad.”

      Once seated in the restaurant and Tony was on his second glass of chianti, he finally let out a satisfied sigh.   He had destroyed the antipasti plate and now dabbed some bread in oil and vinegar when he said, “So, have you located this woman, Harris?”

      “Not yet.  I saw her at the jail.  She was visiting some guy when I was there to see Manny, my sister’s boy.  He got busted for possession of stolen property, the dumbass.”

      Tony frowned his displeasure, “Geez, send this shit back.” He spit the bread into a napkin and tossed the remaining piece on the table.  “This bread is spoiled.”

      “What?” Sal picked up the bread, sniffed it.  “It’s sourdough. It’s fine.”

      “Whataya, kidding me?” Tony shoved the basket of bread away. “It tastes like shit.”

      “Sal, I don’t care why the kid’s in lockup.”  Temporarily distracted by the arrival of his linguine and clams, Tony looked across the table and rolled his fork in a rowing motion for Sal to continue.

      Sal ran his fingers through his hair,  “I got my nephew working on it.  He’s trying to find out who this mook was she was visiting.  I couldn’t see the guy from where I was, but Manny says he was some good-sized farmer-looking dude.”

      “Sheesh, does everybody in California say dude all the time?”

      “His words, not mine.” Sal waved his hand as if brushing it away.  “I figure since we don’t know what name she’s using we find him, then we find her.  But I gotta tell ya, I ain’t a hundred percent sure it’s her.  I mean, I only met the woman at the car dealership in passing.  She changed her hair color, and she was wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses.”

      “In the visiting room?”

      “Yeah, that’s what made me notice her. Well, that and she had a nice rack.  I thought maybe it was some celebrity or something.  I sat there for five minutes, thinking I knew her from somewhere, ya know.  It wasn’t until I left that it came to me who she was.”

      It had been a long day for Tony, and the wine and meal were hitting him hard, making him sleepy and impatient.  “How long you figure it’s gonna take your nephew?  Tommy wants it done.”

      “Not long. A day or two.  I’ll go back and see him again tomorrow.”

      Tony stopped eating long enough to emphasize each word with his fork. “If we don’t find her, I’m taking you back to Philly to explain to Tommy”.
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      Early the next day, Dan Williams was driving the fence line of a dry creek bordering Hawk’s Nest's property, the portion of the Rockin' A ranch where he lived.  Dan’s uncle Ed owned the ranch which consisted of several parcels adding up to almost ten thousand acres. Hawk’s Next was only one of them. Dan was driving his old Dodge 2500 four-wheel-drive pickup with his dog Syd riding shotgun, her head sticking out the side window.  Syd sniffed the plethora of smells filling the ranch's wilder portion located in the Diablo Range near San Jose.  Most people in Silicon Valley had no idea that spreads with cattle were so near their multi-million-dollar houses.  The ranch’s seclusion was protected by a narrow winding road winding up Mt. Hamilton and then north into the smaller valleys where they lived.  It took over an hour to traverse the peak full of hairpin turns and sharp drop-offs down the mountain to San Jose.

      Dan enjoyed the trip and his privacy it provided whenever he drove into San Jose while taking in the vistas.  Livermore was just as far to the north, and the only other road east dropped down into Patterson after an equal length drive.  Dan occupied a lot of his time lately checking fences.  Not that they had problems with stray cattle, but because it gave him time to be alone except for his constant companion, Syd, his mixed blood border collie and cattle dog.  Dan enjoyed working the ranch he called home.  After more than three years of grieving his deceased wife who died in an auto accident.  He recently discovered she’d been cheating on him.  Sure, she was drugged and raped the first time, then forced to continue afterward via blackmail.  It wasn’t even the cheating that ate at him. It was the need to lie to him and what it said about their relationship he had assumed was rock-solid.  How could it have happened, and how can a person ever really know another person if things like those could occur?  What did it say about him when his wife didn’t feel she could come to him with such problems no matter how devastating they were?

      Syd barked suddenly, snapping him out of his train of thought.  Her ears were bent forward, and her tail was up.  He could tell it was a cheerful bark of greeting. Dan followed her gaze to see what prompted it.

