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One

 


Today he'd prove them all wrong. He wasn't,
as The Boss had said on more than one occasion, "the second or
third dumbest fuck in the universe." Bubba Winslow didn't think he
was even in the top twenty.

With a gloved hand, he tapped the steering
wheel to the beat of the Beyoncé tune on the SUV's radio. His Ruger
.22 and a rubber skinhead mask rested on the seat beside him. The
stolen SUV sat parked on the side of a vacant, tree-lined street
facing the mouth of a cul-de-sac on the left. Sprinklers squirted
jets of water—whish, whish, whish—across immaculately
groomed lawns separating widely-spaced houses.

The dim early morning light slowly
brightened. A car pulled out of the cul-de-sac, but not the silver
Porsche. A Mercedes. Bubba drummed some more on the steering
wheel.

A familiar pressure built within his bowels,
as predictable as death, taxes, and waking up with a boner.
Building and building until...

Gripping the steering wheel, he lifted his
right butt cheek and let one rip, loud and long. He sank back in
the seat and breathed a sigh of relief.

He sat up and groaned. "Oh my God."
Grimacing, he rolled down the window. Fresh air rushed in, clean
and pure. He fanned the air in front of him. Thank God it was
almost June and he didn't have to freeze his ass off just to be
able to breathe.

Sadly, it was like this before every really
big job. His partner Ralphie, who'd timed one that had lasted over
ten seconds, said that Bubba's police dossier recorded his
flatulence right beside his fingerprints, the one as conclusive
evidence as the other, though presumably not in a court of law.

Bubba doubted this. He'd never seen anything
like that on CSI or Law & Order. Ralphie had
probably just been busting his balls, but Bubba could never be
sure.

Well, Ralphie could make his wisecracks and
The Boss could call him a dumbass to beat all dumbasses, but after
this score Bubba T. Winslow would have the last laugh. What had
Shakespeare said? He who laughs last, laughs last.

Bubba waited. Still no Porsche. The pressure
in his gut built. And built.

This time, he lifted his left cheek and let
loose. That's how he did it; switch cheeks each time. Right, left.
Right, left. It gave him a sense of balance.

Finally, at 6:38 a.m., the silver Porsche
with its XLR8ME license plate flashed past, no doubt on its way
into downtown Boston. Bubba fluffed his hair, then pulled the
skinhead mask over his head. He looked in the rear view mirror and
adjusted the fit, smoothing out the wrinkles on the neck. He hated
how the mask clung tight to his face and smelled of rubber. But
what he really hated was that it mussed his hair, flattening its
natural texture. He had great jet black hair. Broads loved it. Some
of them even ran their hands through it while he was banging them,
which was A-okay with him.

He pulled out of the side street where he'd
been waiting, turned left and then right into the cul-de-sac. Trees
lined the roadside on both sides, interrupted periodically by
mailboxes and long, freshly-paved driveways leading to huge, lavish
houses, some barely visible through the thick growth of trees in
the early light.

At the end of the cul-de-sac, Bubba turned
into a rock-wall-lined driveway and headed up the slight turning
incline that opened onto the Stapleton estate. The mansion, an
immense edifice easily the size of four or five regular houses,
greeted him, its lawn thick, green, and wet with dew. Bubba pulled
up to the four-car garage on the left, swerving to avoid a
skateboard. A hockey stick stood propped against the far garage
door. Bubba peered into the garage bays and saw three of the four
filled, a good sign.

He grabbed the Ruger off the passenger seat,
sliding the safety off, and climbed out of the SUV. He had no
intention of actually shooting anybody. The next time he did would
be his first. But carrying the gun gave him a sense of power, a
sense of confidence. It calmed his nerves.

Though he'd intended to move fast, he
couldn't help but stop and stare at a backyard unlike one he'd ever
seen. The smell of chlorine came from a huge swimming pool and hot
tub on the left. Beside it, a golf hole two hundred yards long
extended to a green backstopped by a forest that encircled the
estate. Two tennis courts ran down the far right side, their
surfaces freshly painted green with white lines. A portable
basketball hoop with a glass backboard had been wheeled off to the
side.

It was everything the drunk at Paddy
O'Reilly's last weekend had promised. The guy, who had a real job
as a postal carrier and was such an exercise freak he walked his
entire route, had talked of the Stapleton's wealth, confiding that
the missus gave him a lavish tip every week to bring the mail to
her doorstep instead of the mailbox at the end of the driveway.

Bubba had listened to the drunk, a grin on
his face and a Budweiser at his lips, waiting for the guy to tell
him about the tip, wink, wink. That the missus balled his brains
out then sucked him dry the second time around. But it hadn't been
like that at all. The tip had been just a tip. Money without a hint
of tits and ass.

Which proved that most drunks couldn't tell
stories for shit. What was the fucking point of a story like that?
Even if he didn't really ball the bitch, he should have at least
made it up like most guys. A couple twenties in a small white
envelope every Monday. Who gave a shit about that?

Until the light bulb finally went off beside
Bubba's head. Hey, if Stapleton had all this dough, how about
sending some of it his way?

And to think The Boss called Bubba
stupid.

Bubba hustled along the walkway that curved
from beside the garage around toward the front door, his head
ducked down. He rubbed his forehead, trying to cover as much of his
masked face as possible in case anyone was looking out a window.
Brightly colored petunias in freshly laid bark mulch ran along the
walkway.

He got to the front door and stepped off to
the side, flattening himself against the side of the door frame. He
pushed the doorbell. Inside, loud chimes rang out.

Bubba swallowed hard. His hands felt clammy.
He breathed in the smell of the mask's sticky rubber.

He'd wondered if this part would work. The
woman, or her kids for that matter, might not come to the door.
They might have a way of seeing him and if they did, they certainly
wouldn't open the door for someone wearing a skinhead mask. Hell,
even he knew that. They might have a security camera or an intercom
and demand that he identify himself before—

A woman's voice came out of the speaker just
below Bubba's shoulder. "Just a second," she said, the sound clear
without even a hint of tinny static. High fidelity even on the
freaking intercom.

For what felt like a lifetime, though it
might have been only ten or twenty seconds, nothing happened. Not a
sound echoed from within.

Bubba got ready to bolt. The woman might have
already called the cops and if so, Bubba knew what that meant. He
knew how cops operated. They were never slow to respond in a
neighborhood like this.

Bubba licked his lips. His heart hammered.
Five more seconds, maybe ten.

He began to count down—ten... nine...
ten. Bubba stopped, shook himself like a dog coming out of the
water, and started over. One... two...

It was easier to count up than down.

Three... four...

Muffled footfalls sounded from inside.

"Sorry, Ginny," a woman called out from
inside, her voice ever so cheery.

Ginny? Who the fuck was Ginny?

The front door swung open and a petite,
middle-aged woman with short chestnut brown hair ducked her head
out.

Her broad smile froze. Her green eyes
widened. Bubba pointed the Ruger at her.

She screamed, backing away.

Bubba charged into the doorway, realizing
there was a step only after he missed it and tripped. The thickly
carpeted floor came up to greet him. His arms flew out and with
them went the gun. In a flash, Bubba saw a front room as large as
some homes. Dark mahogany everywhere. A glittering chandelier. A
fireplace at the far wall.

The Ruger hurtled through the air, hit the
chandelier, caught on one light, and fired. A deafening explosion
rocked the room. Behind Bubba, the front door splintered. Shards of
glass rained down from the chandelier. The .22 tumbled end over end
to the floor.

Bubba lay on the plush blue carpeting, for a
moment unable to move. His ears rang. He could faintly hear the
woman screaming. The smell of gunpowder filled his nostrils; it's
bitter taste flooded his mouth.

Then he saw the woman going for a button on
the wall. A panic button that would bring the cops.

Bubba sprang to his feet and tackled her, as
gently as he could, just short of the button. They fell in a clump,
her landing sideways and him atop her, the pointed edge of her
hipbone crushing his balls.

He cried out in blinding pain, barely keeping
himself from rolling off her into a fetal ball. The woman struggled
beneath him, but he outweighed her two-to-one and his 210 pounds
was all muscle. Howling, he held a forearm on her shoulder, pinning
her down, while he struggled to breathe.

Then he remembered her kid. A teenager. Had
he come rushing in to grab the gun? Adrenaline shot through Bubba.
He readied himself to dive in one direction or the other.

But he saw no one.

He groaned. "Fuck!"

"Don't hurt me," the woman said, panting
beneath him. "I'll get you whatever you want. Just don't hurt
me."

Bubba staggered to his feet and retrieved the
Ruger, all the while tugging at his belt with one thumb to relieve
the pressure. His balls were on fire. He could barely breathe
beneath the mask. Slowly, the throbbing pain subsided.

He waved the .22 at the woman, still lying on
the floor. "Where's your kids?"

She blinked, looking confused. "Kids?"

Bubba noticed for the first time how pretty
she was, for a woman in her forties at least. Not even the hint of
crow's feet beneath the eyes, probably thanks to cosmetic surgery.
A nice figure. Blue flowered blouse and black slacks. A glittering
diamond necklace, had to be thirty or forty stones in the
thing.

A bit old for him, but he'd do her. He
thought about trying to charm her, sweep her off her feet, then
next thing you know they'd be naked and she'd be moaning with the
Big Bubba Meat Stick in her. That's what they said about rich
women. Their husbands were always at the office, working late at
nights and weekends, leaving their wives home and frustrated.

