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Does chocolate go with champagne? Nick wasn’t sure, but he knew that Gretchen loved them both. He put the bottle of Dom Perignon in the refrigerator, took out the chocolate torte, and placed it on the counter to bring it up to room temperature.

Six-fifteen. He walked through his apartment, trying to see it through Gretchen’s eyes. He wanted everything to be perfect. If everything was perfect, then nothing could go wrong. He straightened and smoothed the bedspread and plumped the pillows and turned the overhead fan to low. He rearranged the flowers on the Mexican tile table by the front door. He put a vintage Smokey Robinson LP on the turntable.

He had made a reservation at Platanos, Tucson’s priciest restaurant. Would Gretchen like it, or would she find it too pretentious? Maybe Caruso’s, inexpensive and familiar, would have been a better choice.

No, it had to be Platanos. Tonight was too special for Caruso’s. Tonight he would celebrate two years in business and six months with Gretchen. They would have a marvelous dinner, then back to his place. For chocolate and champagne.

He checked himself in the bedroom mirror: long-sleeved linen shirt the color of strong coffee, dark olive chinos, suede Bally loafers. He slipped into his new sport coat, a natural-color vicuña/silk blend, casual but elegant. He turned away from the mirror, then quickly looked back, catching his reflection by surprise. Was his hair too long? Was he trying too hard? Was he too vain and shallow, or just vain and shallow enough?

The telephone rang, saving him from himself.

It was Gretchen. “Nicky, I just got back from Marana.” She would be wearing grubby jeans and work boots and a sweat-stained T-shirt.

“That’s okay,” he said. “Our reservation isn’t until seven-thirty.”

“I just got your message. Nicky, I’m sorry! I forgot we had plans tonight.”

Nick’s heart shrank. “You’re doing something else?”

“Yes. No. I’m doing something with you. Remember I told you my dad wanted to meet you?” Now she would be smiling, her teeth bright white against freckled tan.

“You mentioned that, yes.”

“Well, I set it up for tonight. He’s expecting us for dinner at seven-thirty. I guess I forgot to mention it to you. I’m really sorry. I know you wanted to celebrate your two-year anniversary.”

“And our half-anniversary. You and me.”

“Really? It’s been six months? Now I’m even sorrier. Can we do it another night?”

“I suppose.” Nick tried to sort out his immediate feelings. This isn’t so bad, he told himself. Besides, he should meet the parent. Get it over with.

“Or I could call my dad and tell him we can’t make it.”

“No, no. I’d like to meet him. I really would.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. Where does he live?”

“Out on the east side, just off Old Spanish Trail.”

“I’ll swing by around seven.”

Nick hated it when plans changed, especially his own. He liked things tidy and predictable. How odd that he was with Gretchen, whose plans shifted with the desert breeze.

He called Platanos and canceled the reservation, then sat on his black leather sofa and stared at the flowers by the front door, feeling completely ridiculous in the vicuña jacket and two-hundred-dollar Bally loafers. Who did he think he was trying to impress? Gretchen hardly noticed his clothes anyway. What did she like about him? It was a mystery. Sometimes he thought she viewed him as a curious specimen: Homo sapiens, male, early-twenty-first-century clothing salesman. And how did he see her? Nick smiled and felt his internal temperature rise a degree or two.

He would wear his vicuña sport coat to meet the father. He would be charming and attentive. They would have a nice time. The chocolate torte would keep for a day.

Still, it was a disappointment.

The telephone rang again.

“Hello?”

“Hello. Is this Nicholas Fashon?” The voice was unfamiliar.

“Yes it is,” said Nick.

“Caleb Hardy’s grandson?”

Nick hesitated before replying. No good thing had ever come to him through the agency of his grandfather, but he could see no way around it, so he answered, “That’s right.”

“This is Hardesty Chin, Jr. I’m an attorney working out of Bisbee. I did some legal work for your grandfather?”

“Yes?”

“He never mentioned me?”

“Not that I recall.”

“Oh. I have some … Are you sitting down?”

“Yes.”

Nick heard the lawyer clear his throat. “I have some very sad news.”
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Who is Caleb Hardy?”

“He was my grandfather,” said Nick.

“Oh.” Gretchen frowned. “On your mother’s side?”

“Yeah, but I never met him till after she died. He shows up at her funeral. Ten years ago. I go to bury my mother and find out I have a grandfather. My mom didn’t talk much about her family. Now he’s dead, too.”

They were heading east on Old Spanish Trail, winding out of Tucson toward the Rincon Mountains in Nick’s ’65 Corvette, cherry red, the sun low in the sky behind them.

“I’m sorry, Nicky.”

“It’s okay. We weren’t exactly close.”