      “What’s up, girl?”  Though Syd was looking forward, Dan couldn’t see anything.  Then realized she was looking in the big mirror on the side of the truck.  As if on cue, she turned to look behind them.  Dan glanced out the back window and watched his Uncle Wally’s green Toyota Tacoma pickup approach.  Wally was the brother of Dan’s deceased father and like a second father to him. The rattle of Dan’s truck’s big diesel and loose tools jostling in the bed masked any noise the Toyota made. So much for any solitude.  Not that he minded his favorite uncle showing up, but Dan valued his time alone. He stopped his slow progress through the rocky creek bed and climbed out of his truck with Syd close behind.

      Dan was pleasantly surprised to see the passenger in his uncle’s truck.  He walked over to the two men as they stood in front of the Toyota.  “You really shouldn’t pick up hitchhikers here in the hills, Uncle,” Dan gestured toward the second man.  “Where’d you find this hippy?”

      “After I came all this way to see you.  All I get is insults?” The guy threw out his arms, palms up as if pleading. “Good to see you haven’t changed.”

      “Hey, Cuz,” Dan smiled as he embraced his cousin Dwayne.  “Good to see you too.”

      “He insisted on coming up to see you, no matter how much I tried to talk him out of it,” Wally added, bending down to say hello to Syd.  He turned to Syd, “But I think he really wanted to come and see you girl.  How’s my Syd?”  Syd danced in a circle as Wally patted her side.

      “Syd and I were checking fences. I’m surprised you could find us way out here,” Dan said.

      “Well, Dad here has a bit of Bluetick hound dog blood in him if the truth be told.” Dwayne jerked his head toward Wally.

      “If I do, you can bet I passed it on to you, smartass.”

      “Besides, you sent him a text message saying you would be checking the southern side of the property today,” Dwayne added.

      “I did? Guess I forgot.” Dan frowned as he tried to remember.

      “What the hell is wrong with you, boy?  You’ve been acting as goofy as a woodpecker in a petrified forest lately.  Moody too.  I don’t know how Syd puts up with you,” Wally chided him.  Syd barked at the mention of her name.  “See.  She agrees with me.”

      “The only thing wrong with me is hanging around grumpy old men so long I’m starting to act like them, I guess,” Dan fired back.  Then to Dwayne, “How long are you in town?”

      “I’ve got a week or so before I have to be back at work.  I thought I’d spend some of it with my favorite cousin.”

      “You care to ride the fences with Syd and me?”

      “Sure.”

      “Well, you boys go on ahead.  You can keep him as long as you like, Dan. He criticizes my shop, my driving, and my hot rod constantly.”  Wally winked at Dwayne.  “I’ll come get him in a few days, when you’re tired of him.  His mom probably still wants to see him.”  Wally turned to go back to his truck. “Tell ya what.  I’ll trade ya him for Syd, straight up,” he said over his shoulder.

      “No way, Syd stays with me.  We need somebody at least halfway intelligent leading this group,” Dan answered.  Syd ran over to say goodbye to Wally, then returned to Dan’s side.  Dan, Dwayne, and Syd stood and watched Wally pick his way back through the rocky creek bed.

      “Let’s go check some fences,” Dwayne said as they climbed back into the big Dodge.  Syd let out a small yip and jumped into the back seat to make room for their new passenger.

      Dan knew Wally set the whole thing up so Dwayne could keep an eye on him.  Usually, his aunt would skin Dwayne alive if he came to visit and then immediately disappeared for a few days.  Dan’s self-isolation had them all worried; but the way Dan saw it, he was just recalibrating after everything he learned recently.  His whole world had changed, and he needed time and space to adjust.  It was like losing his wife, Janet, all over again.  He would be fine, but his relationships with women might run into trust issues as a result.

      Dwayne was a few years younger than Dan and followed a different path through life; he’d spent his twenties trying to make it in the music industry.  One band had moderate success but didn’t make it into the stratosphere of every musician’s dream.  He took to the lifestyle enough that it caused him to spend a few months in jail on a minor drug charge and came out of the experience a changed man.  Instead of being bitter and cynical, he became more focused and determined to be a better person and father to his daughter.  The lifestyle had cost him his freedom, a marriage, and damaged the relationship with his parents somewhat.  They didn’t reject him, but he felt the weight of their disappointment.  Dwayne decided to put it all behind him and focused on the future.  He lives in Phoenix now with a woman who would not take any grief.  To his delight, his fifteen-year-old daughter soon chose to live with him instead of her mother.  Dwayne’s ties to his cousin Dan were always strong, with no judgment thrown his way and based on mutual respect.  So when Dwayne heard Dan might be struggling, he took a week of vacation to provide what support he could.