This one looked like she could use a good
time and Bubba knew he was her man. He went to run his hands
through his hair to both make sure it wasn't mussed and to
emphasize its luxurious thickness. Its sexiness. No woman should be
able to turn down a man with a head of hair like his, not to
mention his irresistible physique. It amazed Bubba that women all
over New England weren't giving birth the Little Bubbas every
day.

But his fingers didn't touch a single hair,
only the rubber of his skinhead mask. He'd forgotten. No wonder she
hadn't given him any encouraging glances.

Bubba tried to get his mind back where it
belonged, on the job.

"I know you got kids," he said. "I seen one
of them this weekend."

The woman gulped. "He isn't here
anymore."

"That skateboard out there is yours?" He
waved the Ruger toward the garage. "And you play hockey?" Bubba
grew annoyed. "Do you think I'm stupid?

"No," she said, eyes wide. "Those are Evan's.
He's our only child."

"Where is he?"

"He's at school."

"It ain't even six-thirty."

Still lying on the floor, the woman shrank
back. "He's at school. Away. At school. Honest."

"Whaddya mean, away at school?"

"He goes to Andover. The prep school. Philips
Andover."

"He lives there?"

"Of course. It's a boarding school, one of
the most famous in the country. Some of the Kennedys and the
Bushes, both Presidents, have gone there. Evan comes home most
weekends but he lives there. Haven't you heard of it?"

Bubba hadn't. A boarding school. A fucking
boarding school! What kind of shit luck was that? He couldn't very
well kidnap a kid who wasn't the fuck there.

"Shit!" Bubba yelled. Now what was he
supposed to do? "You got no other kids?"

She shook her head.

"When's he coming home?"

"Excuse me?"

"When's he coming home?"

She stared at him, uncomprehending.

"Are you deaf?" he asked. "When is your son
coming home next?"

"Why do you want to know?"

"I'm asking the questions!"

Her eyes widened. "So... so you can kidnap
him? Is that what you're asking?"

Bubba hated when people did that, made
questions that he thought were sensible sound foolish.

She looked incredulous. "Are you, like,
making an appointment?"

Well, when she put it that way, Bubba
supposed it did sound stupid.

"Listen—"

"You can't have my son! He's all I've
got."

All she had? Who was she kidding? This place
was a fucking mansion. A four-car garage. Swimming pool, tennis
courts. All she had? And to think people thought he said
dumb things.

"I don't have much cash in the house," she
said, "but I've got a Rolex." She said, holding out her wrist for
him to see. "But my son... you can't..." She shook her head,
wild-eyed.

Bubba waved away the Rolex. He had no way of
fencing it or any other jewelry without The Boss finding out that
he'd been freelancing. And he couldn't very well pull off a
kidnapping if there was no fucking kid, could he?

"Forget it," Bubba said. He had to get out of
there. "Where's the bathroom?"

"Why? What are you going to do?"

"I'm getting the fuck outta here," he said.
"But I can't have you calling the cops before I even get out the
front door."

"I won't. I promise."

He gave her a look. He hated it when people
treated him like a moron. She'd have the cops on the way before he
even got in the SUV.

"I gotta lock you in the bathroom," he
said.

She just stared at him.

"Hurry up!"

She got to her feet, still looking confused,
and hustled down the hallway.

A marble sink, gleaming golden fixtures, and
a large Jacuzzi dominated the most extravagant bathroom Bubba had
ever seen.

"Get in the Jacuzzi," he said. It was
empty.

She hesitated.

"Move it!"

She climbed in.

Bubba nodded. "Good." He clicked the lock on
the door and hustled back down the hallway and out the door.

He started the SUV and was halfway down the
driveway when an alarm erupted from inside the house.

How, he wondered, had she gotten out so
fast?

 


 



 


 


Two

 


When Tiffany spotted the guy's thick wad of
hundred dollar bills, her smile grew wider and even more genuine.
Well, hello. She leaned a little closer and bent over more
to give him a better view of the surgically enhanced beauties that
all but spilled out of her white, Hooters tank top.

Along the far wall behind her, a bank of
silent TVs alternately displayed a Boston Red Sox baseball game, a
golf match, and a NASCAR race. The jukebox played an oldie by Peter
Gabriel, "Sledgehammer," which cut through the buzz of
conversation.

But Tiffany knew that Thick Wad was oblivious
to it all. His eyes had been locked onto her two bouncing
moneymakers since she got to within five tables of his. He reeked
of way too much cologne and stale cigarette smoke, but he was
pretty good looking, probably in his mid-thirties, in really good
shape, and kind of sexy-looking in his black leather jacket and
jeans. Although she had to admit the sexy-looking part was probably
just the thick wad talking, the thick wad that he'd been flashing
seconds earlier—clearly just showing off—before shoving it back in
his jeans pocket.

"What looks interesting today?" Tiffany asked
in her huskiest voice.

A fatuous grin spread across Thick Wad's
face. He tapped the menu in his hands. "I know what's interesting,
darling. I just don't know if they're for sale."

With any other customer, Tiffany would have
groaned inwardly, thought, another one... dumb as a rock,
and moved on to the next table as quickly as she could. Instead she
felt all warm inside. Hook, line, and sinker. And dumb, too.
It didn't get much better than that. There had to have been close
to five grand in that wad. The more Tiffany thought about it, the
more she liked Thick Wad's strong cologne. She liked it a lot. In
fact, she didn't just like it. She loved it.

"I think we've got everything that's on the
menu," Tiffany said, batting her eyelashes while ignoring his
obvious reference to her breasts. Playing dumb worked for her. It
let men like Thick Wad apply the platinum-blonde stereotype. "Would
you like a beer first while you decide?" She leaned even closer.
"I'm also supposed to ask you if you'd like to buy a T-shirt. Would
ya?"

A smug grin came over the mark's face. "Only
if you're in it." The fool looked pleased with himself.

Tiffany laughed and took a playful swat at
Thick Wad's arm. "You naughty boy! What's your name?"

"Bubba," he said. "Bubba T. Winslow."

"What's the T for?"

"The," Bubba said.

"Excuse me?"

"The."

Tiffany wasn't sure if she was supposed to
laugh or not. "The? That's your middle name?"

Bubba nodded.

"You're serious?" she asked.

"My mother was a strange woman."

"Huh! Bubba The Winslow," Tiffany said,
holding back an explosion of laughter.

Bubba spread his hands, grinning broadly.
"The one and only."

***

Bubba had briefly considered bringing the SUV
by Jake's garage for chopping up after his escape from the
Stapleton fiasco, but that only would have raised questions. Where
was Ralphie? Why a five-year-old SUV instead of the usual? And if
it ever got ID'd as part of the attempted kidnapping, The Boss
would be asking what the hell Bubba was doing freelancing. Bubba
had learned long ago that you don't shit where you eat.

So he'd ditched the SUV at the Square One
Mall in Saugus, ten miles north of Boston, leaving it in almost the
same parking space he'd taken it from, then walked to the nearby
Holiday Inn where he'd left his own car. He tossed the bag with his
gun, mask, and gloves into the trunk, drove to his apartment, and
was asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.

Hours later, he awoke in a cold sweat from a
nightmare in which his pistol caught on the chandelier and fired a
few feet lower. Instead of blasting a hole in the front door, it
shot his nuts and pecker clear off. Naked, as he often was in his
dreams and nightmares, he looked down at where the Big Bubba Meat
Stick so often stood at attention and saw nothing. Not believing
his eyes, he groped for his previously prodigious package. Nothing
at all. Gone. His scrotum and beloved schlong lay scattered across
the plush blue rug in tiny pieces. Bubba got on all fours and
frantically tried to collect what was left of his manhood.
Certainly there would be a surgeon who would piece him back
together. At Mass General or Brigham and Women's Hospital. Probably
Brigham and Women's. Women everywhere would want the Big Bubba Meat
Stick restored.

"You know, I found you very attractive," the
woman with the green eyes said as Bubba's gathering became more
frantic. "A real hunk. Those muscles. That hair. You scared me at
first, of course, but as soon as I got a good look, I wanted you as
badly as a Desperate Housewife." A mournful look came over her
face. "But now... you've got nothing for me." She came to him and
caressed his cheek. "And I wanted you so bad. I'd have begged for
it."

Bubba awoke, heart pounding, and grabbed for
his balls, almost breaking into euphoric tears when he touched a
diamond-cutter of a boner and his perfectly intact sack.

He breathed a huge sigh of relief. That had
been a close one. He'd rather get his Big Head blown off than his
Little One. Without the one, what was the point of the other?
Although, he thought with a grin, in his case the two were almost
the same size.

His thoughts drifted to the green-eyed woman
and how in his dream she'd wanted him. Well, of course she had. He
was about ten years younger than her and a stud through and
through. She'd have loved a ride on the Big Bubba Meat Stick.

Come to think of it, he should have just
taken her. Kidnapped the fucking wife. With the kid not there, he
should have taken the next best thing. Why hadn't he thought of
that? She wasn't bad looking. The husband might have paid to get
her back.

Nah. Who was he fooling? A guy with that much
money had to be getting plenty on the side. Probably some
twenty-year old with big tits. He wouldn't pay to get his wife
back. A kid? Of course. A forty-year-old wife? Forget about it.

