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“Geologists have a saying—rocks remember.”

—Neil Armstrong
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1
AN ACE OF DAMES



Most guys go their whole lives without finding a corpse. I need to stop finding them. Usually, it’s only a minor inconvenience. But I never know.

So sit down and join me for a late dinner in Quartzrock, Arizona. It’s a desiccated dump in the flat Sonoran Desert near the California border. Imagine a hundred RV parks on the surface of Mercury, and you’ve got it. Somehow it became a rock show mecca, and swarms of lapidaries settled here. Two are about to depart the business. Permanently.

Not me, though. I’m a geologist, and I’m here for the rock show tomorrow. I’m eating my usual hot beef sandwich in a booth at the Flying Mulewhip under a local artist’s masterpiece—Exaltation of the Mule—which shows the kind of mule you’d take home to meet your mother. I see this hot dame come in. Long, dark hair, olive skin, Southern Italian or Greek. She’s wearing a windbreaker, so I know she’s from up north. It’s sixty degrees outside, and an Arizona dame would be wearing a puffy coat and Uggs.

She looks around, then starts my way. There’s a suspicious bulge in her jacket. I keep eating and pretend to ignore it, but she walks right up to my booth.

“You’re Nick Cameron, the consulting geologist?”
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I shrug. She reaches for the jacket bulge, then throws a handful of rocks onto my plate. Gravy splashes all over my shirt and the Formica table.

“Ural mins,” I mumble, which is how you say, “You little minx!” with your mouth full of mashed potatoes.

Hold it. These are the best Lake Superior agates I’ve seen.

“More where those came from,” she says, taking a seat at the opposite end of the booth and giving her raven hair a coquettish toss. She’s on the petite side and a real dish, worth scorching your eyes on. From her emerald eyes to her marathoner thighs, with stratovolcano breasts in between, she’s hotter than a Soviet drill bit at the bottom of the Kola Superdeep Borehole. She sears her eyes into me—her left elbow is on the table and her chin rests on her knuckles as she scans me like a pyrometer drone checking out hot spots on Stromboli.

Now, I know some lapidaries in Ashland, Wisconsin, on Chequamegon Bay, which is like the El Dorado of Lake Superior agates. And I know some yeggs opened Johnny Rocco’s rock shop safe for fifty pounds of agates last Thursday. So I think the stuff’s likely hot.

“How much is more?” I ask.

“I’m at the Truck Stop,” she says, rising. “Ice cream truck. Come see me and find out.”

But I don’t follow her out. I let her go and finish my meal.

The Truck Stop is not a truck stop. It’s a motel. Trucks converted to rooms, cabins, whatever you call them. Scattered around on a two-acre patch of gravel. One is an old ice cream truck.

I stay in the garbage truck. It has a steel door with two combination dead bolts. See, when I come to town, I have stuff people want to steal. And I have enemies. I broke the Flagstaff Archaeopteryx ring. You probably heard of that. I’ve exposed more counterfeit dinosaur eggs, claws, and teeth than you can imagine. And whenever a new Lost Dutchman’s Mine scam comes along, which is about every month, I hand the case to the Feds on a relish tray. The grifters in that racket hate me. The last thing they want on their tail is a thirty-five-year-old PhD geologist who boxes for fun and packs a Colt Commander.

I ask Janie, the waitress, for a refill on my coffee, and she comes back with the pot.

“Hey, Janie, you know that dame?” I ask.

“No, you big mug,” she says, feigning jealousy and tilting a hip. “What’d the little chippy want?”

I like Janie. She gets it.

“Got some rocks to sell.” I show her the agates.

“Nice. You buying?” She gives me a wink as she coos, “buying.”

“Nope. But I’ll take a look. At the agates. Already had a good look at her.”

Janie says a mug like me could get in big trouble with a floozy like that, but it doesn’t matter because Sheriff Pershing will run her out of town within the hour anyway.

I’ve seen all my usual clients—I hold court at the Flying Mulewhip on rock show eve—so I pay my tab, leave Janie my usual 100 percent tip, and head for the Truck Stop. It’s only a half mile, so I walk. Geologists do a lot of walking. Especially in the dirt, which I’m doing now because there’s a dearth of sidewalks in this pigsty.

