CHAPTER THREE

HE-E-E-RE COMES SPEEDY

I felt myself blushing.


I reached into my shirt pocket and took out the sketch Paco had sent me.  Glancing at the map as I drove the last twenty miles into Phoenix, I noted the street name onto which I would make a right turn off US Highway 89.  Then, I placed the map on the seat beside me for ready reference.  I fervently hoped I wouldn’t have any trouble finding the address because I was anxious to see Paco.  Now that I had burned my bridges behind me, as it were, I was looking forward to this new adventure and hoped the opportunities in Florida were as advertised.  

As I entered the city limits, I noted a sign on my left that read “Greyhound Park.”  That had been a landmark on the map but I had not realized that is where the dog racing took place.  I drove past Greyhound Park another half mile where I saw the street sign I had been looking for.


Per Paco’s instructions, I turned right and drove two stoplights.  Then, turning left, I drove a half block and noted the street sign to my right—Evening Star Lane.  Now all I would have to do is find the correct house number—6704.  


I noted the houses here were already quite old.  The mature landscaping consisted of grown trees and bushes.  What struck me the most were the palm trees since I had never seen palm trees before.  

The homes were similar in style.  They were all three-story, stately structures with white columns, dormers and screened-in porches.  As I came upon number 6704, I noted it was on a well-kept corner lot.  I stopped in front and switched off the engine.   

Not unlike my parents’ place.  A lot larger and older, but the landscaping is nice.  Somebody does a lot of work here.

Climbing out of the VW, I took a deep breath and hoped I would not appear to be too nervous to whomever answered the door.  I walked up the walkway leading from the street to the three steps below the screened-in porch.  A screen door at the top of the stairs opened inward and I gently pushed it open.  

I found myself standing on the porch itself.  To my right was one of those glide-swings positioned perpendicular to the length of the porch.  To my left was a screened-in room.  The room was dark inside and I couldn’t see through the screen mesh.  The front entrance to the house lay directly ahead of me.  There was a doorbell button next to the doorjamb and I pushed it.


Chimes sounded.  I waited a moment; then a pretty young woman opened the door.  “Yes?”

“Good evening, ma’am.  My name is Fred.  I’m here to see Thomas J. Kelley.”  I cringed the moment I said Paco’s assumed name, and felt myself blushing.  

That was really stupid.  Who in his right mind would ask for somebody by his full name, including his middle initial!  This woman is gonna see right through that.  What a stupid thing to do!  Maybe she won’t notice.

“That’s Tom Kelley, ma’am.  I’m his friend.”  I tried my best to recover.


“Oh yes,” said the pretty lady, “Tom said you’d be comin’ by.  Bring your things in, if you want.  I’ll show you to your room.”


I was getting my first taste of “Southernese.”  Although this was Arizona, certainly not considered as the “Deep South,” the woman spoke with a drawl that I’d heard only in the movies. “Are you Mrs. Anderson?”  I certainly hoped so.


“No, I’m her daughter.  I’m Veronica.  Come on in.”


Mrs. Anderson has a daughter.  Even better!

I followed Veronica into a parlor and then through a hallway.  There was a kitchen off the hallway where a middle-aged woman was supervising the activities of two colored girls doing their chores.  I found that interesting, not because I had never come in contact with the practice of household help—my own mother had done that for years—but precisely because the “help” was colored.  I had seen that in movies too and I had a general knowledge of the history of slavery in the United States.  This was the first time I had actually seen colored domestic help employed by a white householder.

“Mother, this is Tom’s friend,” said Veronica, and then to me, “What’s your name again?”


Nice looking girl, but a little dense.  Forgot my name already.

“Fred.  How do you do, ma’am.”


“Oh, hello,” said Mrs. Anderson.  “We’ve been expecting you.  Are you hungry or tired.”  Mrs. Anderson was full-figured.  She had the look of a high society woman whose perfectly coifed hair and immaculate dress set her apart from the other ninety-seven percent.  She was not unlike a lady for whom my mother had worked as a housekeeper for a few years in Salt Lake City.  She was nice, though, and her questions, showing some concern, put me at ease.  


“A little, ma’am, but I’ll be OK.  Is Tom here?”