Bubba told himself he'd done the right thing.
Gotten out while the getting was good. Lived to see another day.
There were more fish in that sea. He'd just have to do a little
more homework next time.

Homework had never been his strong suit back
in high school. Fuck, he'd never done it at all. But this kind of
homework he could do. Next time, he'd make sure there was no
fucking prep school messing up his big score.

At 11:30, he climbed out of bed and after a
shave and a shower was ready to take on the world. Or at least a
Hooters waitress.

And had he ever found himself a juicy
one.

He eyed her wiggling and jiggling her way to
the table with his chicken wings, the botched kidnap attempt now
only the faintest of memories. The objects of his attention
bounced—boing, boing, boing, boing—in the most pleasurable
way, almost bursting out of her tight-fitting white tank top. They
had to be fake, but Bubba wasn't holding that against her. It
showed... what was the word?... initiative. Yeah, initiative. He
liked that in a woman, especially a trashy one. It gave him a
shot.

The waitress flashed a big smile and leaned
over, giving Bubba an even more delicious view as she placed his
wings on the table. "Here ya go, sweetie."

Bubba was in love.

"Thank you, darling," he said. He'd already
forgotten her name so he quickly tore his gaze from the twin peaks
inside her shirt to the gold name tag on her shoulder and read it
aloud. "Tiffany."

"That's me." She smiled brightly and raised
her eyebrows, looking like the most perfect dumb blonde Bubba had
ever seen. "Can I get'cha another beer?" she asked in a purring,
sexy voice.

Bubba could tell Tiffany was getting as hot
for him as he was for her. There was no mistaking it. He thought of
the two of them together in bed. He usually liked to be on top, but
what a waste of spectacular scenery that would be. No, she'd crawl
on top of him and then he'd get to watch boing, boing, boing,
boing—

"Well would ya?" Tiffany stood up and arched
her back.

Would he what? Bubba didn't recall the
question and the only one he could think of was which of the two of
them would be on top? He was pretty sure she hadn't asked that.
He'd remember that for sure.

"Would I what?" he asked.

"Like another beer."

"Yeah, sure." Anything to keep her wiggling
her way back and forth to his table. "A Budweiser. I also have a
business proposition for you."

A pout came over Tiffany's face. "Now don't
be a nasty boy. I can't do that."

"How do you know you can't do it if I ain't
told you yet?"

"I can't go out on a date with you." She put
her hands on her hips. "You're cute, but it's against house rules.
I'd get fired." She spun and over her shoulder said, "I'll be right
back with your beer."

"Damn," Bubba muttered to himself as he
watched Tiffany's ass wiggle inside her bright orange shorts.
"She's never gonna go for it." Ralphie said the scam worked every
time, but Ralphie also talked a lot. You could never believe half
of what he said, especially when it came to getting women naked.
For free, at least.

Bubba wondered if he should pull out the wad
of bills again. That seemed to have caught her attention before.
Maybe she wasn't as dumb as she looked. He felt his heart sink. Not
another smart one, he thought. He had the worst luck that way. Time
after time his dates gave him that look that said he had the IQ of
a turnip. It was the damnedest thing. What were the odds?

But that couldn't be a problem with Tiffany
could it? She looked like she'd needed a cheat sheet in high school
just to spell her own name. Was it with one F or two? Come to think
of it, Bubba wasn't so sure himself. He just knew that "Bubba" was
with three Bs and that was good enough for him.

He watched her take an order at another
table, then wiggle her way to the station where she stepped on a
wooden block, reached up and attached the order slip to a wire
while stretching herself out so seductively, then sent the slip
whizzing along the wire into the kitchen.

Bubba licked his lips and grabbed one of the
chicken wings, its barbeque smell battling for supremacy with the
remnants of Tiffany's lilac perfume. He tried to rehearse the lines
he'd use on her, looking over the notes he'd scribbled earlier on
the back of an envelope, but he couldn't concentrate. Other
Hooters girls, almost as distracting as Tiffany, wiggled
past in their tight orange shorts and white tank tops. He couldn't
help looking, lines to rehearse or no lines, as he wolfed down his
barbeque chicken wings, each one getting his fingers even stickier
than the one before.

So when Tiffany returned and set down his mug
of foamy beer with a solid thud on the wooden table, Bubba almost
blew his chance.

"Here ya go," she said, looking at him
expectantly.

Bubba's mouth was full so he held up his hand
in a stopping gesture until he swallowed. He began to speak but,
seeing her look, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and came
away with a smear of barbeque sauce.

"Like I said before," Bubba began, "I got a
business proposition for you."

"Listen, sweetie, I told you before I can't
do that. I'm not that kind of girl."

But Bubba thought Tiffany was exactly that
kind of girl. He could read it in her eyes. And if he was
misreading her eyes, those melons didn't lie. Girls didn't get
melons like that without wanting them squeezed and licked and
sucked and fondled. Melons like that wanted to be set free.

Tiffany looked at him expectantly. Bubba
realized he'd meant to say something, say his lines, but with
those... those hooters staring at him he'd forgotten every
last one. And it was too late to pull out his wad of bills to
recapture her interest.

"It... it isn't like that," Bubba said,
fumbling for words. He felt like he was in high school, back before
he dropped out, and Mrs. McGinnis or Mr. Shanahan or Miss Zinkfine
had called on him while he'd been doodling pictures of naked women.
Not only hadn't he known the answers; he hadn't even known the
questions. Tiffany's perfume settled over him, turning his brain
even more into mush. "I, um..."

Tiffany cocked her head and drew in a breath,
making her bosom heave even more. Bubba drew inspiration from those
beauties and tried to clear his mind.

"Honest. I'm a..." Bubba shook his head to
clear the cobwebs. He cleared his throat. "I'm a movie producer..."
Ralphie's line sounded so phony, but Bubba plowed on. "I'd like you
to be... like, um, an actress in a film... a film I'm
shooting."

Tiffany frowned. "Are you serious?"

Bubba's heart quickened and his confidence
soared. She was going for it! "Of course I am. You'd be perfect for
the role." Trying to sound as smooth as possible—he'd tried smooth
and sophisticated in the past but sophisticated gave him trouble—he
said, "There are lots of gorgeous women back in Hollywood, but none
that are quite right for this role. None like you."

"Really?" She pointed to the spot between her
twin peaks. "Me?"

Bubba congratulated himself for getting the
line "back in Hollywood" right. The word back sold the whole
package.

"You," he said. "I could make you a
star."

Tiffany's eyes bulged out.
"Really?"

Bubba brushed away the bead of sweat forming
on his forehead, then noticed the wet smear of barbeque sauce on
the back of his hand. Tiffany was staring at his forehead now,
where he must have just lathered some BBQ sauce, hot and spicy.
Bubba grabbed a napkin and wiped it across his forehead, then took
another napkin and did it again.

Bubba fought to get back his composure.
"You're a natural."

"So... what do I do?"

"I'll need you to audition, of course."

"Yeah... of course. Where? In Hollywood?"

"We could set up something here, to make
things easy for you, and if everything goes well... then fly you
out to meet the director."

"Really? I mean, you're not kidding me?"

Bubba spread his arms. "Would I do that?"

"So where do I go? When?" Tiffany glanced
around. "You can't tell anyone. I'd get fired. Although..." She
giggled. "If I get the part, that won't matter, will it?"

"No it won't," Bubba said, his confidence as
huge now as his erection. "Give me your phone number and I'll call
you... I mean, one of my people will call you with the time and
place."

Tiffany leaned close and whispered her
number.

Bubba blinked. Only the area code, the same
as his own, had registered. He fumbled in his pocket for a pen but
found none.

"I can't remember all those numbers," he
said.

Tiffany batted her eyelashes. "Really?"

Bubba thought he saw, for just an instant,
the same look on Tiffany's face he'd seen on so many others—how
dumb can you be?—and felt his anger surge. But then it was gone
and he thought it might have all been his imagination. He couldn't
be dumber than this broad.

"I'm not good at memorizing things," he
said.

She eyed him suspiciously. "That's not good
for someone in the movie business."

"I'm not an actor. I'm a producer."

"I guess you're right," Tiffany said,
nodding. "Listen, when I bring you the bill, I'll give you a napkin
with my phone number written down. That way no one will notice."
She giggled again. "I feel like I'm a spy or something."

"Or a Bond girl," Bubba said in what felt
like a stroke of genius.

"Yes! A Bond girl!" She squealed with
excitement. "You're gonna make me famous, aren't you?"

Bubba nodded.

She scampered away, her butt wiggling inside
her tight orange shorts, to take other orders and bring other
customers their food. Bubba hated to see her leave even though he
loved her rear view almost as much as her front. But he couldn't
blame her. He wasn't her only customer.

Not yet.

He began to reconsider the scam. Maybe he
really could be a movie producer after all. And a director, too.
How hard could it be? You pressed the record button on a video
camera. You zoomed in. You zoomed out. You pressed the stop button.
He could use one of those remote gizmos so he could be also be the
leading man, one who didn't have to memorize any lines. Just say
what came naturally.

Yeah, he thought. He'd do it. For Tiffany. A
warm feeling came over him.

He'd make Tiffany's titties the most famous
pair in the wide, wonderful world of porn. And his hands would be
all over them. Bubba felt his own nipples get hard.

