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For me, there are several variations on the "amazing reading experience."


	When you can't put a book down due to perfect plotting.

	When you find yourself caring deeply about its characters.

	When those characters are people who in real life you would shudder to have as neighbors and yet you still care.

	
And this is truly the rarest of all and nothing short of an absolute gift. When every few pages you stumble across a one-liner that makes you smile, laugh, shake your head, and wonder just how long this writer can sustain this lovely train of thought.



Such is the wonder of Big Maria, the second novel (following Dove Season) by Johnny Shaw, which somehow manages to achieve all of the above and more. This book is, at heart, an unlikely buddy movie. It's driven by our three main characters: an old cancerous Indian named Frank, an alcoholic, ex-prison guard named Harry, and a down-on-his-luck family-man named Ricky who's fresh off a tragedy of his own making. Long story short, they all end up together on a quest for gold in some mountains dead-smack in the middle of a U.S. government weaponry range. Take my word for it—it's crazier than it sounds, and in Shaw's masterful hands, this is a great thing.

You can't talk about this book without quoting from it:


	"You know how when you get high and Nacho Doritos sound better than a lady hole?"

	"Are you the idiot in charge? The idiot that may have killed my father through your negligence? Or is there a different idiot I should be yelling at?” 

	"My brother’s dumb as a box of hammers and she ain’t no rocket surgeon."

	"Everything got a lot more confusing after the burro exploded."



And these quotes don't even begin to capture the brilliant insanity of the scenes that comprise this novel. To be honest, I'm still not quite sure how Johnny Shaw pulled it off, but I know that it's a testament to his skill as a writer. There's comedy here, on every page, but you can taste the tears behind the laughs, and to me, as a writer, that's something I aspire to. That's the mark of something, capital S, Special. There is no tinier tightrope to dance across, and I would even venture to say that it's a hallmark of great fiction on par with Victor Gischler, Scott Phillips, Carl Hiassen, and even John Steinbeck. 

And I say Steinbeck, because the characters that populate Shaw's novel are marginalized. They live in the outskirts of society, in places most of us would never go. They've been kicked, scoffed at, ridden over. But the cool, beautiful thing this novel shows us is that we aren't any different. Our dreams and our fears are the same.

Shaw has invented "dust bowl" fiction for the 21st century.

Funny, sad, madcap, compulsively readable, and ultimately, so very, very wise.

I mentioned the great one-liners earlier but the best of the book comes on the last page. I won't write it down here, because you have to read the book for the privilege of reading it. However, you'll know when you've reached it, because you'll have a lump in your throat. It's a perfect line spoken by a deeply flawed character who has changed because of the story we just read—what more can we ask great fiction to be?
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PART ONE:


LOSERS
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It didn’t take much imagination to guess what the other kids had called Harry Schmittberger when he was a boy. Forty-some-odd years later, the nickname still hounded him.

Deep down Harry knew that if he had been born with a different name, his life would have turned out better. If not better, different. Brock Brannigan. Declan Fisk. Rocco Cabrelli. Brace Godfrey. Names of people real and imagined. Names that conveyed virility and strength and power. Names that affirmed manliness, if not greatness. But like the pitiless parents whom his birth had forced on him, his name was another entry on Harry’s growing list of life’s unfairnesses.

Harry approached the sometimes-nickname with equal parts hate and acceptance, a perennial throughout his life. As he had moved from school to school then job to job, there was always some jackass who thought he was clever. Some clever jackass who thought he was the first to coin the obvious.

What Harry couldn’t figure out at that precise moment was why someone was in his bedroom shouting that name at him. Had he riled anyone recently? Probably, but who could remember? He wanted to sleep, but the angry, loud voice wouldn’t let him. The angry, loud voice just kept screaming that nickname. 

Angrily. And loudly.

“Shitburger!

“Shitburger!

“Shitburger!” the angry, loud voice repeated. “Get the fuck out of my stall.”

Harry opened his bloodshot eyes to slits. He wasn’t in his bedroom. He wasn’t in his trailer. He was somewhere wrong. It was a small room. Not a room. More like a closet. He searched for clues. His eyes alighted on a childlike drawing of an enormous penis ejaculating onto equally monstrous breasts. Written beneath the drawing was a scrawl. OOOH BABBY. Not the work of a master, drunk-rushed and uninspired, but the anatomy was recognizable. 

It told him he was in the men’s room at the Horseshoe Lounge.

“I got other customers need to use the head.”

Harry’s predicament quickly revealed itself. Harry had passed out sitting on the toilet mid-crap, his pants at his ankles. If that wasn’t bad enough, he had thrown up into his own pants. Chunks of steak and bits of maybe-cauliflower pooled in the crotch of his underwear and spilled into his crumpled pant legs.

Harry mumbled, “I need to chew food better.”

“What?” The angry, loud voice grew angrier and louder.

“I don’t eat cauliflower.” Harry curiously flicked at a white chunk. “Potato?”

“You got like ten seconds, Shitburger. I’m done fucking around.”

“I need good, better pants,” Harry mumbled. His liquored confusion shifted closer to fear.

“What you need is to get the fuck out of there. The fuck out of my bar.”

Harry could not think of an out. He started to cry. Softly at first, but it quickly grew past mere sniffles. He didn’t deserve this. Why did stuff like this always happen to him?

There was no sympathy from the other side of the stall door. “You better not fucking be crying.”

“I’m not crying. You are.” Harry roughly wiped at the tears, stirring them in with the drool at the corners of his mouth. He reached for some toilet paper. The dispenser was empty.

