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“The most unrepentantly funny crime caper
you’ll ever find between the pages of a book. Elmore Leonard, eat
your heart out!” —Maegan Beaumont, author of Carved in
Darkness

 


“Les Edgerton serves up a gumbo of sexual
deviants, small time hustlers, and serious criminals in a caper
that reads like a deranged Damon Runyon tale relocated from
Broadway to the French Quarter. The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic
Kidnapping is not for the faint of heart, and that’s just one
of its selling points. If you like crime fiction that cracks wise
while offering a peek into the darker recesses, this is the book
for you.” —Bill Fitzhugh, author of the bestselling novel Pest
Control and The Exterminators

 


“What makes this wild, wild tale so intriguing
is the sense that it must be drawing on first-hand
knowledge. Edgerton’s sympathetic tough guy narrator gives you an
authentic-feeling glimpse into the unique logic of small-time
hustlers and born losers, with echoes of Ring Lardner and snatches
of slam poetry frequently catching you by surprise and making it
that much more enjoyable.” —Matthew Louis, founding editor of
Gutter Books and author of The Wrong Man and Collision
Cocktail

 


“Masquerading as a novel, Les Edgerton’s newest
gem—The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic Kidnapping—is really a
debauched weekend in steamy New Orleans, loaded with alcohol,
drugs, whores, pistols, and a menacing bookie, all available for
your personal and private entertainment between the covers.
Narrator Pete Halliday—ex-con, gambler, boozer, ex-baseball pitcher
and unwise wiseass—takes us places most don’t really want to go,
only to have the time of our lives when we get there. Listen to
him: ‘Coming into New Orleans, you could smell it. First day out of
jail after thirty days, you could really smell it. Hot and sexy, a
couple hundred thousand red hot little mamas, stepping out of
steamy baths and showers, their skin sticky from the heat, getting
ready for Saturday night...’ Every pitch Pete throws is a
hair-raising thrill, a belly laugh or a clue to the wicked and
violent puzzle that hangs over his New Orleans adventure. You know
someone has to die.” —Jack Getze, author of the Austin Carr
mysteries

 


“The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic
Kidnapping is a dark crime comedy that will have you laughing
from page one. It crackles with manic energy and mad thrills. If
you’re looking for a different kind of edgy crime novel, this is
the one to grab.” —Bill Crider, author of the Sheriff Dan Rhodes
mysteries

 


“There are two certainties when reading
anything written by Les Edgerton. First, you’ll get gritty, hard
hitting noir straight out the top drawer that’ll leave you punch
drunk on the floor. Second is it’ll be like nothing you’ve ever
picked up before. The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic Kidnapping
is no exception. Expect the unexpected. Read it, love it.” —Keith
Nixon, author of The Fix

 


“There’s nothing fake about The Genuine,
Imitation, Plastic Kidnapping. Les Edgerton’s latest book is
the real deal, and has everything to keep you turning the pages.
It’s a caper, full of fun and high-jinx, but it’s also
bitter-sweet, engendering a full range of emotions. You’ll smile,
you’ll wince, you’ll laugh out loud, and sometimes you’ll even
cringe, but you’ll come away from the read feeling thoroughly
satisfied and entertained. A terrific read.” —Matt Hilton, author
of the bestselling Joe Hunter thrillers

 


“When it comes to writing crime stories, Les
Edgerton can do pretty much it all, and The Genuine, Imitation,
Plastic Kidnapping finds him in a mood to have fun. This book
is like a raucous party for crime fiction lovers, complete with
goons, guns, and schemes-within-schemes. Best of all, the comic
voice of its ne’er-do-well narrator is a pleasure from start to
finish.” —Jake Hinkson, author of Hell on Church Street and
The Posthumous Man

 


“You’re in for some twisted laughs as one of
crime fiction’s most authentic voices takes on dark humor. In
The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic Kidnapping, Les Edgerton
finds every line that oughtn’t be crossed and drags his characters
back and forth till it’s blurred. You may want to reach in and give
his criminal hero a shake, except you’re bound to be aching to see
what kind of trouble he can create next. Humor is human, the
blacker the better, and Edgerton serves it up nasty and raw!” —Rob
Brunet, author of Stinking Rich

 


“The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic
Kidnapping is like the fever-dream of a two-bit conman who
fancies himself a criminal genius. Add in some seedy and saucy New
Orleans locales and you’ve got a gumbo of freaky sex, covert mob
men and botched amputations. This the most havoc ever wrought in
one man’s quest for a measly ol’ po’ boy shop, and a creole crime
caper you won’t want to miss.” —Nik Korpon, author of Fait
Ave and Stay God, Sweet Angel

 


“Imagine Les Edgerton’s writing. Dark,
despairing noir. Habitual criminals. Rapists. This is nothing like
that. Edgerton takes a break from The Bitch and The Rapist to
exercise his inner Westlake. A ‘no holds barred’ and ‘What else can
go wrong’ caper with even more laughs than plot twists. The
Genuine, Imitation, Plastic Kidnapping has a plot John
Dortmunder would have trouble negotiating, and Edgerton milks it
for all it’s worth. Not for the faint of heart, the crime that
really sets the story off involved kidnapping a gangster—no, I
can’t do it. I don’t want to spoil even that much. Suffice to say
kidnapping, sexual fetishes, forced amputation, Tourette’s
syndrome, certain death, and one-way tickets to Skagway, AK are all
played for laughs, and he pulls it off. Big fun. My daughter
described the movie Ted as “Really funny and wildly inappropriate.”
It’s like that. —Dana King, author of the Penns River crime
novels

 


“The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic
Kidnapping is a steamy caper novel that reads like an
arm-wrestling match between Ring Lardner and Quentin Tarantino,
while James Lee Burke takes bets on the outcome. I only stopped
laughing to flinch occasionally. A terrific novel, for the strong
of heart—and funny bone.” —Warren Moore III, author of Broken
Glass Waltzes

 


“A hard-driving, relentless story with
grab-you-by-the-throat characters.” —Grant Blackwood, New York
Times bestselling author

 


“There is nothing quite like reading a Les
Edgerton novel. His voice crackles with a lifelike intensity.
The Genuine, Imitation, Plastic Kidnapping is the most
incredible, entertaining and detailed bar story you’ve ever heard.
Reading it, you can’t shake that feeling that you’ve living a
special, unique moment where anything is possible, like that
legendary night at the bar.” —Benoît Lelièvre,
DeadEndFollies.com
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For the loves of my life: Mary,
Britney, Sienna, Maria and Mike. Always.