Nick sensed a darkening at the edges, the shadow not of sorrow, but of guilt. He should be feeling grief and sadness at the old man’s passing, but it was as though someone else’s grandfather had died, someone he’d never met. Did that make him insensitive? Cold and heartless? He turned his head to look at Gretchen, something he did as often as possible. He loved the slight upturn at the end of her freckled nose, the way her mouth never quite closed, the faint creases left behind by laughter and too much sun, and her eyes, two perfect turquoise disks. No, not cold, not heartless.

Gretchen grinned, then looked away, running fingers through her short, sun-bleached hair. “So, you have to go to Bisbee tomorrow?”

“The lawyer said he wanted to meet with me. I’m Caleb’s closest living relative.”

“Maybe you inherited a fortune.”

“Not from Caleb I didn’t. He lived in a shack out in the desert. I saw the old man maybe a dozen times in the last ten years. He always hit me up for money. Always looking for people to invest in some crazy scheme. Last time I saw him, he tried to talk me into selling the store and going into business with him. He’d invented some sort of kitchen gadget and wanted me to help him sell it. He’d decided I was some sort of marketing wizard. Because of that article in the paper. I told him I was too busy with the store. He was pretty disappointed. I felt sorry for him. Gave him a few hundred bucks. No, I don’t think I’ve inherited squat. Doesn’t matter, though. I’m doing okay. Vince and I have been really busy at the store. We’re thinking about expanding. Maybe even sell franchises.”

“Maybe you’ll be the next Gap.”

“You never know.”

Nick thought about his plans for Love & Fashion, the clothing store he and Vince Love had opened two years ago. Business was good. In another six months, after the Christmas rush, he planned to move out of his apartment upstairs from the shop and convert it into additional retail space. He’d be able to afford a house. He wondered what kind of place Gretchen would like to live in. Would she want to stay in town, or move up into the foothills? It was one of the many things he wanted to discuss with her. He felt as if his life was just beginning. Then he remembered Caleb and wondered how it felt to be dead.

“I suppose I’ll have to pay for his funeral,” he said.

“Can they make you do that?”

“I have no idea.” He downshifted as they came up a rise; the growl of the Corvette’s engine rose in pitch. “You know what was the last thing he said to me? He said, ‘I ain’t gonna live forever, Nick.’ That was a month ago. He was right. Look.”

Nick pointed at the Rincons. The ridges had turned the dark gold of buckwheat honey; the saguaros stood out like stubble. He pulled onto the shoulder and stopped, then turned to look back at the source of the light: the sun sinking behind the Tucson Mountains on the far side of the valley. The yellow orb slowly melted onto the jagged peaks, a cloudless sunset, turquoise kissing gold. Neither of them spoke. After a time, Nick put the car in gear and pulled out onto the road.

Gretchen said, “You know what I like? I like watching you drive. You try so hard to be perfect.”

Nick did not know what to say to that.

Gretchen asked, “Are you the same person when I’m not with you?”

“No.” Nick reconsidered. “Yes.”

Gretchen laughed.

A mile later Nick asked, “Do I turn here?”

“No. The next one. Javelina Way. Nicky?”

“Yeah?” Nick hit the signal and guided the Corvette onto a wide street lined with identical low-slung side-by-side duplexes: slump block walls, flat roofs, decorative ironwork over the windows. Most of the homes had low-maintenance landscaping: crushed rock studded with assorted cacti. The neighborhood was a shallow cut above a trailer park.

Gretchen said, “When you meet my dad … he’s kinda strange, okay?”

“I know, he’s got underdeveloped social skills. You’ve been prepping me for months. I am fully prepared.”

“We’ll see. Just don’t start talking about sex, okay?”

“Why would I do that?”

“You wouldn’t. But Bootsie would.”

•  •  •

I’ve owned a few businesses,” Nick said. “Had a little juice stand over by the U of A campus. Did that for two years. Had a detailing shop up on Grant. That was good until some Mexicans opened up down the block and undercut me, so I sold it to a Vietnamese family who undercut the Mexicans, and I got into jewelry: Mexican silver, Polish amber, Black Hills gold. Called myself Objects International.” Nick laughed self-consciously, sipped from his glass of water. He talked too much when he was nervous. He hoped he didn’t sound racist, talking about Mexicans and Vietnamese that way. The look Bootsie was giving him could have meant anything. The guy looked like a boiled potato.

Failing to get a read on the old man, Nick continued, “I had a booth at the gem show, and a spot out at the swap meet. Sold wholesale to some of the truck stops. It was a good business, but I was working out of my car. So I partnered up with a buddy of mine, and we opened Love & Fashion. Today is our second anniversary. Showed a profit both years.” He hoped he didn’t sound too boastful.

