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  PROLOGUE


  Wanda Marie Tounens rode her horse back to Lake Wally. She had risen before dawn and ridden, bareback and barefoot, from the lake to the base of the Sierra Nevada mountains. Wanda Marie had worn a Walkman the entire time, but only now turned it on to listen to some talk radio.


  “Good Saturday morning. This is Davis O’Kane of radio station KFLO in Nightingale, Nevada,” said the voice in her headphones. “The place God created after he’d officially run out of scenery. It’s eight-O-one in the a.m. and nearing one hundred degrees. It’s so hot that on my way to work I saw a female in shorts walk up to a cop and ask him to shoot her. But let’s get to today’s Gossip Topic: Twins. How are twins conceived?”


  “My God,” Wanda Marie said aloud to herself as she slowed the horse to negotiate a dry creek bed, “I’ve gotta find you some decent topics.”


  Using only her monogrammed leather bridle and bare heels, Wanda Marie guided the blue-black gelding with three white boots down into the creek bed. The horse and rider, scrambling up the far bank were forelit by the sun that dazzled down through the cloudless sky. She reined in the horse at the crest of the creek bed and said, “Twins. How humdrum.”


  “Sperm,” the D.J. said, “probably more like a group of fans bustling toward the beer concession at halftime of the Super Bowl than we’d care to admit, journey toward the egg. With limited motility and a brief window of viability it is a marvel that anyone is conceived. But if the sperm ever reach the egg, if the egg is healthy, if they can infiltrate the egg’s nearly impenetrable layers of protection, then the co-mingling of matched chromosomes, and subsequent cell divisions will result, nine months later, in a human being. However, the odds are ninety-six out of one-thousand, in humans not taking fertility drugs, that another event will take place. No one knows how or why this event occurs. Multiple eggs? Aggressive sperm? Or the Constellation Gemini twinkling high above the conceivers? Whatever the cause, the result is magic, mythical, and maddening. Twins.”


  Wanda Marie listened, wading in the shallows of Lake Wally as her horse slurped water. She settled onto a partially submerged boulder and splashed her legs in a scissors kick. Although she had never danced, Wanda Marie simply didn’t care much for music, her legs were like a dancer’s; lithe and strong without appearing muscular. She wore her blonde hair long, straight, and simple. Her face was oval, with a button nose. Wanda Marie was saved from being cute by a meandering two-inch scar across the tip of her chin—the result of a tumble from a small horse at an early age. She seemed like a child sitting on the rock, dwarfed by the bulk of the Sierra Nevada in the background and flanked by a horse that was oblivious to her presence. If Monet had painted her at this instant the portrait would have been titled, The Sad Little Girl.


  The D.J. continued. “Everybody has known a set or two of twins; I’m the father of twin girls. Gimme a call at 762-KFLO and let’s chat about twins.”


  Wanda Marie had been an anomaly as a child in Southern Idaho. In the area around Boise where God, America, and apple pie were synonymous with large families, she was the only-child of two only-children. She grew up with no cousins, aunts, or uncles and to this day preferred the company of horses to most people. She had never married. Until recently, she doubted she’d ever felt love for an individual. Her passion, beyond horses, was the Carib tribe of Belize. She had encountered the Carib at an early, impressionable age. Wanda Marie’s father, a cultural anthropologist, and her mother, a comparative linguist, had studied the last of the Northern Hemisphere’s wild tribes every summer of Wanda Marie’s childhood. With the miraculous ability of a child, she learned the Carib language idiomatically and automatically. She also learned to spear fish, shinny up palm trees, catch birds with her bare hands, and walk barefoot across any terrain.


  “That’s 762-KFLO…Toll free, of course…It’s now officially one-hundred degrees, but remember folks—it’s a dry heat. And we have our first caller:”


  “I have a theory,” a man said.


  “Name, please?”


  “Ah, ah, Alex. From right here in Nightingale.”


  “Shoot, Alex.”


  “Twins. Okay, Sir Francis Drake and Shakespeare were twins and, stay with me now, Sasquatch actually wrote Shakespeare’s plays.”


  “What about the sonnets?” the D.J. asked.


  “Not the poetry, man. Don’t be ridiculous.”


  Wanda Marie adjusted the volume, scissors kicked twice, and smiled.


  “Alex, how did Sasquatch learn to speak and write English?”


  “Lost traders from the Hudson Bay Company who had been shipwrecked on the Northern California coast taught him. Sasquatch’s textbooks were Petrarch, the Bible, and Holinshed’s Chronicles. That accounts for all of Shakespeare’s allusions and references: Biblical, Historical, and Classical.”


  “You’ve given this some thought.”


  “I’ve done my homework, Amigo.”


  “Okay, get to Shakespeare and Drake.”


  “They were Twins and they had this connection, man. The Twin connection. They knew the plays were out there, so Drake sailed to California, which was then known as New Albion, scored the plays from Sasquatch and returned to England. This solves the Stradfordian controversy as well. Shakespeare wasn’t Frank Bacon or Chris Marlowe or the Earl of Essex, he was Sasquatch. Even the names are similar: Shakespeare-Sasquatch. Get it?”


  “No, Alex, I don’t.”


  “No matter. Now Queen Elizabeth, who was actually separated at birth from her fraternal twin, Sir Walter Raleigh—”


  “Thanks, Alex, but we have another call. Good morning this is Davis O’Kane.”


  “This is your old pal Woody McGuire.”


  “Morning Woody.”


  “That last Bozo was a couple of chimichangas shy of a combination plate.”


  “What’s your experience with twins, Woodrow?”


  “I’ll let you and your listeners in on a secret.”