 


For the only editor/publisher to
ever stalk me. Thanks, Eric Campbell!

 


And a big shout-out to the cover
designer, JT Lindroos who created the amazing cover.

 


And as always: for my readers.
Without readers, writing is like having sex with yourself. The
feedback you get for your performance is ultimately
flawed.

 


And, lastly, for my best friend,
Tom Rough, just because he’s the guy I want most to watch while
he’s reading this. He has the best sense of humor in the universe
and if he laughs, I know it’s funny. The pressure’s on,
Tom…

 


 



 





2003

A STREETCAR NOT NAMED
DESIRE

 


The first glitch came up right away. In
fine-tuning the kidnap plan, in which Tommy explained we’d go in
dressed in three-piece suits like insurance salesmen in case any
neighbors were up and about and noticed two guys dressed like
shrimpers at this guy’s house early in the morning. Well, I didn’t
have a three-piece suit and not even a two-piece suit, and upon
further researching my memory, didn’t even have a sports coat and
after quizzing Tommy, discovered he didn’t have one either. I
figured we’d just go in like we were dressed, but Tommy wouldn’t
have none’a that.

“Jeez Louise, Pete. We can’t do
that. This is a big-money community where this guy lives. In-ground
swimming pools, that gives you any idea. We show up looking like we
usually dress, there’s gonna be some dame across the street calling
the cops for the two guys look like a home-invasion
team.”

Turns out he had a plan to get us a few bucks
to get suits with. It was a strange-enough idea I thought it could
work. I guess you had to be there when he was laying it down.
Sounded righteous enough then…I mean, the guy was an
Indian…

 


 


An hour later, Tommy and me are sitting on the
St. Charles streetcar, at the stop by the zoo down by Club 4141,
watching people get on in the front. The last two on are a young
tourist couple in matching yellow Bermuda shorts.

“Cool,” Tommy said. “Tourists.
They’ll have cash.” He took a drag from his cigarette. He was
sitting directly under the “No Smoking” sign, but held it outside
the window.

I didn’t disagree. There were maybe fifteen
people on board, not counting us and the motorman. This was looking
better and better. Might get as much as a couple of thousand out of
this crew. Get us suits somewhere else than the bargain bins of the
Men’s Wearhouse.

“See that?” Tommy said. I followed
his eyes which were locked on the buxom female member of the
tourist couple. She was a looker.

“Yeah? So?”

“So this.” He brought his forearm
up, pretending to take a bite out of it.

“You wish,” I said,
grinning.

“Yeah, well I got something her
boyfriend ain’t.”

I laughed out loud. “Right, Tommy. Ugliness.
But I think she’s maybe one of those weirdos goes for brains and
looks. At least one of those.”

Tommy turned and gave me a look. “I’m talking
technique here,” he said. “I got this technique.”

“Technique?”

“Technique.”

“What…you got a cute way of
gettin’ on and off?”

“Naw, man,” he said, shaking his
head like he can’t believe how dumb I am. “That’s like a big dick.
Everybody’s got that.”

I snickered. “I don’t recall you was so
blessed in the big wang department, Tommy.”

“Yeah, well I was cold that time.
We just got out of the lake, for crissake. See, Pete, being a
champion at sex is like being good at basketball. You got to be
able to go strong to the hole.”

There was a young gal behind us who I could
see was trying to ignore what Tommy was saying. She squirmed in her
seat and studied the scenery out the window, them mansions sliding
by.

I was dying to know Tommy’s “technique,” and
asked him.

“I piss in ’em,” he
said.

The gal behind us grabbed her purse and
sniffed, loud, got up and moved three rows back to the last
seat.

“Fuck you, lady,” Tommy muttered.
“You don’t like the conversation, relocate.”

I couldn’t help smiling. “She did. What’s this
pissing thing?”

I saw the street sign flash by. Coming up was
where we planned to do our thing. The corner where St. Charles
turned onto Carrollton, by the Camellia Grill. Three blocks from
where we’d stashed Tommy’s Nova to make our getaway.

“Never mind,” I said. “Here it
comes. You ready?”

“I was born ready,” Tommy said. He
stood up and reached his hand into his waistband.

The gal who had relocated screamed out, “This
man has a gun!”

Shit.

The streetcar went nuts. Pandemonium
erupted—passengers screaming, brakes screeching as the conductor
slammed the car to a half. Tommy lost his balance and recovered.
The tourist woman in the front screamed one long banshee
scream—Ayyyyeeeeeeeaaahhhh! She’s just one long scream,
punctuated only by the times she has to draw breath.

Eeeeeeeeeaaaaaayaaaaah! Ayaayaaya!
Aaaaaayaeeee!

“Shut up!” Tommy screamed. “Shut
the fuck up!”

He looked down at me where I was just kind of
sitting, pretty much in shock.

“You on a break here,
Pete?”

I just gawked at him. This wasn’t what I’d
envisioned. His eyes left mine and I followed his stare to the gal
who’d blown the whistle on us in the rear seat. She had a gun out,
trained on him with both hands, just like they do on TV. I couldn’t
move. My entire life didn’t flash before my eyes, but about
twenty-six years and three months of it did.

“I’m throwing up in my mouth, is
what I’m doing,” I said. What had I got into?

“You’ll wanna brush your teeth
before you kiss any girls, then,” he said.

Tommy brought his own gun up to bear on the
woman in back, same two-handed grip she had. Mexican
standoff.

He turned his head slightly down to me, still
keeping his gaze on the woman. “Shoot her!” he said. This was just
completely fucked.

“You got the gun, Captain Marvel,”
I said, finally. “You shoot her.”

Instead of answering or shooting her, he began
to back up toward the front door, his piece still trained on the
woman. I got up to follow him. It got worse. Four people in the
back pulled out weapons and pointed them our way.

“Shit! Shit, shit, shit!” It was
all Tommy could say. My sentiments exactly.

I had to hand it to him, though. He didn’t
lose it.

“Look, folks,” he said. “We’re
gonna just get off now, leave all you good people be. Everybody
just stay calm.”

One of the male armed passengers near the back
door stood up. He said, “Like hell. I’m taking you out,
cowboy.”

I felt like I was going to pass
out.

The conductor opened the back door with his
control and stood up. “Let ’em go,” he said. “I don’t want no blood
in my car.”

