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“What do I like about this story? Everything: the characters, the settings, the stop-and-pivot-on-a-centime plot-twists, the dialog, the burbling subterranean humor, the macabre wistfulness, the BS artists at CES and the goofy debates.”


— F. J. Logan
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“As I read the first chapter laying the groundwork for the story to come, I was taken aback at the thought of three men planning to kill their wives. What thoughts harbor in the mind of a husband—or wife, for that matter? Curiosity compelled me to continue reading.


“Very quickly I became aware that these men were just goofy and this was not going to be your typical murder novel. There were going to be twists and turns I could not guess at. I wanted to know what Chip and Bud and Rudy were going to do, and how they would succeed.


“Is it racy, as the novelist said? Well, I would say it’s an adult story. Almost Thurber, but noir.


“The Planning takes place in Las Vegas and if you have ever wondered what happens at the techie conferences that are held there and during the free time after the scheduled events, this will give you some insight. The murder scene is Paris—one of the most romantic cities in the world.
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“Anytime you plan


a decent crime there is
 

fifty ways to fuck it up.


If you think of twenty-five
 

of them you’re a genius.”


Teddy (Mickey Rourke) in Body Heat
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An evening in Paris, late November


WHAT BETTER PLACE ON EARTH for three inventive murderers—blood still virtually dripping from their hands—to rendezvous, than La Coupole, the legendary literary café on Boulevard Montparnasse?


One of the killers, Rudy Garretson, expressed this sentiment. His companion, Bud Hochuli, agreed heartily and raised his glass to toast Chip Wendelstedt, who had made the restaurant choice.


La Coupole had what Chip Wendelstedt called “a big upside.” It was expansive and bright, its crowds and heavy turnover lending each patron a comforting sense of anonymity. It had history, atmosphere and exceptionally snotty waiters, all of which befit the rare occasion of three varied and simultaneous murders carried off flawlessly in the heart of the City of Light. Best of all, it was open all night. So, if one murderer suffered a delay—which, indeed, had apparently happened to Wendelstedt—the whole group wouldn’t have to shift locales while trying to raise one another on the phone.


They had all agreed that “phone silence” was obligatory.
 

Garretson had been first to arrive. He walked in at 10 p.m. sharp, waved off the maitre d’ and headed for the bar. Hochuli showed up a half-hour later, looking pale and shaky. A medicinal shot of tequila had settled his nerves and restored his color. Since that first restorative shooter, Hochuli, like Garretson, had been drinking kir—the white wine and crème de cassis mixture that serves as a sort of default aperitif among traditional Parisians. The choice of kir, like the choice of the meeting place, derived from Wendelstedt’s advice. After scouting Paris in September, Wendelstedt had counseled his colleagues in the art of inconspicuousness. “In Paris,” said Wendelstedt, “if you’re drinking beer or kir, the bartender won’t remember you.”


Finally, looking down into his empty wine glass, Garretson said, very softly, “So, Bud. How’d it go?”


Hochuli’s glass was empty, too.


“Well … it went.”


“Uh huh,” said Garretson.


The bartender slid into range, looking at the empty glasses.


Remembering the French (thanks to Chip Wendelstedt) for draught beer, Hochuli said, “Pression.” Garretson put up two fingers, American-style. The bartender nodded and receded.


“How’d it go for you?” said Hochuli.


Garretson sat nodding and thinking for a moment before replying, “Actually, pretty good. There was this kind of scary moment, but …”


“Yeah. Me, too,” said Hochuli.


They both nodded thoughtfully as the bartender delivered two glasses of pale, almost flavorless native draught.


Several minutes elapsed before either spoke.


Garretson broke the silence. “Boy,” he said.


“Yeah,” Hochuli agreed.


“Makes you wonder,” said Garretson. “How’d we get here?”


“Air France,” said Hochuli.


“I meant—” said Garretson, turning toward his companion. But he stopped when he saw the smile on Hochuli’s face.
 