      “Look, Dwayne.  I know why you’re here, and I appreciate it, but I’m fine, really.”  Dan risked a glance over as he picked his way through the rocky creek bed. “I don’t need anyone to babysit me.”

      “How the hell could I babysit you?  You’re at least twenty years older than me, dude,” Dwayne maintained eye-contact with an intensity indicating he wasn’t about to be intimidated.

      “Try three years, smartass.”  Dan broke eye contact to look at the road.  “You shouldn’t be burning your vacation days on me.  I’m just saying.”

      “Screw you.  I’ll use my vacation anyway I want.  If I want to get away from it all and spend time with my moody little bitch of a cousin, it’s my prerogative.”

      Dan turned to see his cousin smiling.  A few seconds later, with his eyes on the tricky creek bed, Dan made a low noise that sounded somewhere between a laugh and a growl.  After a few more minutes, he mumbled, “moody little bitch,” then started laughing.  The message was received.  Dan relaxed, and they both chuckled at the delayed reaction.  They spent the rest of the day checking fence lines, talking about work, the ranch, and the projects both had going.
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      The old man sure looked dead.  Chase moved closer, and listened intently. The tattered patchwork quilt on the bony old chest did not appear to move at all, but the bed lay in shadows in the corner of the room, so it was difficult to tell.  Very little light reached far enough back into the cabin/cave they occupied.  The ten-year-old boy stepped closer, listening for the raspy wheeze usually accompanying his grandfather’s sleep.  There was none.

      “Vernon?” the boy called softly. “You awake?”

      No response.

      Chase reached a dangerous phase in his task now.  He was just at the arc of any damaging blows likely to come if he startled the old man from his slumber.  Further away, Chase would be out of reach. If he were two steps closer, he would be close enough to block any attempts to strike out.  Vernon always came up swinging because he suffered from something called PTSD.  Chase didn’t know what that was, but he knew it wasn’t good. Having been on the receiving end of a few defensive blows, Chase chose to step closer to initiate the next step.

      He watched closely. There was none of the jerking and twitching that frequently warned of a bad episode.  The old man just lay there, still as a stone, making the boy wonder if he should perform what his gramps called the final step of the protocol.  Chase had been so scared of the sound of the word protocol when his grandfather first used it because he didn’t think he’d be smart enough to do something as official as it sounded.  Hell, he’d only gone to the second grade back in Minnesota.

      “You know what a list is, boy?” Vernon had asked him.

      “Sure.  A list is a —, well, a list of things.”

      “You smart enough to keep more than one thing in your head at a time, then?”

      “Mama used to write them lists down, like groceries she wanted to get, or things we needed to do in town.”

      “Aaahh, hell, boy.  You ain’t got to write it down.  Just keep it in your head,” his gramps had tapped the boy’s forehead with his stubby old finger.  He’d taken the end of his finger off while shooting at what he thought was a cottonmouth. Unfortunately, he was in an unstable rowboat in the river at the time.  In all likelihood being out here in California it was a western rattler or a turtle. Still, you couldn’t tell that to Vernon.  Anyway, when he missed the snake but got his finger. The cottonmouth dove underwater and took Vernon’s fingertip with it; neither of them ever to be seen again.

      “How will I remember such a list?” Chase asked, afraid to even use the fancier word for fear of it pushing the rest out of his head.

      “I’ll quiz ya.”  And he had every Friday for a month until the boy could recite it by heart.  Though, to be honest, it still made him a might nervous when the old man demanded Chase recite the protocol.  Why use a fancy word when the meaning is something simple?  It seemed a bit over-complicated to him.

      Chase stepped to the edge of Vernon’s mattress and leaned down close to listen.  There was no mirror handy for him to stick under the old man’s nose for the next part of the protocol, so he used the back of his hand and placed it beneath the vulture-like beak that seemed to grow larger each year.  He couldn’t feel breathing but did feel the bristle of Vernon’s unkempt nose hairs on the sensitive skin of his backhand. Breaking protocol Chase quickly flipped his hand over, grabbed the offending strands with his fingertips, and pulled.

      Vernon’s eyes popped open as both hands flew up to his face, and he raised up on the bed and batted the boy’s hands away. “Damn it to hell, boy!  What’s the big idea? That ain’t no way to greet a man in the morning.  If I was a might sprier, I’d be up outta here and have you by the ear right now fer Pete’s sake.”

      That was strong language for his grandfather, and the boy stuttered, “I was on Step Four of the protocol.  It didn’t look like you was breathing,” Chase backed away from the flailing figure. He noticed his grandfather’s eyes were watering.