The guy with the gun didn’t like what he was
hearing. “Aw, man,” he said in a whiney voice. “You can’t just let
criminals roam around. We got to take a stand. This is New Orleans,
not Fucking-Pansy-Ass-New-York-City. We don’t take no prisoners in
this town.”

“Listen, Dirty Harry,” the
conductor said. “This is my streetcar. I make the
rules. Siddown and shut up and let these folks pass.”

Tommy ran for the door and I was closer than
his shadow behind him, leaping off a nanosecond after he did,
scrambling as fast as we could across the street.

The mouthy man and the woman in back opened up
with their pistolas. I didn’t turn back to look, just kept running
as hard as I could, but I heard glass shattering, people screaming,
and the pop-pop-pop of handguns. Something whizzed just past my ear
and I was pretty sure it wasn’t a mosquito unless insects came in
calibers. I ran smack into a braking car, bounced off the hood, got
up and kept on running. My side was on fire. Any second now, I
imagined a hot piece of lead finding my skull or some other tender
part. The regrets were coming as fast as the bullets and I kept
wondering like you do in such times of stress when it was exactly
that God had dropped my case and went off to take a nap or
something.

I knew when. Like all of my wrong turns, it
had started with my gambling jones.

 


 



 


 


1993

 


Ten years before we had to jump off that
streetcar, I’m in Scottsdale, Arizona at the Giants’ park and
sitting in the bullpen enjoying the crap out of the last game of
spring training before we headed north. On my way to the Show.
Better, I am about to win a shitload of money for the game we was
currently engaged in against the fucking Dodgers. Well, at least
get even with my bookie and that was a boatload. Plus, there
was a hottie in the stands who kept showing me she’d forgot to wear
her panties that day. Shining me two smiles: one horizontal and one
vertical.

Two outs down and one more inning after this
one and we’d would nail down the win over those assholes and I was
feeling it. Only one man—catcher Mike Piazza—had reached base on a
walk. Piazza had just stolen second and then third and that pissed
all of us off. Catchers weren’t supposed to steal.

The bullpen phone rang and it was Dusty. I
could see him where he stood on the dugout steps and he was tapping
his right arm. Dick Pole, our bullpen coach picked up the
phone.

“Halliday!” he said. “Pete! Get
warm.”

Shit. I’d been nipping on a half-pint of
Southern Comfort since the top of the second, knowing I wasn’t
going to play today. Why the fuck did Piazza have to steal
third?

I knew why Baker wanted me.

See, I have a unique talent. As a relief
pitcher, I’m so-so. I mean, I’m good enough to make a major league
club. Got enough arm I can mop up, burn an inning or two with my
junk, but what I really was was a one-out specialist.

My pick-off move. With variations. At one
time, I had probably the best pick-off move in baseball. Well, in
the National League. Well, to be more precise, in our division.
Well, one of the best, anyway. On our club, for sure.
Possibly.

I knew what Dusty wanted me to do. Get Piazza,
get us out of the inning. He didn’t even want me to pitch to the
Dodger’s second baseman Jody Reed who was standing there waiting on
me. Just get Piazza. You gotta remember, nobody knew who Piazza was
then. It was his rookie year, 1993. Nobody knew he’d end up being
kind of good and winning the Rookie of the Year Award that year. He
was just a dumb-fuck catcher then, and Dusty was pissed he’d stole
a base. Two bases.

And, yeah, that was the plan. Instead of the
pitching coach coming out to hand me the ball, it was
Dusty.

“You been drinking, Halliday?” he
said, sniffing the air and leaning in close to me when he handed me
the ball.

Before I could lie, he said, “Ne’mind. Get
Piazza. You got one pitch. I don’t want you to throw to Reed. You
throw even one pitch to Reed you’ll be picking splinters out of
your butt in Valdosta.”

“Sure, Skip,” I said, all teeth
and outright joy. “Appreciate your confidence in me.”

Kirt Manwaring, our catcher who hadn’t said
anything, just shook his head in disgust, spit a goober on the
mound about where I usually set up and went back to the
plate.

Reed stepped in, waggled his bat like he
thought he was Henry Aaron, and Manwaring give me the sign. He
showed the middle finger, which wasn’t in our usual repertoire and
I nodded. I went into the stretch—even though I didn’t have to with
nobody on first, except the stretch gave me a better line on what I
intended to do than a full windup—whirled, and caught Piazza off
the bag. He was only six-seven feet off—nobody in the park thought
he’d even try to steal home. It was the perfect lead for what I
wanted. He started to turn lazily to step back to the bag…and
crumpled in the dirt.

I’d hit him in the nuts, a second before he’d
turned.

Yelled, “Bam, sucka!” at the same instant I
threw.

Plan A.

Never meant to throw to our third-sacker. Hit
my target just like I’d drawn it up in my mind and like Dusty knew
I would. Just another diamond accident.

Down he went on the ground, writhing like he’d
been suddenly struck by the Holy Spirit and screeching in what
mighta passed for those tongues which some churches favor. Our
third baseman Matt Williams reached down, picked up the ball and
tagged Piazza.

“Yer out!” screamed Blue, and then
at me he yelled, “Watch your mouth, pitcher,” and we all headed for
the dugout, streaming around Tommy Lasorda who’d come out to argue
the call, which got the same result as it usually does, allowing
Tommy to get back to their hotel pool early, start working on his
tan.

The crowd erupted the instant Blue’s arm went
up. Some old guy near our dugout fell over with a heart attack.
After all, this was Scottsdale, one of God’s primo waiting rooms,
and if he hadn’t keeled over then, he probably would have next day
at the dog track, happen he was holding a winning two-dollar
ticket.

The crowd wasn’t done; came to its feet,
roared “Charge” in a single voice. On my way in, I looked over at
the hottie, who was waving with a cheerleader’s practiced wave.
Everyone in the stands were on their feet, I see, save one man two
seats behind the dugout, attired in a blue suit. The only guy in
the stands in formal attire. Weird. The organist struck up the
William Tell Overture.

Inning over. One to go.

Everybody else sprinted to the dugout while I
strode in with a king’s mien. Kings don’t run. I did take care to
step over the first-base foul line. I didn’t want any bad luck
today.

The crowd still stood, yelling its lungs out.
Everyone was standing except the guy in the blue suit, I saw, when
I popped out for a curtain call.

Just before I got to the dugout steps, I
touched the bill of my cap, milking the crowd for another cheer and
they obliged.