I unlock the garbage truck, settle in, and open my vintage Samsonite travel bar. I think Philip Marlowe had one. If not, he should have. I pour myself an Old Cornpone, which is my favorite bourbon. I own a dozen barrels of it, sitting in a Kentucky rack house somewhere. It’s not for me—I only drink a few bottles per year. It’s an alternative investment. It’s like a zero-coupon bond that gets bottled when it matures.

Now, what do I do with the rock-throwing minx? First thing I do is call Johnny Rocco and get a description of the stolen agates. They sound mediocre, not worth cracking a safe for. Not even worth putting in a safe in the first place, to tell the truth. But he says there were a few good ones, and maybe those are the ones the dame threw on my plate. I wouldn’t trust Johnny farther than I can throw the Cape York meteorite, but stealing is stealing, and if the agates are his, I’ll get them back.

I look out the window. The garbage truck has only one, but it’s big, barred with a wrought-iron grid, and eight feet off the ground, so totally secure. The ice cream truck is about twenty-five yards away, and there are no lights on. It’s too early for her to be in bed. Unless she’s turning a trick, as Janie would say. But I don’t think that’s her style, not that she’d have trouble finding customers. She’s probably in the Truck Stop Clubhouse, a Western bar and restaurant next to the tank truck. The tank truck is for large families. No, I won’t go and see. She knows where to find me.

Tomorrow afternoon, I’ll be appraising at the fossil tent. It’s tiring work, so I try to catch some shut-eye. For bedtime reading I have a copy of Two Smart Dames I found at a local junk store. Copyright 1949. The cover art is appropriately lurid for the genre but doesn’t fit the title. The two smart dames are in negligees. Why not graduation gowns with thigh splits? I doze off as Shaun O’Malley, PI, finds his partner on a slab in the morgue. But around midnight, I hear the bell on the ice cream truck jingling. It’s a little brass bell where you shake the clapper. Some cutesy ice cream truck thing. I go to the window. There she is, standing by the bell, looking my way. She knows I’m here, and she wants to talk. I go to her truck.

Some dames ask me to look at their rocks when they really want something else. Not this one. She wants to get right to it. The rocks, I mean.

She says her name is Theo and offers me a drink. Jägermeister, which is like a handful of black jelly beans with an Everclear chaser. I respectfully decline. Then she drags out some burlap bags and plops them on a table.

A geologist usually wears his loupe on a lanyard around his neck. For me, that’s just a garroting waiting to happen. I keep mine in my jacket pocket. When I go for it, she leaps to the bed and grabs a roscoe from under the pillow. She points the gun at the floor with her finger off the trigger, using the two-handed Weaver hold, her eyes on my right hand and ready for instant response. This dame knows what she’s doing. Her gun’s a Smith & Wesson snub-nosed revolver. Five shots for sure, no jams, and especially good for a southpaw, which I see she is. I approve.

“Relax, sister,” I say, slowly pulling the loupe from my pocket. She puts the gun away but doesn’t apologize. She shouldn’t. Her reaction was reasonable, under the circumstances.

Most agates are sold by the bushel, but not these. These are prime gemstones, expertly cut and shaped, mainly cabochons but some faceted, all with perfect banding and colors that are rich, rare, and varied. The pick of a thousand bushels. Obviously not from Johnny Rocco’s safe. But here’s the thing: they were highly polished once, but they’ve been underwater awhile. A long while. Easy to restore the polish, but that’s not the point. I think she may have stumbled on some old-timer’s cache. But that’s not my business. These have been in the drink so long the old-timer would be moldering in the boneyard by now.

“Nice rocks,” I say. “So what’s your game?”

She says she’s selling them for her brother. Not sure I believe that, but I ask if he has more. Yes, he does. Lots more.

“It looks like these have been underwater a long time,” I say.

She gives me that wide-eyed “what are you, a wizard?” look I get from devious lapidaries when I call out something that’s blazingly obvious to any geologist.

“I think they have,” she says.

And that’s all she says. No explanation why. That’s odd, and I’m not sure I want to get involved. I don’t need clients, so I choose them carefully. They need to be frank with me. And not splash gravy on my shirts.

“It’s late. Let’s talk about it over breakfast,” I say.

She can tell I’m suspicious, but I think she respects that. And she hasn’t gazed into my eyes with breathless longing, so I say goodnight and hit the rack in the garbage truck.







2
A DEUCE OF STIFFS



I wake up at 06:00 and text Paco Madero. He’s one of the two lapidaries in Quartzrock who could afford to buy the agates. The other is Joey Huerta, and I text him too. They’re both early risers. Neither has seen a batch of gem-grade agates recently, and they’re interested.