  “What?”


  “The most exhilarating aspect of twins, my friend, is climbing on top and riding them.”


  “Woody, you know what happens when you drink in the a.m. Remember those Girl Scout cookies?”


  Wanda Marie stood up in the shallows and ripped off her headphones. She splashed over to her horse and nuzzled nose-to-nose enjoying the wet, cool horsehair against her face. She kissed the cream-colored patch on her gelding’s face. A unique, unmistakable marking in the shape of Louisiana.


  “Shoot, Woody,” said Wanda Marie, “you and Kaitlyn were worried about my big mouth.” Wanda Marie grabbed the reins, swung herself astride, and dug her bare heels into the horse’s flanks. “I’ve got some letters to write.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 1


  



  Davis said, “Thanks for saving me last Saturday morning. . . Alex.”


  “You’re welcome,” said Len Arizona.


  As they had every Monday lunchtime since Davis had moved back to Nightingale, the men jogged west on Sagrado Boulevard toward Sagrado State College. The Boulevard dead-ended, petering out five miles west of town at the base of a huge pile of cluttered rocks, the remnants of an 1870s silver mine. To the east it intersected with State Highway 7, connecting the town with the rest of the sparsely populated state of Nevada. Streets north of Sagrado Boulevard were named after states of the United States. After crossing Sagrado Boulevard, the streets were named after that state’s flower. North Dakota Street turned into Wild Prairie Rose Avenue; Delaware Street changed into Peach Blossom Avenue; New Hampshire Street became Purple Lilac Avenue.


  The men jogged easily and in silence until Len said, “So you pick your talk show topics kind of like that experiment with the chimps at the typewriters? Whatever they might type is your theme for the day?”


  “Have you ever wondered how we arrived at the typewriter keyboard that we’re stuck with?”


  “No.”


  “That’s a topic. Thanks, I can give the chimps a day off.”


  “You’re serious, The History of the Typewriter Keyboard?”


  Davis nodded, then eased the pace and pointed to a billboard at the junction of North Carolina Street and Flowering Dogwood Avenue. It featured a photo of Len Arizona with a cellular phone in one hand and a Paiute basket in the other. In block letters:


  NIGHTINGALE’S FUTURE IS IN ARIZONA—


  LEN ARIZONA FOR MAYOR!


  “How about you, Candidate Arizona, sitting in with me for a show?”


  “No.”


  The joggers turned south on Poppy Avenue. Sagrado State College loomed ahead. Convection waves blurred the outline of the mile-distant buildings. The college, built on the remains of an expired tungsten mine, overlooked most of Sagrado County.


  “Why not?” asked Davis.


  “Hold up,” said Len. He bent to tie a shoelace on his dayglo-green Adidas. He stood, stretched and they started up the hill toward the college. “Because.”


  “Too dignified to get down and dirty? This is politics.”


  “I don’t mind down and dirty politics. It’s just that your show sucks.”


  “You are the story of the year, Len. A Paiute running for mayor of a town built on his ancestral village. C’mon?”


  “No.”


  They reached the college’s track. They stretched slowly and deliberately for five minutes, drank from a rusted water fountain, then ran three quick half-miles. Not quick like when they’d competed for the 1975 Nevada State High School Half-Mile Championship, but quick for two busy forty-somethings who only ran three or four days a week. After finishing the final half-mile they shook hands almost formally. “I got an Intro to Electronics class to teach,” said Len. “You working at John Barleycorn’s tonight?”


  “Yeah.” Davis crossed his right leg over his left and stretched a tight, slightly tweaked, hamstring. “It’s like I’m married to that stupid restaurant.”


  Len backpedaled away, “That’s what you get for not diversifying your investments.”


  “Mark Twain said, ‘Put all your eggs in one basket and watch that basket.’”


  “I’ll stop by John Barleycorn’s for a beer.” Len turned and ran, his voice hanging in the heat, “If I can.”


  “Think of it as actual campaigning.”


  Len waved away the suggestion and ran across the man-made mesa toward the college.


  Davis crossed his left foot over his right, and stretched his opposite hamstring. He stood, uncrossed his legs and said, “Sonuvabitch, I’m getting too old to run in this heat.” Wiping his face with the sopped tail of his Sagrado Silverpanners t-shirt, he surveyed the tidy, isolated, and torrid township of Nightingale. Businesses dotted Sagrado Boulevard: a 7-11, radio station KFLO, Le Bistro Restaurant, and the large but understated—for Nevada’s new, Theme Casino Standards—Ode to a Nightingale Casino. Directly across from the casino were the Traintown! Amusement Park and the Sagrado Silverpanners baseball stadium. Further east were the horsetrack and golf course. The United States Geological Survey field laboratory stood, fenced and official, sandwiched between the police station and the Calvada Ecumenical Church of Meditation. The Calvada E. C. of M. was noted for its billboard that featured the Thought for the Day. Today’s thought:


  TIME ENGRaVES OUR FACEs WITH ALL THE TEARS WE HAVE NOT SHED


  In cul-de-sacs, tidy houses sprang up colorful and in clumps, like spring’s desert wildflowers. Davis’ restaurant, John Barleycorn’s, sat alone in its immense dirt parking lot at the southeastern edge of town, like a schoolyard bully who hadn’t been invited to play.


  He jogged down Poppy Avenue, wincing as his knees worked as shock absorbers. He crossed Sagrado Boulevard and started up California Avenue, stopping in front of a Spanish style ranch house. The low single-story house looked not only windswept, but aerodynamic. Manzanita, leathery-leafed ceanothus, and purple-blooming hebe decorated the front yard. The pretense of a lawn had been abandoned long ago; the drought resistant shrubs shaded natural sand and rock. Davis walked to the front door and rang the bell twice.