 


 



 


 


Three

 


Tiffany turned on the TV and stretched out on
the soft, deep-cushioned couch. Aromatherapy candles burned atop
the end table, sending off calming scents of pine needles and
juniper berries. On the wall behind the couch, three framed posters
of her idol, Marilyn Monroe, hung all in a line: one, a headshot of
Marilyn holding a pinkie to her sultry lips; another of her sitting
down on stone steps, her black dress hiked up to expose her fishnet
stockings; and of course her most famous shot of all, the one with
her standing on a subway grate, holding down her billowing
skirt.

The phone rang. Tiffany thought that Marilyn
would ignore it, playing hard to get, so she did, too. It had also
been ringing when she stepped into her apartment, and she'd let
that one ring, too, until the caller hung up at the end of her
recorded message. The answering machine had shown nine hang-ups,
three within the last two hours, but no messages left.

The phone felt silent.

She smiled. Hook, line, and sinker.
Thick Wad had probably tried her phone number from his cell phone
before he even left the Hooters parking lot, desperate to
make sure that it was a working number. And then kept trying.

Like a panting dog, its tail wagging
wildly.

She'd played him like a Stradivarius, acting
all wide-eyed and impressed, gushing over the possibilities. I
feel like I'm a spy! Tiffany felt particularly proud of that
line and the Bond girl nonsense. Thick Wad had bought it all, that
she actually thought he was a movie producer and was ready for him
to make her a star. As if women like her didn't hear bullshit cons
like that all the time.

She got up, turned the volume on the phone to
its lowest setting just in case Thick Wad gave it one more try
after she fell asleep, and collapsed back on the couch. Tiffany
felt a warm sense of tired contentment come over her. She wouldn't
be waiting tables at Hooters much longer. Soon she'd have
more money than she knew how to spend. Then maybe, just maybe,
she'd become famous, perhaps even a legend like Marilyn.

She clicked the remote until she came to a
preacher waving his thick, leather Bible in the air. Pressing the
record button, she began noting the details: every last hair in
place... an expensive light-colored suit and tie... a rapt
audience, tears streaming down some members' faces while others
closed their eyes or nodded their agreement.

The audience, Tiffany thought, would be the
difficult part to fake. Peter, her goody-two-shoes older brother,
would never let her use his congregation. He'd gone into the
ministry but showed no interest in moving to television, which was,
of course, where the money was. He was content to "shepherd his
little flock" even if it meant he owned only two cheap suits—one
for the Sunday morning service and one for the evening
service—scuffed shoes, and a beat up old Ford, its many layers of
rust about all that was holding it together. Peter preached of
sacrifice, service to God, and eternal rewards in Heaven.

Well, Tiffany thought, Peter can have all the
sacrifice he wants. She was going after the rewards, none of which
were eternal.

***

Bubba felt like snapping his cell phone in
two. Was the bitch ever going to pick up her fucking phone? He sat
at the card table in the middle of Jake's office, phone pressed to
his ear, the cards in front of him waiting to be shuffled. Jake's
garage smelled of grease and vinyl upholstery like any other
garage, but today no wrenches clanged nor wheel rims clunked on the
cement floor. The only sounds came from their conversation, the
thwack and riffling of the cards, and Jake's High-Def TV with
Surround-Sound speakers, all silenced while Jake went to the
can.

Bubba pressed the cell phone harder against
his ear, as if that would improve the chances of Tiffany picking
up. It had been three days since he met her and he had to have
called her number twenty-five times, but she hadn't picked up once.
Oh, she had answered alright, answered with a recording that she
wasn't in right then, could he please leave her a message, her
silky voice driving him crazy. He could just tell that when she'd
made the recording, she'd been standing there wearing nothing but a
pair of Victoria's Secret pink panties, barely covering anything at
all, just begging to be slipped off.

Leave me a message.

Oh baby, would he like to leave her a
message. Leave her a message all night long. They'd both be walking
bowlegged the next day but with big smiles on their faces.

He could make Tiffany one satisfied customer
if she just gave him a chance. If she'd just pick up the fucking
phone. At least the number was legit; it wasn't a fake one given
just to get rid of him. He'd gotten more than a few of those from
waitresses. No, that was her voice on the other line, oozing
with... with... with what? Sexuality? Yeah, sure. But Bubba liked
to personalize this sort of thing. Tiffany oozed with... and then
he got it. She oozed with melon juice.

Yeah, that was it. Oh baby, did she ooze with
it.

Bubba hung up without leaving a message, but
thought about calling again just to hear her voice again. It was
almost like phone sex, like 1-900-BIG-TITS and 1-900-HOT-SEXX and
1-900-CUM-A LOT. He used those numbers every now and then,
especially when he was in the middle of a dry spell. Like now.
Tiffany's voice was almost that good.

What the hell. He speed-dialed the number and
listened to her voice again beg him to leave his number. Begging
him. That voice dripping in melon juice. He closed his eyes and
thought of her. Maybe her panties weren't pink. They were black. Or
maybe even Hooters orange.

"What's your problem?" Jake asked, zipping
his fly as he came back from the bathroom. He was bald, not quite
fifty, thin and wiry.

Bubba sat up straight. "Nothin'." He grabbed
the deck of cards off the table and began to shuffle. They'd been
killing time, waiting in Jake's office for a call.

"You just getting around to shuffling now?"
Jake asked. "What you been doing, playing with yourself?"

Bubba shifted uncomfortably. He did have a
boner that was threatening to rip open the crotch in his jeans. He
stared at Jake, trying to get that ugly mug into his brain instead
of Tiffany's. Bubba let the smell of the garage's grease and dust
replace his memories of Tiffany's perfume. He stared at Jake's
craggy, pock-marked face and felt his desire fade.

"I had to make a phone call," Bubba said.

"You callin' those sex lines again?" Jake
said. "You looked like you were about to cum in your pants."

"No. I don't call them numbers no
more. Not much, at least. I was calling this broad I just met.
Name's Tiffany. She's like a fucking supermodel. Smoking hot.
Smoking! You should see her. Gave me her number and
everything. She's hot for me. She's just never at home."

"She didn't give you her cell number?"

Bubba shrugged. "She's a waitress at
Hooters. She had to slip me a number without getting caught
or she'd get fired." He puffed out his chest. "That's how much
she's hot for me."

Jake nodded. "Yeah, slipping you her cell
number would have been much tougher."

Bubba didn't get Jake's point. What was he
trying to say?

"Next time I'm gonna leave my number," Bubba
said. "On her answering machine, I mean."

"I thought you never gave your number to
broads. As a matter of principle."

That much was true. Bubba didn't want them
calling him after he dumped them. But...

"She's different," Bubba said.

"Oh, Jeeeesuuuuus." Jake rolled his
eyes. "Now you're really fucked."

"It's not like that." Bubba didn't want word
getting around that he might be in love or any of that sappy shit.
"It's just that... well, she's just built like a brick shithouse.
And you ought to hear her voice on the answering machine. Sexiest
thing you ever heard. One listen and I can't even think
straight."

"Since when did you ever think straight?"

Bubba dealt the cards, thinking again of
Tiffany's ripe melons jiggling inside her Hooters tank top
and her ass wiggling inside those orange shorts. His mind left the
grime of the garage and went back to his table at Hooters,
bringing back the intoxicating smell of Tiffany's lilac perfume as
she bent over to give him a peak.

"Every time I think of her," Bubba said, his
boner returning, "I get so horny I gotta take a cold shower or get
me a blowjob."

Jake slid his chair back from the table.
"Hey, don't look at me."

***

The phone rang as Tiffany burst through the
front door. She let it ring, as usual, but this time the caller
didn't hang up.

"Hey, Tiffany," the voice began and then
halted. Tiffany was pretty sure it was Thick Wad's but couldn't be
certain. Keep going, she muttered beneath her breath. As if
responding to her encouragement, he continued, "I'm the guy from
Hooters you gave your number to. Bubba. Bubba Winslow.
Remember me? Good-looking. Nice hair. Well-built."

Tiffany rolled her eyes and shook her head.
Men.

"So anyways," Thick Wad continued after
another pause. "I been trying to get ahold of you. I musta called
you a billion fucking times and you never answer so if you really
are out there, give me a call. If you got a pen and paper there,
here's my number."

Tiffany smiled for two reasons. The first was
that Bubba The Winslow, famed Hollywood producer, had just recited
his phone number.

One with a Boston area code.

A guy this dumb should be easily parted from
his thick wad of bills.

The other thing that made her smile was that
she'd been right. Hook, line, and sinker. He'd swallowed it
all.

She'd wait one more day—she didn't want to
play so hard to get he lost interest—and then would call him back.
By that time, he'd be out of his mind.

Primed to say yes to whatever she
proposed.

 


 



 


 


Four

 


Floodlights illuminated the mall's huge
parking lot. Shoppers streamed toward the entrances; others emerged
with loaded carts rattling and clanging. Outside, the early June
air was warm but pleasant; inside Ralphie's Grand Prix, the
stifling air reeked of cigarette smoke and Ralphie's stale sweat.
Bubba ducked his head out the window so he could breathe.

Ralphie turned down one row and up
another—there had to be fifty or sixty of them—and Bubba absently
eyed each car. He'd stolen his first one when he was thirteen and
his thousandth before he turned twenty-five. After that, he'd
stopped counting. Now that he was thirty-two, he couldn't imagine
what the number was, nor did he care. What was once exciting had
become just a job. One he could do in his sleep.

"I wish The Boss would give me something
different to do," Bubba said.

