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ONE

Gut-shot, in the middle of his third death of the day, Jimmy Coates starts thinking about Nicole Braddock and the way her breasts torpedoed his chest when they were slow dancing at the Ocotillo Lounge the night before.

Jimmy had been camped out on a bar stool nursing a watery draft and trying to flesh out the scrawny hope that he could find a quick fix for what he owed Ray Harp before Ray went Darwinian in his collection practices. Then Nicole and six of her friends stepped through the door, a cadre of ASU students out slumming, over from Tempe for some midtown local color.

Jimmy hadn’t paid much attention to them until a Tom-and-Jerry duo, sporting some thrift-store chic and working on their attitudes bummed a Marlboro and a light from him. They got to talking, and Jimmy let it be known that he’d paid his debt to society, and seeing the chance to raise their social deviance quotient a few points by hanging out with an ex-con, they invited Jimmy over to their table and began buying him drinks. No objection there, Jimmy switching from house drafts to tequila shooters and sunrises and giving them the standard gloss on life in the east wing of the Arizona State Prison Complex at Perryville.

Wanting to keep the drinks coming, Jimmy bulked up his story line, slapping on a little muscle and sinew to his original beef by borrowing another con’s jacket, a mean little snake housed two cells down from him named Vince Treifoil, who was overly fond of entering banks and business establishments with firearms.

In actuality, Jimmy’s last crime spree had unfolded and folded pretty much without a middle, no real second act to speak of. What sent him up was a black-market deal he’d worked out with a landscaping company to deliver an illegal tractor-trailer load of state-park-protected saguaro cacti to a new resort complex being built north of Sun City. After getting busted by the Staties for burnt-out brake lights, Jimmy unluckily caught a friend-of-the-earth judge who went on to hit him with twenty-four months, one for each of the saguaro in the bay of the tractor trailer.

At some point Tom or Jerry began feeding the juke, and eventually Jimmy found himself slow dancing with one Nicole Brad-dock, dark-haired and olive-skinned, the shapely daughter of a BMW dealer in Palm Springs and who was an absolute dead ringer for Jimmy’s high school sweetheart, Jean Page—the same hair, eyes, mouth, skin—and in his arms Nicole felt like the stamp to his envelope, her head on his shoulder, Jimmy taking in the smell of her hair as they moved, Jimmy remembering all the make-out sessions with Jean, both of them seventeen, the universe running under their skin, and every necessary truth found in tongues and fingers and the sweet ache of breath, Jimmy dancing with a COD boner, and Nicole right there, not leaning away from it, Jimmy whispering in her ear, the music pouring around them, Jimmy not hearing the bass notes, only the melody line, and with Nicole pressed tight against him, Jimmy could conveniently ignore the arithmetic of passion, the very real fact obliterated by the false dawn of six rounds of tequila sunrises that the twenty-year-old girl in his arms could technically have been his daughter if Jean had run off and married him like he had asked her to instead of going along with her mom and old man’s plans for her, Jimmy following the music instead, matching his moves to Nicole’s, Jimmy leaning over and putting his lips on her neck, lightly kissing her hair, tasting perfume and the warmth of her skin, Jimmy whispering that it was a beautiful night for a ride in the desert, they could catch some stars, Cassiopeia on the rise and a new moon out there, just the two of them, Nicole shuddering under his touch and Jimmy closing his eyes, it taking him longer than it should have to realize the shudder came from her trying to stop laughing, because that’s what she was doing, laughing, even while she kept her breasts pressed against him, she was laughing, Jimmy lifting his head and looking over at the table at her friends, all of them toasting Jimmy and Nicole and laughing, too, and that’s when Nicole did it, put her hand gently on his cheek and in a low breathy voice told him that he was the genuine article, a true anachronism, one a girl like her found hard to resist, Nicole keeping her eyes locked on his, letting that little purr run loose behind her words, and Jimmy could see how much she was enjoying herself, how certain she was that someone like him wouldn’t know what an anachronism was, the college girl toying with and putting one of the local yokels in his place, the whole thing a big joke, and Jimmy got pissed, leaned in and whispered, “This is your Local Color Station with a late-breaking bulletin. One day, honey-pie, you’re going to wake up and discover those firm Tahitis you’re now so proud of are sagging and chasing your navel, and you’re going to panic and look around for that young Republican you married, but he’s going to be on the seventeenth hole of the Scottsdale Country Club wielding his nine iron and working on his second coronary, and right then, when you’re absolutely alone and up against it, you’re going to remember this dance. It’s going to ghost your bones.” Jimmy kissed her cheek, then stepped back and walked out.