  He waited, then rang again.


  Davis walked to the side of the house and unlocked a faded and weathered wooden gate. He entered a groomed rock garden with twelve broomsticks jammed into the ground. Mounted on each broomstick was a carved Carib ceremonial mask.


  Although each mask featured a face that portrayed a completely different emotion—fear, ecstasy, pride, anger—they appeared related. That was the intention of the Carib artisans who carved these faces.


  The same but different.


  Conformity versus individuality.


  The sacred and the profane.


  Davis approached a triangle-eyed, gape-mouthed black mask and inserted three fingers into the ample oral cavity. This was where Wanda Marie Tounens, for the last month, had left the keys to her house for Davis.


  He needed the keys because even if she were home, Wanda Marie rarely answered the door or telephone. She distrusted the phone companies—all of them, no matter how recent or hip or empowered they were—and communicated with notes and letters handwritten in lower case. She rarely posted a letter for the U.S.P.S. to deliver. She’d deliver them herself on foot or horseback.


  Four weeks ago, Sunday, Wanda Marie and Davis closed the bar at John Barleycorn’s. It had been a protracted and frantic shift for both of them. After two drinks, Wanda Marie said, “Come home with me.”


  It wasn’t a question.


  Davis said, “Sure.”


  Wanda Marie’s three-bedroom house on California Street had been designed as a retirement home in the early 1950s before most of what is now Nightingale existed. The slate-roofed house stood in the center of a two-acre lot, flanked by a stand of cottonwoods. Tree roots sipped from the same underground spring that provided well water for the house. In the Spanish architectural tradition every room, like spokes, emanated from the central, open-air patio. A realtor would be certain to showcase the house to a prospective customer by featuring the central patio.


  This is exactly how Davis and Wanda Marie, on that Sunday four weeks ago proceeded.


  Fully-clothed, but barefoot and eager, they entered the patio from the kitchen’s sliding glass door. Beneath one of the three-potted-palm-trees on the patio, Wanda Marie shed four-fifths of her clothing and removed all of his. With the languid, unhurried motions of newfound lovers who knew they had all night to explore and probe, to discern and discover, they kissed and nibbled and fondled for what seemed an hour. Then they opened another sliding door and crossed the threshold of what would have been a TV room had Wanda Marie owned a television. Inside, she cast off the remaining twenty percent of her clothing while he flipped on a tiny clock radio and dialed in KFLO’s Sunday Night Blues with Dirk. Then, to Elmore James’ Tool Bag Boogie, Wanda Marie dialed in Davis.


  Three songs later Davis, still dialed in, stood and carried Wanda Marie back to the patio. Beneath the fragile spring moon they reclined, leisurely, onto still-warm-blue-imported-from-Mexico-tiles of the patio and boogied together for three more songs. Then they unhitched and entered, through yet another glass slider, Wanda Marie’s bedroom where they re-coupled.


  The following three Sunday nights they worked together, Davis and Wanda Marie withdrew to the quaint old house on California Street. He had been dropping by occasionally during the week. Usually—as today—during a run. After knocking, he’d let himself in with the key in the mask—Davis couldn’t believe Wanda Marie refused to answer her door—and continue his aerobic workout, albeit much more intimately and agreeably than with Len Arizona.


  But the hotter the sex, the more distant, almost non-communicative Wanda Marie became. The night before, Davis had given Wanda Marie one of those greeting cards with a young boy and girl dressed in campy, oversized adult clothing. Inside was a poem that Davis had written:


  



  My eyes fall shut and I retreat into


  The dream-mirror of my waking life:


  I dream and taste your love.


  You are the silent part of me I


  Haven’t the depth or courage to contain…


  



  Wanda Marie said, “Thanks for the note.”


  “It’s a poem. It ain’t Robert Frost, but at least I’m trying.”


  “Trying what? If simple, uncomplicated, but extremely passionate sex doesn’t do it for you maybe we should, you know, stop squealing like pot-bellied pigs every Sunday.”


  Davis wasn’t wounded so much as befuddled. He had driven back to John Barleycorn’s to close up and set the alarms. Sitting alone in the bar, after midnight, sipping lukewarm black coffee he decided that at this point in his life he desired exactly what he and Wanda Marie shared.


  No poems. No promises. No problems.


  He also realized he needed this liaison, this dalliance, this sexually-fueled-non-relationship.


  And today he stood, in blue nylon shorts and a sweaty Silverpanners’ t-shirt, waggling his fingers in the Carib mask’s maw, like a dentist grappling for leverage on an impacted bicuspid.


  No keys.


  “Sonuvabitch.”


  CHAPTER 2


  “I’ve called Wanda Marie twice. No answer,” said Jeff.


  “She wouldn’t miss a shift without calling,” Davis said. “Who’s the on-call bartender?”


  “Zenny.”


  Davis motioned at the coffeepot. “Do you think we’ll need two bartenders tonight?”


  Jeff slowly re-filled the coffee cup from a height of two feet; only a tiny globule of coffee dribbled onto the bar. “Probably not, but I’m tired of working alone.” He replaced the coffeepot and began assembling two Bloody Marys. John Barleycorn’s featured two specialty drinks. A from-scratch Bloody Mary and a Paiute Pony. The Pony was an after-dinner drink concocted of cheap brandy, Kahlua, Bailey’s Irish Cream, white Crème-de-Cacao and about an ounce-and-a-half of coffee.


  “Call Zenny,” Davis said. “No sense invoking Murphy’s Law.”