“No.  He’s gone down to the races.  He said if you got here at a reasonable time, you should meet him there.  Here let me fix you a sandwich, at least”


“Oh, I see,” I said, “and, yes, a sandwich would be great if it’s no trouble.”  The two colored girls busied themselves doing dishes, carefully avoiding eye contact with me.


“Oh, pshaw
.  That’s no trouble a-tall.  Bessie, set a place for Fred.”


Bessie, one of the colored girls, wiped her hands on her apron.  “Yes’m.”  It was all she said and dutifully reached in a cupboard to retrieve a drinking glass and a plate made of every-day china.  She put the items on the kitchen table along with a knife and fork.  Paper napkins, held upright by two spring-loaded clothespin-like fasteners, stood in a small, wooden rack.    

   
Mrs. Anderson constructed my sandwich with the pride and skill of a stone mason.  I noticed a thick slice of ham being laid between two slices of bread on which she had spread some mayonnaise and mustard.  She put the sandwich on the plate, reached into the refrigerator for the milk bottle, and poured a glass of milk for me.  “Here, Fred.  Sit right here.  Make yourself to home.”


“Thank you, ma’am,” I said.  I sat down, picked up the sandwich and bit into it.  I hadn’t realized how hungry I was and this sandwich was delicious.  I drank the milk and thanked Mrs. Anderson again.  The two colored girls had left the kitchen.       

When I had finished the sandwich, Veronica led me up a flight of stairs.  “Here’s your room, Fred.  Bring whatever you need up.  The bathroom is just down the hall here.”  She pointed down the hallway and to the left.  


I thanked Veronica as she turned to go back down the stairs.  I took a look at my room.  A single bed and bureau dresser stood against three walls.  There was a chair in the corner and a mirror hung on the fourth wall.  It was nice and I was delighted.  

Then I retraced my steps to the VW where I found the bag containing my toiletries.  It was probably the only thing I needed between now and the next morning.  I suddenly felt tired as hell but Paco was waiting for me at the racetrack and I needed to get there in a hurry.  I was anxious to see him.  Paco and I would talk tonight and we would decide on our future plans.  

Having brought my things to my room, I inquired of Veronica, “Where are the greyhound races?”

“You probably passed the place on your way into town,” Veronica told me.  “It’s called Greyhound Park.”


“Oh, that makes sense,” I allowed apologetically.  “I didn’t realize that was the race track.  I remember going by it.”


“Well, that’s where Tom is.” Veronica smiled knowingly.


I thanked her again and walked back to the car.  The Andersons were nice people, I thought, but wondered why they thought it necessary to take in a boarder since that is exactly what Paco was.  I also wondered if Paco had made a play for Veronica yet.  She appeared to be about his age, maybe even a year or two younger.  She was a looker, too, with that black hair and eyes to go with it.  Today she wore a slim, calf-length, flowered dress that accentuated her dark hair.  The girl probably didn’t weigh more than a hundred and ten pounds.  Very attractive.  “Probably not,” I said out loud.

Then again, maybe he has.  It certainly didn’t take him long to have a whole string of girls in Salt Lake.

 I turned the car around and backtracked.  Greyhound Park would now be to my right.  It took just a few minutes before I saw the large sign again and I drove into the parking lot filled with cars.  I found an empty slot and pulled the VW into it.  The entrance was just a short distance away.  I climbed out, locked the doors, and started the short walk to the entrance.

C’mon, I got a surprise for you.


At the turnstile I paid two dollars.  Somebody stamped my hand with an ultraviolet light-sensitive mark, and I was inside.  People were milling all over the place.  I had never been to a racetrack, much less a dog racetrack.  This was an entirely new experience for me.  I found my way to the top of a flight of stairs and could then look below at the oval track.  At that moment a baritone voice on the loudspeaker said, “He-e-e-re comes Speedy.”


Everyone seemed to be looking to the left and I did the same.  A mechanical rabbit connected to a metal bar came into view around the last turn before the finish line.  I looked in that direction and noted the starting gate in roughly the same position.  As the rabbit passed the starting gate, the doors opened and eight greyhounds sprang loose.  They chased the rabbit around the track at a speed I did not think possible for a dog.  People jumped up and down, yelled, screamed, called names of dogs, encouraging them to go even faster.  