“Yeah,” he said. “Air France. Straight from Vegas.”
 

“Long fucking flight,” said Garretson.


“Like, four years.”
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An afternoon in Las Vegas, almost four years before


THEY WERE STRANGERS THEN. They stood, shifting their weight from time to time, in a long queue on the “show floor” at the vast Consumer Electronics Show—known as CES—in the Central Hall of the even vaster Las Vegas Convention Center. Beside them was a “booth,” actually about 1,000 square feet of carpeted floorspace, occupied by an electronic gaming vendor named MediaRogue, whose signature product—as indicated by a banner that hung, somewhat droopily, above the two strangers—was something called “Hump the Harem IV,” a title that suggested three previous incarnations of the same tasteful video pastime.


The queue stretched back and around a corner for a distance of about 50 yards. It consisted entirely of men in a dizzying array of outfits, from the slightly rumpled, standard Brooks Brothers blue suit to the leather-vest over foodstained “Woz: Jobs 2.0” t-shirt above half-mast jeans and laceless New Balance sneakers ensemble characteristic of the unreconstructed cybergeek. Many of the queue-dwellers carried logo bags touting one of the hundreds of companies represented at CES. The bags said “Sony,” “Alcatel,” “Qualcomm,” “iRiver,” “Motorola,” “Changhong,” etc. Combined with its contents—each bag provided a mildly Freudian profile of its possessor’s showfloor wanderings and (surprisingly passionate) consumer electronics loyalties.


Around the “Hump the Harem IV” queue—the longest in the Central Hall—throngs of similarly dressed and bag-shlepping conventioneers snaked and jostled, each with an official convention badge whose vinyl badgeholder indicated status as Exhibitor, Speaker, Vendor, Analyst or Press. This being the show floor’s opening day, the aisles teemed. Each head revolved on a swivel, gaping and peering, wondrous and dubious at once. But all eyes eventually fixed for at least five seconds on the MediaRogue banner, which featured a head-and-bosom photograph of someone named Tristina Buonanotte, who was the CES “live” version of the game’s most beloved avatar, Fifi Felina.


Neither of the two strangers had ever played “Hump the Harem” in any of its versions. They knew of Fifi Felina only by reputation and had no knowledge at all—until moments before—of Tristina Buonanotte. But, in their exploration of the show floor, each had caught a glimpse of their fellow conventioneers posing for 11x14 autographed glossy color digital photographs with the buxom size-8 Tristina, who was clad in a sort of stretch-vinyl size-zero black maillot which provided Fifi/Tristina with very little actual coverage in the areas of breast, buttocks and pudendum.


“Long line, huh?” said one stranger to the next.


“Yeah,” said the other. “I’m not sure it’s worth it.”


This ended the dialog for a while, but the exchange prompted each to—furtively—examine the other’s badge.


“I mean,” said the second stranger, “it isn’t like she’s gonna date you.”


“Right,” said the first, “or even let you touch her ass.”


“Right,” said the second.


After a reflective moment, the first stranger said, “Yeah, but even getting close to an ass like that . . .”


“Yeah, I know.”


Here followed a brief, reverent silence, while both strangers contemplated the sublime Buonanotte caboose.


By and by, the first stranger said, “Are you really Press? Like, a reporter?”


“No. . . . Well, I used to be, sort of. I wrote a newsletter that covered different types of design software, you know, like CAD. But I really didn’t know enough of the really hardcore techie shit to pull it off. So now I’m back in p.r.—public relations. But for CES purposes, I still pass myself off as a real media guy.”


“Free registration?”


“Yeah. And free lunch,” said Rudy Garretson. He thrust out a hand. “Call me Rudy.”


“Bud Hochuli,” said Bud Hochuli, shaking the hand.


“What’s B&D Enterprises?” asked Garretson, reading off Hochuli’s badge.