Dusty Baker was the first to meet me, putting
his arm around me at the top of the dugout steps. “Man, Pete! That
sure killed their rally! Perfect throw!”

We headed down the steps. Dusty grinned. “I
only wish you had that kind of control on your pitches to the
plate.”

I grinned back. “Cap, you know you love me. I
put butts in the seats.”

Baker shook his head and went back up to the
top of the dugout steps as Will Clark came up to lead off the last
inning.

I wandered past the other players over to the
dugout phone and dialed a number.

Dusty looked over. “Who you calling, Halliday?
You got no business on that phone.”

I started to hang up, then recovered. “Uh, my
landlady, Cap. I think I left the windows open. It looks like
rain.” I turned sideways and spoke into the phone in a low voice.
“Yo, Fat. It’s me, Pete. I want a dime on Oakland. Same on the Red
Sox. Clements goes tomorrow, right?” He said something. I paused.
“Hey, man, I’m good. I’m winning this one, big-time. You know
I’m—”

I held the phone away from him and saw Dusty
mugging on me. I spoke back into the phone in a louder voice. “Yes.
That’s right. The bedroom window.” I hung up, shined a grin at
Dusty.

He just stared back, then did a funny thing.
He looked straight up at the man in the blue suit sitting two rows
up from the dugout. The man seemed intent on a device in his ear. A
wire extended from the device to his pocket.

Just then, Will Clark, our first batter,
smacked a ball that everyone in the park knew instantly was long
gone. Out of the corner of my eye as I rushed to the front of the
dugout with my teammates to cheer Will on, I saw Dusty watch his
home run trot, then turn back to look at the man in the stands. The
man nodded, removed the device from his ear and put it in his
pocket. Dusty threw down his lineup card in disgust.

What the hell?

 


 


I hooked up with the girl in the stands as soon
as the game was over and it turned out her name was Wendy. Big
surprise. “With an ‘i’,” she said. “It was a ‘y’ when I was born,
but I changed it.” She squealed when I asked if she used a little
heart instead of a dot over it. I think it convinced her I had
extrasensory perception skills. “How ’bout we meet up at the Cowboy
and Goat Roper’s Saloon,” I said. “Maybe around nine
tonight?”

“Sure,” she said, her chewing gum
flying out and bouncing off my chest when she opened her mouth. She
wasn’t even embarrassed, which I took to be a good sign.

An hour after the game, I was still in my
uniform, minus my jersey, shooting some stick with Salomon Torres.
It wasn’t the happy clubhouse it should have been. The Dodgers came
back the last inning and put eight up and just like that, spring
training was over. So was my plan to get square with my bookie, but
hell, we were headed to S.F. in the morning. I was kind of sticking
around in the clubhouse in case he’d decided to show up and ask for
an installment. Or worse.

Torres broke and put one more ball in and then
I ran the table. “Yes!” I said, and made the “cha-ching” guesture
of triumph. Torres made a face and handed me a twenty-dollar bill,
twisting his face further in disgust. Dusty stuck his head out of
his office.

“Halliday! In here.”

I glanced around at the few teammates still
there. “Skip’s gonna give me a bonus, I bet. Probably a new
contract.”

Over in the corner, Barry Bonds in his
Barcolounger, looked up from staring at his own eight by ten glossy
and smirked. “Yeah, you the man, Pete.” The other players
laughed.

I breezed into Dusty’s office, happy as a
traded NY Yankee, kissed the twenty-dollar bill Torres had just
handed me, and stuck it in my pocket.

“Siddown,” Dusty said. He took the
chair in front of the manager’s desk.

Someone else was in the office. I hadn’t seen
him come in so he must have come in through the back. It was the
Blue Suit from the stands.

“Sign this,” Dusty
said.

“What is it?” I said. I leaned
forward to see the paper Dusty shoved at me.

“Your outright
release.”

I was floored. “What the fuck? I missed one
lousy sign, Cap. Clark even misses signs. Bonds doesn’t even look
for ’em.”

Dusty sighed, took off his glasses and rubbed
his nose. “You ain’t Clark, son, and you sure ain’t Bonds. It ain’t
that, anyway. It’s your gambling.”

“Gambling? Who the fuck says I
been gambling?” I looked over at the blue-suited man, gave him a
good glare. Somehow, this guy was behind this.

“Me,” the man said. “I say
you’ve been gambling.”

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Vernon Strassler. League office.
You want to hear a phone tape?”

I couldn’t help it. I groaned and slumped
forward in my chair. Strassler placed a small tape recorder on the
desk and punched a button.

A deep voice said, “You got the
Fatman.”

I heard my own voice reply. “Yo, Fat. Me,
Pete. Gimme a dime on Oakland. Same on the Red Sox. Clements goes
tomorrow, right?”

The deep voice said, “Pay what you owe,
Halliday, and we’ll talk. By Friday. That means all of it,
hotshot.”

I moaned again and louder as I listened to my
own voice. “Hey, man. I’m good. I’m winning this one, big-time. You
know I’m…” A click sounded, followed by silence. Then: “Yes. That’s
right. The bedroom—”

Strassler turned off the machine.

Dusty shook his head sadly. “Sorry, son. Sign
this for your severance pay.”

I straightened up. “Dusty, I’ll lay you five
to one, if you give me another chance you’ll never catch me
gambling again. I—”

“The check’s for ten thousand,
Pete. You can thank me for the extra. The club was only going to
give you five. We’ll keep this out of the papers and expect you to
do the same.”

There wasn’t anything left to do. I picked up
the check and looked it over. I started to say something and ended
up shaking my head and picking up the pen on the desk and signing
the release form.

Dusty stood up and I followed his lead and
took his offered hand for a last handshake.

“You know, kid,” Dusty said,
indicating the meeting was over. “It’s none of my business, but you
might want to look at your life. Gambling’s cost you a wife and now
baseball.”

 


 


Bright and early the next morning, a woman
teller counted out bills, put them in an envelope and handed it to
me. I thanked her, stuck the envelope in my pocket and
left.

I was walking down the bank steps when two men
came up, one a beefy mountain of a man and the other slight and
swarmy. They came up beside me, took me by the elbows and hustled
me down the steps. All three of us walked to the alley beside the
bank and went on back to a pair of dumpsters.

The big guy spun me around and pinned an
armlock on me. The little guy snatched the envelop from his pocket,
tore it open and counted the money. “Damn,” he said, “Where’s the
other five?”