Now, though, Jimmy needs to get back to the business of dying. He’s gut-shot and staggering in wide sloppy circles, waving his pistol, choking on each breath as he careens out of the saloon and into the wide dusty street, where he takes one in the shoulder and another in the chest and checks out under the hot eye of the noon sun.

When he gets up, he’s dizzy, unable to focus for a moment on the wall of faces surrounding him until one swims into view, a red-haired kid with a small, sharp chin and green eyes. The kid leans down and starts waving a program in Jimmy’s face.

Four hours later Jimmy’s in the employee locker room rummaging through his pockets for some change. He hits the vending machine for a soda and catches a shot of himself in the mirror.

He looks like a fucking idiot. Black. Everything black. Cowboy hat, shirt, jeans, holster, boots. Black. Like someone’s shadow or a charred tree trunk.

Six times a day he has to die. That’s the way it is at Big and Bigger Jones’s Old Wild West Park. Three showdowns and three shoot-outs per shift. The routines don’t vary. As a bad guy, Jimmy makes the same dumb-ass moves in each show, the same ill-timed mistakes, growls out the same dying line when he’s gunned down by the forces of frontier justice.

The all-black, though, that chafes Jimmy where he lives. He’s sweating off three, four pounds a day and chewing up handfuls of salt tablets in the name of what? Realism? He can’t believe any outlaw would be stupid enough to dress entirely in black and go out robbing stagecoaches and banks in temperatures over one hundred degrees.

The Native Americans are the ones with the sweet deal as far as Jimmy’s concerned. The Jones brothers hired a passle of Pimas, Papagos, and Maricopas off the reservations, and all they had to do most of the day was walk around looking noble and tragic and man a few of the consession stands and restock the souvenir outposts. Best of all, they got to wear a loincloth and didn’t have to worry about their nuts feeling like they’d been crammed in a toaster set on high an hour after they’d punched in.

Jimmy shakes his head and slots a quarter into the pay phone, and when Ray Harp picks up, Jimmy starts floating promises, saying he knows he’s a little late, but a couple days, that’s all he needs.

Ray doesn’t say anything.

“Two days,” Jimmy repeats.

Ray says, “It’s not like you’re going to get a monthly statement, Jimmy. I’m not MasterCard. It doesn’t work that way. You know that.”

A couple days, Jimmy promises, just until the payroll office at the Old Wild West cuts him his first paycheck. “It’s yours, Ray, the whole thing. I’ll drop it off same day.”

More silence.

“Look,” Jimmy says. “The first check’s yours, okay? I’m working my ass off here, dying six times a day for it.”

“I can fix it, Jimmy, so you only have to do it once.” A second later, Ray hangs up.

Jimmy heads back to his locker and starts undressing. He’s still sweating. He digs out more change, and with his shirt flapping around him, goes over to the vending machine and guzzles another soda. The carbonation leaves his throat feeling scoured and the inside of his nose burning.

He’s catching little whiffs of himself, and the picture isn’t pretty. His pores are leaking the residue of last night’s tequila follies and the equivalent of fast-food carbon dating for the half life of Big Macs and the Colonel’s Extra Crispy. Everything’s kicked up a metabolic notch from a small hit of speed he took after noon to help him get through his last three deaths.

Russ Crawford, the general manager, walks over to Jimmy’s locker and says, “They want to see you upstairs.”

Jimmy shakes his head. “I’ve already punched out. And I need a shower. I’ll stop on my way out.”

“Upstairs,” Crawford says. “As in five minutes ago.”