He and Bootsie Groth were embedded in matching burgundy leather recliners facing a television. An episode of Star Trek played silently across the screen. A TV tray between them held a bag of tortilla chips and a bowl of bean dip. Nick had the impression that their warp engines were about to come on-line.

Bootsie tipped his head back and poured most of a can of cream soda into his mouth. His hand wrapped the soda can, thick fingers overlapping the tip of his thumb. He belched, sending a tsunami up his prodigious abdomen. Bootsie was encased in burgundy warm-ups nearly the same color as his recliner. It was difficult to tell where one ended and the other began. Nick suspected it was mostly Bootsie.

“Gretie says you live there,” Bootsie growled.

“I have an apartment above the store. It’s just temporary. Vince—that’s my partner—Vince and I are plowing our profits back into the business. We plan to branch out, maybe open a store up in Scottsdale. Maybe sell franchises.”

“You play any sports?”

“I’m pretty focused on business these days.”

Bootsie’s wide mouth shortened. His bristly gray hair seemed to stand up even straighter. “No sports?”

“I play a little racquetball.”

“Huh. You got any hobbies? A guy has to have a hobby.”

“Well … I collect Motown records. LPs. You know—Little Eva, the Four Tops, the Supremes …”

The old man stared at him, blinking small round eyes. “What’s your last name again?”

“Fashon,” said Nick.

“What kinda name is Fashon?”

Perfectly natural, Nick thought. The old man just wanted to find out what sort of guy was going out with his daughter. Nick wished he could offer something other than a list of his possessions and businesses. The problem was that Nick thought of himself in exactly those terms. He was a guy who wore Bally loafers and cotton chinos and listened to Motown records and drove a vintage Corvette and sold leather fashion accessories for a living. Probably not Bootsie’s kind of guy, but it was who he was.

“It was my father’s name. I never knew him.”

“You look like a Swede. All that blond hair. I bet your old man was a Swede. You ever smile?”

Nick grinned, embarrassed. Was he coming across as too serious?

Bootsie stared at him, then grunted. “Now you look like a guy got away with something.”

Nick’s smile collapsed.

Bootsie grabbed a handful of chips. He gestured at the plastic carton of bean dip. “You’re kinda skinny. Have some dip.”

Nick scooped some bean dip with a single chip and ate it, feeling self-consciously dainty. He wondered what he might have been eating at Platanos. He wished Gretchen would come back into the room.

“It’s got beans in it,” Bootsie said, watching him.

Nick nodded, agreeing that yes, the bean dip did have beans in it.

“I bet the girls really go for a guy like you. Skinny and good-lookin’.”

Nick washed the chip down with a gulp of water.

Bootsie leaned toward him and lowered his voice. “I hear you sell some kind of sex clothes.” He laughed, a shrill hee hee hee, gripping the arms of his recliner. Coming from this obese old man, the high-pitched giggle was as incongruous as the name Bootsie.

Nick set his face in what he hoped resembled a smile. “We sell Mexican and South American leather goods. Purses, vests, jackets, sandals—stuff like that. A lot of exotic leathers—”

“Erotic leathers?”

“Exotic. Capybara, llama, lizard. Quality goods, not like that junk they sell down in Nogales. Not what you’d call ‘sex’ clothes.”

“Gretie showed me that newspaper article. Looked like sex clothes to me.” Hee hee hee! The old man’s belly continued to slosh even after his laugh had faded. His hand dropped into the bag of chips.

“Not really,” Nick said, keeping a close eye on himself. The article in the Star had been about how a few innovative shops like Love & Fashion were bringing retail customers back to downtown Tucson. Unfortunately, of all the items carried by Love & Fashion, the paper had chosen to run a photo of a matching goatskin bra and garter belt from Venezuela, a one-of-a-kind item that was more for display than for sale. The article had attracted some curious trade over the past few weeks.

“You know what you should sell? You should sell leather jock-straps.” Bootsie dipped a fistful of chips into the bean dip, inserted them into his mouth, chewed.

Nick had been worried about making a good impression. If things with Gretchen worked out as he hoped, this creature might become his father-in-law. Nick stifled a shudder. If he could get out of there without upending the bean dip onto the old man’s head, he would consider the visit a success.

“Our most popular items are purses and belts,” he said. “We really don’t do much in the way of intimate apparel.”

Bootsie said, “What the hell. I got no problem with sex clothes. I use to be a cop. I seen it all.”

Gretchen had just come into the room from the kitchen. “Don’t mind Daddy, Nicky. He’s an idiot.”

Nick said, “You were a cop?”

“Twenty-five years. So how come you named it that? Love & Fashion?”

“Well, my partner’s name is Love, and my last name is Fashon, so we added an I to my name and called the store Love & Fashion.”