Looking back at the drawing of the dong and boobs, he wondered if people had breast sex in real life or if it only happened in porno movies. He had once found a woman drunk enough to play along, but she had been so flat-chested that he didn’t consider it official. In fact it had been a complete failure, with Harry doing little more than dragging his rod across her dry sternum until the Indian burn made him flaccid.

The memory faded back to reality. The drawing in front of him pulsed. The stall tilted. Everything blurred. The ground accelerated toward him.

“Ooh, baby,” Harry said softly. And then passed out.

It was only midnight, but Harry’s night was over.

He woke propped up against the Dumpster behind the bar. It wasn’t the first time that Chico had thrown him out like a sack of garbage. It’s like the guy had something against him. At least Chico had left him sitting up. Not quite recovery position, but he wasn’t going to choke. That was the ceiling of personal service that the Horseshoe mustered for its regulars.

Someone had pulled up Harry’s pants. But from the way it felt down there, nobody had gone the extra mile and cleaned him up. Harry didn’t have any friends that close.

He shifted his hip slightly and the stew of semi-solids sloshed in his drawers. He could smell himself over the curdled sweetness of the garbage. It made him sick all over again. Luckily, he was mostly empty and only drizzled stringy spit onto the front of his sweat-soaked shirt.

He shut his eyes and leaned back against the warm metal. The night was hot and sticky. He pressed his hand against the ground to push himself up and got a handful of cricket husks. He wiped them on his pants and watched the insect parts drift in the breeze.

Harry’s benders had grown progressively more destructive since going on medical leave from his job at the prison. His leg had been mostly healed for a month, but he wasn’t ready to go back to work. In fact, he wasn’t sure if he ever wanted to go back to Chuckawalla Valley State Prison. On most days it was hard to tell the difference between being a guard and a prisoner. Leaving work only to return to his empty trailer didn’t seem that much different than the loneliness of lights-out. At least in a jail cell, you didn’t have to walk the length of the trailer to use the can. The work wasn’t any different either. The mental gangrene of repetitive busy work ate away at the core of his being. Nobody had warned him that the bulk of the job was paperwork and data entry. He knew he was meant for more than the monotony of a life as a corrections officer.

Harry had gotten the tail end of the dog his whole life. A losing streak that began at birth. But that didn’t kill the thin sliver of optimism that he held on to. It was deep down, but it was there. Harry was due. He knew it. You can flip a quarter tails only so many times before heads finally lands. He was better than the other losers in Blythe. All he needed was his shot.

Belching acid, Harry decided that it would be at least an hour before he would be up for the three-block stumble to his trailer at Desert Vista Estates. He tried to manufacture the blissful cliff edge of an alcohol blackout but was too awake after the commotion inside.

To pass the time, he read the bumper stickers on the trucks in the parking lot. SUPPORT OUR TROOPS. MY COLD DEAD HANDS. LET GOD SORT IT OUT. He counted the Jesus Fish: four. The Calvins Pissing: six. The Truck Nuts: two. Not one COEXIST in the bunch.

Conspiracy Todd’s ride was the tie-dyed sheep in the flock of mud-caked and lifted trucks. A Subaru BRAT covered in a psychotic patchwork of adhesive rambling. YOU SHOT JFK. 911conspiracy.com. THEY CAN HEAR YOU. A yellow ribbon, but instead of SUPPORT OUR TROOPS, Conspiracy Todd had replaced it with ANOTHER EMPTY GESTURE.

As if on cue, Conspiracy Todd’s voice erupted from the bar, spitty words seeping through the open windows over the whine of “Every Rose Has Its Thorn” on the jukebox. Time for his nightly rant.

“Government in up to their ears, my friends. Government and the corporations and the media tangled up like pythons in a knot. An orgy of perversions. People don’t matter. Not the small people. Not the invisible. Not us, you and me.”

“Shut up, you fucking commie.” The Horseshoe Lounge’s equivalent of civil discourse.

“Such violent ignorance. The product of an American public school, no doubt. Commie does not mean un-American, my denim-clad brother. A Communist is a follower of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and so forth. I subscribe to no single belief. I am a true American trying to show you all—my friends, the small people, the invisible—the truth. The Communists, Fascists, Republicans, Democrats, Viacom, Fox, Amazon, the PTA, Major League Baseball, they’re all the same. Don’t allow ‘them’ to turn you into lemmings.”

Conspiracy Todd laughed loud and crazy, then stopped abruptly.

“I must call foul on myself. I referenced lemmings. When in fact lemmings—known for jumping off cliffs—never actually did such a thing. The kind of accepted lie I’m trying to unveil. We use that expression, ‘a bunch of lemmings.’ Animals don’t commit suicide. The reality is a Disney movie. A nature documentary. Walt Disney corralled the poor creatures off that cliff, my friends. Murdered innocent lemmings for the sake of the message. The power of mind control. Disney, McDonald’s, Coca-Cola—the corporations tell us what to think. Ironic that Disney’s head is preserved in a block of ice. Ultimate mind control.

“But maybe we are lemmings. Not because we blindly follow others off a cliff. But because we allow ‘them’ to throw us off it.”