Crawford’s in his early forties and reminds Jimmy of a squirrel. The guy’s head is way too small for the rest of him. Wearing chaps and a cowboy hat doesn’t help matters much either.

“Hey, Russ,” Jimmy says. “Let me ask you something. You know what an anachronism is?”

Russ waves the question away. “I don’t want to talk about spiders. I got a job to do.”

Jimmy’s been doing an informal survey all day. So far he’s been told an anachronism is the brand name for a new line of racing tires, a flower, a street in Glendale, a rock band, and an over-the-counter antibiotic cream for yeast infections.

Jimmy knocks his locker shut and heads for the stairs, pausing along the way to grab another soda, which he polishes off while he hurriedly rebuttons his shirt one-handed. The back of his neck is tightening up, and one of his black cowboy boots has begun to squeak.

The receptionist in the main office is wearing a short buckskin dress and pale pink lipstick. Her hair’s a light brown and French-braided. She has a long, elegantly tapered neck that would give Dracula the squirts just looking at it. Jimmy’s trying to figure out if she’s wearing a bra when she tells him the Jones brothers are expecting him.

Her body language is difficult to get a read on until Jimmy finally figures out she’s trying to stay upwind of him.

“Hard day on the range,” he says, topping it off with a light shrug. The follow-up smile, a killer he’s practiced and perfected, is lost on her when she swivels in her chair and goes back to her computer. On the screen is a video poker game. A full house is showing.

Jimmy Coates knocks and then steps into Big and Bigger Jones’s office. It’s got a high stippled ceiling with exposed beams, hardwood floors with Navajo rugs, and a large picture window overlooking the main street of the Old Wild West Park. Dominating the center of the office is a long polished desk that looks like it’s been cut from a sequoia.

The Jones brothers stand up and wave him into a chair.

The brothers are twins who were born five minutes apart. The first was Big. The second was Bigger. From what Jimmy can see, they’ve managed to live up to their names. They look like massive balls of suet squeezed into identical soft gray Western-cut suits. They’re wearing matching gray Stetsons and monogrammed bolo ties. It looks like he’s interrupted snack time. Each of them’s holding a partially pillaged bag of Doritos.

“We appreciate you dropping by, Mr. Catz,” Big says.

“Coates,” Jimmy says. “The name’s Coates.”

Bigger slides over an open folder, and Big glances down and somehow manages to nod and shrug at the same time.

“It doesn’t appear you’ve been with us long,” Bigger says, tapping the file.

“One week and change,” Jimmy says. “You boys have something nice going here. We’ve been packing them in every day.”

“Families,” Big says. “It’s families who visit the Old Wild West.”

“Lots of families,” Bigger adds. “Families looking for family-type entertainment.”

“Families,” Jimmy says. “I’m with you so far, boys.”

Big squints at the file, then lifts his head. Jimmy finds it hard to make eye contact with either brother. Their eyes are small, the color of wet coffee grounds, and spaced wide and high in their faces. Even when you’re fronting them, it’s like they’re trying to look around you at something behind your back.

“While families are enjoying this family entertainment,” Big says, “they do not appreciate erratic or irresponsible behavior on the part of those providing the family entertainment.”

“Look,” Jimmy says, “if you’re referring to that brood from Terre Haute, I talked to the dad afterward. We got it all straightened out.”

“We’re referring to twelve-year-old children and mammary glands,” Bigger says. “Specifically, the grandson of the governor, who visited the Old West as part of his birthday celebration and who was in attendance at the twelve o’clock shoot-out.”

“And who asked you to sign his program,” Big adds.

“Which I did,” Jimmy says, puzzled.

“With this.” Bigger slips his hand inside his suit jacket and holds a pen aloft. On its side is a photo of Pete Samoa’s second wife, Doris, in a black one-piece. Bigger upends the pen, and the black one-piece disappears, giving Jimmy and the Jones brothers a glimpse at the wonders of silicone and Doris’s fabled chest.

Jimmy raises his hand. “An honest mistake.”