      “Protocol don’t say nothin’ about yanking a man’s brains out by the root hairs.”

      Recovering a little, the boy smiled slightly and added, “Worked though didn’t it?  And if that’s where you’re brains live, I’d be more careful to check your handkerchief next time you’re honking like a goose in flight.”

      “Ain’t no way to wake up a man of my age, you could give me a heart attack from such a start.” He continued to rub his snout and eye the boy warily. “You worry too much, kid.  That’s the third time this month you started using the list.”

      Chase’s face dropped at Vernon’s scolding.  He knew he was giving in to his fear of being abandoned. It had haunted him since his mother died last year, but to have his grandfather acknowledge it made him feel weak and ashamed.

      The mean old bastard must have recognized it because his voice softened, “Aw, hell. Ain’t no big deal.  That’s why we made up the protocol was to use it.  I can tell ya it’s a helluva way to be woke up, though.”   He gave the boy a sheepish grin and rubbed his nose again.  He reached over and caught the boy’s nose between his first two fingers.  “If you’s old enough to have any hair there, I’d repay the favor for ya, young fella.”  Chase laughed at Vernon’s antics but was relieved at seeing the old man up and animated. Still, he couldn’t shake the near panic that swept over him each time he had to invoke the protocol.

      His grandfather created it shortly after Chase’s mother passed because the boy experienced nightmares for a month or more afterward.  Vernon woke Chase several times to calm him down. More often, the boy would startle his grandfather awake by trying to crawl into bed with him.  Vernon was of a generation that believed coddling children made them weak. Still, he was sensitive enough to know he needed to teach the boy how to deal with his anxieties.  So he invented the protocol to allow the boy to conquer his fear of the old man dying by performing a learned routine to check for himself before sinking into a panic.  The first few times, the boy launched himself on the sleeping elder triggering his PTSD.  It was the only thing the Marines left him with after being a corpsman in Viet Nam. That and a campaign ribbon.  When the boy put his hands on his sleeping grandfather, the veteran came up fighting for survival and terrified the poor lad even more.  The protocol consisted of the five following steps:

      
        	Step One: From a safe distance, call his name.

        	Step Two: Listen for breathing or movement.

        	Step Three: Look for breathing or movement.

        	Step Four: Use a mirror to check for breath.

        	Step Five: Only when others have failed, touch or shake him while calling his name.

      

      In the beginning Chase was unsure but had grown more confident and able to control his fear once he used the protocol a time or two.  Most times, just calling out Vernon’s name was enough to get a response, and the boy didn’t need to leave his bed.  The old man tried to be patient with him when he first tested the procedure.  His patience paid dividends as the boy soon started to sleep through the night; at least until lately.

      “Why have you been more worried lately?” Vernon asked.  “Did something happen?”

      “Nope.  I’ve been dreaming a lot more lately.  Nightmares mostly, I guess.  Sorry I keep waking you.”

      “I’d rather you wake me than lay there fretting, boy.”  That wasn’t entirely true since he always had trouble going back to sleep afterward.

      Vernon wished he could go to someone for assistance with the boy, but that dye was cast long ago.  Chase was born into an unhappy marriage. He was supposed to be one of those babies intended to make things better; but instead of strengthening their bond, he acted as a binding agent hardening their anger and resentment into concrete.  Then he was used as a pawn to inflict pain on the warring parties.  When the dust settled, the father ended up with full custody because he was an attorney and had goaded his mother into torching his new Mercedes.  With the arson conviction, the judge denied any claim she had even though the father worked seventy hours a week and left Chase to be raised by a nanny.

      When Chase was in second grade, his mother managed to pick him up from school when he had a substitute teacher.  They left Minnesota that afternoon and were on the run for several years until she died.  Two years ago, she was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor and had turned up at her father’s place.  Vern lived in a small town in the Central Valley of California and barely made ends meet due to advanced arthritis in his hands.  He was happy to take them in though he was now an accessory to kidnapping.  Kathy had been his only daughter, and Chase was his only grandchild.

      It seemed a lifetime ago.  The authorities tracked Kathy and Chase down when she inquired about registering him for school.  They matched a child Chase’s age and Vernon’s address, even though they used a false name, because they knew he was related to a missing child.  The three of them started moving from place to place.  When they ran out of cash, they emptied his bank account and went off the grid.