There was no rebuttal. Harry heard only CT’s heavy breathing. Horseshoe regulars knew that when Conspiracy Todd hit that certain jag in his monologue, it was best to let him go. CT wasn’t your grandfather’s hippie. He was two hundred sixty pounds of tie-dye, yoga, and hurt. He was allowed to talk like he did because he was scary muscular and enjoyed giving a redneck beating. If the redneck was lucky. Go too far and you’d end up coyote food. Or so the rumors went. Desert paranoids were a prepared bunch: tinfoil hats and automatic weapons. Conspiracy Todd was their de facto general.

Harry tried to tune out the voices. He tried to will himself to pass out. Nothing doing. The purgatory of one too many, but not quite one enough.

Conspiracy Todd continued. “You let them control you. Let them spit in your face. Let them walk into your backyard and take a greasy shit on your dog. The cities are lost, and small towns are following. Right here in our desert, corporations stole hundreds of billions of dollars’ worth of gold from the American people. And none of you even knew you had it.” 

The word gold brought Harry to attention.

“Look it up. Google it. Early nineties, Congress passed the California Desert Protection Act. Sounds great, right? Protect our desert. What could be wrong about that? Everything. The government don’t do nothing without a back end. It’s always about money. Have you heard of the act? Read it? They know you won’t. That’s why their reports are ten thousand pages long. You can hide a polka-dot rhinoceros in all that paper.

“Here’s how they protected our desert. They made a land swap. In exchange for acres of worthless scrubland to expand Death Valley. A bunch of land that was no good to nobody. Wasn’t farmable. No resources. Butt ugly on top of it. The government traded that worthless land for the mineral rights to the Chocolate Mountains.”

In his drunken state, Harry was having trouble following the details, but he did his best to absorb the gist of what he was hearing. He wanted to hear about the gold. Gold was the kind of word that made you concentrate, even to the rants of a lunatic.

“Here’s the scam. Some corporation buys up a bunch of shit land around Death Valley. Then the government passes a bill that says they need those exact parcels. Instead of buying it for the ten dollars an acre it’s worth, the government trades the corporation for the mining rights to the Chocolate Mountains. Those mountains are made of gold, my friends. Used to be two hundred mines out there. They say there’s hundreds of billions-with-a-B dollars’ worth of gold still there. And the government gave it to corporations that I’m sure showed their appreciation to the politicians that drafted the bill in the form of suitcases full of non-sequential bills. That gold was the property of the American people. They legally stole it. That’s our gold.”

Conspiracy Todd rambled on about the government and the mountains and the gold. And every time Harry heard gold, he listened hard. Even when CT went on a long digression about how the CIA made the Star Wars franchise and George Lucas was their shill and possibly an android, he did his best to listen. He had no idea if he would retain anything the next day, but he knew he had to try.

“Our gold,” Conspiracy Todd repeated.

Screw that, thought Harry. That’s my gold.
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The bus had been giving Ricky McBride trouble all week. The overheating and the burning oil were nothing new. The latest headache had the engine stalling whenever the bus dropped below ten miles per hour. It was exhausting having to anticipate every changing light and roll every stop sign, a geriatric version of the movie Speed.

As the small problems ripened, Ricky knew that his 1977 Blue Bird CV200 school bus had entered its golden years. But until he could save the money to get a high-end travel coach with a working air conditioner and chemical toilet, he was going to keep the Yellow Bomber on the road with baling wire, duct tape, spit, and prayer. There wasn’t anything that hard work and faith couldn’t fix. Ricky truly believed that.

At five that morning in the dim light of the not-yet-risen sun, he was trying to patch-weld the radiator and get it reinstalled before his first run of the day. In two hours a couple dozen old-timers would be waiting for him in the parking lot of the Palo Verde Senior Center. He would gently load them into the bus and drive them to another parking lot in Andrade, California. From there the seniors could walk across the Mexican border to buy their cheap prescription drugs. The seniors rode for free. Ricky got paid to make the twice-daily trips by a half dozen of the farmacias in Los Algodones on the Mexican side.

He had lucked into both the bus and the gig and needed to keep it going. If the bus gave out, he had no Plan B. He didn’t have a whole lot of skills, and it’s not like jobs were plentiful in Blythe, California. Everyone he knew was unemployed or picking up low-wage piecework. He knew it was selfish, but Ricky prayed every morning and twice on Sunday for his good fortune to continue. He usually frowned on people who prayed for themselves, but it was really for his family. For his daughter. All his actions, all his work, and all his prayers were for her and her future.

The patch looked good and the radiator was back in place. It had only taken him an hour. He thought about getting back in bed with Flavia. The warmth of her body sounded nice. But Ricky didn’t want to chance falling back asleep. He grabbed a cup of coffee and sat on the steps of the trailer.

Desert Vista Estates was the cheapest trailer park in Blythe. And that was saying something. Even with the bargain prices, it never attracted a single snowbird. The winter flock from the north preferred the grassy havens with swimming pools and gravel roads for golf carts. Although some Mexicans lived at Desert Vista, it was mostly white. The Mexicans tended to migrate to Mesa Verde, the other super cheap trailer park on the other side of town.

Ricky wished he could move his family somewhere nicer, but Desert Vista was the only place that he could afford a space for both the trailer and the bus. It was where he was. Where his wife and daughter were. That made it home. He wanted so much more for both of them, but wanting wasn’t having.