“Policy at the Old Wild West explicitly states that employees are to leave all personal items in the locker room during the performance of their duties.” Big pauses and looks at his brother, who’s still holding the pen aloft. “And concerning writing implements, personnel are to use and distribute, when appropriate, gratis to the public, only those writing implements bearing the logo and trademark of the Old Wild West.” Big pulls out one of the park’s pens and holds it up.

“There are no exceptions to policy, Mr. Coast,” Bigger says.

“The same size and shape there,” Jimmy says, pointing at the pens. “Easy enough to get them confused, you’re in a hurry.”

“Fortunately our general manager, Russ Crawford, was able to divert the boy with the promise of an additional tomahawk and thus regain possession of the pen without drawing the attention of the media covering the birthday visit,” Big says.

A raw deal for the kid, Jimmy thinks. A plastic tomahawk for a perpetual titty show.

“Is that a smile, Mr. Cortez?” Bigger asks. “Is there something humorous or amusing that neither my brother nor I are aware of in the potential negative attendant publicity resulting from one of our gunslingers passing out pens festooned with bared mammary glands and advertising dubious enterprises like pawn shops to the grandson of the man holding the highest office in the state?”

“A man who before taking that office was an ordained Baptist minister,” Big adds.

“Relief,” Jimmy says, backpedalling. “My expression there, it’s relief because I’m relieved everything turned out all right.”

“As regards to the erratic and irresponsible behavior,” Big starts in.

“Thing of the past,” Jimmy says quickly. “Rest assured, boys.”

Big fingers his bolo tie and looks at his brother. Jimmy keeps his eyes aimed at the wall behind them. It’s covered in framed photographs, a scattering of hostage celebrity shots, the brothers shaking hands with a bunch of has-beens, a roster of over-the-hill ballplayers, a choir of third-rate Vegas crooners, some television and movie zeroes, and a hearty salting of state and city politicos.

“Is there a problem with our cooling system we’re not aware of, Mr. Costs?” Bigger asks.

“Uh, I don’t think so.” Jimmy glances around the office. “Why do you ask?” He feels like he’s back in the fourth grade, Mrs. Dell about to swoop down and trip him up with some trick question, one usually dealing with the metric system. Mrs. Dell, she was a big fan of measurement.

“You’re sweating,” Big says.

“A lot,” Bigger adds.

“I got a quirky metabolism.” When Jimmy glances down, he notices he’d buttoned his shirt wrong on the way to the office earlier. It looks like a mangled kite.

That’s when he notices something else: His bladder’s begun to send out distress calls, some SOS action on account of all those sodas earlier.

Big reaches down and rustles a couple of papers in the file. “My brother and I have always prided ourselves on being community-oriented. Phoenix has been good to us. We like to believe we’ve been good for Phoenix. That’s the working principle behind our hiring practices. We believe in giving people a chance.” Big pauses, then adds, “We’ve had a number of ex-convicts on our payroll over the years.”

“They were grateful for the chance and our faith in them,” Bigger joins in. “No erratic behavior on their parts is how I’d put it.”

“You boys are known for giving someone a fair shake,” Jimmy says. “Absolutely. Your reputation precedes you.”

“Unfortunately so has yours,” Big says, “and you appear to have caught up with it.”

“I’ve paid my debt to society.” Jimmy shifts into contrition and presses the gas on the sincerity.

“We’d like to believe you,” Big says.

“You can take it to the bank.” Jimmy rises from the chair and nods twice.

“Good,” Bigger says. “Then we’re sure you won’t mind accompanying Ms. Wing to the nurse’s station.”

“Huh?” Jimmy says. “Not necessary. This sweating, like I was telling you boys, I got a quirky metabolism.” He steps up to the desk and extends his hand. “Nothing a good cold shower won’t cure.”

“We were thinking more along the lines of a urine sample,” Big says. “A little lab work.”

Oh, shit, Jimmy thinks.

“Fine there. No problem,” Jimmy says, stepping back. “But what say, boys, we put that on the docket first thing tomorrow morning? See, I’ve already punched out, and I need to get cleaned up and going here. I’m running a little late for an appointment.”

“I think this afternoon would be better,” Big says.

“Won’t take more than a few minutes of your time.” Big closes Jimmy’s file.