 

Ralphie hacked a wet, phlegm-soaked cough and
shifted his immense, flabby bulk. He wiped his mouth with the back
of his hand, took one last drag on the cigarette, its tip glowing
bright, then flicked the butt out the window. Saying nothing, he
pulled the pack of Winstons out for another.

"Something big," Bubba added, almost offering
a kidnap as an example before stopping himself just in time. "A
bank job or something like that."

"Why, so you can stink up my car? Any time
you try something new, it's like a fucking natural gas
explosion."

Bubba wondered if Ralphie's car could smell
much worse than it already did, but he didn't want to go there.
"I'm just saying. It's always the same old shit. I feel kinda... I
dunno, restless."

Ralphie shrugged and scratched the whiskers
on his unshaven face. "He gave me the Wells Fargo job a couple
months back. I got no complaints."

"I ain't complaining," Bubba said.

"Sounds like you're complaining to me. I'm
not sure The Boss would want to hear that."

"At least he gave you the Wells Fargo job,"
Bubba said. "He never gives me nothing good."

Ralphie eyed him. "That's cause you always
fuck up."

Bubba fell silent. Sometimes Ralphie could be
such a prick.

They drove up and down a few more rows. "You
don't see nothing worth taking?" Ralphie asked.

"I'm looking!" Bubba said, sounding a lot
more testy than he intended. "This ain't like picking up a broad at
a bar ten minutes before closing." He felt like adding, "Not that
you'd know anything about that, you fat fuck."

Instead he got thinking about Tiffany.
Everything firm and tight that should be firm and tight; everything
bouncy—boing, boing, boing, boing—that should be bouncy.

His hands itched to pull out his cell phone
and try her one more time. They were destined to be together. But
he couldn't call now, not with Ralphie listening. He'd never hear
the end of it. The fat prick never got a piece of pussy he didn't
pay for, except of course from his wife, but that didn't stop him
from ragging on guys who did.

Bubba thought about asking Ralphie to stop at
the McDonald's a mile down the road. He'd say he need to take a
leak but would just use the chance to make the call. The call that
would bring him and Tiffany together at last, her naked body hot
against his, her eyes wide at the size of the Big Bubba Meat
Stick.

"What are you grinning at?" Ralphie
asked.

Bubba snapped out of his reverie. "Me?"

"Who the fuck you think I'm talking to?
Elvis?"

Bubba wished he could think of a sharp retort
but couldn't come up with a thing.

"What was wrong with that Beemer?" Ralphie
asked.

"What Beemer?"

"Christ Almighty, will you get your head out
of your ass? We just went past a new Beemer."

Bubba blinked. "Circle back again. I missed
it."

"How the fuck did you miss it?"

"It's dark out."

"There's fucking floodlights everywhere."

"I missed it. What the fuck you want from
me?"

"I'm driving and I didn't miss it. All you're
doin' is sitting there and looking for cars like the Beemer, and we
drive past at fifteen fucking miles an hour tops and you missed it.
And you wonder why The Boss don't give you nothing good. He's
right. You can't chew gum and fart at the same time."

Seething, Bubba folded his arms. If he had so
much as a single stick of Wrigley's spearmint, he'd happily prove
Ralphie wrong.

***

A second time down the same row proved that
the Beemer would have been a pretty attractive target except for
the guy sitting in the car next to it reading a newspaper. Bubba
took a pen out of the glove compartment and, noting the sign on a
nearest floodlight pole that indicated the row number, scribbled
"32" on his left palm. He didn't trust himself to remember the
number and would be damned if he gave Ralphie another reason to
mock him. Ralphie snickered anyway, shaking his head, and they
moved on until Bubba finally spotted what looked like an older
Toyota Camry parked at the farthest and darkest end of the huge
lot.

"Over there," Bubba said, feeling a sense of
redemption coming on. He'd tried to argue that the overlooked
Beemer had been because his mind had blocked out the car as soon as
he spotted the guy with the newspaper, but not even he believed
that bullshit, and Ralphie had predictably laughed. This Camry,
which had to be at least fifteen years old but looked to be in
great shape, would put the fat fuck in his place. Older Toyotas in
good condition were worth a fortune chopped up for spare parts and
a lot easier to break into than new cars like the Beemer.

Ralphie parked about ten spaces away,
blocking the view of the Camry from the nearest store, and popped
the trunk. Bubba climbed out of the car. He breathed in the clean,
smoke-free air as he moved to the back of the Grand Prix.

The trunk smelled of the spare tire and motor
oil. He grabbed the Slim Jim and with a quick glance around, headed
for the Camry, parked halfway between the floodlights. He held the
Slim Jim against his leg as he walked, shielding it from view even
though there wasn't anyone close enough to see a thing. The nearest
other cars were over a hundred yards away.

A piece of cake, that's what it was. The
Camry would be in Jake's garage in no time and in pieces soon
after.

As Bubba neared, he noticed that its windows
were fogged up so he couldn't see inside. But that was no big deal.
He didn't need to know whether the seats were vinyl or Corinthian
leather to make this score worthwhile. After one last look around,
he slid the Slim Jim between the passenger side window and the
weather stripping, jiggled the Slim Jim back and forth until it
caught the lock rod, and flipped it.

He opened the door. The dome light went
on.

A skinny kid slumped in the back seat shot
bolt upright. His eyes widened. He looked about twenty, give or
take a couple years. He wore a black New England Patriots
T-shirt.

"Aw, fuck," Bubba said.

The kid, his every muscle rigid, struggled to
sit up even straighter. "Jess," he said in a panic filled voice.
"Jess!"

"No, I ain't Jess," Bubba said. "Whoever the
fuck he is."

"Get out of here!" the kid said.

Bubba peered over the front seat back. A head
bobbed up and down on the kid's crotch area. She was topless. Long
flaming red hair. Enthusiastic.

Bubba grinned.

The kid tapped the redhead. "Jess, stop!"

Bubba frowned. Dear God, please don't let
Jess be a dude.

The redhead straightened up, her bare back
facing Bubba but at enough of an angle for him to see that this was
no guy.

Bubba's grin widened.

"What?" she asked.

The skinny kid pointed at Bubba.

She turned. Bubba got the full view. A nice
rack. Not spectacular like Tiffany's, or at least how Bubba had
imagined Tiffany's undoubtedly outrageous rack. But nice. Real
nice. Each breast a little more than a handful. Perky. Nipples hard
like erasers.

Her jaw dropped. Eyes wide, she didn't move.
The free show lasted for seconds. A pocket of spittle—at least
Bubba thought it was spittle—formed at the corner of her mouth.

Ralphie called out from behind in a
half-whisper, half-holler, just loud enough to be heard. "What the
fuck you doing?"

The redhead screamed. Ear piercing and
shrill.

Bubba wanted to get away from the painful
scream but the eyeful he was getting stopped him.

Then she covered her breasts, breaking the
spell. Bubba slammed the door and ran. He ducked into Ralphie's car
and they sped off, not slowing down or stopping until they were
miles from the mall.

"There you go grinning again," Ralphie said,
pissed off. "You fuck up a piece of cake like that, cost me a thick
stack of bills, and you're grinning."

Those had been some really nice tits, Bubba
thought.

But when he tried to explain it, Ralphie
said, "Why didn't you tell me? We maybe coulda taken over for the
punk. Tossed him out and taken over with the little bitch where he
left off." He winked. "A little tag team action, if you know what I
mean."

Bubba was stunned. "C'mon Ralphie. That ain't
even funny."

Ralphie adjusted the crotch of his pants.
"Who says I was joking?"

 


 



 


 


Five

 


Bubba checked his hair in the Holiday Inn
mirror. The suite was costing him more than a couple bills but
would be worth it. Hollywood producers didn't audition babes in no
Motel 6.

He made sure no food was lodged between his
teeth, squirted yet another burst of Binaca into his
mouth—puckering his cheeks at the sharp peppermint taste—and
sniffed to make sure he'd put on enough cologne.

Yeah, just right. He flexed his
muscles and thought of opportunities to casually show off his
physique, like his old gym teacher who'd cock his arm when drinking
a Coke so his biceps bulged until the old maids he taught with—and
a few of the married ones too—all but fell into a swoon. Life
lessons with Mr. Boyd: how to get laid without really trying. Bubba
undid another button on his shirt to show off a little more chest
hair and the bling he'd added for the occasion.

He wasn't no Hollywood producer, but Bubba
sure had heard about casting couches and couldn't wait to get
Tiffany on one of his own. Its springs would never be the same.
He'd make sure of that. Those ads on the TV warned about seeking
medical help for erections that lasted more than four hours, but
Tiffany had left him walking around with a perpetual boner for
almost a week now. Not all the time, of course, but it sure felt
like it.

That silky, smooth voice. I'm not here
now, please leave a message. And those melons. Boing, boing,
boing, boing. If he didn't bang her brick shithouse pretty
soon, he'd go out of his mind.

He glanced at his watch. Seven minutes late.
Jesus. Was she ever going to get here?

The knock came on the door.

Licking his lips and glancing one more time
in the mirror, Bubba strode to the door and looked through the
peephole.

She took his breath away. Sunglasses propped
atop her flowing blonde hair. Light pink lipstick. Black slacks and
a tight-fitting yellow top.

Boing, boing, boing, boing.

Holy shit.

Bubba opened the door. Tiffany flashed a
radiant smile and gave him a peck on the cheek.