Once the dogs had passed the first turn, eight uniformed men ventured out on the track and stretched a canvas barrier across it.  The reason soon became apparent.  As the dogs finished the race and the mechanical rabbit had outrun them, the dogs had to be caught.  It was the job of the stewards, as they were called, to do that.  Each, apparently, was in charge of a specific dog and as they came across the finish line, the canvas barrier kept them from going further.  The stewards would then catch their dog and snap a leash on to them.  I had seen my first greyhound race.


  Now the task at hand was to find Paco.  I didn’t have far to go or long to wait.  I had descended the flight of stairs and turned to my left. People stood in long lines before a series of teller windows like one would find at a post office or a bank.  The windows had signs over them indicating their function—Win, Place, Show; Quiniela; Daily Double; Exacta; Cashier.  Here is where people placed their bets and where the winners collected their money.  I caught sight of Paco standing in the line marked “Cashier.”


I walked up behind Paco and put my left hand on Paco’s right shoulder.  Paco looked around with a start and immediately broke into a grin.  “God, am I glad to see you,” he said.


I was relieved, too.  I hadn’t cherished the thought of driving all the way from Salt Lake City only to miss Paco.  That would have presented an entirely different set of problems.  It was academic now, however.  I was in Phoenix, Paco was in Phoenix, and we had connected.


As we stood in the queue, steadily progressing toward the window,  Paco wanted to know what had happened over the course of the previous two weeks and I had explained my meeting Kim’s mother and Kim herself, as well as the Firestone store manager.  He had shown some interest in that but then shrugged it off.  I told him about spending the last evening with Leanne and Paco’s remark to me was:  “Forget her, Fred.  Jesus Christ, you’re gonna have more ass in Florida than you will ever know what to do with.”

I knew how Leanne felt about Paco and the feeling was obviously mutual.  My feelings were different but I dropped the subject.

At the cashier’s window, the clerk took the winning ticket that Paco presented to him and paid $26.40.  “Not bad for a 2 dollar bet.  I’ve been doing it all week,” Paco laughed as he tucked the money into his wallet.  “C’mon, I’ve got a surprise for you.”


We walked together back to the stands where the people were now more or less relaxing—presumably between races.  “Up here,” said Paco, as he turned to go up another flight of stairs that provided for access to the seats.  Six or seven steps up this flight of stairs, Paco turned to his left.  There sat a group of people that we both knew.  The fat one was Jamie.


Jamie was the refreshment concessionaire at Derks Field, a triple A baseball park, in Salt Lake City.  Whenever the Salt Lake City Bees of the Pacific Coast League played there, Jamie and his entourage of teenagers sold all manner of refreshments ranging from soft drinks to candy, to ice cream, to popcorn, to hot dogs and crackerjacks.  For beer sales, Jamie needed a half dozen adults to work the ballpark and Paco and I had helped Jamie out that summer.  We’d made pretty good money by hustling.  We’d earn ninety cents on each case of Fisher’s and a dollar five on each case of Lucky Lager.  A case consisted of only twenty bottles and on a hot night we could each sell as many as twenty cases.  One evening at a Middleweight Title fight between Champion Gene Fullmer and Challenger Spider Webb, we had each sold thirty cases of beer.  Because we had hustled, Jamie had made a killing and he knew who had been responsible.


Jamie probably weighed 400 pounds.  He obviously had a glandular problem and I had often wondered how a man like Jamie could manage getting in and out of cars, for example.  Jamie had had a big Cadillac and he must have had a special suspension system installed in it because when Jamie was not in the car, it tilted toward the passenger side.  When Jamie was in the car, it sat level.   

 
Now, here, in Phoenix, at the dog track, sat Jamie, his bulk taking up at least three seats.  The three other people with him were his associates in the concession business.  I had met them in Salt Lake City too.  There was a lot of hand shaking and kidding back and forth about Jamie having gone south for the winter.  In fact, it was true.  Jamie lived in Phoenix and moved to Salt Lake City temporarily during the baseball season each year.  Remembering who had made a lot of money for him, Jamie now bought a beer for us and the small talk continued for the remainder of the evening.  

