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Hugo Copperpot laughs as he's counting the piles of cash on his desk. As usual, there's a lot of it from all the illegal businesses he's got a hand in.

“He's here,” Renner DuMarcus, his right-hand man, says after he's opened the door to his boss's office.

“Send him in,” Copperpot answers as he starts to hide the money in the draw.

Hugo Copperpot is an obese sixty-year-old crime boss and one of the most powerful men in Metropolisville, not a nice place to live by all accounts. Crime is reaching pandemic proportions: Copperpot's got something to do with that.

Renner DeMarcus shows their guest into Copperpot's office.

“Hello, Mr Copperpot,” the guest, Johnny Calypso, says with a smile.

“Sit down,” says Copperpot. Calypso knows the score. “I hear you wanna talk to me?” Copperpot asks Calypso.

“Yeah,” Calypso says.

“Out with it. I gotta meeting in ten.”

“I need a loan.”

“How much?”

“A hundred grand.”

“For what?”

“I think that's my business.”

“It's my business, Johnny, I'm gonna lend it you.”

Hugo Copperpot was an A-grade student in high school, though he never had a chance to go to college as the life of crime had already overtaken him by then. Ever since he can remember he's been into anything that's illegal and can make him a fast buck.

“I got something lined up.”

“What exactly?”

“It aiyn't important.”

“Goodbye, Johnny. Ask some other fuck with the cash and a pleasant disposition to do you a favour.”

Calypso needs that money like he needs the sweet kiss from his new girlfriend, Hot Rhonda. There's the little thing of a poker game going on at The Rum Drum Club in a few days' time that he wants a stake in.

“All right, I'll tell you,” Calypso says when it's apparent his tactic of secrecy isn't going to work.

After Calypso's told Copperpot, the gangster agrees to give him the dough with the guarantee of twenty-percent interest. He's got a week to pay it back.

A hundred grand's chump change to somebody like Copperpot, but if Calypso doesn't pay on time, he better get the hell out of town or accept the fact the next time they see each other Calypso will be leaving Copperpot's office minus a few fingers - or worse still – his cock in a sandwich to take out.

Calypso leaves Copperpot's place with a brown paper grocery bag full of the greens and a hope he can win a fortune on the gambling table.

“Do you think it was so wise?” DuMarcus says to his boss.

“He'll pay it back,” Copperpot answers confidently, taking out a cigar from the draw.
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HOT RHONDA
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Hot Rhonda. Hot Rhonda. Hot Rhonda. Say it three times and it still isn't sexy enough to describe Calypso's new girl. The girl who's going to change his life for the better. He only met her a few days ago but Calypso knows that things will never be the same again.

“Did you get the money, baby?” Hot Rhonda says to her man as she's lying naked on the bed, eating chips and watching something on TV in room 8 of The Road Rage Motel, a few miles outside Metropolisville.

“Yeah. Everything.”

Hot Rhonda jumps up from the bed and throws herself on her man, more than happy in the fact they're temporarily rich.

“You're the best, Johnny,” she says, opening the brown paper grocery bag containing the ten thin wads of cash – each one ten grand in new $100 bills.

“Don't touch it,” Calypso snaps. He grabs the wad of bills Hot Rhonda has in her hand and puts it back in the bag. “Please, baby, wait.”

“What's wrong?” Hot Rhonda says, her sensitive female side hurt by her man's attitude.

“Nothing, sweety. Just leave the dough in the bag... Whatcha been watching?”

“I dunno. Something about female circumcision in Africa. Gross.”

“Rather you than me... You hungry?”

“Yeah, starved.”

“Whatcha wanna eat?”

“Whatever.”

“Pizza or Chinese?”

“Pizza.”

“Pepperoni with double cheese on a thick base sound all right?”

“You betcha.”

“I'll just go and get one then.”

“Domino's deliver.”

“I aiyn't eating Domino's. Their pizzas suck. There's a pizzeria close by. You want anything else?”

“Get a six-pack of Bud and a pack of smokes too.”

“Gotcha, baby, though the six-pack better be times three.”

“You up for drinking?”

“We have to celebrate.”

Love – what's it like? Ask Calypso. He's there at the moment, in the groove, inhaling in the concoction of romantic smoke with an imaginary pipe as big as the earth. It's all-consuming and giving him more of a rush than the drugs ever used to.

Thirty minutes later Calypso returns holding two big pizzas and other important stuff for the night ahead. He's in love with Hot Rhonda, but not enough yet to leave the brown paper grocery bag containing the hundred grand with her in the motel room while he went for take out.