  “Calling Zenny is invoking Murphy’s Law.” He added tomato juice and black pepper to horseradish and Worcestershire. He held a strongman’s pose: biceps bulging, triceps tight, forearms flexed, with the juice and pepper shaker poised over the glasses as if lifting them were one of Hercules’ seven labors.


  Davis shook his head. “Just try to get someone in here. Bob. Arty. Cecelia. Anyone.”


  “Right after I make these, Boss.” With a balletetic flourish, he concluded the performance.


  Davis cringed at the word Boss and sipped his coffee. He kept his hair cropped close, almost Marine Corps short. Fifteen years ago, aged twenty-six, he had once considered dyeing his prematurely graying hair. He drove specifically to the store for a bottle of Grecian Formula and ended up tossing items in his basket—rice, teabags, dishwashing liquid, Eskimo Pies—like a teenager buying school supplies to cover his first purchase of condoms. But he decided that gray hair was better than no hair and returned all the items to the shelf.


  Except the Eskimo Pies.


  Since then his hair had grayed, then whitened, but hadn’t thinned at all. It clung profuse, white, and cut close to the skin, like a bathing cap on a synchronized swimmer. He watched Jeff garnish the two Bloody Marys with pickled green beans and serve them to two Sagrado State College coeds. One dressed in hot pink shorts and tubetop. The other in an identical canary yellow ensemble.


  “There you are, Ladies,” said Jeff. “Hey Boss?”


  “What?” Davis stared directly at the lassies. Step-aerobic lean and tanned to a honey-brown, they perched lightly on their barstools, arching their backs just enough to display their seamless shorts to best advantage.


  “Can we say these little lovelies’ first round is on the house?” Jeff leaned forward, flexed again, and smiled a healthy, even-toothed smile that would have been perfect if his teeth weren’t yellow.


  Hot Pink removed her green bean garnish, made eye contact with Davis, and lick-lap-licked the pod clean. “Yum,” she said. “Yum, yum, yummy.”


  Now there’s a radio topic, David thought The human mating ritual. The lines are open at 762-KFLO.


  Canary Yellow smiled her pert and perfectly white smile, exposing teeth that earned some orthodontist a down payment on a Lake Tahoe chalet. Framed by pouty, heart-shaped lips the combination belonged on the cover of Self or Popular Narcissist.


  Davis just hoped she wouldn’t try to speak.


  “What’s your name?” asked Jeff.


  “Joan,” said Canary Yellow.


  “What an amazing coincidence,” said Davis.


  “What’s that?” asked Joan and Hot Pink in sing-song, two-part harmony.


  “My wife, the mother of my children, has green eyes. Her name is Joan, we drank Bloody Marys on our first date, and the year we fell in love she had a figure much like yours.”


  “Then,” said Joan, “the drinks are free?”


  “Jeff,” said Davis, “charge ‘em double.”


  The girls’ bottom lips protruded into sultry pouts: a Darwinian response as essential to their survival as a groundhog scurrying into his burrow after spying a hawk.


  “That’s tightass,” said Jeff.


  Davis raised his coffee cup in a toast. “Just funnin’ with you ladies. Enjoy your complimentary John Barleycorn’s cocktails.”


  “Thank you,” said Joan. She plucked a business card out of a purse that looked like a zippered Dijon pear. “This is for you.”


  Davis read, “Joan and Cyndy present MAMMOGRAMS! For Birthdays or Bachelor Parties! I’m almost afraid to ask.”


  Cyndy said, “We’re relatively new in town; there is so much competition for businesses like this in Reno and Sparks.”


  Joan said, “If you ever need—”


  “We’ve got trouble,” said Chris. Still carrying a serving platter and tongs, the waiter limped up to the bar.


  “Duty calls, Ladies,” said Davis. He turned to Chris, “What’s up?”


  “The plump woman in booth twelve.”


  “How plump?”


  Chris stroked his meager goatee. “She’s a colossus.”


  “That’s Mrs. Daltrey.” Davis tugged on his blue-and-black string tie with the pewter bulls’ head stay. “The last time it nearly came to a wrestling match. And she’d punt my derrière across the room.” Davis walked through John Barleycorn’s cocktail lounge and into the expansive, red-carpeted dining room. Wooden booths lined the walls. Oversized, lacquered, hatch-cover tables reflected the light from the two dozen hanging, wagon-wheel light fixtures. He smiled his Calm But Concerned smile and approached the lady in booth twelve. She wore a Hawaiian print muumuu and held out a John Barleycorn’s steak fry to a diminutive, red-haired child. “Good evening, Mrs. Daltrey, I—”


  She said, “I ordered goddamn ribs with no goddamn sauce and a hot goddamn artichoke.”


  “Do you always swear like that in front of the child?”


  “Bite me, Dick Cheese. I ordered goddamn ribs with no goddamn sauce and a hot goddamn artichoke.” Her voice was strained; Davis wondered if it were a result of the way her bulk had been wedged into the booth. Much like a mother condor feeding a condorette she pushed another steak fry into her daughter’s face. “Davis, we go through this every time I’m here, you goddamn wannabe-entrepreneur. When Woody McGuire ran this place it sure as horseshit was different, by Christ. You can’t even cook ribs with no sauce.”


  “You know all our ribs are sauced, Mrs. Daltrey. They are marinated, saturated, inundated with sauce.”


  “Horseshit on you. I ordered ribs with no sauce and I communicated that order, goddamn explicitly, to that gimp waiter.”


  “I’ll take care of the ribs, but if you refer to my waiter Chris as a gimp, you’re excommunicated.”