Jimmy’s cataloging the probable results of a drug test. It’ll be the equivalent of a chemical spill that would make the EPA blush.

“I’d like to oblige you boys,” he begins slowly.

“Then do,” Big says.

They’re standing side by side, watching him.

If they weren’t so obviously enjoying this little session, Jimmy thinks, maybe he could hunker down and turn things around. He’s talked his way out of tighter places before. And he’s capable of doing it again. He knows that. But the thing is, they’re enjoying it so much, clamping him, and over a dipshit job barely a click over minimum wage.

Big clears his throat.

They’re waiting for him to beg. Jimmy can read it in both their faces. Beg them for the chance to keep dressing up in a black cowboy outfit and shoot it out six times a day for the amusement of the citizens. They’re waiting, looking forward to it. They want him to beg.

“Tell you what, boys,” Jimmy says, “why don’t you let me save us all a little time?”

Jimmy steps back in front of the desk. He plays the smile large.

The brothers glance at each other. Big clears his throat again.

Jimmy leans closer, then snags an Old West coffee mug and slides it to the edge of the desk. “Yes, sir,” he says, “let’s just cut right to the chase.” In two quick moves, he has the zipper of the black jeans down and his dick out.

“Whoa there,” Bigger says.

Big makes a stab at snatching back the mug, but Jimmy’s too fast for him. Or rather, all the sodas he’s guzzled this afternoon are. The faucet’s full on now, and Jimmy’s feeling good.

He’s also a little reckless with his aim.

Big and Bigger each make a grab for the phone, but finally retreat to the wall of photographs. Big is holding Jimmy’s personnel file to his chest like a shield.

Jimmy leans into the job, putting a sizzling head on the mug and then switching over to a nearby pencil holder.

Jimmy’s feeling good, yes he is, until he suddenly hears Ray Harp’s voice echoing in his head: It’s not like you’re going to get a monthly statement, Jimmy. I’m not MasterCard. It doesn’t work that way.

And Jimmy, trying to avoid snagging his dick on the zipper as he tucks himself back in, knows that this time he’s really up against it.

This time he’s pissed more than a paycheck away.


TWO

Evelyn Coates struggles to locate and then resurrect her flight-attendant’s smile each time the bell above the door rings and a customer enters. The smile is important. It’s important never to forget that. People want to feel important, and therefore it’s important to give people what they want. Giving people what they want creates satisfied customers, and satisfied customers are repeat customers, and repeat customers are important, the lifeblood of any business.

She’s trying. She really is. The smile, though, just gets harder to find and hold.

Evelyn glances up at the clock and adjusts the neckline of the pale green smock she wears over her skirt and blouse. On the counter, bracketing her, are two cardboard placards, one advertising senior citizen discounts, the other detailing the store’s policy on unclaimed apparel.

Over the last month, Evelyn’s been rotating among the branches of Frontier Cleaners, getting a feel for the clientele and employees at each store, learning the basic duties behind running and operating the chain, soaking up the business from the inside out, as her husband likes to say, a portion of her evenings devoted to reviewing the long- and short-term plans Richard envisions, one of which is Evelyn eventually becoming a full partner in the business.

It’s not like she stepped into the dry-cleaning business expecting it to be glamorous or exciting. It simply made a kind of sense, after she quit the airlines, not so much a step as a half step, the type of decision, she now realizes, that has come to inform the life Richard and she have made together.

A comfortable life. A good life. A sensible life. One spent balancing the practical and the passionate.

Evelyn glances at the clock again. Three customers come in. Evelyn waits on them, tagging clothes, handing out claim checks, verifying names, addresses, phone numbers, and making note of any special instructions. She’s conscious of the manager, Maria Sandover, hovering near the revolving racks of the day’s pickups, watching her.

There’s another lull in customer traffic. Evelyn looks up at the clock. 1:27. The hands have moved, but the time hasn’t seemed to change. She’s supposed to stay until five today and then meet Richard for dinner.