…my heart pounded.


Paco, in the meantime, was busy figuring dogs for the upcoming races.  He had selected two of the eight dogs in the next race and told me, “These two dogs will probably come in first and second.  I don’t know which will be first or second, but one will probably win and the other one will probably place.  It doesn’t matter how they come in as long as it’s first and second.  Let’s go down and bet.”


We went downstairs and found the teller windows.  Paco stood in the line marked “$2 Quiniela” and explained the betting system.  “A ‘quiniela’ is a system where you don’t have to be exact.  You just have to pick the first and second place winners, but the order is not important.  It costs two dollars.”  

Paco placed the bet and received a ticket showing numbers 2 and 8 with the annotation ‘Quiniela.’  “Now,” he said, “when the race starts, root for numbers 2 and 8.”


I didn’t understand this game of  “betting on dogs” yet, but I went along with Paco because he obviously knew what he was doing.  I could learn from Paco.  We walked down to the track level and found a place by the fence separating the track from the spectators.  Eight dogs were being paraded in front of us—each on a leash and muzzled—by their handlers.  These were the same uniformed stewards who had run out on the track after the earlier race that I had seen.


They were pretty dogs, I thought.  They were so sleek looking and, as my family and I had immigrated to the United States from Holland several years before, I remembered the Dutch word “Hazewind” for Greyhound.  


The dogs were being led to the starting gate now and each, in their turn, would be put into its own stall, muzzle removed.  I caught a glimpse of numbers 2 and 8 as they came by us.

Pretty dogs.  I hope they win.

“How much money will you win if the dogs win?” I asked of Paco, who was figuring the next race already.


“Can’t say yet,” answered Paco.  “It depends on how much was bet on that combination compared to all the other quiniela bets.  But look.  Look up there on the tote board.”  


I looked where Paco pointed.  There was a giant score board on the far side of the track.  It had numbers that corresponded to the dog entry numbers and there were other numbers that were constantly changing.  “Those numbers that are changing are the odds,” Paco explained.  “Look at number 2.  The odds right now are 12 to 1.  That’s high.  Look at number 8.  His odds are 3 to 1.  That’s pretty low.  Look at number 6.  His odds are 3 to 2.  He’s the favorite.  If the odds stay the way they are now and numbers 2 and 8 win, it will be a pretty good payoff.”            


  I watched the tote board change every few seconds.  Then there was the sound of a bell.  “OK,” said Paco, “the mutuals are closed.  No more betting on this race.  Jesus, look at the odds on 2.  It’s up to 14 to 1.  Number 8 is still at 3 to 1.”  Paco’s excitement was contagious and my heart pounded.


“He-e-ere comes Speedy,” said the baritone voice on the loud speaker.  

In a moment the white mechanical rabbit rounded the turn and as it did so, the starting gates popped open.  Eight dogs catapulted from their position, giving chase to the rabbit that was about thirty yards ahead of them.  


I watched the rabbit come by our position, gently bouncing up and down as the steel bar whipped slightly.  Already the spectators were exhorting their favorites.  Paco was yelling, “C’mon 2!  Come on, 2!”


In a blur, the dogs came by our position at the fence.  I caught a glimpse of number 8 leading the pack by a length.  Number 2 was well back.  I was spellbound.  I watched, straining my eyes, as the dogs took the first turn.  Number 8 was still in the lead.  Approaching the second turn, number 8 had increased his lead to two lengths.  I could not see number 2.  In the backstretch, just in front of the tote board, 8 was still leading.  They were approaching the third turn.  Paco’s yelling reverberated in my ear.  “Make your move!  C’mon 2!  Damn it, make your move!


Into the third turn they went.  Number 8 was still leading and he seemed to have a good command of the race.  Number 2 had moved up into 4th position and was gaining ground.  Between the third and fourth turn, as the other dogs seemed to tire a bit, number 2 moved into 3rd position.  Coming around the fourth turn and heading for the finish line, it was number 8 by two lengths, followed by number 6 and number 2 on his tail.  Then 6 and 2 were neck and neck.  At the finish, they seemed to cross at the same time.  The crowd that a moment before could have been heard on the moon fell silent.  “What happened,” I asked.