  The red-haired child swallowed and said, “His nametag said his name was Zenny.”


  “The waiter’s name is Chris,” Davis said.


  Mrs. Daltrey dismissed that bit of information with a wave of an insulated arm. Her flaccid dewflap of an underarm vibrated like Jello pudding after she’d completed the gesture. Davis shifted his weight and ground the heels of his size fifteen black-and-tan cowboy boots into the rust-red carpet. “Observe,” she ran a finger across the rack and inserted that turkey-baster of a finger into her mouth with a moist, popping sound.


  “I understand,” Davis said. “No sauce.”


  He gathered up the offending foodstuffs, retreated through the dining room and handed the lady’s food to Chris, who’d been watching from the salad bar. The waiter followed Davis who bypassed the grill and advanced on the dishwashers’ table. Davis gestured to the silver-and-black Hobart and said, “Carlos? Con permiso?”


  Carlos del Valle-Inclán said, “Por favor, jefe.” The six-foot-five Cuban defector stepped back from the machine and cracked his knuckles. “But please to speak Inglés to me. I must learn.”


  Davis nodded and jerked open the dishwasher in mid-cycle. He yanked out a rack of steaming plates, each with a smiling John Barleycorn’s bull logo. He motioned at an empty dishrack; Chris loaded the ribs and artichoke aboard. John Barleycorn’s manager slid the food into the dishwasher and pressed Start.


  “What are you doing?” said Carlos.


  “Just trying to keep the customers satisfied.”


  “Oh.”


  “The final rinse might even kill some bacteria,” Chris said as he stroked his goatee.


  “Chris, why are you wearing Zenny’s nametag?”


  “I lost mine. He’s got a boxful of these behind the bar.”


  “Why?”


  “He swears if he wears one for more than three days it steals a portion of his quintessence.”


  “He might be right.”


  Chris nodded. “I heard your show Saturday morning.”


  “Yeah?”


  “It really sucked. I mean usually it’s bad, but you blew chunks this week.”


  “Thanks.”


  “You should try some shock-jock tactics. Attack people. Challenge them. Twins? You think that one up on your lonesome?”


  “Yes, I did.”


  “Run a couple of shows on the mayoral election. Rooster Rudd versus Lenny Arizona? The Redneck versus the Homeboy? They’d pick you up nationally for that controversy.”


  Davis fiddled with his string tie.


  Seventy-three silent seconds later the machine signaled the cycle’s completion with a muted, steamy, mechanical fart. Davis opened the Hobart and extracted the ribs and artichoke. The sauceless ribs, with glossy white veins of fat, glistened in the industrial glare of the kitchen. The artichoke steamed, smelling faintly of chlorine. “Offer these to Mrs. Daltrey.”


  “Sure,” said Chris.


  “How many boxes of Girl Scout cookies do we have thawed out?”


  “None, but there’s still twenty or thirty cases in the freezer.”


  “If she’s not happy, give her and Little Orphan Annie a case of Peanut Butter Crunchies.”


  “Got it, Boss.”


  “Don’t call me that. It’s depressing.”


  “Okay, Davis.” Chris skidded a little on the wet floor.


  “And Chris, don’t forget to smile.” He turned to Carlos, “Gra—Thank you.”


  “No problems.” He resumed his post and said, “Loco Norte Americanos.”


  Davis trailed Chris back into the dining room. He watched the lanky college student, Sophomore at Sagrado State, re-serve the lady on booth twelve. She inspected, sniffed, nibbled, then bit into the sauceless ribs.


  Davis entered the bar.


  Before perching on his barstool, he surveyed John Barleycorn’s Cantina. The cocktail lounge was the size of a regulation basketball court. Four big-screen televisions, like icons in a Buddhist temple, faced the four points of the compass. CNN, ESPN, ESPN 2, and VH1 broadcast, respectively, golf, Sportscenter, College Baseball, and Rod Stewart Unplugged. “The only time I want to see Rod Stewart unplugged,” said Davis, “is if he’s on life support.”


  Peter Trane, sitting alone at the end of the bar, stared up at the Mississippi State-Stanford game. He sipped his coke, “What’d you say?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Sure sounded like something.” Peter wore a long-sleeved t-shirt festooned with red-and-gold GO ARISONA! buttons.


  “How can you drive a taxi in that shirt?”


  “Driving’s easy,” said Peter. “The hard part would be should my father see me in this shirt. I truly believe he’d break both my arms.”


  Though it seemed nearly empty there were thirty-seven people seated and drinking. “I’m gonna squeeze an hors d’oeurves table in here,” said Davis, again to no one in particular. “With salty snacks. Keep ‘em thirsty.” He sat and gazed down the bar. Jeff was crafting another round of Bloody Marys for Joan and Cyndy. Davis resolved, from now on, to only buy drinks for the blemished, bloated, frumpy, and bow-legged.


  Chris jogged into the bar, “Big trouble this time.”


  “The Rib Queen?”


  “The Health Department.”


  “Inspector Grimes?”


  “Yeah. When did they start working nights?”


  “He’s been working for months trying to shut us down. Tell the esteemed inspector I’ll be a moment, then clean the employee restrooms.”


  “I’m afraid to use the employee restrooms.”


  “I’ll owe you one.” Davis stood and unconsciously yanked at his string tie.


  “Let me guest host your radio show.”


  “Communications major, right?”


  “I graduate this January.”


  “No.”


  Chris crossed his arms and watched a Stanford batter take a called third strike.


  “Next Saturday?”


  “This Wednesday,” said Chris. “Wednesday or the inspector sees the potties in their natural, fecund, untamed, and unsanitized state.”