Maria Sandover steps up next to the register. Evelyn figures she’s somewhere in her early forties, but everything in her bearing makes her seem older: the dark hair shadowed by premature gray, no makeup to speak of, a pair of heavy unflattering glasses, a dark blue checked dress falling to midcalf, sensible shoes.

“You forgot to mention the ten percent discount on Mondays,” Maria says. “With each transaction, you should remind the customer of the standard and special discounts for the week. It’s also important to wish each customer a good day. You neglected to do that twice today.”

For some reason, Evelyn thinks of the fan of fold-out photographs, school shots of five boys, that Maria had brought out to show Evelyn on more than one occasion as if she were demonstrating features on a car. The Sandover brood ranged from five to eighteen. Evelyn thought she made the appropriate murmurs of approval, but now she’s not so sure. She’s been doing that a lot lately, becoming impatient or distracted and making small missteps in manners and social niceties that she only becomes aware of much later, after the fact.

Earlier last week when she’d once again been late getting to the store, Evelyn had overheard Maria Sandover talking with some of the other employees in the break room. They’d been discussing Richard and her.

The consensus on Richard held no surprises. As a boss, he was demanding and exacting, but he was also scrupulously fair and even-handed in employee relations and had earned their respect and loyalty. He appreciated a job done well and was not afraid to roll up his sleeves and help out when things got tight. He made it a point to be on a first-name basis with everyone who worked for him and knew where they lived, the names of spouses and children or their boyfriends and girlfriends. He remembered birthdays and anniversaries. He paid above minimum wage and set up a generous benefits package. He was a good man, a hardworking man, who expected the best from himself and others around him.

What Evelyn had overheard about herself was a different story. She’s vain. Full of herself. Alternately aloof or condescending. Tempermental. She doesn’t pull her weight around the store. She flirts with customers. She ignores customers. She wears too much makeup. Her dresses are too tight. She laughs too much or too little. She’s pampered. Afraid to get her hands dirty. She’s headstrong. A pretty package with nothing inside.

At first, Evelyn had been shocked and hurt and dismayed by what she’d heard. There had to have been some mistake. She’d tried to be pleasant. She’d tried to get along. Somehow she’d failed horribly at both.

Eventually, though, something odd happened. She came to like those gossipy reactions, even take an odd sort of pride in them.

Suddenly she was a Bad Girl.

She again glances up at the clock. 1:45. Evelyn walks back to the break room. It’s empty. There’s a pot of coffee brewing, and the portable television in the corner is still on, tuned to an afternoon talk show. It’s a segment on Big Wish kids, five of them, three boys and two girls, all twelve and under, with terminal illnesses.

One of the boys says, “Sometimes when I wake up in the morning, it feels like there’s a fire in my bones.” He’s named Timmy and he’s eight years old, and he goes on to say he wants to visit the Grand Canyon and the Petrified Forest.

There’s a long sibilant hiss as the coffee finishes brewing. Evelyn closes her eyes for a moment and then crosses the room and turns off the television.

She walks back down the hall to the employee restroom. She locks herself in the first stall, lets out her breath, then sits down. She stretches her arms, pressing her hands on the walls to either side of her, then drops them back into her lap.

She watches the second hand circle the face of her watch.

She tries to imagine the need for a Big Wish and what hers would be.


THREE

The sun’s burning away what’s left of the morning, and the needle on the gas gauge is kissing empty when Jimmy pulls into the lot at Pete Samoa’s Pawn Emporium. There’s one other car parked out front.

Most of the surrounding buildings are one story and flat-roofed, fading and dirty and rundown, like paint was a relative they’d lost track of. A donut joint, a used tire shop, a twenty-four-hour Laundromat, a check-cashing service, and a package store are sandwiched between a string of empty storefronts covered in gang graffiti, obscenities, and oddly sequenced numbers resembling zip codes.

Just beyond a lethargic traffic light is a sun-baked playground empty of children but crawling with stray cats. At a glance, Jimmy figures there must be thirty or forty of them milling about, all of them scrawny and mange-ridden and yowling. At the edge of the grounds is an old man in a baseball cap, who’s methodically throwing pieces of gravel and chips of concrete at the cats and singing.