I’m shaving when I hear the ice cream truck bell tinkle. I look out. There she is. With a tight sweater over those stratovolcano breasts and tight jeans on those marathoner thighs, she’s hotter than a uraninite vein at the Oklo natural fission reactor in the Statherian Period. But she doesn’t come to my truck, just stands there looking at my window. I notice her car has Wisconsin plates. Lake Superior agates, tolerates the cold, Wisconsin plates—ten to one she’s from far Northern Wisconsin.

I finish shaving but don’t go to meet her. I pick up where I left off in Two Smart Dames and wait until she knocks. A few minutes later, she does.

We walk to the Flying Mulewhip. I order the Muleskinner’s Snack, which is chicken-fried steak with three eggs, hash browns, toast, and fried apples. She orders the Yard Waste Special, which is an enormous salad, with the chicken option for protein.

Over breakfast, I give her my estimate. She grins like one of those ads for dental implants, showing off her alabaster chompers. She must have a good dentist, which is unusual for Northern Wisconsin. I edge into asking her how much more her brother has. If he’s sitting on a huge stash, he could break the market if he tries to dump it all. Not that I care, personally, but I’d like to tell my clients if there’s a chance of that.

But she doesn’t bite. For now, she just says he has a lot more. Whether he does and whether “he” even exists, I don’t know.

Enough bullshit.

“I need to know the provenance,” I say. “I don’t touch swag, and I don’t like lost-and-found. So where’d you get the agates?”

We stare into each other’s eyes. Hers are green. Mine are blue. If we had kids, would their eyes be aqua?

“A relative collected them.”

“And this relative stored them in a fish tank, or what?”

“He put them in a place where they got wet all the time.”

“And why did he do that?”

“Because it was a good hiding place.”

I think she’s telling the truth, as far as it goes. She hasn’t grabbed her nose, tugged on her ears, looked away, furrowed her brow, hidden her palms, or done any of the other things amateur detectives think signal lying but really do not. Truthful people give prompt, direct, and concise answers, and that’s what she’s doing.

“Okay,” I say. “Two guys are interested. Paco Madero is free before ten, and Joey Huerta is free from ten to noon. Normally, I’d charge ten percent for brokering a deal like this, but I’m already in town, so I’ll do it for five percent plus ten bucks to launder my gravy-stained shirt. Agreed?”

She smiles and nods. We shake on it. A warm glow pulses between our hands, like energy is passing between us. We both pretend we didn’t notice.

It’s 09:00 by the time we finish breakfast, and Paco said to be there before ten, so we saunter back to the ice cream truck and load the rocks into my two-year-old Porsche 911. I got it at a bargain price from a guy who wanted a Maserati sedan instead. He was an anesthesiologist, and he must have anesthetized his brain or he would not have made that choice.

I drive us to Paco’s compound. He’s got a dusty, barren acre fenced in chain-link with three double-wide trailers on it. Lives in one, store in another (appointment only), and his shop in the third. Normally, he’d buzz us in—there’s a camera at the gate and it sends motion alerts, so he knows when someone arrives even before they push the buzzer. Today he doesn’t buzz us in, so I figure he’s working in the shop. I know the code, so I open the gate.

We pull up at the shop. Usually, it’s noisy in there because of the tumblers, rock saws, and whatnot. Today, dead silence. And the door is ajar.

“Is something wrong?” Theo says.

Well, yeah, there is. I open the door and see the big vibratory rock tumbler knocked over with Paco’s big body face down on the floor, his head stuffed inside the bowl. Half-tumbled Petoskey stones and dirty gray tumbling mud are all over the place.

Paco’s not breathing. I feel his wrist. No pulse and he’s already getting cold. No point trying CPR.

Most people would be screaming and running for the door and spewing all over the place. Not Theo.

“Is he dead?” she asks calmly.

“Yeah. Paco Madero has gone to the big gem show in the sky.”

“What do we do now?” she says.

What we do is stand outside, roscoes out, backs to the wall. She watches left, I watch right. I call 911. My guess is that whoever did this is long gone, but who knows—somebody might be in the house or the store. The only odd thing I notice in the compound is a big pile of crushed stone by the gate. It wasn’t there on my last visit, and it’s topped with a sign that reads, redundantly, Hermosos Paisajes Landscapes. These redundancies are common in Arizona, like Table Mesa and Picacho Peak. California is no better. Check out the La Brea Tar Pits in LA.