      Vernon hunted with a friend who belonged to a hunting club up in the hills east of San Jose.  The club owned a cabin they used surrounded by spaces for truck campers when hunters spent the night, so they could have an early start needed for wild boar hunts.  The little family spent the last two summers at the cabin, but they had to relocate when hunting season began.  The first year on the run, they found an abandoned house on the edge of Patterson.  The second winter, they found a couple who asked them to house-sit while they wintered in Mexico.  That was the year Chase’s mother got sick. They sold the grandfather’s truck to pay for the medications she needed. She passed in the spring, and the couple returned, asking questions about what was best for the boy.   They called the sheriff to help the boy and his grandfather find available services.  Spooked by the law, the old man took the boy and started cross country.

      While trying to avoid the road, they stumbled across a cave where they spent the night.  It was more of a hollowed-out overhanging rock than a cave, but it provided partial shelter.  They closed off the front of it with bushes, then eventually used small trees tied together in a lean-to fashion for a front wall. The opening faced south and was protected from the ridge's prevailing winds but allowed the sun to warm it quickly in the mornings. Over the past year, they had made a crude but functional dwelling.  They had scouted and scavenged a wide area for materials to make what they needed.  On the other side of the ridge, one of the ranches had their primary water well that used gravity to feed the ranch-house a few hundred yards below.  Several discarded hoses were repaired and utilized to divert water from a spigot to a location where Vern and Chase could fill buckets for their needs without being seen, when they needed more than one. Otherwise, the hoses were hidden nearby.

      “Why don’t you go on and get some water, ‘stead of standin’ around watching an old man rub his nose,” Vern mockingly scolded the boy.

      “Okay.” Chase smiled, knowing the storm had passed.

      “And be careful.  The angle of the sun this time of year lights up the top of the ridge, so’s it’s easy to be spotted.”

      “I’ll be careful.” The boy grabbed the empty milk jugs by the door and started up the hill.

      “And remember to change your route each time!” his grandfather yelled after him.  He regularly had to remind the boy not to create any noticeable paths someone could follow back to the cabin.  When he discovered anything that looked like a game trail, he would instruct the boy to use a branch to sweep and cover it.

      “I know. I know.”
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      A persistent ringing woke Tony.  His meaty palm slapped the nightstand on the right-hand side of the bed.  The ringing continued.

      “Oh, fer Christ…” Tony opened his eyes to unfamiliar surroundings.  Where the hell am I?  Oh, right.  California.  He looked around and located the offending phone on the other unused pillow. The digital face of the cheap alarm clock announced four-thirty in the morning.  “Jesus, I’m comin’.”  Tony half rolled, grabbed the cell phone, and tried to find which button to hit.  Finally, he managed to connect to a screaming voice on the other end.

      “Answer the frigging phone, you piece of shit!” That’s typical Sarducci.

      “Hello.  I’m here. I’m here.”

      “What took you so long?” The call was not off to a good start.

      “Yeah, boss.  It’s four-thirty in the freaking morning. I was asleep.” Tony knew it was a mistake as soon as he said it.

      “You know I start at seven, every day. I waited a whole half hour.  What?  Do you think you’re on vacation?  Am I bothering ya?”

      “Sorry, boss. I’m still shaking out the cobwebs.  No bother.  No bother at all.”

      “Did you find the bitch?”

      Tony sat on the edge of the bed, trying to figure out how to answer.  “Not yet.  I talked to Sal. He saw her when he was visited his nephew at the jail.  Said he couldn’t see the guy she was visiting.  It didn’t even hit him it was her until afterward ‘cause she looked different. Otherwise, he would have followed her.  He thought she looked familiar but didn’t put it together until later.”

      “You get the name she’s using now? Or his name?”

      “Not yet. Sal has Manny working on it.” Tony moved the phone away from his ear, expecting a tirade.

      “Well, I’ve waited this long.  I can wait a couple more days. Don’t come back until you have her.”

      “You want me to bring her back there, or are you coming here?” Tony was not clear on this point.

      “Drag her ass back here.  I wanna take my time.” The last sentence dripped with so much anticipation and venom it came out as a growl.

      “That will take even longer.  There’s no way I could take her through security at an airport without her screaming for help.” Tony wondered about the logistics. He figured he shouldn’t have bought a round trip ticket.

      “Tie her ass up and throw her in the trunk of a rental car. I don’t care what you do.  Just make sure she’s alive when she gets here.”