Jimmy burns down a Marlboro waiting for the owner of the other car to come out of the emporium and leave. He then flips back a canvas tarp in the truck bed and carries in a twenty-one-inch color television, a VCR, three CD players, a PC, and two plastic garbage bags filled with hubcaps.

Pete Samoa’s perched on a metal stool behind the long glass-faced counter fronting the register, his posture reminding Jimmy of a buzzard with its wings folded.

Nothing about Pete Samoa ever seemed to change. A little more gray at the temples now, but the same steel-rimmed bifocals punched back on his nose; the dark, sun-cured skin; the asymmetrical pencil-thin goatee resembling dried lines of chocolate syrup. The wardrobe’s a ditto, too. Blue pocket-T, plaid baggy Bermudas, black mesh shoes. A tiny gold crucifix lying in the hollow of his throat.

Pete climbs down from the stool and walks around the counter. He pulls a stub of a number two pencil from behind his ear and a small notebook from his pocket and begins itemizing what Jimmy’s set on the floor.

Jimmy looks around the emporium. Nothing’s changed there either. Row upon row of narrow and cluttered metal shelves filled with dusty hard-luck bargains. Half the fluorescent lights lining the ceiling burnt-out or buzzing. The stuff here, the straight pawn, covers the rent and utilities on the shop. What Jimmy brought in will end up in one of Pete’s three warehouses over in Avondale and will be fenced out within forty-eight hours.

Pete walks back around the counter, writes down a figure, rips the page from his notebook, and slides it across to Jimmy.

Jimmy glances at it, then looks down at his shoes. He then pulls a white handkerchief from his back pocket and offers it to Pete.

“I was thinking maybe you needed that for your glasses,” he says. “You know, maybe you had a speck on the lens there that you confused with a decimal point.”

Pete crosses his arms on his chest. “Glasses are fine, Jimmy.”

“Maybe it’s the light then,” Jimmy says, sliding the paper back across the counter. “You being too fucking cheap to replace the bulbs, the place like a cave here, you got some numbers reversed.”

“Best I can do,” Pete says, nodding at the slip of paper.

Next to the cash register is a plastic cup full of pens, the name of the shop and phone number on one side, the other holding a photo of an overly made-up middle-aged woman with an upswept mass of hair the color of butter. She’s wearing a black one-piece bathing suit that’s about two sizes too small. Jimmy lifts a pen and tilts it and watches the bathing suit drain away.

Pete shakes the cup and winks. “That’s Doris. The new Missus.”

Pete had been passing pens out at the Ocotillo the other night, and Jimmy supposes if you look at it from one perspective, shave away a few extenuating circumstances, you could see Pete Samoa as the prime mover in the series of events leading to Jimmy losing his job at the Old Wild West and Pete therefore owing him one.

“A little deeper in the pockets,” Jimmy says, dropping the pen back into the cup. “Come on.”

“What, come on? I’m looking at amateur hour here. What you do, hit one of the student ghettos over at Tempe?” Pete punches back his bifocals. “This is an embarrassment, Jimmy. At least bring me something I can work with.”

“A big score, huh, Pete, like maybe a tractor-trailer load of government-protected saguaros? A sure thing, that one. I follow up on your tip and end up looking at twenty-four months in Perryville.”

Pete shrugs. “No one twisted your arm. I heard something. I passed it on. It was entirely up to you what you did with that knowledge.”

Jimmy bites his lower lip and looks around the store, then turns back to the counter and picks up the slip of paper, studies it, puts it back down, and then picks it up again.

“Okay. Fine. Right there. Okay,” Jimmy says.

The thing is, on one level, Jimmy knows Pete’s right. A couple trash bags of hubcaps and some low-tech toys are strictly bottom-end action, a definite embarrassment, but until he can get a few things realigned, Jimmy needs some walking-around money.

Pete doesn’t punch up the sale on the register. Instead he brings out a squat metal box with a combo lock. He turns his back to open it. Jimmy watches him count out the bills.

“What the hell you doing?” he asks when Pete finishes. “You think I’m rusty on my basic math skills? That maybe I forgot how to add?”