“Oh, that’s me. Just me. I consult mainly, on supply-chain stuff, for start-ups, companies that are changing product lines.”


“Interesting.”


“Hell, I wish it was,” said Hochuli. “But it’s a living.”


They both smiled.


The line moved eight inches. They both remained roughly 1,020 inches from the voluptuous Tristina.


“The thing is,” said Garretson, “I know a place—I mean, Christ, there’s gotta be a hundred just like it in Vegas—where you got twenty girls better-looking than what’s-her-name (he indicated, with a movement of his head, the tantalizing Tristina) who’ll do a lot more with you than smile and say ‘Cheese.’ Ya dig?”


“Really?” said Hochuli, his face suggesting mild discomfort with the turn of the conversation.


“I mean, if you’re into stuff like that,” said Garretson, hurriedly. “I mean, not everybody is.”


“True.”


“Mainly,” Garretson said, “that’s my story, too. When I’m not in Vegas, I mean, never. I don’t even think about shit like that, y’know?”


“You mean,” said Hochuli, “strip joints.”


Garretson nodded.


“Actually,” said Hochuli after a reflective pause, “it’s not like I’m, like, a prude or anything.”


“Uh huh.”


“Actually, tell ya the truth, I’ve always wanted to check out one of those places. But, well, I guess I was, well, I admit it. It’s kind of scary. I mean, I’m always by myself when I come to CES.”


“Oh yeah, I know,” said Garretson. “Place like that? You gotta have a wingman.”


“Yeah, I guess,” said Hochuli. “Yeah, that’s true.”


This time their smiles were more fraternal.


“So,” said Garretson. “Tonight?”


“Yeah, sure. What the hell?” said Hochuli. “What’s this place called?”


“The Tough Titty.”
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Same night, four years before, North Las Vegas, the Tough Titty Lounge


BUD HOCHULI SAT ENGULFED in a maroon leather armchair, maintaining a death grip on a $20 margarita. He had drunk none of it, but half had spilled while a blonde who called herself Krystal—nude but for a crimson dental-floss g-string—hovered above him, bottom foremost, gyrating her hips professionally while her jaws worked over a wad of sugarless gum. In an adjoining armchair, Rudy Garretson was holding a $21 Johnny Walker Red-on-the-rocks and receiving similar ministrations from a redhead named (she said) Shalimar. Their performances had begun with each girl wearing a baby-doll nightie and a filmy brassiere. As Krystal and Shalimar “danced” to the bass-heavy music that throbbed deafeningly through the interior of the Tough Titty Lounge & Gentlemen’s Club, they had rid their scented flesh of these outer garments.


By rule, the two men kept their free (non-drink) hand off the merchandise. By convention, the women teased the men to a point where, with a measure of restraint and surreptitiousness, the overheated customers ended up touching whatever they could touch without drawing attention from one of the Tough Titty’s more than two dozen bouncers.


All around this foursome, similar performances transpired in identical chairs. Meanwhile, on stages that pulsated with colored klieglight, striptease artists whipped around polished poles, kicked and jackknifed, bumped, ground, shimmied, shook, crawled, sprawled, spread-eagled and presented themselves rearward.


The Tough Titty was a warehouse of wanton display. Strippers entered the immense showroom along a runway, which branched into a starlike circle of eight shorter ramps, each equipped with a glistening pole. On all eight stages all night long, non-stop, a dizzying swirl of programmed, garishly-hued lights played constantly over a parade of ecdisiasts, each surrounded by tables crowded with hot, florid men waving greenbacks. Their dances, some quite graceful and adroit, suffered artistically from the commercial imperative that each woman maneuver frequently to the edge of her stage, presenting a thonged hip or a gartered thigh to a worshipper with an offering which—if large enough—would oblige her to assume the stirrup position and thank her benefactor with a full (bikini-waxed) frontal.


Such moments, occurring regularly, were marked by ovations that briefly drowned out the jackhammer sound system, and by shouts of approval, such as “Bravo!”, “Author!”, “Encore!” and the inevitable “Woo!”