“Whatcha watching now?” Calypso asks, hearing gunshots from the  TV as he's closing the door.

“Some cowboy film.”

“Any good?”

“Not really.”

“Who's in it?”

“John Wayne,” Hot Rhonda answers, sighing.

The Duke – one of Calypso's heroes:

“You don't like John Wayne?” Calypso says, placing the pizzas on the bed.

“Nah,” Hot Rhonda answers as she opens the top pizza box.

Although he loves her, Hot Rhonda has dropped a minute peg or two in Calypso's estimation. This is their first tiff.

“Who's the best cowboy of all time?” he then asks, opening a can of Bud.

“Real or actor?”

“Actor?”

“There's only one: Gary Cooper.”

“Gary Cooper?”

“Yeah.”

“High Noon was a shit movie.”

“And I suppose Stagecoach was better?”

“Certainly.”

“Throw me a beer over,” Hot Rhonda says.

“No.”

“Just throw me one over,” she goes on before stuffing a slice of pizza into her mouth.

Calypso throws a can in his lover's direction.

The couple is now lying in bed and stuffed from all the beer and pizza, watching a Jerry Springer repeat about a woman who wants to be a man.

“Whatcha think, sweety?” Hot Rhonda asks Calypso.

“'Bout what?”

“This woman?”

“I don't care one way or the other. It's her choice.”

“Dontcha think it's unnatural?” Calypso's thinking about The Rum Drum Club and if he's good enough to win a fortune there. Calypso isn't stupid – he knows he's running a risk taking a loan off Copperpot. The fat cat's got a reputation for violence if people don't pay back what they owe him. “Are you listening to me?” Hot Rhonda says, nudging Calypso because he's ignoring her.

“What?”

“Are you talking to me or are you in that little brain of yours?”

“I'm under a lotta pressure at the moment – you want us to win that jackpot at the poker game or what?”

“Of course I do.” She kisses her man on the cheek. “I'm sorry, baby, please forgive me.”

Minutes later they're making love and as happy as they've ever been, which isn't so long as they've only been together thirty-six hours.
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Calypso walks into The Chicks & Licks Bar in Metropolisville after a long drive. He's tired, hungry – and above all, thirsty. This looks just the place for him to satisfy his cravings.

The Chicks & Licks Bar is a live rock music venue that also doubles up for a place where a man can get whores for a good price. The owner of the joint, Dick Moby, changed the name of his establishment when it became apparent all the working girls who started coming in made it a good move. And so, The Plectrum turned into The Chicks & Licks Bar. Chicks for the whores. Licks in connection to the guitarists who play the joint. The '&' to separate the two words.

Calypso grabs himself a table. Almost immediately a hooker – or a woman that Calypso reckons is a hooker – sidles up to him with a smile on her face and makeup that would set the clown Pennywise from Stephen King's movie It into a jealous rage.

“You looking for some fun, baby?” she says.

“With you?”

“Of course.”

“Not at the moment, no.”

“Well let me know when you fancy some.”

“I'll make sure I do that.”

A waitress comes over and Calypso orders a beer and steak burger with sweet potato fries from the menu.

A rock band, The Nominal Bastards, is about to start their set:

“Thank you, thank you,” Guido Buckalster the lead singer, says into the mike. “This first number's called: I Rock Till I Drop.” 

The crowd – two dozen or so mainly females standing by the stage – cheer and clap when the first notes rise from Buckalster's red Les Paul Gibson. Then the bass player comes in until the drummer, his short peroxide blonde hair glowing in the darkness like the late Layne Stayley's mop, starts bashing away for the song's intro.

Calypso likes rock music, though tonight he's got a bit of a headache.

“Gotta light?” a soft voice calls out to him as he's taking a bite from his steak burger. Calypso looks up: a sexy girl with dyed red hair, tanned skin and tattoos down the length of her arms says with an unlit cigarette in her mouth. Without saying a word, Calypso puts down the burger on the plate and takes out his lighter. “Thanks,” she then says. Calypso picks up his sandwich and continues eating. “You don't say much, do you?”

“Not when I'm eating, no,” Calypso answers with ketchup all down his chin.

“Wipe your mouth.” He wipes his chin and mouth with a napkin. “See you around,” the woman says as she's walking off.

The Nominal Bastards are forty-five minutes into their set, and Calypso four beers in.

“Whatcha want?” Calypso says to the red-headed woman with tattoos, who's standing by him again.

“You,” she says.

“Sit down.” She sits down. “So what's your name?”