Ricky drank his coffee and watched the morning pageant. If he had lived in the suburbs, business suits would have kissed trophy wives, gotten into their German-engineered cars, and listened to satellite radio on their commute. But most of the people in Desert Vista were desperately alone, drove beaters or hogs when not hitchhiking, and were unemployed or criminals or unemployed criminals. This morning’s procession of lost souls consisted of a couple drunks stumbling home, the sheriff’s department dropping off a well-beaten Mexican, and two prison widows on broken heels finishing their kneepad shifts outside the truck stop. The poor women sold their bodies to pay the bills while they waited for their men to be released from one of the nearby penitentiaries. It was a sin, but Ricky found the devotion to their mates admirable, even beautiful. How could any sacrifice in the name of love be wrong?

In the four years that Ricky had lived at Desert Vista, he’d never made the effort to get close to his neighbors. It made it awkward when you shared a beer one day and the next day you caught that same person in your trailer stealing your toaster oven and DVDs. You never knew what kind of mischief a Desert Vistan was into. If someone asked for a ride to the bank, the only good answer was no.

He didn’t know anyone’s full name. He didn’t ask. Paranoid suspicion was a valuable survival tactic. Everyone referred to everyone else by aliases, nicknames, generics (chief, buddy, bro, etc.), or not at all. Most of the time, conversations consisted of little more than a head nod and grunt.

For that reason, he knew most people only by sight. He and Flavia had given each of them nicknames. The Sloth, Albino Wino, Matt Hardy, Roadhouse, and The Kurgan were a few of the men. The Michelin Woman, Fright Night, Goth Betty, and Lucky Tooth were the women. It was a little mean to call them names behind their back, but it’s not like he would say anything to their faces. What was the harm?

And just when Ricky thought the train had passed, the caboose arrived in the form of Shitburger staggering toward him with weaving purpose in his half-drunk stumble.

“Morning,” Ricky said as he approached Shitburger. He didn’t know how loud the pockmarked drunk could get and wanted to make sure he didn’t wake Flavia and Rosie. The trailer walls were so thin, it was a wonder they kept out the light.

“Hey.” Shitburger swayed, eyes to the ground.

“You okay?”

“I puked my pants.”

Ricky was neither surprised nor curious.

Even from five yards, Shitburger’s breath smelled like an alcoholic baby’s diaper. But that was the prologue. The real odor came from his body. He smelled like a slaughterhouse in summer. Manure and dead beef. Ricky wondered if that was how Shitburger got his name.

“You got a computer, yeah?” Shitburger said.

Ricky nodded and backed up a step, wondering how long he could hold his breath.

“It got websites and that stuff? The Internet, right?” Ricky nodded.

“I was wondering could I use it for a hour? Got some research to research.”

“Everyone’s asleep.”

Shitburger nodded. “Not now. In no shape. Pants all puked. Soon, but whenever. Later.”

“I don’t know. I got to work. Then I got things.”

“I’ll pay.”

“How much?” Ricky asked.

“Couldn’t be a good neighbor?”

Ricky smiled. “When was the last time you loaned someone a cup of sugar?”

“Twenty bucks. Hour or so. Don’t think I’ll need more than that.”

“Okay,” Ricky said. “But you got to wait until I’m back. Around three. Don’t come bothering my family.”

“Perfect. Three. I got to get cleaned up. Get my beauty rest, yeah?” Shitburger laughed a nauseating laugh until he inadvertently hawked a jellyfish onto Ricky’s boot.
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Frank Pacheco couldn’t stand a lot of things.

Frank couldn’t stand those four old hens. Not even seven o’clock and their piercing laughter grated on his every nerve. Being old don’t make you cute, honey. He wanted to tell them to shut up, but that would mean talking to them. That, he couldn’t stomach. When they spoke to him, they always reverted to a condescending baby talk that would make a cartoon princess vomit. He didn’t know if it was because he was an Indian or they thought he was simple. Probably both.

Frank couldn’t stand Blythe. It wasn’t that much different from the reservation, but something about the town depressed him. Like most desert towns he knew, Blythe was a sun-faded patch of concrete and dying palms. It felt like it was one good gust away from being swallowed by the sand that surrounded it. Or maybe it had been swallowed and spat out like a wad of indigestible fat. Blythe was the kind of town that you drove past on the highway, hoping that quarter tank of gas would last until a more hospitable stop down the road. Every Tuesday Frank’s grandsons drove him down to Blythe from Poston, dropping him off in the parking lot to wait for the Drug Bus with the other oldsters.

Above all, Frank couldn’t stand being old. Outside, his body was crumbling, but inside he still felt young and full of adventure. Whenever he saw some hoodlum acting tough, he thought about serving the punk a beating. He had at least one good scrap left in him. He wanted more. He wanted shots of mezcal and cans of beer. He wanted a nice Cohiba. He wanted to bang young quim. 

Hell, he wanted to be useful. He was tired of people taking care of him. He wanted anything more than what had turned into a tedious and drawn-out wait.

No matter how many people he had around him, he had never felt more alone.

The Drug Bus pulled up in all its canary-yellow glory at seven on the dot. That was one thing Frank was thankful for. Ricky was always on time. You didn’t see a work ethic much anymore, but the big, muscle-bound kid was an exception. He may not have been the sharpest knife in the drawer, but Ricky worked hard and did his best to be polite and helpful.

Frank watched Ricky help one of the hens with her first step. She openly flirted with him. Wet, clumpy lipstick and shameless double entendres. It made Frank sick. Did they think that poor kid enjoyed it?

Ricky smiled when he saw Frank. “Morning, Mr. Pacheco.” Frank grunted.

“You ain’t got to act mean around me. I’ve seen you smile when no one’s looking.”

“Who said I don’t smile? I smile. Laugh, smile, even giggle when I have a mind. Just not this early. All us Indians aren’t Iron Eyes Cody.”