Beyond the stages was a hangar’s worth of space, punctuated by islands of armchairs, where soloists like Krystal and Shalimar serviced individual clients. These oases were arranged to provide each gentleman with views of several other simultaneous performances, creating the impression that a full-blown orgy might suddenly combust, with great piles of greased, naked, insatiable nymphomaniac cuties covering each delirious patron with eager hands, hungry lips, passionate uvula-sucking kisses and voracious vaginas swallowing whole men like orcas in a feeding frenzy.


Amongst the isles of lust and cheering gynophiles, waitresses nearly as naked as the performers circulated, snatching up half-empties, leaning over—usually far enough to provide a glimpse of nipple—and cajoling irresistible orders for another $20 beer, or $50 brandy or a nice $200 bottle of Korbel.


“Boy,” said Garretson, turning momentarily toward his new friend.
 

“Ya got that right,” replied Hochuli, as Krystal’s breast brushed


Hochuli’s mouth. He moaned audibly. Krystal, always the good sport, moaned back and ground her crotch so close to his face that he could smell her feminine deodorant.


“Oh my God.”


AN HOUR OR SO LATER, having both visited the Tough Titty’s extensive men’s room to freshen up and unrumple their suits, Garretson and Hochuli staggered into the parking lot, each roughly five hundred dollars poorer. They were smoking $75 cigars.


“I had no idea,” said Hochuli.


“Whooee,” replied Garretson.


“Jeez, I was just thinkin’. That set me back a few bucks. You think that was worth it?”


“Fuckin’ A, it was.”


“Yeah, I guess so. Yeah. Boy, when both girls came over to me and each one put their tongue in my ears, boy . . .”


As they found their way back to their hotels, they continued, ineptly but happily, to try to express the ineffable.


NEITHER OF THE TWO Las Vegas excursionists would ever again see Krystal or Shalimar. But more than most of the women they had known in their lives, with the possible exception of their mothers, the two lapdancers altered for Garretson and Hochuli their perspective on life itself. Simply by doing their job without a hint of imagination or a flicker of enthusiasm, without even feigning orgasm, Krystal and Shalimar transformed the idea of sex—in the minds of Garretson and Hochuli—into a spiritual ceremony performed in slow-motion, requiring sacred music, murmured incantations, ritual gyrations beneath devotional lights, a whiff of incense and the mysterious transubstantiation of flesh and hocuspocus into gibbering ecstasy.


Nothing like this had ever happened within their marriages. Neither Whitney Garretson nor Donna Hochuli had ever thought of dressing in a see-through pink negligee and crotchless panties, rouging her breasts, depilating her pubis, dabbing her pussy with Chanel No. 5, dancing and twirling, bending and spreading and displaying herself, talking filthy, licking and slurping, moaning and murmuring, and laboring like a sideshow bellydancer to please, tease, lubricate and titillate her same-old everyday husband. Neither husband, of course, had ever considered proposing such theatrics. Both wives had been normal—willing and loving—sex partners, at least for a few years. But Whitney Garretson was not the sort of woman who, even for fifty bucks and a pat on the ass, could feign passion so voracious and stupefying that she would surrender her dignity, dress like a porn star and do the hoochy-koochy in a chilly bedroom before slipping between the covers and making love.


The same went for Donna Hochuli.


However, from this night forward, the wives of Rudy Garretson and Bud Hochuli were set against a new standard. Unknowingly, Whitney and Donna faced the remainder of their marriages compared not to Krystal and Shalimar—not exactly—but to a gauzy ideal of Krystal and Shalimar that existed only in the minds of their husbands.
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The next night, four years before, in Las Vegas


THEY DINED AT BATTISTA’S RESTAURANT, where the food was simple and the tables far enough apart to allow Garretson and Hochuli to speak freely. The discussion got around, by and by, to the sexual acrobatics Krystal and Shalimar would perform—gladly and nimbly—that Garretson and Hochuli’s wives would not even think of attempting.