I frowned. “It’s in the mail? You buy
that?”

The little guy placed the wad of bills in his
jacket pocket and nodded to his large partner who gripped me
tighter. “Wise guy, huh?” the little guy said.

“Well, you wouldn’t know it by my
SATs. You know what? You look familiar. I got it! Your
mom.”

“My mom?” the little goon
said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Your mom. We been
dating. Whenever I have an extra twenty. I just love it when she
takes out her false teeth. You know…” I went on. “I might end up
your stepfather. Think she’d grow a mustache for me?”

The little guy hauled off and socked me in the
gut. I collapsed and struggled to right myself and get my breath
back.

“Yeah,” I said, wheezing my words
out. “You hit about like your mom. I can see you’re related. I
suppose you wanna give me a blowjob now?”

“You fuck,” the little guy
screamed, and hit me again. As I folded in half like a WWII
Japanese foot soldier unexpectedly finding himself in the same room
as the Emperor, the little guy grabbed my hand and brought it
around and secured it between his arm and chest. He bent four of my
fingers back until they cracked. Audibly. Almost as loud as the
scream I gave out, feeling like a complete bitch when I did, but
couldn’t help it.

 


 


When I woke up, I was lying in a hospital bed,
my hand splinted and bandaged and feeling like I imagined those
pennies we’d put on railroad tracks when we were kids might have if
they had nerves running through Lincoln’s face. Worse.

At least it wasn’t my pitching hand. Not that
it much mattered any more.

Two men were sitting there, staring at me. A
white man and a black man.

My teammates. Rod “Shooter” Beck and Willie
McGee.

Willie, said, “Dusty wanted to come, Pete, but
the club had a fit.”

“Loyal fuck, isn’t he. At least
you guys came.”

Both men looked at each other. Rod said, “Some
shit, huh, Pete? Almost make it to the Show and this is what you
get. What’re you gonna do now?”

Up to that minute, I hadn’t thought much about
it. I made my decision right then. “I’m going home to New Orleans.”
I worked up a grin. “This little setback is just a speed bump on my
way to riches.”

“You gonna keep on gambling,
Pete?” Rod said. “Might want to reconsider that.” Willie nodded in
agreement.

“Nah,” I said. “I’m done with
that. It’s time I used some of my mental dexterity.”

“You’re gonna keep feedin’ that
gamblin’ jones, aren’t you?” Willie said.

“No way, Jose. Gambling’s a
loser’s game. I found that out the hard way. No, I bet you guys a
hundred bucks each I’m back on my feet in a week. A month, tops.
I’ll be watching you guys in the World Series from my private box.
Lighting Cubans with C-notes.

“I’m giving two to one odds,” I
said as they made their way out of the room. “No, three to
one. Wait!”

They must not have heard me.

 


 



 


 


2003

BECAUSE SUPERMARKETS ARE WHERE THE
MONEY IS…

(Paraphrasing of famous Willie
Sutton quote)

 


That was all leading up to that close call I
had with Tommy LeClerc down there in New Orleans, the time I
succumbed to Tommy’s numskull scheme to kidnap old man Deneuvé, and
ransom him in a new, ingenious way…but then it isn’t like it’s the
first time my brain waves have been snagged in the throes of an
electrical brownout either, so maybe I ought to shoulder
some of the blame for what went wrong if I was to be fair
about it.

Except…I don’t feel much like being fair about
it. After all, it’s not like I would have thought up such a
lamebrain stunt on my own. No, the only man in town capable of an
idiot plan of such magnitude was Tommy.

And the only man in town dumb enough to take
part in it was…yours truly.

Old man Deneuvé. Otherwise and popularly known
and referred to as “The Cajun Mafia King.” Which, for anyone with
the brains of a banana, should have been reason enough to never go
within ten miles of the man, much less put the snatch
on.

Not us geniuses. Not Tommy LeClerc and Pete
Halliday.

If I’d only stayed with baseball, maybe none
of this would have happened. I’m not saying I would’ve ended up in
the Hall of Fame with Walter Johnson and Bob Feller and those other
Legends of the Mound, but then again, who knows? I had some talent,
no lie, and if the luck that came my way would have been good
instead of terrible, maybe it’d be my glove you’d be gazing
at on your vacation to Cooperstown, alongside Warren Spahn’s. Well,
my hat anyway. My cup?

The point is, I wasn’t in the World Series
where I should have been—I’m down in New Orleans, over in Fat City
in Metry where the real non-tourist night life is, the pro’s party
playground, and things went on that were mostly out of my control,
things that just sort of happened, and I’m knee-deep with the rest
of the hogs before I realize we’re bound for bacon, and isn’t that
a pretty accurate commentary on life itself!

It also got me hooked up with Cat. That’s
something for which on the one hand, I’ll never forgive Tommy
for—and on the other, I guess I can never thank him enough. I love
her dearly and hardly ever throw it up to her about the loss of my
former state of pure bachelor bliss and previous general abundant
happiness which is now in abeyance and on hold. It probably
wouldn’t do much good to mention anyhow as, like as not, she’d come
up with some smart-aleck remark about how I sound pretty sassy for
someone whose life she helped to preserve and save. And isn’t
that just like a woman, too, to constantly keep bringing up
and harping on every single little tiny favor they ever done for
you, all the do-da day! But I love her, I surely do, and have
bigger regrets in life than sharing the same bungalow and
four-poster with her lovely self.

 


 


Maybe changing my name is really what started
it all…

 


 


See, Pete’s not my real name. Oh, it is, but
it’s my middle name, not the one I was referred to when I was a
kid, or even when I was a six-foot, one-half-inch, one
hundred-forty-three-pound nineteen-year-old baseball phenom
throwing seeds over in Marietta in Single A, my eye still on the
Bigs. My real name is Evan. When baseball throwed me out and I
grasp the obvious fact I’m never going to be eligible for major
endorsement bucks, I decided to head for the Big Easy to make my
fortune. I suppose I could have settled down in San Fran and got a
nine to five and a lunch pail, but it just wasn’t in my nature at
that time in my life. I had just missed out on the fame and glory a
major leaguer gets as his due—I was this close—and I
couldn’t buy into the righteous scene. I needed excitement and I
craved chances, mostly the chance to make a lot of money and have a
lot of fun. Working in a factory or an office didn’t seem to offer
those kinds of opportunities. Hustling and being a criminal just
seemed right.