Pete holds up an index finger. He pulls a small handgun from the front right pocket of his Bermudas and lays it next to the cash. “I thought you might want to take the balance out in trade,” he says.

“Why would you think that?” It’s a shitty little .22, the bluing on the barrel gone, the grip cracked and mended with electrical tape.

Pete looks up at the ceiling. “Because, Jimmy, I hear things. I stand behind this counter, and sometimes I sell things and sometimes I buy things, but mostly what I do is hear things. Your name and Ray Harp’s, for example,” he says, “have come up more than once of late, friend.”

Jimmy looks out toward the parking lot.

“Ray’s been on edge for a while now,” Pete says. “Things are tense between him and some of the Mexican gangs running crank labs. They aren’t very happy with the way Ray’s cutting up the pie.”

“What’s that got to do with me?”

“I shouldn’t have to explain this to you, Jimmy,” Pete says, dropping his hand and tapping the cylinder on the .22. “What I’m saying here is Ray has become more focused in his business practices since you went up. Considerably more focused. He can’t afford not to be. The Mex gangs are watching him, looking for any signs of weakness.”

You pick up a gun, Jimmy thinks, and it has a way of getting used. He nudges the .22 over to Pete’s side of the counter. “I appreciate the thought, but I think I’ll stick with the cash.”

“Even if Ray has Newt Deems and Aaron Limbe out looking for you?” Pete asks, counting out the rest of the bills.

Jimmy starts rubbing the top of his head. Newt’s straight muscle. Jimmy can understand him coming around. But Aaron Limbe is a different story. He’s a wrinkle no iron can touch.

“Limbe’s working for Ray now?” Jimmy asks.

Pete nods.

“Look, do me a favor, will you?” Jimmy pulls the cash across the counter and crams it in the front pocket of his jeans. “If Newt or Limbe, they come back in here asking about me, you tell them as far as you know, everything’s copacetic, okay? Can you do that?”

Pete slowly lets out his breath and nods. “That’s as far as it goes though,” he says.

“I appreciate that. I really do.” Jimmy starts rubbing the top of his head again. “I may have gotten off on the wrong foot with Ray, but I’m working on straightening things out.”

Pete’s smiling but won’t look him in the eye. “I’m glad to hear that, Jimmy.”

Jimmy digs out his truck keys and turns to leave.

He’s just about made the door when Pete calls out to him. “Hey, I almost forgot. Sorry to hear about your old man. A hell of a thing, that. They let you out for the funeral?”

“No.” Jimmy leaves it at that. The last thing he wants is to get into a discussion about his father.

He palms the doorknob and tells Pete he’ll see him around.

Outside, the sun’s so bright it’s like a slap.


FOUR

Jimmy’s brother, Richard, owns and runs a string of dry-cleaning stores and keeps a central office in downtown Phoenix in a dark, somber, turn-of-the-century, stone building. From where Jimmy’s sitting he can look out the window past lines of palms and eucalypti and see snatches of traffic on Washington and beyond that, part of Wesley Brolin Plaza and the bright copper dome of the old capitol building with the white angel of mercy statue perched on its top like half of a wedding cake decoration.

Jimmy fights back a yawn. It’s 7:45, and he didn’t have time to grab coffee, let alone breakfast, to make the meeting with his brother on time. Harriett, the receptionist, had some decaf brewing, but Jimmy had passed on that one. As far as he’s concerned, decafs the equivalent of Elvis impersonators and Christian rock bands. All of them in one way or another missed the point.

A couple minutes later Jimmy hears the door open behind him, and Richard walks briskly across the office and stands behind his desk. Richard and Jimmy have never looked anything alike, not even as kids. Their father used to say that their genetic magnetic poles were reversed. Richard gets his looks from their mother and her side of the family. He’s tall and lanky, pushing six-four, one of those long-distance-runner physiques, with fair skin and fine straight hair not quite brown or blond, bones set close under the skin and sharpening his features. Jimmy, well, he’s always been close to the ground, five-eight in his socks, dark and thick, black hair and two shaves a day like the old man. Swarthy, his mom called him.
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