“Who’s that? Relative of yours?”

Frank shook his head and climbed into the bus.

In an effort to be as far away from the hens as possible, Frank sat in the front of the bus across from Ricky.

Ricky took Ogilby Road for part of the way. It took a little longer than the highway and the view was identical, but he knew the old locals preferred it. His passengers liked to be reminded that although the old road might be long in the tooth, it hadn’t lost its function if you were patient.

Frank alternated his attention from one window to the other. The Mule Mountains to the west, the Cargo Muchacho range to the east, and the Chocolate Mountains behind them. Mostly rock and scrub, there was no visual difference between the ranges. It all used to be his people’s land, but it was hard to lament having something that ugly stolen from you.

“So, what kind of Indian are you? There’s like a whole lot of kinds, right?” Ricky asked without taking his eyes off the road.

It took a second for Frank to realize that Ricky was talking to him.

“What kind of white are you?” Frank said.

“Gosh. Don’t know. Didn’t know my parents. Don’t even got their last name. Got my first foster parents’. Thinking I’m just regular white, I guess.”

Frank nodded. The kid was hard not to like. “I’m Chemehuevi mostly. But all the River Indians got a little of everything else in there. Mojave, Hopi, Navajo. Everyone’s mixed red. Some Mexican in there, too. How old are you, Ricky?”

“Twenty-four.”

“And you got your own business. Good for you.”

Ricky gave Frank a glance and a smile. “I got a daughter. In the first grade. Trying to make things better for her than they were for me.”

“All you can do.”

“You got kids?”

“I got a daughter myself. Two grandsons.”

“I never see your wife. She don’t like Mexico?”

“Used to love it, but she passed on. Been gone for”—Frank counted slowly on his fingers—“six years now.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to...”

“No reason to apologize. Used to being on my own.”

Frank could remember when Los Algodones was a quaint and quiet border crossing, mostly produce trucks and even mule traffic in town. Now the foot traffic was entirely blue hairs and wrinkled white men. The chipped stucco buildings looked the same, but the businesses inside had changed. They had become doctor and dentist offices, but mostly pharmacies, every other shop competing for the best discount.

Frank went to four different farmacias before he found the best price on his cancer medication. He would have to wait until the following Tuesday for the cholesterol pills, vitamins, and less important crap. By then, his casino check should have arrived. The small allotment that he got for being an Indian was just enough to keep him from burning the neon monstrosity to the ground.

The heat and walking took more out of him than he wanted to admit. What was it with Mexicans and their hate for shade? He couldn’t remember seeing a single tree in all the Mexican cities he’d ever traveled to. Frank took a break on a low wall and looked over his list. Sweat dripped from his nose onto the folded paper.

Finished with his medicine shopping, Frank wanted to pick up a couple of Cuban cigars with the cash he had left. He wouldn’t smoke them, but having them would make him feel good. At the very least, he could chew the ends.

He swayed a little as he rose, light-headed and dizzy. He took a knee. A fifteen-year-old Mexican boy approached and put a hand on his elbow.

“Está bien?” the boy asked.

Frank shook the hand away and rose without the boy’s assistance.

“Estoy bien. Yo no necesito su ayuda,” Frank said sharply.

The boy smiled and shrugged. He hit Frank with a solid right cross to the chin. As Frank fell over the low wall, the boy grabbed for Frank’s bag.

The boy was too young to have an effective punch. Enough to knock Frank off-balance, but not enough to hurt him. Frank landed on his ass but held on to the bag, pulling the boy toward him.

Frank got to his feet, ignoring the aching in his hip and knees. The boy continued to pull at the bag. Despite the pain, Frank felt energized. The kid wanted a fight, he’d get the horns. Messed with the wrong goddamn redskin. Frank threw his best haymaker.

And missed horribly. The boy pulled the bag from his grasp and kicked him hard in the stomach. Frank collapsed to the ground with his wind, his pride, and his breakfast knocked out of him.

Frank no longer cared about his bag. All he wanted was air. Sweet, delicious air. Thirty painful seconds later, he had his breath back. His throat tasted like Jimmy Dean and piss.

When he looked up, Ricky stood over him with the Mexican boy’s neck tucked into the crook of his enormous arm. The boy struggled but eventually went slack when he realized he was beat. Ricky’s size made the boy look small and defenseless. It made Frank feel worthless. This scrawny child had gotten the better of him.

“Got your bag, Mr. Pacheco. You okay?” Ricky reached forward with his free hand.

Frank stood on his own and took the bag from Ricky.

“Thanks.”

“You want to get a punch in? I’ll hold him still. Sometimes a kick in the butt is the best lesson. Or should I bring him to the cops?”

Frank looked at the frightened boy.

“Let him go.”

“You sure?”

Frank brushed off his pants. He wanted to hit the kid. Bloody his face. Beat the youth right out of him. But he knew it wouldn’t be satisfying.

“Yeah. No harm done. Let’s forget about it.”

None of the seniors ever had problems with the border agents when crossing. While buying Mexican prescription drugs and sneaking them over the border wasn’t exactly legal, even the Border Patrol didn’t have the heart to stop an eighty-year-old grandma from getting her arthritis meds.

Back at the bus, Ricky finished his head count. Two of his seniors were AWOL, but Ricky wasn’t concerned. There were always a few stragglers. He’d give them another fifteen minutes before he went looking.

Frank approached him at the back of the truck.

“Thanks for the help back there.”