Welcome to Boner-ville.

Bubba's heart thumped. His palms felt
suddenly moist and his mouth dry. Tiffany did it for him far more
than all the hookers and cheap sluts he'd banged in the past. She
was one in a million. One in a billion. What came after a billion?
Bubba couldn't remember, but whatever it was, Tiffany was one in
that number.

"Are we just going to stand here?" she
asked.

Bubba tried to regain his cool. He stepped
aside and ushered her in. Down boy, he commanded the growing
boner inside his pants.

But then she walked ahead of him into the
room, her shapely ass wiggling back and forth and his pecker took
on a mind of its own. It was having nothing of down boy.

Tiffany strode to the tan couch by the
window, sat down, and crossed her legs. She looked up expectantly,
a look Bubba took to be full of desire until her next words.

"I Googled your name," she said. "I couldn't
find a Bubba Winslow who has produced any Hollywood films." She
raised her eyebrows.

Bubba felt his heart sink and his head swim.
What was he supposed to say? He hadn't thought of that.

Goodbye Boner-ville.

Tiffany cocked her head. "You wouldn't have
been trying to con me, would you?"

"Ah... no," Bubba said. "I, um, I don't use
Bubba for my films. Nicknames are bad for producers."

"What do you use?"

Bubba took a stab in the dark. "Jake." It had
been the first name he thought of. Other than Tiffany, of
course.

"Jake?" she asked. "Isn't that just another
nickname?"

"Jack, I mean," Bubba said.

"There's no Jack Winslow either. I checked
all the Winslows. There were a few but no Jacks."

Bubba blinked. Tiffany's sly grin made her
look like a cat about to devour a canary. He licked his lips.

"I don't use Winslow either," he said. "It's
too... um... ethnic."

Tiffany raised her eyebrows and he could all
but see her rolling her eyes. She smiled in a way that reminded him
of his old schoolteachers when he'd tried to explain what had
happened to his homework.

"Bubba," she said with an edge in her voice.
"How about we cut the bullshit. You're no Hollywood producer.
You've probably never even stepped foot in Hollywood. You aren't
casting a movie. You just want to fuck me blind."

Bubba couldn't move, couldn't speak, couldn't
breathe.

"I hear lines like yours all the time,"
Tiffany continued. "The only movies guys like you want me to be in
are amateur porn with you and me as the stars."

Bubba tried to swallow.

"That isn't going to happen," she said.

Bubba felt his heart thud to a stop. His
shoulders slumped and he exhaled loudly, uncertain if he'd be able
to draw in another breath. He stared at the dark blue carpet.

"However," Tiffany said, "there is a way we
could work together."

He looked up. His boner came back to
life.

***

"You wanna be a preacher?" Bubba asked
in disbelief. When he looked at Tiffany, he sure didn't think of
Jesus.

"On TV," she said. "There's a difference.
I've got a brother who's the real thing"—she waved a hand
dismissively—"and he has to visit the sick and run prayer meetings
and all kinds of shit like that. He even has to mow the church's
fucking lawn. Can you believe that? And they don't pay him shit.
But a TV preacher... that's different. I'm going to have a weekly
show, a weekly service on TV. That's where the big money is. I just
need to line up the sponsors."

She eyed Bubba meaningfully.

"But... you should be an actress," Bubba
said. "You're... you're gorgeous."

"Gorgeous actresses are a dime a dozen,"
Tiffany said, waving her hand dismissively. "Lots of them are
waiting tables in LA, waiting for their big chance. Waiting to fuck
their way onto a set. I want to be different. A gorgeous
preacher..." She smiled coyly. "If I am as gorgeous as you say, I
could stand out as a gorgeous preacher. Easy on the eyes, as they
say."

"You're really serious?" he asked. He hadn't
thought about church in years. He'd grown up as a Catholic, sort
of, going to confession when his mother made him, but it hadn't
really made much of an impression. After he'd said his Hail Marys
and Our Fathers, he'd happily gone out and done the same thing the
next week. When he turned sixteen, he told his mother he wasn't
going anymore. By that time, Bubba's father had taken off for good
so she could only sigh and tell Bubba that she couldn't force him
but she'd pray for his soul. Which was fine with Bubba, although it
did seem like a waste of time.

But this... he couldn't equate Tiffany with
those old buzzard priests who'd drone on and on until his mind
drifted off to Cindie Savinelli's titties and whether the Red Sox
would ever win a World Series. Mostly, Cindie Savinelli's
titties.

"I don't think no church is gonna let you be
their preacher," Bubba said. "No offense, I mean," he added
quickly.

"This isn't going to be a real church,"
Tiffany said. "It's TV. Aren't you paying attention? We can
fake the crowds and fake everything but me preaching." She leaned
closer and Bubba smelled the lilac perfume. He wished she'd just
lean just a little bit closer. "Trust me," she said. "When the
camera is on me, I can perform."

Bubba thought of the camera shots he'd
originally been planning for her. I can perform. He felt
himself begin to stiffen again. He just couldn't imagine her as a
preacher or a priest or a—what did they call them?—a
televangelist.

Trying to make sure he didn't offend her, he
began, "But you're..."

"I'm different than anyone else doing this
shtick."

What the hell, Bubba wondered, was a shtick?
When he tried to think of Tiffany doing a shtick, he came up with a
blowjob. And he was sure that wasn't right.

"What I don't have," Tiffany said, "is a
producer. That's where you come in."

Bubba blinked. Hadn't she already made fun of
his claims as a producer? Poked holes in his story and said it was
all a load of bullshit?

"You are going to be my producer," Tiffany
said. "My executive producer."

"I am?"

"Yes."

"But I haven't worked much with a
camera."

"A camera? Jesus Christ, don't you know
anything?" Anger danced in her eyes. "You give me this bullshit
line about being a Hollywood producer and you don't even know what
a fucking producer does. I mean, Keee-rist!"

Bubba didn't move.

Tiffany exhaled slowly. "A producer does many
things, one of which is raise money. That's what we need you to do
now. Raise money. Because as should be pretty obvious, I can't pay
for all the expenses out of my Hooters paycheck. You, on the
other hand, seem to be a guy with a bit of money himself. You
probably know a lot of other guys with money.
Investors."

She hovered closer and almost rubbed a breast
against his arm. "But if you put up all the money yourself, you
won't have to share me with anyone."

Bubba felt himself return to Boner-ville in a
very, very big way.

 


 



 


 


Six

 


Tiffany scanned the front room of the
parsonage her brother, his wife, and two little kids lived in.
Pathetic. A threadbare carpet that had to be over ten years old.
She guessed he'd bought it for a couple of bucks at a yard sale—or
more likely, he'd gotten it free when someone left it out for the
trash. The threadbare sofa had goosed her as soon as she sat down,
its springs having sprung long ago. Every other floorboard creaked.
The tiny house with its hand-me-down furnishings and faded
wallpaper smelled old and broken down, clean but tired with no life
left in it. To Tiffany, it reeked of being dirt poor again.

"I feel like I'm back home," she said.

Peter said nothing. They'd been down this
road many times before.

"I mean, the one we lived in before we got
thrown out," Tiffany said.

"Don't start."

"Just tell me. What'll happen to your family
if you die young like Daddy?" Their father, a preacher like Peter
with barely a worldly possession to his name, had died a few weeks
short of his forty-seventh birthday, killed by a drunk driver who'd
swerved onto the wrong side of the road. Yeah, the Lord had
provided alright. The church had given Daddy a glorious sendoff,
celebrating his passing on to his eternal reward, but then
regretfully told their mother that the family would have to vacate
the parsonage as soon as the replacement arrived. Which turned out
to be all of six weeks later.

"The Lord will provide," Peter said with
downcast eyes.

"Like He did for Momma and us?"

"We're standing here today, aren't we?"

"Not because the Lord provided," Tiffany
said, snorting in disgust. "The Lord didn't do a thing for us."
She'd never forget how she'd worn the same two dresses to school
every other day, one of them so tattered Momma had eventually sewed
on a mortifying patch that had forever solidified Tiffany's status
as a social leper. "We survived because Momma married Creepy
Charlie. The Lord didn't do shit."

"Please," Peter said between gritted teeth.
"I'll not have you use foul language in this house."

Tiffany thought that what Creepy Charlie had
tried to do to her had been far more foul than a four-letter
word—only pure damned luck had stopped him—but Peter didn't know
anything about that. No one did.

"I'm sorry," she said. And she was. She also
needed a favor. "Let's start over."

"Fair enough."

"I have a favor to ask."

"Why did I think that was coming?" he said
and began shaking his head. "I'm sorry but the answer is no. Just
like it is every time. I have no money to lend you. We could barely
pay for the antibiotics for Rachel's strep throat last week. God
will provide, of that I am sure, but he's not going to pay for your
nose job or whatever it is you want money for this time."

"Nose job?" Tiffany asked, affronted.
Reflexively, she touched it. "What's wrong with my nose?"

"Nothing."

"So why do you think I need a nose job?"

"You don't. The nose God gave you is
perfectly fine. But so were the... the breasts God gave you. You
didn't need to spend thousands of dollars to make them bigger."

Tiffany's anger flared. "Do you know how many
kids at school called me Tiffy Tiny Tits? Do you know what that
felt like? 'How are the mosquito bites, Tiffy Tiny Tits? Sixteen
years old and you still don't need a bra.' Do you have any
idea of how humiliating it was to hear that over and over?"