Plus, I had a plan. A goal. Something I wanted
in the worst way. Something no one in my family had ever
had.

Independence. True independence. The
kind you never get, working for somebody else. My pie in the sky
was to become an entrepreneur, a businessman. Specifically, my
dream was to get into the food business, own a po-boy restaurant.
Nothing big or fancy, just po-boy sandwiches, shrimp, oyster
po-boys and whatnot, and longneck beers, maybe whip up a little
homemade boudin or andouille for the coonass trade. “Work for
someone else, all you ever do is earn a paycheck; work for yourself
and you may get rich,” is what my old man always said, and he was
right—he always worked for someone else and sure as hell never got
rich. Half the time he got stiffed on the paycheck part, too, or at
least that’s the story he laid on Ma, but I suspect he just
misplaced it on his way home, possibly somewhere near the race
track.

“I’m sorry, darlin’, Mr. Brown
says he’s a little cash poor this week so he won’t be able to give
me my pay until sometime after next Tuesday. It’s been a tough year
for farmers.”

Probably some bookie found it and kept it. I
figured working a square job would end me up in the same leaky boat
as my dad had. No, the only way to achieve my dream wasn’t through
legal means—the kind of money I needed was only available to
crooks, and that is mainly why I threw in with the outlaw element.
Besides, it was fun! Hustling was just downright enjoyable and a
pleasure.

Only right away I see the name Evan has got to
go, if I want some respect, although I have to admit, I always
sorta liked my real name; it’s got some pizzazz to it. Every day
I’d be elbow to elbow at some bar with bozos with handles like
“Billy” and “Bobby Joe” and the like, and I’d think, you’d figure a
grown-up man that shaves twice a day would lose the damn “y” at the
end of his name and take on the adult version, not keep on
answering to some little kid’s nickname that oughta be in a Big Mac
commercial. And these were the clowns I was worried that would
laugh at my name! I kept that opinion to myself as I was
pretty sure the locals would miss the point.

“What? Your name is what? Evan?
Ha! What kind of pansy name is that!”

When I was playing ball, it wasn’t too bad;
there was a bunch of college boys on the teams I was on with lots
worse names than Evan, but the down and dirty crowd I fell in with
when I came here to the Big Easy from my little mishap with the
Giants didn’t have a Rhodes scholar in the bunch, ’cept for Monk
the Accountant, who was a principle loan shark, and who didn’t come
by his name by matriculating at Old Eli, but by the way he could
compute compound interest in his head and right there on the spot
and have the change right, too.

I could see straight out that a name like Evan
was going to be nothing but a source of grief down here in the land
of magnolias and Popeye’s Spicy Fried Chicken. I’d already
experienced some’a that in my halcyon years, guys up in the nickel
seats in Scottsdale yelling, “Hey, Eh-vann, honey! What kinda
name’s that, Precious? No wonder yore ERA is triple yore sister’s
weight; yore skirts is interferin’ with yore sissy fastball!” And
other remarks in that vein that kept my social calendar full, busy
duking it out with the local beer truck drivers under the
stands.

And it wasn’t so bad when I played up North,
but then I wasn’t in the North too much, once with Columbus and
then a couple-three months with Rochester, and the whole rest of
the time in tank towns like Waycross and Valdosta and Tarpon
Springs, places not hardly big enough to support two whores with
serious self-respect.

About the only place I played that my name
wasn’t a source of fun and amusement for the fans, was when I was
up with the S.F. Giants for a cup of coffee which was more like a
short decaf latte at the end of my final full season, the year
before Dusty let me go in spring training. The bums in the suntan
seats there didn’t comment much on my handle as they were too busy
climbing all over me for a few minor fielding misjudgments they
thought I made. I’m not saying they were all wrong in their
assessments, as perhaps one or two of those miscues were on rollers
moving so slow my mom could of reached out and snagged ’em, sittin’
in her rocker on the front porch while snapping green beans with
her free hand and concentrating on a radio soap opera with the
other. Out there, in San Francisco, where the pink flamingo is
considered the national bird, the name Evan was kind of a hit. But
then, you know, it was S.F. and them people are all named Darryl
and Spencer and such.

And, hey, I was a pitcher, not no shortstop.
’Cept for Greg Maddux over in Atlanta, who cares if a pitcher
misses a sharp grounder or two?

Anyway, here I was in the Town That Care
Forgot, getting by, hustling a little pool, squiring a few older
tourist ladies around to the hot spots in the Quarter, stuff like
that. Waiting for my big break. When I came here, five years back,
I fell in with the smart money boys and they took me under their
wing, me being a kind of celebrity and all, having played the
national pastime and even being drafted by the same club that Will
Clark was on, Will Clark being a bigger name than God or even the
sheriff of Jefferson Parish, Harry Lee himself, in these parts. We
never hung out much, as we were on somewhat different career paths
with different kinds of agents—he had one and I didn’t—and were
never on the big team at the same time for more than a couple of
weeks, nor on any of the minor teams together. I don’t believe Will
did the minor league thing, come to think of it. I saw him play
though. Man! He could just flat crush that pea! And look
that look. Man! Killer glare is what Will had goin’ for him. Scare
that ball into the cheap seats.

So the locals adopted me, so to speak, account
of my star status, and taught me all kinds of valuable skills, like
how a crooked dice game’s run, the slickest ways to brother-in-law
a poker game, how to run a Ponzi and the Murphy and similar such
money-making schemes, and I was playing my way up through the
minors once again, you might say, learning the tricks of the
scufflin’ trade.

Things were pretty good. I was eating regular
and only a month or two behind on the rent most of the time, and
New Orleans was only the greatest place in the world to live,
especially for a guy like me who’s smart but mostly self-educated.
I’d kind of been all over the map from the time I was a little mug,
north, south, east and west. My pap was a pilot and mostly got jobs
dusting crops and that meant we went where the work was, which was
all over. Wheat in Kansas and citrus in Florida and celery in
California. There wasn’t a part of the country we hadn’t been to at
least six times, but the minute we hit New Orleans when I was in
high school, I knew I’d come home and wouldn’t ever want to live
anywhere else. It had everything. Juicy, hot, gorgeous, sexy
weather. Lots of folks, even native New Orleanians, hated the
weather, but not me. I loved it, basked in it, fondled it, let it
pour over me, soak me, drench me. It was like returning to the
womb. My insides just plain felt good in the New
Orleans heat. No muscle aches, no bones that creaked in that
weather! Walk outside at midnight in New Orleans, your balls don’t
shrivel up in anticipation of Jack Frost like they do in Chicago or
Des Moines. Your balls turn into raisins in Chicago at
midnight, even in August. Not in New Orleans! In New Orleans, if
you walk outside at midnight, your gonads expand and grow like they
was on cojones steroids. They become coconuts. They’re twice as big
as anywhere else on the planet as not only do they have a warm,
moist climate to grow in, they get fed hot, spicy food all the
time. They feel so good you just have to reach down and massage
them every five minutes, in appreciation, let them know how
fantastic the rest of your body feels in all that heat, all the
parts and organs and limbs and juices, rejoicing, giving thanks and
hosannas for their good fortune. That’s some weather,
brother!