“Sounds like a couple of fairies,” Bootsie remarked, blinking. “Gretie’s last boyfriend was a football player.”

“He was a rugby player, Daddy. And he was an idiot, too.”

Bootsie shrugged. “What the hell do I know? I’m just the old man.”

“You don’t know much, that’s for sure,” Gretchen said.

Bootsie scowled at his daughter, then returned his attention to Nick. “So how old are you? Forty? How come you don’t have a wife and kids, a guy your age?”

So what do you think?”

“About what?” Nick sped up to make the light at Alvernon.

Gretchen swung the back of her fist against Nick’s shoulder. “About my dad.”

Nick licked his lips. “I’m glad I finally met him.”

“You’re avoiding my question.”

“I think your dad’s a nice old guy.”

Gretchen snorted.

“I liked his leather jockstrap idea,” Nick said.

“Yeah, I’m sure it would be a big seller.”

“How did he get that name?”

Gretchen crossed her arms over her seat belt. “His real name is Harmon. When I was a kid, we had a dog named Bootsie. Black with white feet. When the dog died, Dad decided he wanted to be called Bootsie.”

“He must’ve liked that dog.”

“He hated the name Harmon. But imagine bringing a friend home from school and having your dad come up, ‘Hi, I’m Bootsie.’ Imagine introducing him to your boyfriend. Imagine what my mother had to deal with. But you know what was worse for her?”

“It frightens me to imagine.”

“Him being a cop all those years. He lived and breathed his job. Brought it home with him every night. It was all he’d talk about. My mother was like a spare hobby for him. First the job, then the dog, then me, then&maybe&her. It takes her twenty-five years to get him to retire; six months later she dies.”

Startled by her vehemence, Nick said nothing.

“Thank God you’re not like that,” Gretchen said. Her frown suddenly became a smile. “But I’m glad to hear you like him, even if it’s not true.”

“I do have to say I was a little bothered that he thought I was forty,” Nick said.

“He was only off by four years,” Gretchen said, grinning.

“Four years is a long time,” Nick muttered.

“Not to Bootsie. He’s seventy-six.”

“Yeah, and I bet he wouldn’t like being called eighty. Also, what was with the chips and dip? I thought you said we were going there for dinner.”

“That was dinner,” Gretchen said. “There was a bowl of salsa there, too, don’t forget.”

“What was that? The salad?”

“Exactly. What’s really sad is that he doesn’t have to live like that. He’s got plenty of money saved up, plus his pension, plus social security, and he hardly spends a dime of it. I worry about him. One day some con artist is going to sell him a desert time share or something.”

“He didn’t strike me as the gullible-victim type.”

“He’s getting older. When are you leaving for Bisbee?”

“I told the lawyer I’d be there at noon tomorrow. It’s a two-hour drive. Vince is going to run the store. When he heard Caleb died, he was pretty upset … speaking of gullible-victim types.”

“Who, Vince?”

“Yeah. A few months ago he invested in one of Caleb’s inventions. The Inch-Adder. A belt extender. For middle-aged, horizontally challenged cheapskates who don’t want to buy a new belt every six months. I warned him, but Caleb sold him on it. Poor Vince thought he was gonna strike it rich.”

“Good thing your store’s doing so well.”

Nick nodded. It was true. Business was up. The future had never looked brighter. He was a successful businessman riding in his classic Corvette with a beautiful woman by his side. I am a happy man, he thought. Life is sweet.

It suddenly occurred to him that there was no real reason to put off the chocolate torte and Dom Perignon. Dinner with Bootsie Groth was not exactly Platanos, but the moment felt right. A few bites of chocolate, a glass of champagne, and who knew where the conversation might lead? Maybe Bootsie Groth would find himself with a son-in-law.

“Do you have room for dessert?” Nick asked.

“What did you have in mind?”

“A little place I know called Chez Fashon.”

“I’ve heard of it. It’s supposed to be très exclusive.”

Nick turned west on Broadway, his heart racing.

“I think he likes you,” Gretchen said.

“Who?”

“My dad.”

Nick could not imagine how she had come to that conclusion, but he saw no point in arguing.

Gretchen sat forward. “What’s going on?”

Nick slowed, hearing sirens. “I smell smoke,” he said.

“There! Something on fire.”

The sky glowed jagged orange with false sunrise.

“My god, it’s up by the store.” He sped up, turned at Sixth. “Oh.” Nick let up on the accelerator, staring. He felt himself crumbling, collapsing from the inside. “Jesus.” The car slowed, drifted across the center line.

“Nicky!” Gretchen grabbed the steering wheel, guided the car toward the curb. “Stop the car, Nicky.”