"Kids taunted me, too."

"Only because you were the goody-two-shoes.
Too saintly to debauch himself and go to a dance." Tiffany pointed
to herself. "I'd have gone to a dance even if Momma grounded me for
life if there'd been so much as one boy who would have danced with
me."

Peter averted his eyes.

"You don't know how great it feels to look
how I do now." Tiffany pointed at her breasts. "I look great and I
love it. And someday I'll go to my high school reunion and watch
all those boys who wouldn't so much as look at me drool dribble
down their chins. I might even wear my Hooters uniform. And
when all those jerks come up and ask me to dance, I'll arch my back
just like this"—Tiffany arched hers—"and tell them to go... well, I
won't offend your sensibilities by filling in that blank."

Peter nodded. As pariahs, they'd shared a
curious closeness back then despite the six-year gap between
them.

"Besides," Tiffany said, "the boob job paid
for itself. If you'll pardon my language, extra tits means extra
tips. Took me just a couple months to pay for them."

He shook his head. "That's sick."

"That's life."

"Then you shouldn't need any money now that
you're raking it in."

Tiffany thought he'd been about to add, "as
the Devil's mistress" only to hold back. "I'm not here for
money."

His eyes rose. "No? Then what?"

"I'd like to set up a video camera and tape
your congregation."

"For what?"

"It would be very discreet. No one would even
know they were being taped."

He cocked his head. "For what?"

"I was thinking about setting up my own,
um... I guess you could call it a... a ministry."

Peter's jaw dropped. Long seconds went
by.

"You?" he finally said. "You can't be
serious."

"I am."

"But... but you don't believe in anything,"
he said, incredulous. "You walk around half-naked and... and... and
you don't tithe your money to the Lord. You use it to buy... breast
implants so men will look upon you with even more filthy lust. So
they'll throw more lust-money at you... you whore of Babylon."

Whore of Babylon? Tiffany hadn't
thought her chances were very good. In truth, she'd pegged them at
about those of hell freezing over. But whore of Babylon? She hadn't
been prepared for that.

Peter's face turned crimson. "You're a
Hooters girl, for crying out loud. A harlot of the
imagination. How dare you even think about profaning a
pulpit with your presence?"

Tiffany held up a hand for him to stop. "Just
tell me one thing. Is that a no?"

 


 



 


 


Seven

 


Bubba drove the silver Mercedes—so new he'd
all but driven it directly off the lot—into the leftmost of the
three bays in Jake's garage. The car's former owner had attempted
to protect his investment with The Club, which never failed to
bring a smile to Bubba's face because it meant he didn't have to
worry about a LoJack transmitter. In the old days, The Club had
delayed Bubba for as long as it took to spray its lock with Freon
and then, shatter the frozen lock like glass with a hammer. But
that was so Old School. Now, with a hundred-dollar Club
Buster—intended for locksmiths and tow-truck operators—it took less
than sixty seconds. It was like taking candy from babies.

On another day, Bubba would have appreciated
the Mercedes' smooth handling, the virtually silent air
conditioning for the current late June heat, the leather seats with
built-in warmers for the winter, and especially that new car smell
he almost never encountered in his line of work. For every one
luxury vehicle, he probably stole close to ten older compact cars,
sometimes the older the better purely for their spare parts value.
The smells in those cars ranged from stale cigarette smoke to old
French fries wedged somewhere beneath the seats.

But the Mercedes' new car smell did nothing
for him today. For all its charms, the vehicle represented nothing
more than a paycheck. And Bubba needed a few more. The costs of
Tiffany's show were going to clean him out soon. He'd felt like a
big shot paying for everything in thick stacks of hundred dollar
bills, had even congratulated himself on his first entry into money
laundering, but he couldn't help feeling nervous over the mounting
expenses.

What he really needed was a big score, like
the kidnapping solo job that had gone bad, not this nickel-and-dime
shit that everyone else from The Boss, Ralphie, and Jake got their
cut of. It paid the bills, at least his own, and then some but not
all the expenses Tiffany's show was racking up. If only that prep
school kid had been home, Bubba thought. Then he'd be rolling in
the dough. That mother with the green eyes would have paid off.

And she was pretty good-looking, too.
Definitely a MILF. Bubba thought that if he'd just had the nerve to
take his mask off, she'd have probably done him right there and
then, tearing his fucking clothes off with her unbridled lust.
They'd have done it at least twice, maybe even three times, each in
a different position. Rich women could never get enough of it.
That's what all the pornos said. Although he'd come to distrust
their accuracy on some counts—most notably women's enthusiasm for
taking it up the ass—Bubba doubted the films would lie about
something like this. He'd have to make another try at the Stapleton
mansion as soon as things quieted down.

"You just gonna sit there?"

Bubba blinked. Jake was peering in at him,
smiling, then spreading his hands as if to ask, "What are you
doing?"

Bubba opened the car door. The smell of
grease hit him.

"Just couldn't part with it, eh?" Jake
said.

"Yeah. Something like that."

"Well hurry up." Jake was always edgy when a
luxury car came in. All the guys in the gang, Bubba included, knew
how to defeat the latest anti-theft devices, but Jake didn't settle
down until he knew a car had no transmitter broadcasting its
location to the cops. The ones tied into a GPS system were easy.
Bubba just broke off the GPS antenna. LoJack antennas were tougher
to find.

"Don't worry," Bubba said. "This one had The
Club."

Jake relaxed. No one ever bought both LoJack
and The Club. "You sure?"

"No, I'm making it up," Bubba said, a little
pissed. He knew he was no Einstein and all the guys ragged him on
it, even Jake, but it didn't take a fucking genius to recall
whether you'd just busted The Club or not.

"Sorry," Jake said. "Hey, I got something to
show you while I work on this baby. You'll like this."

They walked into his office and with the
click of a few buttons on the remote Jake was fast forwarding past
a commercial and then resuming the show he'd recorded. He pointed
at the screen. "Man, how'd ya like to live in a place like
that?"

Bubba looked at overhead images of fenced-in
estates, lavish mansions with gigantic flat-topped garages, huge
swimming pools, expansive lawns, and many with golf holes. Even
from the air, you could tell that each of them reeked of money.

"Where is it? Palms Springs? Beverly Hills?"
Bubba asked.

"Nah," Jake said with a dismissive wave.
"It's a place called Sea Breeze Island. Look closer. At the
garages."

Bubba peered at screen and saw... what was
that on top of one of the garages? A helicopter?

"What's the helicopter doin' on top of the
guy's garage?" he asked.

Jake smiled. "I guess you do know your shit
from Shinola." Bubba said nothing. Jake continued, "That's a
heliport, a place where helicopters can land. All them garages are
like that. The place is a fucking island with no bridges. You can
only get there by yacht or helicopter."

"An island with no bridges?" Bubba asked. "I
don't get it. Looks like they're loaded. They can't afford a
fucking bridge?"

"They got money alright," Jake said with a
chuckle. "Every one of them is a billionaire. Or close enough."

"A billionaire?" Bubba whistled in
admiration. That was a one followed by a lot of zeroes. He didn't
know exactly how many zeroes but it was a lot. Probably twenty or
thirty. "So why don't they build a fucking bridge?"

"Cause if you can only get there by
helicopter, it keeps out the riff-raff." Jake shot Bubba a glance.
"Like you and me." Jake tapped his temple. "Them rich people ain't
dummies. They want seclusion at a place like that. Each
estate—that's what they call 'em, estates—has to be at least ten
acres. If they want to get away from everybody, they can. If they
want someone nearby, it'll be someone like themselves. Another
billionaire."

"How you know all this?" Bubba asked.

"I seen it before and taped it. I'm watching
it again."

"How come?"

"Wait just a sec."

The overhead view, which in the lower right
corner showed the shadow of a helicopter on the ground below, moved
to one estate where a blurred-out image of a woman far below
hastily grabbed for a towel.

"See that?" Jake said as he backed up the
show in slow motion, frame by frame. "She was sunbathing in the
nude when this show's helicopter flew by." He looked up for only a
second before his intense gaze returned to the TV screen. "They
scrambled her image so the FCC or the woman doesn't sue them. But
they might have missed a frame or two." He grinned and winked.
"It's worth a look. It ain't often you get a peek at high-class
titties."

Bubba leaned close for a peek. High-class
titties sounded pretty good to him. He hitched up his pants and
felt his crotch grow hot. "I'll betcha every woman on that island
is built like a brick shithouse. Rich guys never have ugly broads.
Every single one them has nice big tits and tiny little asses just
meant for squeezing."

"Which would ya like to squeeze, the nice big
tits or the tiny little asses?" Jake asked, his eyes still locked
on the screen.

"Both."

They laughed.

"Tell me," Jake said, handing Bubba the
remote. "You ever hear of big tits that wasn't nice? Or a tiny huge
ass?"

"What?"

"You said 'nice big tits and tiny little
asses, '" Jake said. "If tits are big, don't they have to be nice?
If an ass is tiny, doesn't it have to be little?"

Bubba didn't get it. "I guess so. What's your
point?"

"My point is that 'nice big tits' is
redundant. 'Tiny little asses' is redundant. I'm tryin' to teach
you something."

"Redundant?" Bubba asked. "You mean, like, a
turn on?"