      “Got it, boss. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.” Tony was hoping he could rent a commercial van without windows in the back, which would give him more options.  Three or four days of traveling with some crazed, frantic broad would be no picnic. He could sleep in a van instead of risking moving her in and out of a motel.  His boss never bothered with the details; those were for him to work out.

      “So, how’s your California vacation going?”

      “You can have this place.  If one more person calls me dude, I’m gonna rip out their tongue and shove it up their ass.”  Tony heard Sarducci laugh.

      “I’d pay to see that.”

      “And last night, I go to an Italian restaurant.  I take a bite of bread, ‘cause I’m starving from the long flight. Don’t get me started on the airlines.  Anyway, the bread tastes like shit, like it’s gone bad.  So, I spit it out. I call the waiter over, and he says it’s sourdough.

      “I told him, that’s what I’m telling yous. It’s bad.  So, he says it’s supposed to taste like that.  They make it from a special, sour starter dough. Can you believe that shit?  Freakin’ California.  I can’t wait to get back to Philly.”

      “The sooner you find that broad, the sooner you can get back home.  You tell those mooks if they lose her again, it’s their ass.” Sarducci was tired of excuses.

      “I will, boss. I’ll tell ‘em.”

      “Oh, and Tony.  The same promise goes for you.”  Sarducci disconnected.

      Tony laid awake the rest of the night with those last words echoing in his head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan and Dwayne were working in Dan’s small shop at Hawk’s Nest.  Since it was not the main section of the sprawling ranch, they never built a maintenance shop.  It consisted of a small house, a barn, and another outbuilding Dan had converted into a workshop where he could get simple maintenance done.  They took major projects to the Rockin’ A.  Hawk’s Nest was just used for quick repairs around the place or small projects.  Dan recently used a brush hog with the tractor on a few acres beside the house. He and Dwayne were doing routine maintenance greasing fittings, checking the gearbox's fluid levels, and making sure the blades were sharp.

      Most men find it easier to talk when they are holding a wrench and solving a problem.  Dwayne had learned that when working with his father, Dan’s Uncle Wally, in his teenage years.  As they worked, the grumpy everything-is-fine old man could slip easily between talking about what they needed to do, and what was bothering him.

      “Hand me that flat bladed screwdriver over there, would ya,” his dad would say.  As Dwayne turned to get the tool, Wally might add, “They’re laying off at work again, so we need this damned washer to last as long as it can.”

      Knowing his cousin Dan was cut from the same cloth, Dwayne figured working on something together was his best chance of getting anything out of the big lug.  A direct attack of asking what’s bothering them tended to result in hurt feelings of your own with the Williams men. So just coming up to hang with his favorite cousin was about as straight forward as he could be, given the circumstances.

      “Can you help me lift this pig so I can clean under the deck and check the blades, Dwayne?”  Dan asked.

      Dwayne squatted down to get a two-handed grip on the mower and gave it a tug to test its weight. “Damn, cuz. How do you usually lift this?  It’s heavy.”

      “Chain hoist, but it’s faster to lift it with two people.”  They lifted together, and Dan wedged a four-by-four board under it as a brace.  “Deck’s pretty clean underneath. The grass was mostly dry last time I mowed.  Blades look sharp too.  Let’s set ‘er down.”

      “You been spending more time up on the ranch, I heard.  Did the machine shop business slow down on you?”  Dwayne said, broaching the subject.

      “Not really.  I just decided to focus here for a while.  Partly it’s the time of year.  We need to get things done before the weather gets hot.  It’s also an adjustment to priorities and realizing I don’t want the business to become too much of a burden.  I want to keep it at a level where I enjoy doing it and not get to where I feel like I’m on a treadmill.” Dan looked up at him from the deck to make sure he understood the last point.

      “Couldn’t you just hire some help?”

      “I could, but then you end up managing another person.  I like doing the work.”  Dan said as he wiped some excess grease off the mower then put the grease gun away.  “I might do it down the road.  If I could find the right person I wouldn’t have to babysit all the time.”

      “You mean like you need to watch my Dad?” Dwayne smiled, obviously kidding.

      Dan laughed.  “Let’s save that one for when he’s around, okay?”

      “Dad acted a little worried about you after the thing with the Congressman.  I told him he’s probably reading too much into it.”  Dwayne had turned his back to Dan in an attempt to be casual about the question as he put away tools and the length of four-by-four.

      “Did he say something to you?  I swear as he gets older all he wants to do is discuss feelings and watch Oprah.  I think he’s getting soft on us.” Dan watched as Dwayne stiffened and turned to look at him.