“And if they did, they’d screw it up.”


“Prob’ly squeeze off a piece of my dick!”


They roared with laughter. But a moment later, they were both immersed in thoughtful melancholy, Garretson munching his carbonara and Hochuli twirling linguini onto a fork.


“Y’know,” said Garretson after finishing off a mouthful, “it’s not like, if I asked, old Whitney would say—”


“Whitney?” said Hochuli. “That’s your wife?”


“Yup,” said Garretson. “She couldn’t say, oh! Yuk! Ptui! No way, you sicko, perverted asshole. No.”


“No?”


“Nah. That’s not the problem. It’s just that she’s got me trained. Conditioned, y’know, to the point where I wouldn’t even think of asking for her to do little sex tricks like that. I mean, to the point where I think, Jesus! She’d never do that, and I even hate to think of her doin’ it. I mean, if she went ahead and did it, I probably wouldn’t even like it. But then, I think, why not? What’s happened to me? There’s nothing wrong with that. I mean, we’re allowed. We’re married, f’Chrissake!”


“That’s very profound, Rudy.”


“Nah.”


“No. Really. I mean it. It makes me wonder,” said Hochuli.


“Wonder what?”


“Well, jeez, when you mention it, lots of things.”


“Like what?”


“Like, well, to get right down to the bottom line—what if we weren’t married, me and Donna?”


“Donna? That’s your wife?”


“Right,” sad Hochuli. “I mean, what if we were just dating? Or shacking up? Or she and me’d just met in a bar? ‘Cause then, we’d do just about anything we could think of. Sex on the balcony. Hand jobs in the movie theater. Stuff like that. Y’know what I mean, Rudy?”


“Yeah. The games you used to play?”


“Yeah, before we got married.”


“What about, at a party, at somebody’s house, and there’s always this big pile of coats on one of the beds—”


“Wait a minute. You did that? With . . . um . . .”


“Whitney.”


“Yeah, Whitney. You and Whitney? All over the coats, man?”


“Fuckin’ A, Bud,” said Garretson. “You ever?”


“Well, no, not there,” said Hochuli. “But there was this one party. We snuck out to the backyard.”


“Yeah? Really? On the grass?”


“No. On their kids’ jungle gym.”


“No shit?”


“I shit you not.”


“Far out.”


They high-fived.


After a while, Hochuli sighed. “Yeah, but then you get married, you start planning a family and suddenl—”


“So, you have kids?”


GARRETSON AND HOCHULI broke off, each explaining to the other their reasons for having delayed children—the uncertainty of the economy, a wife’s career, the cost of a bigger house. The conversation wandered.


They returned to the topic of their wives near midnight, in an empty Battista’s. But the deserted restaurant gave them the creeps, and they retreated to the casino bar at Bally’s, where two hours of conversation circled around, but never settled clearly on, their disappointment with marriage.


LIKE THE VAST MAJORITY of husbands attending the husband-intensive Consumer Electronics Show, Rudy Garretson and Bud Hochuli both harbored the nagging but inarticulate conviction that they had been destined—before they married—for greater distinction in life.


To some extent, both Garretson and Hochuli believed that, to accommodate their wives’ tenacious hunger for security, each had given up taking risks, abandoning the higher aspirations that go along with them. Burdened—before they could really consider the consequences—by a mundane profession, a mortgage, and a thousand petty domestic obligations, each man had compromised his beliefs, stifled untold talents and settled for the routine of the suburban drone delivering a daily load of nectar to the queen bee in her two-bedroom raised-ranch honeycomb.