“Kid sucker-punched you. Next time it will be you that’s got my back.” Ricky smiled, knowing the old man was embarrassed. He was like a hundred years old. What did he expect?

“Well, that’s all I wanted to say. Thanks, Ricky.”

“No problem, Mr. Pacheco.”

“Call me Frank.” Frank walked a few steps and then turned. “You smoke mota?”

“What? No. I mean, not while I’m driving. I mean. What are you talking about?”

“Calm down, kid.” Frank laughed.

Frank reached into his pocket and pulled out a plastic baggie. He unrolled it, opened it, and removed a couple thin joints.

Ricky looked both ways and took the joints. He gave them a quick sniff.

“Homegrown,” Frank said. “My grandsons are entrepreneurs like you. You ever need more, just ask. We all got a little glaucoma.”

“Thanks, Frank.”

Ricky put the joints in his shirt pocket.

“You had these on you the whole time? You went into Mexico and back with a bag of grass in your pocket? You could’ve got caught.”

“At my age a little excitement is welcome.”
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“No porn,” Ricky said. 

“You got a dirty mind and a low opinion. Didn’t even dawn on me,” Harry said. “Just going to research and get out of your hair.”

Harry would have to catch some naked-lady photos when the kid was in the can or something. He needed fresh imagery for his midevening solo. The women in his current stack of nudie magazines had become so familiar that Harry practically thought of them as sisters. His lady lineup had grown pornographically stale, the honeymoon long over.

Harry had cleaned up, but even he was aware of the rough tang of unwashed clothes and alcoholic that rose from his body. If Ricky smelled it, he didn’t say a word.

His mind drifting, Harry wondered if people ever lost their sense of smell. Like a deaf or blind person, but their nose didn’t work. He remembered hearing that that was one of the things that happened when you got struck by lightning. If you lived. Maybe while he was online, he would find out.

They sat on folding chairs and faced the computer in Ricky’s trailer.

“You have about an hour,” Ricky said. “When Flavia and Rosie get home, we’re done.”

Harry nodded. “So how do you work it?”

“What? The computer?”

“I ain’t used one much.”

“Never?”

“The one at the prison for work, but only to type in names and stuff. Play solitaire. Minesweep.”

“Why don’t I type? It’ll go faster,” Ricky said. He was concerned that his trailer might absorb Harry’s stink. The sooner he left, the better.

“What if I don’t want you to see what I’m looking up?”

“There ain’t no secrets online. If it’s there on the Internet, anyone can see it. What’s it matter?”

“I don’t know.”

“Look, I can’t just explain how to use a computer. Little as I know, there’s still a lot to know. It’s your call. Either I help or you find some other place to do it. I’m not being a jerk. I don’t know how else to help, but to help.”

Harry thought about it for a while. He looked at a child’s drawing on the wall above the computer. A house and a sun and purple grass in Crayola. He could draw better than that.

“You have anything to drink?” Harry asked.

“Water.”

Harry made a face like Ricky had offered him iced urine. He finally nodded. “All right. You help. Look up something called the California Desert Protection Act.”

“And my twenty bucks?”

“You want it up front?”

“Yeah.”

“Why not after?”

“Because you’re less trustworthy than me. Just fact. Ask anyone. People trust me. They don’t trust you. If there were a ref or ump or whatever, he would tell you to pay first.”

“Fair enough. Probably right.” Harry dug in his pocket and handed Ricky a wadded twenty.

Fifteen minutes later, Harry was bored sober. Ricky had found a copy of the California Desert Protection Act online, but it was all governmentese. Who could read all of those heretofores and insomuches?

“Forget this. Can’t make head or tail. Search ‘gold in the Chocolate Mountains.’” Harry unconsciously whispered, “gold.”

“Which Chocolate Mountains?” Ricky asked.

“What do you mean? The ones out here. The Chocolate ones.”

“Don’t you know nothing about around here? There’s two Chocolate Mountains. The ones by the Salton Sea and the bigger ones in Arizona.”

“Yeah, but they’re the same, right?”

“Nope. Two different states. Not connected. We’re actually sitting in the middle between them.”

“All I want is the ones with the gold in them.”

By the end of their computer research, Harry learned that both of the mountain ranges had gold in them. And the gold was no secret. He also learned that Conspiracy Todd was mostly full of crap, a less-than-surprising fact that he should have taken into account before he had gotten overexcited. Like all Harry’s schemes, this one had quickly gone south.

The California Chocolate Mountains were the ones Conspiracy Todd had been referring to. The government had sold the mineral rights to a big corporation for a bunch of desert land. That part he had gotten right. What Conspiracy Todd had failed to mention is that the gold was in the middle of the US Navy Aerial Gunnery Range. A still-bombing-all-the-time aerial gunnery range. The corporation had bought the rights on a gamble. They could only mine after the land had been decommissioned. And then cleared of all ordnance. If they ever decided to close the range, it would take decades to make it safe for mining. There were billions of dollars in gold in those mountains, but they would have to wait years and years before anyone could get to it.

The Arizona Chocolate Mountains had gold, too. And it had mines. And miners. People had been finding gold in them thar hills going back two hundred years, since even before the Gold Rush. The Chocolate Mountains had the oldest known gold mines in the West, and Harry was just hearing about it now. Those mines had been tapped out. Harry was only a couple hundred years late.

Harry needed a drink. The whole thing was a wash. Instead of getting rich, he was twenty bucks poorer. He had gotten his hopes up. As usual, reality needed to stomp his groin with its stiletto heel. What had he been thinking? As if one of CT’s rants was going to open the door to riches. He felt like a tool.