Within ten minutes, we have an ambulance, two sheriff’s patrol cars, the highway patrol, and the sheriff himself. If you think they’re suspicious because we both have roscoes, you don’t know Arizona. Here, cops think it’s suspicious if you don’t have a roscoe.

We spend the rest of the morning talking with cops. I know defense attorneys say this is a bad idea, but that’s because all their clients are guilty. My attorney says if you’re a clueless innocent bystander, go ahead and talk. Just don’t lie and don’t speculate. If you don’t know, just say, “I dunno.”

The cops interview us separately. They spend a lot of time with me because I know a lot about Paco, and they want to know everything about him. Yes, people said he was sometimes involved in dodgy dealings—for example, La Pierre de la Chienne, or Dogstone, which was a legendary Petoskey stone presented to Louis XIV by Jesuit missionaries from New France and set in the jeweled collar of his beloved dog Bonne. Paco claimed Charles de Gaulle carried it out of France in 1940 and entrusted it to the Mexican ambassador in London in 1944 as security for a secret Mexican loan to the Free French. Somehow, it ended up in Quartzrock after being pilfered from a diplomatic bag on its way to Mexico City. I think he stole the plot from a thriller he was reading. Nobody in Quartzrock believed it, though a shady French collector did, to the tune of 800 Gs. But I have no personal knowledge of those dealings, just hearsay. Paco was always strictly on the level with me. Somewhat eccentric, but most lapidaries are. A good friend, if not a close one, and I’ll miss our poker games. Do I have any idea who might want to murder him? No. I tell them Paco worked the Dogstone scam with his buddy Joey Huerta, and they should talk with him.

As morning wears on, I get the feeling Theo and I are suspects. Later, I find out they checked with Leonard, owner of the Truck Stop, who verified that we were there until we left for breakfast, walking. And with Janie, who verified that we were having breakfast at about the time Paco cashed in. And with every jamoke along the way who saw us walking to the Flying Mulewhip and back and God knows who else. Our story checks out every which way.

You might think that would eliminate us as suspects, but no. Not with the Arizona Department of Public Safety and the DPS Sherlock who’s joined the investigation. It does eliminate us with Sheriff Pershing, though. The county mountie knows me and knows that while I stumble on lots of corpses—hey, show me a consulting geologist who doesn’t—I don’t make corpses. Not usually, anyway. And I can tell he thinks Theo is just as surprised by the whole thing as he is. He says she’s got no rap sheet either. Given her behavior at the Flying Mulewhip, I would have expected at least a few arrests for rock assault.

Around noon, Sherlock starts asking me why a PhD geologist hangs out with lapidaries and amateur paleontologists. I tell him I have enough dough to do what I like, and I’d rather deal with lapidaries and amateur paleontologists than blowhard Texans in the oil patch. And that I expect even more dough from my pending patents for hydrogen production by water oxidation of iron-bearing minerals in situ. Maybe enough to leave me playing poker with Elon Musk and calling his bluffs.

This shuts Sherlock up for the moment. He decides to give us a break and talk with Joey Huerta. After all, when one rock dealer is murdered, his buddy rock dealer might know the killer. If he isn’t the killer himself. Didn’t I tell him that two hours ago?

The sheriff brings us some KFC and leaves us alone to eat. Neither of us does.

Then I hear sirens. First one, then another, then another. Ten minutes later, the sheriff comes in shaking his head and rolling his eyes.

Joey Huerta is dead. The DPS Sherlock found him in his living room, squashed under a seven-hundred-pound amethyst geode.

Joey Huerta being murdered while we were talking with a gazillion cops might suggest we are not the perps in either case. But no! See, in Sherlock’s mind, we could be part of a gang conspiracy to murder leading rock merchants.

What finally lifts the cloud are Paco’s security cameras. They show a short, dumpy guy who looks like a hobo creeping under the fence at Paco’s compound, going into the shop, emerging covered with tumbling mud, and creeping away under the fence again. Some poor CSI slobs are rooting around in the gravel like truffle pigs snouting a trail of tumbling mud, we are assured. Maybe they think the guy dropped his driver’s license or something.

Security cameras also rule out the assistant medical examiner’s theory that Paco committed suicide by plunging his head into the rock tumbler and drowning himself. And that Joey accidentally toppled the giant geode onto himself while dusting it.