  “Deal.”


  Chris nodded and left, his limp more pronounced by his haste. Davis slid from the barstool and strolled toward the dining room. He paused at three tables to shake hands with patrons; inquire about the food and service.


  Buying enough time for Chris to mop the employee johns.


  Davis helped a busboy clear and set a table. After two more public relations stops, he reached Inspector Grimes and greeted him with a brusque nod. The pair no longer even engaged in the pretence of shaking hands. “Where do we start this week?”


  “If you’d attend to the violations there wouldn’t be a surprise inspection every week.”


  “When you drop by every week, Grimes, it ceases to be surprising.”


  Grimes, lean as an extra from Schindler’s List dressed in white denim trousers, a short-sleeved white shirt with a dark blue tie and clunky black wing-tips.


  Davis would have wagered two-grand that the tie was a clip-on.


  Grimes said, “Let’s get started.”


  “Shoot.”


  “First, the matter of using staples to affix notices to bulletin boards.”


  “We now use scotch tape. Can’t run the risk of serving our discerning clientele staple foods.”


  “The Health Department does not consider foreign substances in foods amusing.” He massaged the tip of his freckled nose, dangerously close to the nostrils.


  “What’s next on that list?”


  “All frozen foodstuffs must be stored six-inches off the floor; not on the floor.”


  Chris nodded at Davis as he scurried through the dining room with a mop and bucket. “I installed racks in the freezer last week.” Davis remembered the argument he’d had with Mauro when the bill for seven-hundred and twenty-seven dollars arrived.


  “Show me the racks—and if they’re up to code—I won’t close you down.” He swiped at his nose again.


  “Right this way.” Davis led the white-clad inspector through the kitchen. He unlocked the thickly insulated freezer door and swung it open. Pallets of corn-on-the-cob and hamburger loomed to the left. To the right were twenty-six cases of assorted Girl Scout cookies and twelve five-gallon tubs of vanilla ice cream, all stacked and organized on the newly installed freezer racks. Straight ahead, laid out on the pre-portioned-fresh-frozen-fourteen-ounce-genuine-Australian-rock-lobster-tails, was Wanda Marie Tounens. The bartender’s arms were folded neatly across her stomach, like a praying schoolgirl. Wanda Marie’s John Barleycorn’s uniform was dusted with frost; her blonde hair, frozen into stalactites, glistened.


  Inspector Grimes studied poor dead Wanda Marie and said, “Catch of the Day, I suppose?”


  And that’s when Davis hit him.


  CHAPTER 3


  John Barleycorn’s Steak House occupied a windowless, twelve-thousand square foot building in the center of a huge dirt parking lot. Like an oversized metal mantis, an abandoned well-digging derrick stood gaunt and solitary in the southeast corner of the unpaved parking expanse. The restaurant’s menu consisted of steak, lobster, steak, lamb, steak, ribs, and steak: salad, bread and BBQ beans included with every meal. The restaurant’s employees were mostly students from Sagrado State College. Its clientele consisted of two castes: tourists and hard-drinking, blue-collar, lower-middle-income locals.


  The building, constructed of roughly hewn redwood inside and out, looked like the box a space shuttle would arrive in. John Barleycorn’s bartenders poured potent drinks and the bar was always busy; the dining room always crowded. There were no tablecloths and mis-matched silverware. Original owner Woody McGuire’s logic? ‘Hell, I never ate off a tablecloth in my life, that’s why God invented goddamn plates.’ John Barleycorn’s, currently in its eleventh year of operation, was one step away from devolving into an industrial cafeteria. Ironic, because Woody’s idea for the steak house came to him while working in the industrial cafeteria located inside the California State Penitentiary, Lompoc.


  A City of Nightingale police car driven by Officer Brisco—lights flashing—and an ambulance left John Barleycorn’s dirt parking lot. Officer Yurri Brisco had taken less than an hour to tag, bag, and remove the glacial Wanda Marie. The presence of a corpse in the restaurant didn’t seem to affect anyone’s appetite. If anything the nearly frozen, lifeless body added intrigue and interest to the smoky taste of the mesquite-grilled steaks. During that fifty-seven minute interval, the local gendarme had questioned all the employees, Grimes, and a few of the customers. It was 7:30 when the cop left. It was 7:33 when Davis dialed Umberto Ciccarelli’s unlisted number in Las Vegas.


  “Umberto?”


  “Speak.”


  Davis cleared his throat, “We have a problem.”


  “Speak.”


  “We had a corpse in the restaurant tonight.”


  “Was Barbara working?” Umberto always spoke slowly and precisely. The barest hint of his sibilant Florentine accent could only be detected when he pronounced words ending in S; ‘Business-ah, Jesus-ah, Motherfucking IRS-ah.’


  “A real corpse. A dead body. Our bartender, Wanda Marie was found dead.”


  “Porco Dio. Where?”


  “In the walk-in. On top of the lobster tails.”


  “This is the stuff of tragedy. A waste. It makes-ah me think of the fragility of life—”


  “A tragedy of. . .”


  “. . .and the fact I never got to plug her.”


  “Umberto.”


  “I’m too old for politeness. She was a beautiful girl and I’d have enjoyed her warmth a time or too.”


  “I’m closing early tonight.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “One of our employees, Umberto, was found dead in our freezer. We had the cops here.”


  “Did those child molesting pigs drink any coffee?”


  “He—singular—didn’t drink any coffee.”


  “Good. Now you stay open. To eleven. Like usual.”


  “You are truly a heartless sonuvabitch.”


  “Grazie.”


  Davis could imagine Umberto running his right hand through his perfectly dyed and slicked black hair.