      “You’re screwing with me, right?”

      “Of course, I’m screwing with you. That old goat wouldn’t know a feeling if it jumped up and punched him in the nose.” Dan was the first to break eye contact.  “I’ll admit some of the stuff that came out about Janet shook me up for a bit.  But I’m fine.  Just adjusting to a new reality.”  A familiar twinkle came into Dan’s eye. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t screw with your dad.”
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      When Wally arrived a few hours later to pick Dwayne up, the pair was in the house, and Dan was busily working on the computer.  Syd greeted Wally at the door and trotted by his side as he walked into the living room.  “I thought you two would be getting some work done.  Did you have a lover’s spat or something?”

      Dwayne, was watching a machinist video on a tablet computer laughed and said, “Hi Papi.”

      “Hey,” Dan greeted his uncle. “I was just finishing something I wanted you to see.  I’ll be through in a minute.” He turned back to the computer.

      Wally plopped in a recliner setting opposite the couch where Dwayne was perched.  When his son looked up, Wally cocked his head toward Dan and mouthed, is he okay?  Dwayne dropped the corners of his mouth, rolled his eyes, and shook his head twice before returning his attention to the screen.  Wally stretched his leg out and kicked Dwayne’s foot to get his attention.  Syd walked over to see what was going on and sat between them to stop any escalation.

      Dwayne looked up to see his father glaring at him and lifted both hands and palms up in a pleading motion. Dwayne shrugged his shoulders and went back to his video.  Dan, who could see behind him in the reflection of a framed vintage poster of Roland Rollie on the salt flats, stifled a snicker.

      The printer came to life, and Dan whipped the paper from it and spun in his seat to face his uncle.  “Here.  Read this over and see if I forgot anything.”

      Wally reluctantly reached for the paper, glancing back at his son.  “What is it?”

      “It’s an ad I’m planning on running on Craig’s list.  I need someone to proofread it for me,” Dan said.  “I’d ask Dwayne, but you’re more familiar with the shop.” He turned back to the screen.

      Wally looked at the printout.  It was a listing for most of the machine equipment Dan had in his shop down in Patterson.  It listed a lathe, Dan’s prized milling machine, a bandsaw, and drill press along with other bits and miscellaneous parts.  Wally looked up at Dan, confused.

      “Why are you selling your machining tools?  Are you closing the shop?”

      “No.  Heck no.  Well, I’m keeping the building, but I’ve been thinking about opening a dance studio,” Dan said without turning around to face him.

      “A what?”

      “A dance studio.”

      “What the hell would you do with a dance studio?”

      “You know, I like metalwork and machining, but I just don’t feel like I can express myself the way I could with dance.”

      “Naw. But your equip—“ Wally looked at Dwayne as he busted out laughing. “Alright, I call bullshit.”  He balled up the paper and threw it at the back of Dan’s head.  Dan laughed so hard by then, he had to lay his head down on his arm.

      “I was holding it together until you added the last little flourish about expressing yourself,” Dwayne said, and laughed as tears streaked down his face.  “That was solid gold there, cuz.” Syd stood and came over to check on both of them to ensure they were okay.  She stood looking back and forth trying to figure out what was so funny.

      Uncle Wally stood up. “Screw the both of you, playing tricks on an old man,” he scolded.  “Here I come to visit, concerned about a close relative, and what do you two do?  You spend days coming up with some elaborate story trying to scare me to death.”  He stomped out the front door and down the steps.

      Syd followed him to the front door, hesitated, and pushed through to go with him showing concern.

      After a few minutes, the boys managed to gain control.  “I guess we’d better go check on the old fella,” Dan suggested.

      “I don’t know.  He might be out there expressing himself with a two-by-four on your truck’s windshield,” Dwayne said, sending them back into fits of laughter.  When they settled down again, they walked out to find Wally milling around in the small shop.

      “You finished sulking yet, uncle?  Do you need a hug?” Dan asked as they entered the building.

      Wally ignored the questions and nodded at the mower. “What happened to this?”

      “Nothing, just greasing it and getting it ready for the next time,” Dan answered. “I had to take advantage of having Dwayne’s muscle here.”  He motioned for his cousin to grab the other side of the equipment. “Grab that, and let’s roll this out of the way so I can work in here.”  Both Dwayne and Wally helped him roll the cumbersome mower out to where he stored it.