So now the cops have two murders on their hands with nothing to go on but some low-resolution video showing a short, dumpy guy who looks like a hobo. The action plan? Run around town stopping every short, dumpy guy who looks like a hobo.

In Quartzrock, that’s half the male population.

[image: ]
So Theo and I are free to go. She’s tired and a little shaken up—not that she shows it, but I can tell. I take her back to the ice cream truck. Let her rest for a few hours and plan my seduction. And let Jeweler Jake cover for me at the fossil tent. I do the same for him sometimes. Right now, I have other plans.

Before leaving, I ask Leonard to keep an eye on the ice cream truck and tell him to repel boarders if he sees a short, dumpy guy who looks like a hobo. If some palooka is running around whacking rock dealers, Theo might be on the list.

Me, I’m always on the list.

Now, there’s one guy in this town who really knows what’s going on, but nobody really knows him aside from me, Sheriff Pershing, and maybe a couple high-end jewelers. That guy is Francesco Benally. But just Frankie to us. Navajo father and Italian mother.

Nobody in Quartzrock, except me, knows where Frankie gets his dough. He makes fine, and I mean fine, Navajo jewelry, the kind people commission, not the stuff you buy at gas stations. But he spends forever making each piece perfect, so he doesn’t sell many. Of course, he knows a lot about gemstones. But whenever he has doubts or just wants to confirm his gut feel, he calls yours truly. And in return, he gives me information. And feeds me if it’s lunchtime. Which it is. I can smell pancetta frying. Una mano lava l’altra, as Frankie says.

Frankie doesn’t have a shop. His house (a double-wide) is his shop, with workspaces here and there. Every time I visit, he’s moved stuff around. I see an original Modigliani drawing has switched places with a 1920s Navajo storm rug. No, you don’t throw a rug like that on the floor.

“Hey, Frankie, it’s Nick,” I call through the screen door. “I got somethin’ for ya.”

“Door’s open,” he calls from the kitchen.

I lay a large soppressata on the kitchen counter. It’s a Calabrian-style salami I get from Andretti’s restaurant and market in Scottsdale.

He doesn’t say anything, which for him is not unusual. Why bother? He knows I always bring him soppressata, and he knows I’m here for (1) the carbonara he’s making and (2) a lead on who whacked Paco and Joey. He points to the kitchen table. Some turquoise there.

I take a gander at the rocks.

“It’s all fake,” I say. “You don’t need me to tell you that.”

“It’s nicer if I tell the customer you say it’s fake. He won’t feel like a complete fool if he thinks it takes an expert to see that. The guy wants me to make a necklace for his girlfriend, but I’m not putting my name on that junk.”

Frankie thumps down a bowl of carbonara in front of me. He’s holding the bowl by the rim with his beefy fingers in a talon grip, and his palm completely covers the top. I’m not a small man, but Frankie could be a lineman for the Patriots. How he makes fine jewelry with those huge mitts escapes me. Maybe mass gives stability.

“He took the railroad,” he says.

“Who took the railroad?”

“The short, dumpy guy who looks like a hobo, idiot. What you geniuses missed is that he is a hobo, so he likely hopped one of those short freights at Hope. He’s probably caught an eastbound at Williams by now.”

“So who the hell is he?”







3
A GREEK RADIOMAN STRIKES IT RICH



“They had it comin’,” Frankie says.

Hmm. How do two rock-tumbling reprobates get on the wrong side of a homicidal hobo? No point asking. Vendettas are common among lapidaries, believe it or not. Now, the right thing to do is cut the cackle and eat. Frankie will spill when he’s ready.

But he doesn’t.

“My advice to you,” he says after a few minutes, “is to get out of town and take your lady friend with you. I’ll buy her agates. You can drop them off with Yazzie in Window Rock. He’ll retail them for me.”

“I’m not going to Window Rock,” I say.

Silence for fifteen seconds. Seems like thirty.

“Okay, I’m going to Window Rock,” I say.

Still silent. Now for about a minute.

“You know who your lady friend is?” Frankie asks.

Well, no, I don’t. I only know she calls herself Theo. I’d assumed she didn’t want to tell me more because she was wanted on rock assault charges or possibly morals charges or both in twenty or thirty states. But I was wrong about that.

“No,” I say. “Who is she?”

“She’s one of Metaxas’s grandkids. She and her twin brother.”

I put down my fork and lean back in my chair. Who has not heard of the Metaxas Agate Fortune? Well, you, for starters, so here’s the story.