Nick braked, but his eyes stayed with the fire trucks, the men in yellow slickers, the shouting and hoses, the flames. His front wheel scraped the curb; the car stopped. The firefighters were hosing down adjacent buildings while Love & Fashion, his apartment, his record collection, his clothing, the chocolate torte, everything he was and everything he owned, crumbled within a tower of flame.
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Nick sat up in bed and said, “I smell smoke.”

The room was bright with sunlight. Gretchen’s bedroom. Hopi baskets displayed on the walls, photographs of the Antelope Mesa site where Gretchen had done her thesis work in archaeology. A map of Arizona. A stone ax head she’d found as a kid. A coyote skull on her dresser.

He heard her voice. “Nicky? You up?”

“I smell smoke,” Nick said again.

Gretchen appeared in the bedroom door—Nirvana T-shirt, jogging shorts, and a circlet of Hopi rain symbols tattooed around her left ankle. Her hair, bleached from hours spent in the desert, stood out as if infused with a static charge. She had the telephone in her hand.

“That’s toast,” she said. Nick sniffed, reevaluating the burned smell. Gretchen held out the phone. “It’s Vince.”

Nick took a breath, reached for the phone. “Vinnie?”

“Nick! Can you believe it? I can’t believe it, man.”

“Yeah.”

“What a shock, man. I am devastated. I went downtown this morning. There’s nothing left, Nick. Not so much as a coin out of the register. I feel like my heart got ripped right out of me. The whole building’s just a soggy pile of ash. Thank God we got insurance, Nick. That’s all I got to say. Thank God we got insurance.”

“Yeah, we got insurance on the store. I wish I could say the same for my apartment.”

“You don’t have renter’s insurance? Nick!”

“But you’re right&at least we got insurance on the store. We can find a new place and be open in a couple months.”

“Man, I am so sorry, Nick. All your stuff. Your clothes. Your books. Your record collection! You didn’t have any of that covered?”

“We’ve got the policy on the business, I’ve got insurance on my car, and that’s it. Artie tried to sell me a renter’s policy, but I was feeling lucky, so I passed. I was stupid, okay?”

“Ouch. Okay. Do you need anything? Clothes? A place to stay?”

“I’m okay, Vince.” Nick looked at Gretchen’s alarm clock. “Listen, I have to leave pretty quick. I got to run down to Bisbee today&”

“Bisbee? Oh yeah … Caleb.”

“I’ll be back tonight, but in the meantime, could you call Artie? Get the wheels turning?”

“Already done. He said they’ll get right on it. It’s a good thing we just did our inventory. That’ll make it easier.”

“Artie’s a good guy. He’ll take care of us.”

“I sure hope so.”

“So, mañana, amigo. What do you say we start shopping for a new venue? Maybe something closer to the campus.”

Vince took a couple seconds to reply. “Sure! Sure, we could do that.”

Nick heard something in his partner’s voice.“Vinnie? Something you’re not telling me?”

“No! It’s just … well, we gotta talk. Tomorrow let’s talk. We gotta talk. Breakfast at Poca?”

Nick nodded, a sick feeling crawling up his gullet. He’d felt this way last night when he’d first seen the orange flickering against the night sky.

“Nick?”

“Yeah, I’m here. That’s fine.”

“Nine o’clock okay? I mean, since we don’t have to worry about opening the store.”

Nick said that would be fine. He hung up. Gretchen, leaning against the doorjamb, one Nike atop the other, was watching him, nibbling absently on her thumbnail.

“Going for a jog?” he asked.

She nodded. “You still heading up to Bisbee?”

“Up?” Nick had grown up in Detroit, where up always meant north. Up north, down south, back east, out west. Here in mountain country, “up” was a matter of elevation. Bisbee, an old mining town turned tourist destination, was south and east of Tucson but two thousand feet higher. “Oh yeah. Up. I’m going up to Bisbee. What else am I gonna do with myself?”

Gretchen shrugged, smiled. “I guess we’re ahead of schedule.”

“What do you mean?” Nick wasn’t following her.

“I mean, we’ve moved in together. You and all your stuff.” Inviting him to share the black joke.

Nick’s smile died on his face. Him and all his stuff. His stuff. He didn’t have any stuff anymore. A dark wave hit him broadside, a horrible emptiness. It was all gone. His clothes, his records, his 1960s sci-fi paperbacks, his shoes! Nine pairs of Bally loafers turned to ash. All he had left were the few items of clothing he’d left in Gretchen’s closet, $2,200 in the bank, and his Corvette. And half of the insurance policy on Love & Fashion.

“It’s not funny yet,” he said.
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We called each other Hardy,” said Hardy Chin. “We had some things in common.”

“Oh?” Nick said.

“My great-great-grandfather came over from China in 1867 to help build the transcontinental railroad.” He smiled, waiting for Nick to show signs of comprehension.