“You thinking about prospecting for gold?” Ricky asked.

A little too curious, always with the questions, thought Harry. He shrugged.

“Some of the seniors I drive, they go out with their metal detectors. Show me the flakes and stuff they find. Sometimes little nuggets. I could ask where they go.”

Harry watched Ricky click from website to website, barely able to retain what he was seeing. There were dozens of gold sites with books and maps and tools and all manner of equipment for sale. If any of those sites knew where the gold was, they would get it themselves. Apparently, the real gold came from suckers looking for gold. He wasn’t going to be a sucker this time. Not like Amway. Not like those vitamin supplements. Not like all the others. He wasn’t going to spend a million dollars to find a thousand dollars worth of gold.

That didn’t make Harry want the gold any less. It was gold. Treasure. Buried treasure. And it was out there. Nothing told him different. Cruel world, he thought. He finally knew what he wanted, but he had no way of getting it.

“You ever heard of Iron Eyes Cody?” Ricky asked out of nowhere.

“Yeah, sure. The Indian who cried at the litterbugs.”

“Someone mentioned him today. I wanted to look him up. 

We done?”

“Yeah. We’re done, I guess.”

Harry left without thanking Ricky. He had paid him. No reason to thank him too.

Ricky put the crumpled twenty-dollar bill with the rest of the loose bills in the New Bus Fund and put the mayonnaise jar back in the deepest part of the fridge. Only two thousand so far, but the down payment on a new bus wasn’t out of reach if he kept doing two runs a day.

He pictured Shitburger out in those mountains looking for gold. Couldn’t blame the guy for dreaming. Everyone thinks about winning the lottery, even if they don’t buy tickets. It wouldn’t even take that much gold to change the life of someone living in Desert Vista. According to one website, gold was over fifteen hundred dollars an ounce. It would take less than a pound to set his family up right. A pound didn’t seem like it would be hard to find.

The first thing Flavia said when she walked through the door was “What stinks? You step in something?”

“That guy, Shitburger, the prison guard, the short one with the acne scars, he paid to get on the computer.”

“He better not’ve been looking at naked women. How much?”

“Twenty bucks.”

She walked to the cupboard, pulled out the Glade, and sprayed the chemical wildflowers throughout the trailer until nothing was left in the canister.

“Not sure if it was worth it,” she said. 

“Where’s the Rose?” Ricky’s eyes watered from the fragrant burn.

“Sleeping over at Anna’s. I thought it would be nice for her. She can swim in their pool.”

“Your sister spoils her.”

“Anna just wants to spend time with her before they move to El Centro. It’s only two hours away, but she knows she’s going to see her niece a lot less.”

Ricky had mixed feelings about his sister-in-law. She helped them out here and there. Almost all of Rosie’s clothes were hand-me-downs from Anna’s two daughters. He appreciated what she did for them, and there was no doubt Anna cared for Rosie, but it always came with a dash of condescension. Just because Anna married a dentist and they had a nice house, she thought she could look down on him and Flavia.

Ricky wouldn’t have minded if Mario the Dentist acted that way. He had earned it, but Anna had married her way there. What right did she have making Flavia and him feel bad? He worked as hard as he could. He fed his family. He kept them safe. Sure, he wanted more for them, but he could only give everything he had. He didn’t know how to give more.

“I also thought we could use a night alone, mi guapo.” Flavia gave him an over-the-top wink.

“Look what I got,” Ricky said, pulling the joint out of his pocket.

“Where’d you get that?”

“One of the seniors. Did him a favor.”

“I haven’t smoked since before I got pregnant. I don’t know. I got to work early.”

“Think of it as an air freshener.”

Flavia smiled. When Flavia smiled, she looked like the girl he had met. The girl who he had fallen in love with inside of a minute. Not the woman who worked too much. Not the woman who was tired all the time. But the woman who was the best mother in the world. The woman who stuck with him no matter what, even when no matter what was a bad idea. When Flavia smiled, everything was right and good.

“Get over here.” Ricky took Flavia’s hand and pulled her to him.

They got high and made love. Ricky couldn’t remember a better night. But later in bed thoughts spun in his head, keeping him awake. That much good in such a short period of time unnerved him. As wonderful as it had been, it was the kind of night that soldiers experienced before they went to die in a war.
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Harry returned to his trailer and found some cold fried chicken and three beers in the mini fridge. He felt dejected about the gold thing. But what had he expected to find? A treasure map with a big black X-marks-the-spot? Of course, the good gold would be hidden or got. Harry hated knowing that there was gold all around him. Other people knew where it was. They were digging it out of the ground. It wasn’t fair.

He watched TV as he ate but couldn’t concentrate on the fakey doctor show. It was like a soap opera, the doctors arguing relationship garbage in the middle of an operation. If those were his doctors, he’d give them the business for not concentrating on his hemorrhaging spleen.

Harry needed to do something that made him feel like less of a loser. He needed to get some lady love.

It would have been less work to tug out a hand batch and call it a night, but that would be another compromise, another failure. In the end, it would only confirm the depth of his loneliness.

Harry needed to change his luck. Rubbing all over a lady might not do the trick, but it couldn’t do any harm. In a pinch he could always pay one of the women down at the truck stop, but there was no guarantee that would shake his funk.

He couldn’t go back to the Horseshoe yet. Chico would be a jerk about the bathroom thing. It was usually a sword fight anyhow. He could try the Indian casino. Get some free drinks at the nickel slots. But there weren’t any women there under seventy. 