And the chow! Louisiana’s washday Monday’s red
beans and rice are so tangy and spicy you can’t wait for Sunday to
end! Is there any other place on earth has a meal like red beans
and rice? So blistering fiery you can only slew down two, three,
maybe four bites before you have to reach for and gulp down a
whole, ice-cold longneck in one, long, bone-aching draught to cool
the back of your throat, and can you imagine anything half as good
as gazing across your plate at a black-haired, green-eyed Cajun
sorceress with her round, white, quivering breasts falling plumb
out of her red, red teddy as she leans toward you and smiles you
her wicked, sparkling, white-toothed smile, and hands you the
basket of for-real French bread, the evil, beautiful goddess who
brewed up this exquisite feast, laced with spices that you can
feel speeding toward your sex—can you imagine this!—and can
you go away from this place at the bottom of the country once
you’ve seen this and live in Boston or Fort Wayne or Kalamazoo or
Salt Lake City, ever again?

I think not.

I couldn’t.

New Orleans is a voo-doo spell.

New Orleans is a beautiful, enchanting,
malignant, terrible mistress.

It’ll suck you in, put a hex on you, make a
slave of you.

It’s wonderful.

 


 


Like I said, it all began with Tommy and his
kidnapping scheme. This was before I found out that for sure,
criminally, Tommy was a 15-watt bulb speckled with fly poop. At
this point in our relationship, howsomever, he had this reputation
of being a master outlaw and having a genius criminal mind.
Everybody talked about what a great con Tommy was, what brilliant
plans he could cook up with which to separate folks from their
wealth. I thought I knew better since I’d already participated in
one scheme a year or so before with him. A parking meter caper.
That little job hadn’t worked out so swell—I’ve had social diseases
turned out better—but I guess I just thought it was one of those
unlucky things, at the time. Little did I know that bad luck
followed Tommy around, like three a.m. B.O. on a hooker working
overtime. In the back of my mind, a kind of alarm went off, but I
disregarded it and gave him the benefit of the doubt. I guess I
figured his rep was probably well-deserved and our little disaster
just one of those things.

Tommy claimed he was a criminal genius because
of his Indian blood. Gave him people-reading skills the white-eyes
didn’t have, was his opinion. Who knows? Although he didn’t much
act like any Indians you see in the movies.

I was shooting pool in the Swamp Room down in
Metry one afternoon, drinking a Barq’s and putting the hustle on
this offshore rigger who was just about drunk enough to make me his
sole heir, when Tommy walks in and gives me the sign. I didn’t want
to leave the game, ’specially as how this rhubarb can’t lose his
money quick enough and keeps springing for the drinks to boot, but
since I’m under the mistaken impression that Tommy’s one sharp con
and I knowed he wouldn’t interrupt an obvious business deal like he
can see is cooking unless it was for something important, I have to
check it out. I go over and whisper to him just in case he’s missed
the set-up, but he was onto it all right, and says, “Forget this
huckleberry, Pete. I got something really big on and I need a
pard.”

Like I said, everyone knows Tommy’s the real
thing and never plays for chump change, so he gets my attention
right away, even though the old common-sense alarm was buzzing in
the background of my brain. I agreed to head over to a little joint
in Fat City where we could talk in private, but before I left, I
hadda get one more crack at Festus. I wander back over to the
rigger and I go, “How about one more for a C-note? I’d stay longer,
but that’s my brother over there and he tells me Mom’s in a bad way
over to Charity Hospital and might not last out the night, so I got
to go pretty soon.”

He’s got his money down on the table quicker
than a sailor on his first date, and I have a sudden concern about
who’s tricking who, but no, I read Clem Kadiddlehopper right; he’s
a non-profit organization looking for ways to go in the
red.

This is important money, so we lag for break,
sighting down the long green felt, doing the size-up, and I get the
honors, which was foreordained, at least in my estimation. He makes
the rube mistake of a too-tight rack, and I capitalize, putting the
eight ball in the left corner pocket, a done deal seven out of
every ten times I get a rack that good, and he has to reach in his
jeans for another hundred since the Marquis of Queensbury the world
over says making the eight on the break pays double and likewise
gets your knuckles broke in certain knowledgeable bars of which
this is one, but I’m in a hurry and can’t stand on ceremony, but go
for the quick kill, and thank you very much young fella, it was
mostly luck, I say, backing out and hoping he don’t catch on until
I’m in a different geographical location than he is.

Out we go, Tommy and me, walking kinda
crisp-like, as I can sense ol’ Festus is losing his grin and
starting to add things up, which is bad news for me should I be
dumb enough to stick around. I guess the Swamp Room is out of
bounds for me for a spell, and I sure will remember what that
rigger looks like for a lot longer, seeing as how he tops out at
six-four, six-five and not carrying much of what you’d call a beer
belly.

We make it out of the parking lot in good
shape, spraying crushed oyster shells behind us as we are in a bit
of a hurry, and hie ourselves on down to Fat City, stopping off for
just a minute at one of those roadside Pascalé’s Tamale Stands,
which I can’t pass by without getting one, and Tommy lays the deal
on me in the backroom of The Speakeasy, while I ate the greasiest,
most delicious Mexican foodstuff ever created. Man! Pascalé sure
knows how to make a nasty, tasty tamale, kind can rip your stomach
to shreds, give you helium in the midsection, make you want ten
more just like it.

Tommy had the scam all written out already;
formulas, figures, you name it, it was all there. Made sense, too,
the way life insurance does when the guy with the polyester smile’s
sitting across the kitchen table from you. I had the same feeling
that I got at those times, which should have been a tip-off, and
sure enough, about ten minutes after I left him I couldn’t remember
much of any of the details of the plan except that I would be the
guy to spend his nights in a six by eight room painted designer
gray and featuring bars on the north wall, should things go
hinky.