  “Davis-ah,” said Signore Ciccarelli, “would it help if I jetted up there? It takes only forty-seven minutes.”


  “No. It really wouldn’t help.”


  “Open to eleven.”


  Davis gently replaced the receiver. “Sonuvabitch.”


  Wanda Marie never missed an installment of KFLO’s The Davis O’Kane Show; that had probably started it between her and Davis. They possessed that easy and necessary commonality that made conversation effortless. The worse the show was—the more strained and stupid and profane the callers became—the more Wanda Marie enjoyed it. She was his number one fan, and remained so even after they’d been to bed. Davis knew they had the chemistry for something special, but last night, after she’d called his poem a note, he decided to respect her wishes for maintaining the relationship as it was.


  And now she was dead.


  He attempted to examine what he felt. Shock? Grief? Loss? Regret?


  Davis settled on Monumental Confusion and entered the bar.


  John Barleycorn’s cocktail lounge roiled with activity. Customers, half waiting to be seated, half sipping after dinner drinks, conversed in what added up to a mild roar. Jeff frantically poured drinks for the waiters to carry into the dining room. At the other end of the bar, Bob, wearing a brand new handkerchief plaid shirt, opened two Heinekens and handed them to a golfer dressed like a pimp from Compton. Davis removed his brown corduroy manager’s jacket and stepped behind the bar. “Thanks for coming in, Bob.”


  “I don’t work at the lab until midnight, the Nuclear Magnetic Resonance equipment isn’t free until them.” Bob pointed to the next customer in line, “Shoot.”


  “Gin-n-tonic, double,” said a heavy-lidded, bleary lady who needed to be introduced to Betty Ford and associates.


  Bob poured the drink precisely, with a minimum of motion. “Three bones.”


  While she fumbled in a stained canvas purse, Bob pointed to the next person in line, “Shoot.”


  “Four margaritas. Gold,” said a pocked and wrinkled lady who looked like a female version of Manuel Noriega.


  Bob grabbed the bottle of tequila and Davis the triple sec. Into a blenderful of ice they poured the booze, added lime juice, and flicked on the blender. While it clicked and whirred they each salted two glasses and added lime wedges. Davis switched off the blender and Bob poured.


  “You two work like Tom Cruise and that other guy in Cocktail,” said Señora Noriega.


  “Tom Cruise is a fag,” said Bob. “Sixteen bones, lady.”


  She placed a twenty on the bar as Davis handed her the tray of margaritas. “Where’d you two meet?”


  “In utero,” said Bob.


  “Huh?”


  “We’re twins,” said Davis.


  She gaped at the brothers O’Kane. Brown-eyed Bob stood a head shorter than blue-eyed Davis. Marathon man Davis’ thin frame contrasted Bob’s stocky and sturdy linebacker’s build. Bob’s size ten feet were dwarfed by Davis’ size fifteen EEs. Bob’s raven black hair curled wildly. “Sure,” she said, “I see the resemblance now. Your eyelashes are the same lengths.”


  



  “What a shift,” said Jeff. He poured a shot of Drambuie for Davis and himself. “Where’d Bob disappear to?”


  “He’s at the USGS lab,” Davis said.


  “That’s right,” said Jeff. “Dem bones, dem bones.”


  “Rocks.”


  “What’s he get paid for that scientific shit?”


  Davis shrugged, “Not much. He still works here.”


  “What’s he looking for anywho?”


  “I don’t know.” Davis smiled and slowly poured the liqueur into the dregs of his coffee, careful not to spill on the spreadsheet he had unfurled on the bar. “The only time he speaks to me is at work.”


  “Why?” Jeff refilled his shot glass.


  “For a reason not even that bottle is deep enough for.”


  “I gotta get me a real job.” Jeff gulped his Drambuie and reached for a beer chaser. “This restaurant business is killing me.”


  “One dead bartender a night is enough, Jeff.”


  Jeff drained his beer. “Jesus, dead in the freezer.”


  “Dead.” Davis stared at Jeff until the bartender looked away. Manager O’Kane didn’t trust the thirty-two year old bartender from San Diego with the perfect tan and faultless résumé who just happened to move to the high Nevada desert. Davis thought, at first, that he was a plant-a-spy from Umberto’s operation, but Jeff stole just a little too much money from the till to work for Mister Ciccarelli.


  “I’m outta here,” said Jeff.


  “How about stocking the beer cooler?”


  “I’ll be in early tomorrow for that, Boss. I got a hot date tonight.”


  “Who’s the lucky girl?”


  “Remember those coeds? Right before Grimes showed?”


  “The Mammogram Girls?”


  “Joan and Cyndy.” Jeff smiled. “Later.”


  “Much later.”


  Davis sipped his Drambuie and coffee while checking the bar register tape against the booze totals on the waiters’ checks. The bar percentages had been off five to seven percent for the last three months. Jeff dipped a little too heavily to work for Umberto, but not heavily enough to cause a dent that big. If there were rings on the register tape that didn’t show up on checks, the waiters were forgetting to charge for the drinks. Or they were charging separately for the booze and keeping the money.


  Or the waiters were drinking for free.


  Or the waiters and all their friends were drinking for free.


  Or a combination of all three.


  A nice, new modern computer system to replace the outdated cash registers and handwritten checks would solve the problem. But Umberto couldn’t launder money when every penny was accounted for electronically; they needed the nooks and nests and niches of this outmoded bookkeeping system.