Harry wasn’t picky, but he didn’t think he could get it up looking down at gray bush hair.

After some thought, it was obvious where to go. Boog’s.

He kept it casual with jeans and a Hawaiian shirt decorated with flowers and surfboards. He wetted down his thinning hair and splashed Canoe on his neck and scruff. He wasn’t much in the looks department and knew it. A triple threat: too short, too fat, and too ugly. But none of that mattered if you weren’t choosy and had a strategy. It’s hard to end the night with complete rejection if you’re willing to saddle a big lady.

He reached for his gold Saint Christopher necklace but decided to leave it on the edge of the sink. Gold was not his color tonight, and he didn’t think he’d need Chris looking over him on this journey.

Boog’s Hideout emitted darkness, sweat, and desperation. A concrete bunker with no personality, but in Blythe it was as close to a meat market as you could find. People came to Boog’s for booze and sex, which should give a clear indication of the attractiveness of the clientele. The same kind of grim reality as a nude beach. Visions of youthful sexuality immediately smashed by a middle-aged horror show of lumpy grotesqueries.

Boog’s was a Tuesday bar. Dead on weekends, but midweek busy. Married people made up a large percentage of the base. Husbands and wives spent weekends with the family, but on a weekday a good excuse could get them out of the house without raising suspicion. Enough time to hit the bar for some quick alley-wrestling. More than once a husband and wife had bumped into each other at Boog’s while trawling for strange.

Boog used his bar for band practice, and Harry could hear the music before he opened the door. A fifty-year-old wannabe Lemmy, Boog was the front man for Baculum, a stoner metal band with two basses, no guitar, and a wicked logo. He went by the stage name Oz Penis, and his voice sounded like a gargoyle looks. It never seemed to bother the drunk and horny, and sometimes even brought in a slightly younger crowd.

The bass made Harry’s skin quiver when he walked into the humid bar. Baculum was playing an extra-heavy cover of Sabbath’s “Hand of Doom.” The band wasn’t good, but they obviously enjoyed playing, and there was something contagious about music played for the sheer love of it.

Harry let his eyes adjust to the darkness, scoping the possibilities at the bar.

On his second pass, he found exactly what he was looking for: a medium-hot woman with her fat friend. Medium-Hot was a bottle blonde with party-roughened skin and a too-big behind crowbarred into tight jeans. By the way she stuck her bucket out, Harry knew that she thought she was better looking than she was. That would work to his advantage. Her friend weighed at least two bills, but she had a pretty face and the bountiful rump and chestals that came with size.

Harry walked up to the ladies, snapping his fingers and pointing at the big girl. He ignored the thinner woman.

“Where do I know you from?” Harry shouted over the music, examining her face.

She smiled. “I’m not sure.”

“Church? Maybe we go to the same church?” “I’m not really a church person.” 

One for Harry.

“I’m sure I know you though. I’m Harry.” He held out his hand, still ignoring Medium-Hot.

“I’m Tami with an i,” she said, holding his hand for a second too long, finger flirting.

Two for Harry.

“You’re so familiar, Tami with an i. I know I know you.” Harry took the seat next to her, waving the bartender over. “You want another drink?”

She quickly sucked at the straw of her margarita, nodding and smiling. Harry ordered her another margarita and himself a beer and a shot of tequila.

Three. He was in.

“I hope I’m not taking you away from anything,” Harry said, glancing at Medium-Hot for the first time but not making eye contact.

“No,” Tami said.

Medium-Hot whispered in Tami’s ear and went to shake her backside-and-a-half at the band.

Harry put his hand on top of Tami’s. “I’m sorry. Were you with your friend? I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“She’s usually the one guys hit on. She thinks you’re using me to get to her.”

“Is that what she said?” Tami nodded.

“She thinks she’s something, don’t she?” Harry glanced toward the dance floor.

“You aren’t trying to get into her pants?”

“No,” Harry said, “I’m trying to get into yours.”

That made her smile. She took another drink and put her hand high on Harry’s thigh. She squeezed, making one of his balls move involuntarily.

An hour and four drinks later, Harry and Tami were deep in conversation. Some guys try to make ladies laugh. That’s fine for a handsome guy, but Harry knew that funny wouldn’t get her in the sack. Funny kept you in the game, but funny was for friends. If you want a sure thing, tell a sad story to a fat girl.

They were even drunk enough to dance to some Baculum originals that sounded incredibly similar to the Sabbath covers. One heavy sound that made Harry’s jaw muscles hurt, but with titles like “Witches and Wolfbane,” “Blood from the Pharaoh’s Tomb,” and “The Antediluvian Reign of Yog-Sothoth,” how could they not have a good time? 

“You want to get out of here?” Harry said, making his big move.

Without a word, Tami took his hand and walked him to the back door.

The back lot was dark. Couples coupled in the shadows. Harry caught the shapes of a lady on her knees mouthing snake and a bent-over-a-trash-can quickie that sounded like someone was plunging a clogged toilet. As close to love as you’ll find in the Boog’s Hideout parking lot.

“That’s my van,” Tami said, pointing to a paint-peeled, mid-eighties Vanagon. She got out her keys and slid open the side door. Harry gave her a playful slap on the backside.

With alarming speed, she turned and slapped Harry hard, loosening a tooth. Her voice scared him. “You hit me again and I’ll hurt you. No rough stuff. I’m not playing.”
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