“Oh?” Nick said again.

Hardy Chin frowned. “You come from a railroad family also,” he explained.

This was the first Nick had heard about it, and he said so.

Chin looked disappointed. “You should learn about your her-itage,” he said.

“I’m learning something today.”

Hardy Chin blinked, then grinned, rubbery lips peeling back from large ivory teeth. Four generations in America had diluted the stereotype&Chin was about as inscrutable as a billboard. He had a huge smile, expressive eyes, and hyperactive eyebrows. Several dark moles dotted his wide cheeks. His black hair was combed across his forehead and over his ears, and he wore a cream-colored western-cut sport coat, a snap-button chambray shirt, and a bolo tie with a clasp of raw turquoise the size of a quail egg. He sat behind a heavy oak desk, the top of which held only a phone and one file folder. Framed diplomas from Palo Verde High School, the University of Arizona, and the William Mitchell College of Law hung on the wall behind Hardesty Chin, Jr.

Nick said, “You want to tell me what I’m doing here?”

Chin’s face underwent a series of modifications, moving from small talk to business mode. He opened the file folder, looked down at it. “You are your grandfather’s closest living relation.”

“Yes, you said that. But I don’t understand what that means. Practically speaking.”

“It puts you first in line to inherit his estate. Of course, that’s a moot point, since his will names you as the sole beneficiary.”

“You told me that, too. What I’m wondering is, why did you want me to drive up here?”

“Don’t you want to see what you’ve inherited?”

“A shack in the desert?”

Chin pursed his lips. “Actually, it’s a caboose.”

“A caboose?”

“That’s the railroad connection.”

Nick could not tell whether or not Chin was joking.

Chin said, “On three hundred acres.”

“Really?” Nick hadn’t known that Caleb actually owned the land. He had always assumed that his grandfather was squatting at the pleasure of some easygoing rancher. “Three hundred acres?”

“That is correct. He also left you his inventions.”

“His doohickeys.”

Chin nodded. “That’s what he called them, yes.”

“His automatic toilet flusher.”

Chin nodded.

“His electric comb.”

“Yes, the Comb-n-Clean. We were unable to obtain a patent on that one.”

“His belt stretcher.”

“I see you’re familiar with his work.”

“Hell, I’m one of his big investors.”

Chin removed a small notebook from the file folder and opened it. “Five hundred twenty dollars,” he read.

“What’s that?”

“The sum total of your investment in the BassBoy II.”

Nick sensed Chin’s disapproval. “He kept track?”

“Caleb was quite thorough.”

“I gave him some money for some kitchen gadget, too.”

Chin frowned. “That could be. He wasn’t actually that thorough. In any case, it doesn’t matter. Everything that Caleb owned now belongs to you.”

“His stuff,” Nick muttered. Caleb had lost his life, but his stuff was okay. Nick had lost his stuff, but he was alive. Now he had new stuff. He shivered. It was as if he were about to crawl into another man’s skin. He shook off the feeling. “Do I have to sign some papers?”

“Eventually, yes. Mostly I thought we should meet, since I’ve been named executor and you are the sole beneficiary.”

“You just wanted to meet me?”

Chin sat back. “Yeah, but I didn’t know you at the time,” he said. The corners of his mouth compressed. “You know, I am perplexed that you have not asked me how your grandfather died.”

Nick experienced an intense moment of guilt. He hunched his shoulders, cast it off. “He was about ninety years old,” he said. “I figured it was his time.”

“He was seventy-three, and it appears he had a heart attack.”

Nick shrugged. “There you go.”

“Although,” Chin continued, “it was hard to say, since the coyotes had been at him. He was dead a week before his body was discovered. His girlfriend found him.”

“Girlfriend?”

Chin smiled, displayed his palms. “She hadn’t heard from him in two weeks, so she drove out to his place. Found what was left of him out in front of his caboose.”

“He had a girlfriend?”

“That surprises you?”

“Yeah, a little.” The Caleb Hardy he had known was a wild-haired, bearded hermit. Wild-haired, bearded hermits did not, as a rule, have girlfriends.

“You’ll probably meet her at the funeral.”

“Funeral?”

“Yes.” Chin was openly frowning now. “Caleb made provisions to have his remains interred in a small cemetery here in Bisbee. The service is tomorrow afternoon at four. I’m sure I mentioned it to you.”

“Maybe you did.” Nick hated funerals.

“You will be there, won’t you?” Chin’s upper lip lifted away from his teeth.

Nick said, “Look, I hardly knew him, so don’t give me that look.”

Hardy Chin blinked and reset his features to neutral. “My apologies. It is none of my concern whether you choose to attend your grandfather’s funeral.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be there,” Nick said.