  “Too much for one night.” He strolled through the empty, cavernous, smoke-smelling building switching off lights. In the kitchen, he noticed that the produce man had left the cherry tomatoes out, the fry cook hadn’t turned off the deep fryer, and the dishwashers hadn’t drained the grease trap. He checked the broiler room and saw that the cooks hadn’t scraped or burned off the grills. This happened every time Davis had to tend bar and wasn’t available to oversee the closing procedures.


  He held his hand over the grill. Although filthy, it was still hot enough to cook a steak for Freddy. He popped a sirloin onto the grill. When the steak was charred medium-rare, Davis wrapped it in aluminum foil and exited through the rear of the building. Davis held the steak in his left hand as he locked the doors on John Barleycorn’s private fleet of taxis with his right. When Woody McGuire opened the restaurant the first thing he did was purchase three station wagons. He painted them brown-and-white, installed bulls’ horns on the hoods and had John Barleycorn’s motto emblazoned on the side:


  YOU CAN’T BEAT OUR MEAT!


  Woody was dead-set against drunk driving and these Ford station wagons, free of charge, would taxi any drunken patron anywhere in Sagrado County. The additional sales from the third, fourth, fifth, and twelfth cocktails that customers wouldn’t ordinarily drink, paid for the taxis and perpetually on-call drivers many times over. Woody used to have three drivers sitting around playing poker. Now they were down to one driver, Peter Trane. Davis left the third taxi unlocked and tossed the steak onto the driver’s seat. He reentered the steak house, checked the alarm, the lock on the walk-in freezer, and thought of Wanda Marie.


  He shivered slightly and turned off the lights in the kitchen.


  CHAPTER 4


  The babysitter waited on the couch for Davis. She still wore her skirt, but she had removed her underwear. Pretending to sleep, her legs spread slightly, the table lamp illuminated the firm, tanned flesh of her inner thighs. Davis clattered his car keys noisily onto the coffee table and bent to wake her. Like a largemouth bass hitting a lure, she snagged Davis’ string tie and pulled him down on top of her. Her sinewy legs wrapped around his waist like amorous vicegrips. Her hands ripped at the front of his shirt. Like a lamprey she attached her lips to his. Her tongue scoured plaque from his teeth.


  “Take me, Davis,” she said.


  “Hey—”


  “I want you. I’ve been watching Sex in the City and Red Shoe Diaries, Davis. The plots are contrived, but they make me wet. Feel.”


  “Let me go.”


  “Penetrate me.” Her fingernails raked his chest. She bit his neck.


  “Ow.”


  She slipped her left hand beneath Davis’ belt and groped. “You can’t tell me you don’t want my tight pulsating—”


  “I can’t. Sonuvabitch. Lemme go.”


  “Do me. Take me.”


  “You’re the babysitter, Lisa.”


  “I’m a woman, Davis. And I know you watch me sunbathing naked in my backyard. This body is only seventeen, but it’s a woman’s body.”


  Despite the threat of Lisa’s large, ex-Marine father and a possible jail sentence, Davis started plumping up like a Ballpark Frank on a hibachi.


  “I felt that,” said Lisa, “Lieutenant Winky is starting to salute.”


  “Those are my keys.”


  “Your keys are on the table.”


  “Let me go or I’m not paying you.”


  “You’re worth more to me than money. I want to feel a man’s body inside me. I’m so tired of boys.”


  “Stop that squirming.” He propped himself up on an elbow. “Lisa, I can’t. You’re illegal.”


  Lisa began sniffling. Tears pooled in the corner of her gray-blue eyes.


  “Sonuvabitch, Lisa. Don’t cry.” Davis extricated her hand from his pants and one-by-one pulled her fingers from his string tie. He rolled, pinned her thighs together and bounced to his feet. “Here,” he fished in his pants pocket. “I don’t have any change. Twenty bucks. Keep it.”


  Lisa smiled and licked her top braces seductively. Her closed thighs spread slowly open, like a butterfly warming its wings in the early summer sun. She lifted her hips slightly. “Could you at least—”


  “Please leave,” said Davis. “Please?”


  Lisa rolled to her feet. “Darn it.” She turned and bent to pick up her shoes. Two falcate moons of flesh peeped out from beneath her skirt. Lisa rose and faced Davis. “Not even a goodnight kiss? I’ll take my retainer out.”


  “Good night, Lisa.” Davis handed her another twenty. “Thank you for watching the girls.”


  Maintaining a cautious distance, Davis walked her next door, then returned to check on his daughters.


  In their upstairs bedroom, Jennifer and Alexi both wore pink PJs and slept in twisted yogic configurations. Davis kissed them and, although not a religious man, he prayed briefly that during their seventeenth years they suffer only from acne and teenaged angst; not rampant nymphomania.


  Davis locked the house and turned off the a/c for the night. It had fallen to a nearly Arctic ninety-one degrees outside, but the house would stay comfortably cool until morning. He snagged an Amstel Light from the fridge and sat on the living room floor in front of the fishtank. The fifty-five gallon tank was only half-filled with water. A submerged pump, built into a craggy faux-stone backdrop, circulated and oxygenated the water via a trickling waterfall. The backdrop had pockets where Davis and the girls had planted Maidenhair ferns and miniature African violets. The violets thrived in the tank’s humidity and bloomed nearly year-round. Two turtles shared the tank with four striped tetras, three goldfish, a peripatetic school of guppies, and a plecostomus. The turtles were named Ike and Zeke and the bottom-feeding plecostomus was christened Hoover, after the O’Kane’s vacuum cleaner. Davis watched the fish flit and zip around the tank while Zeke and Ike lounged in chelonian serenity on their rocks. He often wondered why the girls had named the turtles and the prehistoric looking sucker fish, but left the fish nameless.
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