Jake stared at him for a second, then laughed
and shook his head as he climbed out of his creaking chair. "Yeah,
a turn on. Redundant. Straight out of Webster's fucking
dictionary."

Bubba nodded. He'd have to remember that word
next time he was with Tiffany. He'd use it to impress her, let her
know that he was a man of culture and sophistication. You didn't
just come out and say to a babe like that that you wanted to bang
her. You had to be smooth and let her know that she was...
redundant.

"You got a pencil and paper?" Bubba
asked.

"What for?"

"I gotta write it down before I forget it,"
Bubba said. "Whaddya think I want a pencil and paper for?
Jesus!"

Jake pointed to the desk against the far
wall. "Top drawer." He headed off to work on the Mercedes.

Bubba imagined meeting one of the babes from
the secluded island, maybe even the one that had been sunbathing in
the nude, showing off her titties and everything else for them spy
satellites to take pictures of. He'd let her know that she was...
damn, he'd already forgotten the word... what was it? Oh yeah,
redundant. Baby you just soooo redundant. He scribbled the
word on a sheet of paper and stuffed it in his pants pocket.

He'd volunteer for the CIA if from high
overhead he could be taking some pictures of them redundant
titties. Bubba felt his patriotism soar. He watched the scrambled
image of the sunbather all over again before pressing rewind and
stepping through each frame, looking at each one for just a peek at
an unscrambled titty.

Man, I gotta get me some of that high-class
island poontang.

 


 



 


 


Eight

 


A week and a half later, Bubba sat in the
middle of the front row, what he liked to think of as the
producer's seat. The executive producer's seat. He held the
clapboard up for the camera, clicked it, and with a broad smile and
perfect hair said, "Scene 1, Take 1" even though there was only the
one half-hour scene and there had better be only one take because
he'd only rented a weekly one-hour slot of studio time. Then he
took his place as an audience of one, elbows resting on the arms of
the chair, surrounded by nine empty beige seats to his left, ten to
his right, and two empty rows behind him rising up in stadium
style. On stage below, the kid from Emerson College operated two
side-by-side cameras, one for close-ups and the other for full
views, while Tiffany performed, basking beneath the bright glow of
a semi-circle of lights mounted on the ceiling, every one trained
on her.

Even though his pickup lines about being a
Hollywood producer had been pure bullshit, Bubba wasn't blind. He
didn't have to be no hotshot producer to see that Tiffany was a
natural. She looked directly into the camera, confident and sexy,
seducing the viewer with her eyes.

And with everything else. Mostly, everything
else.

Especially her nipples, poking through the
soft, thin fabric of her otherwise conservative black dress. Those
puppies were begging to be set free, Bubba thought.

Lick me, fondle me, they called to
him. The chilly studio had turned them hard as erasers. Or maybe
she was just turned on. She sure looked it, practically making love
to the camera.

Everything was perfect. Except for the words.
The words were putting him to sleep.

"David was filled with faith in his heart,"
Tiffany said. "And he said to the giant Goliath, 'Thou comest to me
with a sword, and with a spear, and with a shield: but I come to
thee in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of
Israel, whom thou hast defied.'"

Who gives a shit, Bubba wondered.
Tiffany was built to do sexy stuff. If not porn at least use her T
& A, not this religious shit. If a guy was clicking his remote
and came to a station with Tiffany on it, he'd stop as long as he
had a pecker. And wasn't gay. Even some guy with a bitch of a wife
sitting right next to him ready to call him a filthy bastard
wouldn't be able to avoid stopping for at least the slightest
pause. It was as instinctive as your knee flying up when the doctor
hit it with his little hammer. You couldn't help it.

But Bubba could see guys frowning—not now but
in the weeks ahead when the show would air—and thinking, "What a
waste," and continuing on to the next station. Click. Pause. Frown.
Click.

Why couldn't Tiffany see this? Guys didn't
date super-religious girls. The ones that pretended to be
religious were fine; some of them were even more fun. But the
super-religious girls? Forget it. They never put out. What was the
point?

Same thing with Tiffany on TV. Hearing her
talk about the Bible was like one giant cold shower. No one was
gonna watch this crap.

"And when the giant toppled over," Tiffany
said, "David raced to him and slew the giant with his own
sword."

Thank God, Bubba thought, for Tiffany's hard
nipples. They were the only things keeping him awake.

***

Tiffany couldn't wait for it to be over. It
felt all wrong. She was saying all the things she'd planned to say
about King David and faith in God and all that happy horseshit, but
the words felt false, no matter how much energy she tried to put
into them. This shit was easy for Peter, her brother. He believed
that crap about salvation and heaven and hell.

She was faking it and hating every false
minute. But she stuck to the script, trying to ignore her inner
fingernails screeching on a chalkboard, until she shut her eyes,
said the closing prayer, and ended the program with the plea for
contributions.

"Lord willing, see you next week," Tiffany
said in parting benediction, her eyes fixed on the camera.

She waited.

And waited.

She looked to Bubba in the front row. The
dumbass was asleep. This was supposed to be his creative
contribution, scrambling onto the stage, putting the clapboard in
front of the camera, clicking it, and saying, "That's a take." It
would make the fool feel important, give him a little bang for his
buck.

But there he was, mouth wide open, dead
asleep. If her potential audience was fucking morons, this was
confirmation of her worst fears.

"Keep rolling," she said to the Justin behind
the camera. Without moving his head, he gave a thumbs-up.

Tiffany walked to the front of the stage, her
heels clicking on the hardwood floor, Justin swiveling Camera Two
around to follow her every move. She stepped onto the bright red
carpeting that separated the stage from the seating and stood
before Bubba's sleeping form.

Simultaneously, she laid a hand on his
forehead and shouted, "Lazarus, come forth!"

Bubba bolted upright. His arms waved about
and his eyes blinked wildly.

"It's a miracle!" Tiffany shouted and looked
back to the camera triumphantly.

***

Heart racing, Bubba tried to clear the
cobwebs but with little success. Tiffany and the snot-nosed kid
were laughing their asses off, leaving no doubt who they were
laughing at, but Bubba didn't understand what he'd done. Tiffany
had done something to scare the shit out of him. That much he knew.
That was why his heart was about to jump out of his chest. He
glanced down at his crotch to make sure he hadn't pissed his pants
over whatever Tiffany had done.

"What's goin' on?" he demanded, but the two
just kept laughing, Tiffany beside him and the snot-nosed kid
behind the camera, his head barely visible but his high-pitched
cackle impossible to miss.

Laughing at him.

Bubba narrowed his eyes and stepped toward
the camera and the snot-nosed kid. He'd rip the little puke in two.
Teach him a lesson he wouldn't forget.

The high-pitched cackle fell silent.

"What the fuck is so funny?" Bubba said.

A hand touched his elbow. He felt the light
pressure of Tiffany's fingernails and on some level felt pleasure
in the touch—Tiffany!—but the level that mattered right now
was his fury. "You think you can laugh at me and get away with
it?"

The kid poked his head out from behind the
camera and looked toward Tiffany for help. He looked like he was
going to shit his pants.

"Ain't you guys never seen
Goodfellas?" Bubba asked.

The kid's Adam's apple bobbed. He'd seen it
and he knew what was coming next.

"You see what happened to the guy who laughed
at Joe Pesci?" Bubba let that sink in. "Don't you know who I
am?"

The kid recoiled.

"You think I'm just a two-bit car thief?" he
asked. "I've dug a few holes, if you catch my drift."

"Bubba," Tiffany said softly, her grip on his
elbow tightening.

"You think all the dough I spent on all this
shit..." Bubba waved his free hand through the air from left to
right. The kid cowered behind the camera. "... you think I got it
working at McFuckingDonald's? You think I got it working in some
fucking cubicle? Do you know who the fuck I am? Do you have any
fucking idea who you're messing with?"

"Bubba," Tiffany said, turning him to face
her. "You fell asleep during my sermon."

Bubba felt hot, angry air leak out of his
balloon.

"Slept right through the closing," Tiffany
said, looking angrier and angrier. "Right through where you're
supposed to take the fucking clapboard and say, 'That's a
wrap,' or whatever the fuck you'd planned to say." Her cheeks
flushed. "So since you insulted me by falling asleep when I
needed you... don't you dare holler at me for waking your
lame ass up."

Bubba took a step back. "I just don't like
people laughing at me."

Tiffany pointed a finger at him. "Don't you
ever threaten me, do you understand? I don't care how many
fucking holes you've dug."

Bubba nodded. He looked down at the carpeted
floor.

"I'd ask you how you thought it went, but
you've already answered that," she said. "Thank you very much. At
least you didn't snore."

Before Bubba could think of a reply, Tiffany
turned to the kid. "Justin, what did you think?"

The kid shrunk away from her. His Adam's
apple bobbed up and down. "I, um... I thought it was okay. A few
rough spots, but nothing I can't edit out."

"For Chrissakes, I sucked," Tiffany said.
"Bubba hasn't taken his eyes off me since the day we met and even
he fell asleep."

Bubba tried to think of what to say. "I'm
sorry. I, um... I'm just not very religious."

"Maybe the whole concept is wrong," Tiffany
said. "It feels wrong. No one is going to watch this shit."

"You looked great," the kid said. "You work
well in front of a camera. It's just... hard to take you seriously
as a real preacher. Cause of how you look and everything. A guy
doesn't look at you and think of Jesus." He smiled. "Except,
'Holy, Jesus!'"
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