Miles Metaxas—radioman on a Greek freighter called Paralos—puts in at NYC in the 1930s. Back then, it took forever to unload and load a ship, with lighters and cranes and hooks and cargo nets and longshoremen looting stuff and so on. So he has a week or two of leave and decides to visit a cousin in Chicago.

He likes Chicago but doesn’t have the money to open a restaurant. But he gets an idea. People in remote areas need vacuum tubes and radio repair, and he knows all about that. So he buys a used car, a stock of tubes and radio parts, and bums around Northern Wisconsin selling vacuum tubes and fixing anything with a vacuum tube in it. Screw that Paralos scow and her jerk of a second mate anyway.

Business is slow until he stops in Hurley, a slime pit in far Northern Wisconsin that was the vice capital of the Northwoods at the time. Jackpot! Hurley has more bars and bawdy houses than permanent residents. And they all have radios and phonographs and jukeboxes making a din at all hours of the day and night. And they all use vacuum tubes, and half don’t even work because the drunken gormless oafs have no idea how to repair them. But Miles Metaxas does!

So Miles spends a month in Hurley fixing their stuff and sells out his whole inventory of vacuum tubes, not to mention capacitors and resistors and potentiometers and so on. Then he sets off for Duluth, which is the nearest place he can get more.

Now, about twenty miles outside of Ashland, which is on Lake Superior at the south end of Chequamegon Bay, his car gets a flat tire. His spare is flat, he’s out of patches, and nobody comes along, so he spends the night in his car. In the morning, he goes down to a creek to get some water and sees these funny-looking rocks in the creek bed.

Agates!

You might think he’d go up the creek looking for a source, but he doesn’t. He follows the creek down, and when he hits the Lake Superior shoreline, he finds a pebble beach that’s like the Comstock Lode of agates.

Long story short, back then land up there was really cheap, so he buys the lower part of the creek and a quarter mile of shoreline. And that’s where the Metaxas Agate Fortune comes from.

Miles hooks up with some Scandi dish in Ashland and proposes. She’s Danish. People are a little wary of Greeks up there, but her father figures if the first modern king of Greece came from the Danish royal family, who is he to squirrel the deal? Besides, Miles is rich. So Miles marries Katrine or whatever her name is and gets his cousin from Chicago to come up to Ashland and open a restaurant so he can eat real food instead of the roadkill the locals eat. Miles never really understands Katrine, and she never understands him, but despite that, or because of it, they are very happy together and do many charitable works. Eventually, they have a son who marries a reputable local girl—that’s relative, you understand. At that time, “reputable” in Ashland just meant more reputable than in Hurley.

Anyway, by then, Miles has cashed out of the agate business and has a bunch of commercial real estate, stocks, bonds, and so on. To memorialize himself, he founds and liberally endows the Metaxas Radio History Museum in Chicago, which gets about three visitors per year, not that he cares. He outlives his son and croaks at a ridiculously old age, so old that when it hits the news that he’s croaked, everybody is surprised because they thought he croaked twenty years ago. Kinda like Doris Day.

Miles leaves a foreign trust for his two grandchildren. But here’s the catch. Miles doesn’t want his heirs messing around in the agate business. He knows his success was dumb luck and figures if his grandkids try it, they’ll end up in bankruptcy court. Or in jail, which is where he thinks most lapidaries and gem merchants belong anyway. So if any trust beneficiary traffics in gemstones of any kind, including, without limitation, agates, he or she is cut off without a cent. If they both get cut off, the corpus of the trust goes to the radio museum.

So now I know why Theo didn’t tell me her surname. And her story about the relative stashing agates makes sense. But why is she taking a big risk selling them?







4
MAKE MINE A MONSOON



I mentally rejoin Frankie, not that he’s missed me. He’s opened the slider door that leads from the kitchen to his deck and is sitting at the kitchen table, looking out toward a line of saw-toothed, barren mountains about ten miles away. These are young mountains, uplifted by detachment faulting in the late Eocene. They’re dark and rugged, with jagged peaks and deep canyons.

“I guess old Miles’s wife must have been quite a dish, if his granddaughter is any indication,” I say.

No reply.

“So, any ideas on who pushed the button on Paco? And Joey?” I say.

Frankie is absorbed in the desert and doesn’t answer. Some fluffy clouds have rolled in. The monsoon usually doesn’t start until late June, but this year it’s early.