      As they walked back to the shop, Wally casually added, “Guess I don’t have to worry about your mental state anymore, you sick bastard.”  They all smiled, and Wally elbowed Dan making him stumble into Dwayne.

      “We should get going, Dwayne.  Your mean old mother said not to be late for supper.”  They walked toward Wally’s truck.  “She said to bring you too if you’re interested,” he said to Dan.

      “I think I’ll stay here and get some things done. Tell Aunt Bobbie thanks, though.” Then remembering something, he added, “Did you pick up my UPS package from Sam’s Place?” Sam’s Place was a bar and grill that served as a meeting place for the community in the hills, including a centralized delivery for packages.  The bar would call and leave a message to tell the resident they had something to be picked up.  Sam, actually Samantha, always seemed to pay extra attention to Dan when they went into the place to eat, but Dan had never returned the interest. At first it was because he was grieving for his wife, Janet, who had been killed in a car wreck. Lately, Wally wasn’t sure what the foot-dragging was about.  Wally had purposely failed to pickup the package to provide his nephew with a little encouragement in the romance department.

      “Sorry, I forgot all about it,” Wally said.

      “Dang it.  Guess I’ll have to go down there now.”

      “I would think you’d want to go there all the time to flirt with Sam,” Dwayne said.

      “Nah, that’s over and done.” Dan shook his head.

      “What’d ya mean over and done?  If I had a woman who looked like that, owned a bar, and was interested in me you couldn’t chase me away from there,” Wally insisted.  “What the hell is wrong with you, son?”

      “Nothin’, damn it.  Leave it alone,” Dan snapped before he could stop himself.

      “Just sayin’ what I would do.” Wally stood his ground, but you could tell Dan’s outburst shook him.

      “I’m sorry.” Dan started to explain then realized he’d just get in deeper.  “It’s just after two days with Dwayne, my nerves are shot.” Dan smiled, recovering.

      Glad for the break in the tension, Wally decided to pile on too. “I know what you mean.  That boy’s got a lot of his mama in him. Neither one of them can sit still for five minutes.  With the two of them in the house, I may need to start drinking again.”

      “Yeah, and you’re such a picnic to live with,” Dwayne shot back at his father.

      “Well, I guess that’s what I get for asking a senile old codger to pick up a package for me.  It’s my own fault.”

      “Senile? Maybe I did remember, but I decided you should get it yourself.  You know, I’m not always going to be here to fight your battles for you.”

      “Get in your truck, you old coot, before my foot has a battle with your ass.”  Wally and Dwayne climbed in the Toyota, and Dan opened the door of the Dodge.

      “Mount up, Syd,” Dan yelled, looking around for her. He jumped back when he noticed her standing in front of him on the driver’s seat, inches away. “That’s why we call you the wonder dog.  Good girl.” She backed up as he climbed in the cab. Dan followed his uncle to where they turned off for Patterson.

      He was relieved to see only a few cars in Sam’s parking lot. Inside, the place was quiet and only two couples sat at a table at one end of the room.  Sam emerged from the kitchen when she heard the door.

      “Hey, handsome. What can I get you?” Sam smiled.

      “Got a message there was a package for me.”

      “Hmm, what kind of package you interested in, cowboy.”

      “Can I just have my package, Sam?” Dan’s voice was as flat as the bar’s surface, and the usual smile was absent.

      Sam’s face dropped. “Uh, okay.  It’s right here,” she said, bending down to pick it up.  “Did I do something to make you mad, Dan?”

      “It’s fine, Sam. I just have things to do. Okay?” He turned to walk away, but she grabbed his wrist and held on.

      “Talk to me, Dan.”

      Dan looked around impatiently, ensuring the couples were not watching them.  “Look Sam, I really appreciate you coming to the Santa Clara jail a few weeks ago to warn me about that low-level drug pusher, Spyder, making violent threats against me. But I was safe in that cell until the dumbassed cops finally released me after accepting I didn’t kill that US Congressman who was involved with my wife.  I really think you’re a nice person—but . . . it’s just there were so many people around here who knew more about what my wife was doing before she died than I did.”

      “So? I didn’t know for sure. I just suspected.  I couldn’t tell you because I knew it would hurt you.”

      “You don’t think it hurts that people watched me running around like a dope, grieving for the last three years for someone who betrayed me?  I feel like a fool.”

      “I… I just couldn’t say anything and break your heart.”

      “A good friend, someone who really cared for me would have,” he said it so sharply she released his wrist and stood dumbfounded.  He turned and walked out of the bar.
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