“Good.” Chin pushed his chair back. “Would you like to take a look at your inheritance?”



Five
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We drive all the way around the Mule Mountains, then come into this valley that looks like a meteor crater, only it’s about five miles across, then turn onto this rutted road-my ’vette doesn’t have the clearance, so we have to park and walk the last half mile, a hundred degrees out there, this clown of a lawyer in his sport coat and shitkickers. He just laughs when I say I hope the place has air-conditioning. We come up over this rise, and the first thing I see looks like a flying saucer.”

Nick paused for effect. Gretchen sipped her margarita, waiting him out.

“I’m not kidding. It’s like the top of a Chinese parasol, about thirty feet high at the tip and maybe eighty feet across, six feet off the ground at the rim, like it’s floating. There’s also a caboose, the real thing, painted red, wheels and all&God knows how he got it there. And a big pole barn, a couple of those little prefab sheds, a cattle tank full of goldfish, and an old Chevy pickup held together with strapping tape and clothes hangers. And a dark spot in the dirt where they found him.”

“That’s very dramatic, Nicky.”

“Well, it was. We’re out in the sun, and this damn lawyer never sweats a drop. He’s smoking these little Dutch cigars, cigarillos, I guess, about half the size of a cigarette but they stink twice as bad. Showing me around like he’s a real estate agent trying to sell the place. The place is off the grid, totally self-sufficient. There’s a generator in one of the sheds, and a bunch of solar panels mounted on top of the caboose. Caleb was into that Y2K conspiracy crap, I’m sure it was a great disappointment to him when society didn’t collapse at the turn of the millennium.”

“A lot of us were disappointed.”

“Then Chin walks me around back of the generator shed and shows me a packrat mound damn near as big as Caleb’s caboose. Says it’s a thousand years old.” Nick held out his margarita glass. “Uno mas, por favor.”

“You thinking of moving out there?” Gretchen refilled his glass from the cocktail shaker.

“Yeah, right. Me and the packrats. Thanks.” He sipped his margarita. “We saw a snake, a big old rattler, curled up under the pickup. I about jumped out of my skin.”

Gretchen emptied a bag of chips into a wooden bowl. “The snakes like the packrats.”

“A thousand years. You’d think the rats would all be gobbled up by now.”

“I’m sure plenty of them were.” Gretchen began chopping serrano peppers, cilantro and garlic together, chopping and rechopping to a fine mince. Nick watched her, the second margarita drawing a gentle mist across his eyes. She scraped the pepper mixture into a bowl, added a couple of chopped tomatoes and a pinch of salt, squeezed in half a lime, and turned the mixture gently with a wooden spoon. “What about the flying saucer?”

“Oh yeah. We get closer, and I can see that it’s a roof made out of corrugated steel supported by a bunch of steel posts. No walls, just a curtain of chicken wire. The lawyer says it’s Caleb’s workshop. We find a door and duck under the eaves and go inside. It’s like walking into a giant oven. If it was a hundred degrees outside, it must’ve been one-twenty under that roof. He has about ten picnic tables in there, all piled high with some of the strangest stuff you ever saw. A hundred projects half done, tools, you name it. Black widows everywhere. I saw one must’ve been the size of a mouse.”

“The spiders like the packrats, too.”

“Spiders eat rats?”

Gretchen set the bowl of salsa on the table. “Where there are rats there are insects, and where there are insects you find spiders.”

“Spiders aren’t insects?”

“Spiders are arachnids.”

“You are a wealth of information.”

Gretchen loaded a chip with salsa. “You spend a few years digging holes in the desert, you learn a lot about things that bite.” She popped the chip in her mouth and crunched. Nick followed her example.

“The only thing that was halfway organized was& Oh man!” He slurped his margarita. “That salsa’s mean!”

“I left the veins and seeds in. They’ve got some heat.”

“No kidding. Whew. Anyway, as soon as we get in there, I want out, but Chin goes to the middle of the building or tent or whatever it is and turns a hand crank attached to a pipe. A second later I hear it starting to rain, and this misty drizzle is coming down all around the edge of the roof, and a few seconds after that, this cool breeze hits us. Turns out Caleb mounted a couple of lawn sprinklers up top. The whole building works like a giant evaporative cooler. The water falls into a trough and gets recycled.”

“What a great idea.”

“The old man had a lot of ideas. The workshop had a couple dozen of those big steel storage cabinets, every one of them full of weird inventions and boxes full of junk, all of them labeled. That was one thing he was organized about. All his doohickeys. He was really serious about them. According to the lawyer, he actually made money on a couple of his fishing lures. He was living off the royalty checks, a few thousand bucks a year. Plus he made money on his coffins.”

“Coffins?” Gretchen gave a theatrical frown.