“Smell the creosote?” he says.

“No,” I say. He’s talking about the smell of the creosote shrubs that dot the desert here. They’re scraggly, bad-hair shrubs. The botanical version of a coyote. But they have big root systems that snarf water from ground you’d think is totally dry, and they will outlive all of us. A specimen in California is 11,700 years old, and its appearance hasn’t improved with age.

“Close your eyes, breathe in slowly through your nose, and fill your sinuses,” Frankie says.

Is this a yoga class or something? But I do it and catch a whiff of creosote. It means rain is coming.

“I don’t know who killed Paco and Joey, Nick,” Frankie says. “I know he’s a hobo, and he’s short and dumpy, but he’s a strong man and a smart one.”

I don’t ask him how he knows these things. He’s looking at the clouds and isn’t talking much. There’s a long silence. The clouds are piling up.

“Nick, I’ve lived here for almost twenty years. I can think of a dozen people who might want to kill Paco and Joey. But this guy isn’t one of them. Which means his motive must be something I don’t know about. Something new. But also something very old. It’s interesting.”

We sit in silence for a few minutes. I hear thunder. I can see Frankie wants quiet time to think about this, and it may take awhile. Maybe he’ll have it figured out after I deliver the agates to Yazzie. I get up, wave, and leave him staring out the doorway at the thunderheads.

The rain starts as I get in my car, a few huge drops falling on my dusty windshield. I’ll wait it out. Loud thunder is followed by a weird green twilight, like you sometimes get up north before a tornado. The monsoon hits with a punch of wind that rocks the car and then dies down as the rain comes in torrents. In ten minutes, it’s over, the sun is shining, and my car is clean. Monsoon rains are brief.

[image: ]
I’ve missed most of the day at the fossil tent. Being a witness in a murder investigation is probably a good excuse, but I should make an appearance, and I do.

Andrew’s fossil tent is big enough to host a circus sideshow, and it’s filled with long rows of sturdy folding tables heaped with low-end fossils of ammonites, trilobites, shark’s teeth, corals, fish, and so on. Heavy pieces of petrified wood lie under the tables on the dirt floor. The high-end stuff is wisely placed in glass display cases. My appraisal table is to the left of the entrance. It’s a plain eight-foot plastic folding table like you see in VFW halls, with a cheap but comfortable executive chair from Office Depot on a plywood sheet. A cooler filled with ice water, Mountain Dew, and a few sandwiches sits to my left. Jake is sitting in my chair, standing in for me like I said he would, and he gets up when I walk in. He’s heard about Paco and Joey and asks me for details. I tell him what I know, but there’s a line building, so I sit down and get started.

I do appraisals for free as a favor to Andrew—it draws in the customers, and Andrew is a fair dealer, so he deserves the traffic. There are four types of people seeking appraisals, and the amount of time I spend on clients depends on how appreciative they are.




	
Client knows what he has


	
Client knows what it’s worth


	
Client profile


	
Time allowed







	
Yes


	
Yes


	
Dealer/collector


	
1 minute, wasting my time





	
Yes


	
No


	
Rockhound


	
3 minutes





	
No


	
Yes


	
Delusional


	
2 minutes for kindly letdown





	
No


	
No


	
Dilettante


	
5 minutes







If the person is a kid, I increase the time allowance and tell them about the geologic era and period, its biota, and so on.

A freckly ginger kid with a Diamondbacks cap has an ammonite he just bought. I tell him all about ammonites, assure him he got a good deal (true), and then let him talk about baseball.

Some old woman has a Psychopyge trilobite with black shell preservation, and, astoundingly, iron pyrite (fool’s gold) eyes. It’s rare to find pyritization in trilobite fossils, and I’ve never seen one where only the eyes were pyritized, clearly showing their compound structure. The piece is striking. I give her my estimate, which prompts an “Oh, my!” Then I refer her to a jeweler in Scottsdale who collects high-end fossils and tell her to say Nick Cameron sent her.

Another kid has a piece of granite, borderline pegmatitic, with very coarse and unusual crystals. It’s not a fossil, but who cares? I talk about granite.

I’m just finishing up a digression on the mother of all feldspar crystals when my phone bings. It’s an alert from Leonard at the Truck Stop: Hobo on the port bow.