“Hot Rhonda.”

“Hot Rhonda?”

“Yeah, Hot Rhonda.”

“That can't be your real name?”

“It is.”

“Like it's on your birth certificate?”

“I dunno.”

“You're bullshitting. So your name's Rhonda?”

“With the addition of the 'Hot'... You gotta smoke? I'm all out.”

Calypso gives her a cigarette.

“So whatcha do here?”

“I'm a waitress.”

“You like the band?”

“The Nominal Bastards? They're okay. Quest For Death was in two nights ago. They were awesome.”

“So you're a rock chick, a bit of a groupie?”

“That's such a fucking stereotype, you prick.”

“I was just asking.”

“So what do you do?”

“I'm a professional gambler?”

“What kinda gambling?”

“Poker, mostly, but Roulette from time to time too.”

“You successful?”

“It depends what your idea of successful is?”

“Are you a millionaire?”

“Nah.”

“Close to it?”

“Err... you wanna beer,” Calypso then says, trying to change the subject.

“Go on then.” Calypso's fallen on hard times – the gambling table's not like it used to be and he's got no money now. That doesn't stop him from dreaming of the life he really wants for himself. “And what about you, what do you want outta life?” Hot Rhonda asks him after she's given Calypso her tragic life story of orphanages, child abuse and drugs.

“What do I want? Yeah, I know what I want.”

“And what's that?”

“A place in the Florida Keys. A shack'll do. I'll be able to go fishing and just chill out... Yeah, that's what I want.”

“Metropolisville's finished.”

“It was finished a long time ago, Rhonda.”

“Got a girlfriend?” Hot Rhonda asks him with a look of seduction.

“Me? Nah.”

“Why?”

“The lifestyle don't suit it.”

“What, you don't believe in love?”

“I didn't say I don't believe in it.”

“But that's what you seem to be getting at,” Hot Rhonda says, her index finger stuck in the beer bottle as she swings it back and forth.

“Another?”

“I think I got room for one more.”

Over another beer, Calypso becomes more attracted to Hot Rhonda, though he knows he shouldn't – her history is the kind that creates murderers and sociopaths. He's really got to think about his next move.

“You fancy going somewhere else for a drink?” he asks once they've finished their beers.

“Got any place in particular in mind?”

“I dunno – maybe you know a place?”

“I do. Give me half hour till my shift finishes.”

An hour later, they're in bed making passionate love in room 8 of The Road Rage Motel.

And the rest, they say, is history.
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Bull, Olaf and Big Hassan drag in the man who is kicking and screaming to the large room. In the middle of it is a dentist's chair, next to that a table with a collection of dentist's tools, including a drill. They force the man into the chair and, with a struggle, proceed to strap him down. Once they've finished, Big Hassan blindfold's the man and they leave the room.

The victim of their aggression in Harry O'Grady. A small-time crook who has bitten off more than he can chew.

The door opens. In walk Hugo Copperpot and his number two Renner DuMarcus.

“Good evening, Harry,” Copperpot says cheerfully.

“What the fuck's going on, Hugo?” answers O'Grady, recognising the voice of his nemesis.

“Maybe I should ask you?”

“Whatcha talking about?”

“Have you got amnesia? The little matter of the seventy-three grand you owe me.” Copperpot approaches O'Grady in the chair. “Do you remember now?”

“I'm getting it.”

“You're getting it – I've been hearing the same excuse for two months.”

“Two and a half months, boss,” DuMarcus says as he's chewing on gum, now sitting behind O'Grady on a red couch.

“I stand corrected, Renner,” Copperpot says. The door opens. A thin, strange-looking man dressed as a dentist in a white coat and wearing a New York Yankees baseball cap walks in. “Oh, our guest has arrived,” Copperpot adds.

“What are you gonna do to me?! O'Grady screams, struggling to get free of the chair.

“Calm yourself,” Copperpot says.

“Is that him?” the man says in the dentist's uniform.

“Yes... Harry, I'd like you to meet The Dentist... Say hello Dentist?”

“Hello Dentist,” The Dentist says to O'Grady.

“The Dentist is going to do a bit of root canal treatment on you. Too many candies is not good for a man.”

“You fuck, Copperpot, you stupid fuck!” the victim howls. The Dentist walks up to O'Grady and takes off his blindfold. O'Grady can now see the face of The Dentist: he's got a cleft lip and two different coloured eyes like David Bowie and is missing more than a few teeth – this man will never win any modelling competitions.

“And how are you today, sir?” The Dentist says politely, close up and personal to O'Grady.