Nick shoved another chip in his mouth, this one only lightly dipped in the salsa. He made a time-out gesture and ran out to his car. A minute later he returned with a coffin-shaped cardboard carton about thirty inches long. Nick set it on the table and lifted the lid. The inside of the box was printed with cartoon bones and running mice.

“Pet coffins,” Nick said. “This particular model is a Number Four, for cats or small dogs up to sixteen pounds. He sold them mail-order. That pole barn I mentioned? Full of these things. Six sizes, from gerbil-size all the way up to one big enough to bury a Dalmatian.”

“What if you have a golden retriever?” Gretchen asked. She liked golden retrievers.

“I don’t know,” Nick confessed. “It might fit in the Number Six. I just got into this business.”

“You’re going to sell coffins?”

He shrugged. “I have to do something with them. Caleb ran ads in the back of Cat Fancy and some other pet magazines. I don’t know how many of the things he was selling. Couldn’t have been too many. He didn’t have any money, or if he did, he spent it. Here, look at this.” He reached into the coffin and pulled out an object that looked like a flashlight with a steel comb jutting from one end and an electric cord trailing from the other.

Gretchen drew back. “I don’t know what that is, but I’d rather you didn’t point it at me.”

“It’s an electric comb.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

“You use this, you don’t need shampoo. Caleb called it the Comb-n-Clean.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Caleb once had Vince seriously interested in investing in this thing. It actually works, but it has a design flaw. If your hair is a little too wet or greasy, it can spark.”

“It can set your head on fire?”

“Something like that.”

“That’s a pretty serious design flaw.”

Nick put the Comb-n-Clean back in the coffin. “Check this out.” He brought out another object, a curiously shaped white plastic contrivance slightly larger than a human hand. He held it out to her.

“What is it?” Gretchen asked, taking it gingerly.

“Remember I told you Caleb had invented a kitchen gadget he wanted me to market? This is it. He showed it to me the last time I saw him. He was pretty excited. Chin said they applied for a patent a few months ago.”

“What does it do?”

“I’m not sure,” Nick said. “Chin’s going to get me a copy of the patent application.”

Gretchen inspected the device. Formed from a single piece of hard plastic, the object was both complex and simple. There were three oddly shaped holes, two sharp edges, and a ridged, cup-shaped protrusion. Gretchen tried several handholds, turning it this way and that. “Is it part of something else? Like a mixer part?”

“Nope.”

“It looks like a … I don’t know what it looks like.”

“Hardy Chin said it looked like an IUD for elephants.”

Gretchen made a pained face; her hand drifted to her abdomen. “How about an alien dissection device?”

“A French windshield scraper?”

“A fan blade that the government pays nine hundred dollars each for.”

“The part that’s left over after you assemble your kid’s bicycle.”

“A spatula from Betelgeuse.”

“A boomerang from the Bizarro World.”

Gretchen laughed. “Does it have a name?”

“It’s called the HandyMate.”



Six
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Vince Love had commandeered their usual table near the back of the tiny, brightly painted restaurant. He was shredding a paper napkin into fettuccine, then reducing the strips to confetti with his manicured nails. He had a pretty good pile going.

“Waiting for a parade?” Nick asked.

Vince started, dropping the napkin. He recovered quickly and smiled, showing small, regular teeth. “You never know. Could be one any minute now.” He pushed the confetti aside, picked up his coffee mug, looked into it, frowned, set it back on the table.

Nick pulled out a chair and sat down across from his partner.

Like Nick, Vince was thin, handsome, and well dressed. Unlike Nick, he had short, dark hair, small black eyes, and a precisely trimmed mustache. When seen together, they were often mistaken for a gay couple. That didn’t bother Nick, but Vince couldn’t stand it. He made a point of flirting with the waitresses, occasionally giving Charlene or Nan a pat on the hip as they passed in and out of the kitchen, making sure they knew which side of the male sexual divide he favored. Since he was a regular customer and a generous tipper, this behavior was tolerated, somewhat cheerfully, by the staff at Café Poca Cosa.

Charlene came by with a pot of coffee. She topped off Vince’s mug and left without further incident. Vince was not in a flirtatious mood this morning.

Nick asked, “What’s going on, Vince?”

“What do you mean?”

Charlene reappeared with a mug of coffee for Nick. He ordered the huevos rancheros. Vince asked for a tamale. “Just that and some salsa,” he said.

Nick said, “You sounded kind of funny on the phone yesterday. And you don’t look so good.”

“I don’t? Can’t imagine why. I mean, just ’cause our store burned to the ground. Fucking burned to the fucking ground.” Vince’s face contorted into an anguished grimace for a fraction of a second, then snapped back to normal.

“You okay?” Nick had never seen Vince’s face do that.
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