On any evening of the annual CES pilgrimage, an eavesdropper might overhear this same conversation, in slightly different form, at a hundred bars, lounges, coffee shops, hotel lobbies and strip joints throughout Las Vegas. Often, it involves just two men from locations both similar and far apart, like Garretson and Hochuli, who might never see each other again. Sometimes, three or more such escapees from the white suburbs gather to commiserate. Complaints aired in these sessions amount inevitably to nothing and prompt no subsequent action. More than anything else, they serve as a form of group therapy.


However, something different was happening between Garretson and Hochuli—something neither would be able to express. Their mutual confessions in Las Vegas—although no less hackneyed and self-piteous than those of a million other guys in the same boat—gripped them unnaturally. Both men left Las Vegas haunted, feeling more restless than ever before.




OEBPS/images/gun.jpg





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Chapter 1: An evening in Paris, late November



		Chapter 2: An afternoon in Las Vegas, almost four years before



		Chapter 3: Same night, four years before, North Las Vegas, the Tough Titty Lounge



		Chapter 4: The next night, four years before, in Las Vegas



		Chapter 5: La Coupole, close to midnight



		Chapter 6: A February morning in Campbell, California, about four years ago



		Chapter 7: La Coupole, Paris, ‘round midnight



		Chapter 8: An evening in Las Vegas, the Tough Titty Lounge, three years before



		Chapter 9: The next morning, three years before, in Las Vegas, McCarran Airport



		Chapter 10: A Saturday morning in January, Waukesha, Wisconsin, three years ago



		Chapter 11: La Coupole, about 12:30 a.m.



		Chapter 12: Two years before, a bench outside the Las Vegas Convention Center, around noon



		Chapter 13: A corridor at the Las Vegas Convention Center, two hours later



		Chapter 14: Two years before, the Grill 55 bar, Renaissance Hotel, Las Vegas, around 6 p.m.



		Chapter 15: La Coupole, about 12:45 a.m.



		Chapter 16: Evening in Las Vegas, around 11 p.m., the Tough Titty Lounge, two years before



		Chapter 17: La Coupole, about 1 a.m.



		Chapter 18: Evening in Las Vegas, around 3 a.m., a bar at Caesar’s Palace, two years before



		Chapter 19: Two years ago, a Friday afternoon in mid-January, Winter Park, Florida



		Chapter 20: La Coupole, a little after 1:30 a.m.



		Chapter 21: This January in Las Vegas, around midnight, the bar at the Tough Titty Lounge



		Chapter 22: La Coupole, about 1:30 a.m.



		Chapter 23: This September, Parc des Buttes Chaumont, Paris, about 7:30 p.m.



		Chapter 24: La Coupole, about 2 a.m.



		Chapter 25: A Friday afternoon in mid-January this year, Winter Park, Florida



		Chapter 26: The terrasse at Le Select, Boulevard Montparnasse, Paris, about 2:30 a.m.



		Chapter 27: A Tuesday morning about a month before, Winter Park, Florida



		Chapter 28: The terrasse at Le Select, about 3 a.m.



		Chapter 29: The terrasse at Le Select, about 3:30 a.m.



		Chapter 30: This January in Las Vegas, McCarran Airport, near the D-gate Starbucks, 10:30 a.m.



		Chapter 31: The night before, Brasserie Le Grand Colbert, rue Vivienne, Paris, about 8 p.m.



		Chapter 32: The night before, the W.C. of the Brasserie Le Grand Colbert, rue Vivienne, Paris, a little after 9 p.m.



		Chapter 33: The Pont de Bir-Hakeim, about 4:15 a.m.



		Chapter 34: The night before, Le Grand Colbert, about 9:30 p.m.



		Chapter 35: L’Allée des Cygnes, about 4:45 a.m.



		Chapter 36: L’Allée des Cygnes, a little after 5 a.m.



		Chapter 37: The Pont de Bir-Hakeim, about 5:45 a.m.



		About the Author













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Title Page


















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		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














OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
“Almost Thurber. But noir!”

David Benjamin

A Noir Comedy

THIXEE’S
CROWD






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
I AST KID BOOKS