“Get the fuck away from me,” O'Grady says, The Dentist's breath more than he can take.

The Dentist takes one of the implements from the table beside the chair – it's a pair of small pliers.

“Open wide, Mr O'Grady,” The Dentist says with a smile.

“Fuck you,” O'Grady says. He then spits in The Dentist's face.

“Now that wasn't very nice, was it?” The Dentist says as he starts to wipe the spit from his nose and chin. “I think we're going to have to use a different approach.

DuMarcus goes for the cavalry – Bull, Olaf and Big Hassan.

Copperpot's three heavies walk into the room, though Big Hassan is overshadowed in stature by Bull and Olaf.

Big Hassan's a Turkish-American who loves his food, especially kebabs. Olaf an ex-member of the Swedish army's Special Operations Task Group – a special forces soldier in a word. Bull, in his younger days an amateur heavyweight boxer and bricklayer, hails from Dublin, Ireland. You don't want to get on the wrong side of these men in a hurry.

Olaf forces O'Grady's mouth open while the other two look on, laughing.

“That's a good boy,” The Dentist says as he slowly goes into O'Grady's mouth with the pliers.

Their captive gives out a scream as The Dentist pulls out one of O'Grady's front teeth.

Olaf lets go of O'Grady's mouth:

“What are you doing, you motherfucker!” The Dentist's patient says in agony in the chair.

“Quite a specimen,” The Dentist says, examining the tooth carefully on the end of the pliers.

Copperpot walks up to O'Grady.

“Where's my fucking money?” Copperpot says.

“I don't have it,” O'Grady says, his mouth running with blood.

“That's a bit of a problem.”

“But I can get it for you.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

“Soon aiyn't good enough. I need my dough now.”

“I can't get it now.”

Copperpot's sick to death of lending his money to people who can't pay their debts. He used to feel sorry for them one time, but not anymore – business is business and he's got to get his profits up like any other businessman.

“I aiyn't no charity, Harry.

“I know.”

“And I'm losing patience.”

“I know that too.”

“But that aiyn't good enough.” O'Grady bursts out into tears, his options limited. Copperpot looks at him, then back to his three heavies and The Dentist, then to DuMarcus before returning to the captive in the dentist's chair. “Listen, I aiyn't got time for this shit, you whining motherfucker. Where's my money?”

“I dunno, sir.”

“Give him what he deserves!” Copperpot says to The Dentist. He storms out of the room, DuMarcus and Big Hassan following him like lapdogs, leaving The Dentist, Bull and Olaf to finish off O'Grady.
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THE MAN IN THE WHITE SUIT
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Dwight Cumberbatch comes from Old New England stock but was born on Manhattan's Upper West Side. His father – who shot himself when Cumberbatch was ten years old – had been an eminent lawyer and casual gambler in the city before his sad demise. Cumberbatch got exposed to this, though Cumberbatch's mother tried to protect her son from the gambling and the effects from it. The young sprite – then only eight-years-old – unfortunately, picked up the art of most card games from his father when he was drunk and felt like spending some time with his son. A few years after his father's death, Cumberbatch's mother had a stroke, soon dying. Cumberbatch then became homeless until the age of sixteen, when he met Butch Biggles. Biggles, a small-time street hood and regarded as one of the best card players New York City had ever seen, took the young street kid under his wing. Biggles immediately noticed Cumberbatch's precocious talent: the street urchin could recite whole passages from The Bible and spell words from the dictionary at random. Mathematical problems were easy for him to solve too. They also had fun calculating the odds of poker problems, discussing Jacob Bernoulli's and Abraham de Moivres's eighteenth-century probability theories on the subject. The two became inseparable: Master and apprentice.

Cumberbatch started playing with professional gamblers on Biggles' behest, where he soon became known in circles for his arrogance and for openly deriding his opponents. Biggles offered Cumberbatch protection: many people took offence to his personality. One time a gambler – after losing a small fortune on the poker table – tried to kill Cumberbatch. After a lucky escape, Cumberbatch told his mentor. Biggles killed the man in response. After a few years of winning poker tournaments around New York City, Cumberbatch left for the big league of Las Vegas where he began to earn some serious bank from his talent. The World Series of Poker followed and world domination. 'The Man in the White Suit' – as journalists in media circles started calling him when he began wearing a white suit for every game he played in – was now as rich a man as he'd ever wanted to be, though in semi-retirement. Known for his Hollywood friends and mobster associates, Cumberbatch is visiting Metropolisville to see his estranged son and play in a game of poker his close friend Bo Bouche's got organised.