I jump over the table, shout, “Don’t take less than twenty bucks for it!” to the kid, plow through the crowd of rock people to my 911, and slam the pedal to the carpet. Within five minutes, I tear up to the ice cream truck like a dust devil. Leonard is standing there with his coach gun, a twelve-gauge double-barreled shotgun with twenty-inch barrels.

“What happened?” I say.

“He crawled under the west fence along the wash. I was in the office watchin’ the cameras and ran out here. He was makin’ for the ice cream truck but saw me with my scattergun and did a fast one-eighty and went under the fence again. Guess he’s not stupid, anyway.”

Frankie pulls up in his F-350.

“I called Frankie too,” Leonard says.

“Did you call the cops?”

“Not yet.”

“Don’t,” says Frankie as he walks up. “Later. So which way did he come from?”

Leonard points to the west fence, and Frankie goes to investigate. There are some lemon trees along the fence, and the ground around them is soft and wet from the recent rain. Frankie squats down and takes a close look at the hobo tracks. After a few minutes, he comes back.

“Did you notice his shoes?” he asks Leonard.

“His shoes? No. Why?”

“Because he’s wearing Brooks trail runners. That’s not what he was wearing this morning, and it’s pretty odd footgear for a hobo.”

Leonard says Theo is in the truck, probably napping, so I offer to guard it while Leonard and Frankie look at the video and Frankie makes a copy. Ten minutes later, they return.

“The video is good, but he was far from the camera. But definitely the same guy as this morning,” Frankie says.

“So why is he after Theo?” I ask.

“Maybe he isn’t,” Frankie says.

“He might have thought you was in there,” Leonard says. “You parked your car by the door when you brought the girl back this afternoon, and you went inside with her.” Leonard gives me his hillbilly grin. “Maybe he saw that.”

“Okay,” Frankie says, “but Nick’s car wasn’t there when Mr. Hobo made his dash.” He walks over to the lemon trees and comes back. “He wouldn’t have been able to see the car from that angle, so yes, if he didn’t reconnoiter well, he may have thought Nick was still in there. So Theo, Nick, or both, impossible to say for sure who he’s after. But Nick has a strong connection to Madero, and Theo doesn’t, so Nick seems the more probable target. On the other hand, if he was outside Madero’s compound when Nick and Theo arrived this morning, he would have seen them getting out of Nick’s hot rod, and maybe he thinks they were both in on whatever beef he had with Madero. We don’t know at this point. I’m going home. Nick, see you and Theo tomorrow morning early. I’ll let you guys secure










OEBPS/images/pg2.jpg








OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		1. An Ace of Dames



		2. A Deuce of Stiffs



		3. A Greek Radioman Strike It Rich



		4. Make Mine a Monsoon



		5. All Aboard for Murder (Almost)



		6. Sheer Grandeur of Rocks



		7. Bottoms up to His Holiness



		8. Cherchez le Hobeau



		9. Sheer Beauty of Solvents



		10. The Railroad Bull Gets a Wooden Kimono



		11. The Celestial Empress Wows the Firedawgs



		12. Will the Real Yazzie Please Stand Up?



		13. Tragedy Strikes the Radio Museum



		14. Borrow My Watch, Tell Me the Time



		15. Man on the Moon Was Once a Dream



		16. Pay Up, Frankie



		17. Nice Joint You Got Here, I’m Hankerin’ to Buy It



		18. Thank God for AAA



		19. A Hooker, of Sorts



		20. Nice Pinkie Ring, Rodolfo



		21. If She Weighs the Same as a Duck, Indict Her



		22. On the Lam at Damp Lake



		23. Grab Your Pencils, Men, We’re Going on an Audit



		24. Nick Rides



		25. Let’s You and Him Fight



		26. Doña Cartucho



		27. From China, with Love



		28. Lessee’s Remorse



		29. Daniel, the Sole Jewish Resident of Quartzrock



		30. Oh, Sweet Mystery of Ballast, at Last I’ve Found You



		31. Grab a Ballast Fork, Boys



		32. Nick Gets Disqualified



		33. White Buns Wants a Rematch



		34. The Patient Is Resting Comfortably



		35. Confidential to the Reader (By Frankie)



		36. The Patient Is Still Resting Comfortably



		Epilogue: Booty and Djibouti



		References



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		1. An Ace of Dames



		References



		Acknowledgments



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		iii



		iv



		v



		vii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		265



		266



		267



		269



		270












OEBPS/images/pg73.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781684632893.jpg






OEBPS/images/pgiii.jpg
LOGAN TERRET