 


 


“What do folks usually rob when they after some
fast cash?”

I didn’t know what he was after, and he
wouldn’t just come out with it, only kept asking me the same thing.
I hate it when a person asks you a question they already know the
answer to but keep pestering you to come up with it so’s they can
show you what a dumb shit you are, compared to them.

“I dunno,” I said, finally. “They
hit a gas station? Liquor store?”

See, I knew that was the wrong answer.
Obviously. But it was the answer Tommy wanted, to show how sharp he
was and how thick my skull was, compared to his. I played along,
made him feel superior. That was the part of Tommy’s personality I
could live without.

“Boy, Pete.” He gave a deep sigh.
“You the same as everybody else. It’s no wonder you’re hustling
pool for chump change.”

“A bank? A jewelry store?” He was
kind of making me mad. “Why don’t you just tell me the answer
you’re looking for, Tommy. Save us a lot of time here.”

“A bank! I knew
you’d say a bank! I figured you’d say a bank! If you
wouldn’t’a said a bank I’d’a had a heart attack and died
right here!”

He was absolutely amazed at his remarkable
insight into my predictability.

“Tommy, why don’t you just come
the fuck out and tell me what’s on your mind?”

“Okay, Pete. Don’t get sore,
buddy. I just wanted to illustrate a point. That’s exactly what
most guys think of when they plan a score. They see gas stations,
liquor stores, banks. Do you know what’s wrong with that
kind of thinking?”

I dummied up. This game needed two to play and
I decided not to be his straight man. He stared at me a long minute
and I outwaited him, staring back. I won. He let out a long,
drawn-out sigh, like I was just about too dimwitted to live and he
was sad he had to be this close to that much ignorance. Sometimes I
wished Tommy’d been raised by a pack of mimes. Our conversations
would be better if he didn’t talk.

“There ain’t no money in liquor
stores, Pete. There ain’t no money at gas stations and there ain’t
no money in jewelry stores. There ain’t even any money in banks.
Not real money. The real money’s kept in the vault with a
time-lock on it, don’t open until night-time when the bank’s closed
or there’s forty-eleven guards standing around, something like
that. The most you get in a bank is five, ten grand. Twenty, maybe,
you get lucky. Chicken feed!”

I would have been okay with half a
twenty-thousand-dollar score, but I knew what he was saying and it
was true. Not only wasn’t there any money at all in gas stations
and liquor stores, there wasn’t much more in banks and not only
that, there’s a kazillion secret alarms going off the whole time
the robbers is hitting the place, which is why they never get away
with it. Electronic wonderlands are what banks are.

“You know where the serious money
is?” He got to it, finally, giving me time to digest
things.

“Armored cars?”

“Pete, you keep thinking the same
way all losers think. Armored cars are exactly like banks. They’re
guarded like…like armored cars. I’m just going to tell you, because
it’s pretty obvious you are never going to guess the right answer
here.

“Supermarkets.”

“Supermarkets?”

“Is there an echo in here? Yeah,
Pete, supermarkets. Supermarkets have all the money in the world.
They do a hundred thousand an hour, on slow days. Busy days, well,
forget it! And at least half of its cash. That’s the beauty
part.”

“You want to rob a
supermarket?”

“In a way.”

“What the fuck does ‘in a way’
mean, Tommy? Either you hold up a supermarket or you don’t. Or was
you thinking of burglary? They got those huge safes, don’t they?
You ever cracked a safe? I sure haven’t and I bet you ain’t,
neither. What we gonna do? Just lift that baby up and tote it out
on our backs? There’s a couple hernias happening before we get it
off the ground, one for you and one for me. Been a while since I
hit the ol’ weight room, bench-pressed six hundred kilos. You, too,
I bet. Tommy, we are con-men, not hold-up guys, not B and E guys.
We use our wits, not our muscle, least one of us does, and I had
thought you did, too.”

I stood up.

“Tommy, let me give you a piece of
friendly advice. Get yourself down to Charity Hospital and get
yourself one of them cat scans. The damage might be neurological
and not mental after all. See, maybe this isn’t all because of your
old man working over your mom on Saturday nights all the time that
did this to you, and maybe it wasn’t the time somebody stole your
trike when you was two did this neither. Maybe, just maybe, your
condition is due to a nasty fall you had, out of some tree when you
was pretending to be Superman. There’s maybe some operation that
can help. They can do wondrous things nowadays with these kinds of
things. I’ll be seeing you and good luck. I really mean that
sincerely.”

I turned to go and he grabbed my
arm.

“Siddown, chump. Let me lay this
out for you.”

I should’ve kept on going, but I didn’t. I sat
back down again. Mistake-a-mundo.

“We’re not going to burglarize a
store and we’re not going to hold it up, either. At least, not
exactly.”

He got my curiosity. I cracked
wise.

“I know. Don’t tell me, Tommy.
We’re gonna call up this store and tell them we’d like some money
on account of we’re a couple of pretty nice fellers, but down on
our luck, and would they please put a couple hundred thou in a bag
and we’ll be by to pick it up in an hour or so, thank you very
much. Oh, and please don’t go calling the police as that would be a
major inconvenience for us and may lead to major restrictions of
our daily movements and freedom in general. Is that the plan,
Tommy? I had heard you were a wondrous master criminal with a mad,
genius bent for schemes and such, but I gotta confess that I am
having serious doubts about such a reputation as you enjoy in these
parts; that perhaps it may not be altogether deserved. And I am not
even thinking about that parking meter scam you roped me into last
year. Honest. That could have just been a mistake. I am giving you
the benefit of the doubt on that one. This, however, is a genuine,
certifiable, lunatic idea, the product of a bad childhood with lots
of trips to the woodshed. Isn’t that your pappy I heard about,
ain’t allowed within two hundred yards of a grade school and
Chuckie Cheese has revoked his Chuckie E-Z-Pay credit card? Your
childhood may be at fault here.”

“Just shaddup, Pete. The more you
open your trap, the more inclined I am to seek out another partner,
perhaps one with something more than oxygen preventing his ears
from collapsing inwards. My plan is nothing like you imagine. We
will get every quarter, nickel, dime and penny in the store I have
in mind—at least the large bills, down to the ones—and we will
accomplish this by a means you would not be able to come up with on
your own in a million or so years.
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