“Your son's waiting in the lounge for you, Mr Cumberbatch,” the  manager of the Grand Hotel in Metropolisville says as their special guest walks into the foyer followed by two minders and two busboys pushing trolleys loaded with his baggage.

“Show me where he is?” Cumberbatch replies, his nose up at the manager, his tone cold – Cumberbatch has never been a family man. Money's always been his life.

“Right away, sir,” the hotel manager answers.

The hotel manager takes Cumberbatch to the table in the lounge where his son is sitting.

“Hello,” Cumberbatch says to his son, again his tone perfunctorily and devoid of emotion.

“Hi, Dad,” David, his son, says.

“How's your mum?”

“Great.”

“Okay, let's go for dinner.”

They go to a nearby pizzeria called Marco's on Ninth Street.

The conversation is scarce, as usual – Cumberbatch is only here because his son's mother, Velma, wants Cumberbatch to tell him that he has to go to college.

“What are we having?” David asks his father as he looks at the pizza menu card.

“Take what you want – I'm not hungry.”

“I'll have a pepperoni.”

As David's chomping on his thick-cake large pizza, Cumberbatch has got other things on his mind: the game in a few days' time. Although he's played bigger games for larger stakes, he's got something to prove since he 'stepped into the shadows' as a poker player.

“Your mother,” Cumberbatch says with an awkward cough after his son's purged the plate of the pizza, “tells me you don't want to go to college?”

“That's right.”

“And why, may I ask?”

“Because I don't want to.”

“You don't want to – and who the fuck pays your high school fees and for all the things you have?”

David's shocked: he doesn't know his father that well after the years of separation and he's not used to such an approach:

“Chill out, bro.”

“You don't get it, do you?”

“I don't get what?”

Cumberbatch doesn't understand teenage boys. He wishes he did, but he doesn't. 

“You have to go to college. That's a given.”

“I don't wanna.”

“I and your mother don't care what you wanna do, what we care about is what you're gonna do.”

“How the fuck can you talk that shit when you've never fucking been around?” David stands up. “How the fuck can you say it?!”

All the customers – which are not that many – look around at the dramatic performance. Cumberbatch can feel the rage well up within him as he's sitting there, looking calm on the outside. As much as he doesn't want to be there, he is.

“Sit down, son,” Cumberbatch says calmly, his pulse the same as if he were on the poker table and gambling for high stakes.

David storms out of the pizzeria. Cumberbatch, with a sigh of relief, orders himself the biggest pizza in the joint.
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COPPERBATCH AND CUMBERPOT 
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Copperpot's heard Cumberbatch is in town, so he's arranged a meeting through Bo Bouche with the great poker player because Metropolisville's most eminent gangster won't wait for formal invitations.

“Come in, come in, fellas,” Copperpot says, eyes on his laptop as Bull brings his boss's two guests into the office with Andy Warhol's Pop Art hanging on every wall. “Sit down. Sit down.”

“Are they real Warhol?” Cumberbatch asks, sitting down.

“Just got 'em in. They aiyn't originals. Would you like 'em to be?” Copperpot asks.

“Just asking.”

“How you doing, Bo? Long time no see.”

“Been busy. Out on the West Coast. Earning Washingtons,” Bouche says.

“Fancy a drink, guys?”

“Just coffee for me, thanks,” Cumberbatch says – with a game approaching, he wants a clear mind.

“And I'll have the same,” answers Bouche.

“Off the drink?” Copperpot then asks.

“Nah, it's just too early,” says Cumberbatch.

Bull comes in with the coffee a few minutes later.

“So, Mr Cumberbatch, I hear you've got quite a reputation?” Copperpot says.

“You've heard correctly.”

“Reckon they'll be any good players turning up for the game?”

“You never know... Why, fancy taking part?”

“I aiyn't a poker player. And anyway, The Rum Drum Club's owned by Charles Rossi. Me and Charlie aiyn't talking to one another at the moment. Business differences, you get me?” Copperpot says with a wink.

Copperpot's already got a stake in the game anyway – the hundred grand he's lent Johnny Calypso. And he expects the small-time hood to come good and pay him back.

Copperpot likes Cumberbatch to a certain degree – he sees something of himself in the poker genius though Cumberbatch would disagree with that completely: Cumberbatch is a man above every other. He's smart, real smart, and not just on the poker table, but in every other aspect of life, too.

“Well,” Cumberbatch then says, glancing at his watch, “I think it's time for me to go. Shall we make a move, Bo?”
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