“Photo finish.  Number 8 won; there’s no doubt about that.  But 6 and 2 came across about the same time so the officials have to look at pictures to determine who came across first.  Just hope it was 2.  It will be a great payoff.”


I looked at the scoreboard.  It clearly showed number 8 as the winner.  In large letters the board indicated ‘PHOTO.’  The crowd, silent, stood transfixed.  All eyes seemed to be on the scoreboard.  Suddenly the silence was broken by a tremendous cheer and Paco’s exclamation:  “Fifty six dollars!”


“What?”


“Fifty six dollars.  Look!  Number 2 beat out 6.  We won the quiniela.  Fifty six dollars!”


I looked at the tote board.  Now I saw what everyone seemed to be either cheering or crying about.  Number 8 had won.  Number 2 had come in second.  Number 6 had come in third.  The payoff for the quiniela combination 8 and 2 was fifty-six dollars.


We proceeded to the cashier’s window where Paco collected his fifty-six dollars.  On the way, I asked him, “You’ve been doing this all week?”

“Yeah.  I mean it isn’t always fifty-six dollars and I don’t win every race, but I’m definitely ahead for the week.”

We joined Jamie and his friends.  Paco explained his good fortune and sat down to figure the remaining races, illustrating what he was doing.  


Paco’s hometown had been in Portland, Oregon.  He had often visited the dog track at Multnomah and had settled on a half dozen factors—all of which were clearly evident in the racing forms (the programs) that one could buy on the day of the race.   Paco used these factors to handicap the dogs.  Clearly, he hadn’t always been successful; however, if he stuck to those factors, and eliminated favorites based on emotion, he had a good chance of winning.  He was doing that now and he won three of the remaining six races.  They were small payoffs but they were winners.

At the end of the evening, we said goodbye to Jamie and his associates and headed toward the exit.  Suddenly Paco spotted a woman and called her name.  The woman turned and immediately acknowledged Paco.  She had short dark hair and a nice build.   Approaching us, she said something clever to Paco about not calling her that morning.  Paco shrugged it off and introduced her to me.  “This is my friend from Salt Lake,” he said.  “He just got in.”


I nodded and the girl said, “Hi.”  Turning to Paco, she asked, “Did you win tonight?”


“Yeah, we had a good night.  Have you got a way home?”


“Cab,” said the girl.


“No, wait, we’ll give you a lift home.”


Jesus, he’s even got a girl here already.  He’s obviously been seeing her.  She knows he comes here a lot.  How the hell does he do it? 

The girl fell in step with us as we headed towards the VW in the parking lot.  Paco turned to me and said, “I’ll take her home.  I’ll drop you at the house and I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

I was disappointed.  Paco had been in Phoenix almost two weeks and had met this girl.  They’d spent time together.  I had just arrived and I was being sent home alone.  I wondered about Paco’s priorities. 

At the car, Paco went immediately to the driver’s side and, since all the suitcases were still in the back of the car, we had to double up.  I got into the passenger seat and the girl sat on my lap.  She was not very heavy.

She’s got a nice, soft ass.  Jesus, I’m getting aroused.  I hope she doesn’t notice.  

The girl had on a black, form-fitting dress.   My left hand held the girl’s side, about waist high, while my right hand was wedged between the girl and the door.  My fingers felt the outline of her bra and I moved my fingers in such a manner that I pushed them into her breast.  One time could have been an accident, but when I did it several times, and got no reaction, I wondered if she were deliberately letting me pet her or if she was ignoring me.  She was arousing me, that much was sure, and I wanted to cup her breast.  Deciding against it, I thought about Leanne again and my hardness became even more evident, to myself, at least.


The girl and Paco had carried on a conversation while I was trying to feel her up.  There was no reaction from her whatsoever.  A moment later Paco stopped the VW in front of the house at 6704 Evening Star Lane.  Using the hand that had dug into the girl’s breast, I opened the door, allowing her to get out first.  Then she got back into the car, just barely acknowledging the fact I was there, and Paco drove off.  I walked the few paces to the porch steps, my hardness chafing against my jeans.  At the top of the steps I gently pushed open the screen door and prepared to go inside.
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