Nathan Webber

Rick the Gooser


Rick arrived at the casino early. He wanted to finish it. 
     He walked through the doors, certain today would be the day. Mostly because he was tired of thinking, planning the son-of-a-bitch. 
     The plan was to goose one of those blackjack dealers. You know, really stick the bastard. Give him one of those goosings he'd never forget. 
     He walked into the dank place, coughed through a cloud of smoke, and stepped to the bottom of the stairs leading to the blackjack and craps tables. 
     
There were a couple of things that drove him to this, this sick desperation. First of all, he hated those outfits. That was critical. I mean come on. Have you seen them? They're ridiculous. And those disgusting pot guts. They all have them. And they're perfect. Round. It's like during their breaks they go to some room, you know, with bad carpeting, were a bigger bastard hooks a hose to the valve in their stomach, pumping them with air, telling them it's for the best. 
     
Like I said, he was there. He stood with his back to the railing leading into that pit, and he scanned. He noted the line of prospects in a matter of seconds, quickly limiting his options to an unfortunate two: both Italian, both with the big, disgusting pot guts, and both stinking up his mind. 
     His preparation was simple: he popped in a stick of gum, and braced himself. 
     Here's the real hinge though, the crux of this disgusting story, the idiot forgot to put on his gloves, left them in his pockets. Now you have to understand, for a man to forget to slip on his gloves, you know, before committing such a goosing, constitutes a big stinking lapse. And we're not talking about an amateur here. He just forgot. 
     He picked the one on the right, because he was taller. Taller guys are easier to goose. He walked to the guy's table, bullied his way between two goons on stools and started tapping his fingers on the felt. 
     "Sir, I'm going to ask you to keep your hands off the table. You can't touch the table, unless you're in the game." 
     "Is that a fact?" 
     "Yes. So if you'd kindly take your hands off the table." 
     Rick did. He remembered his mission. It was clear; he wasn't there to aggravate the guy beyond a good thorough goosing. He backed off, letting himself root for a guy with big ears for a couple of hands. Then, when Dumbo hit on a soft seventeen, the gooser went for it. 
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     He did it. Just like that, he walked around the table, quick like, and drove his swinging thumb right at the dealer's ass. Of course, what ensued was a hell of a commotion. Rick ducked, just dodging the dealer's fist, and security shouted. The gooser, conscious of the gravity of the situation, ran straight for the doors. 
     You never see a guy run in a casino. When one does, you can expect a whole swarm of henchmen to drop out of the woodwork. Rick, bless his heart, was quick, made the doors just as four fat men tripped in a pile at the top of the stairs. 
     Once outside, he kept sprinting. A couple of valet parkers made some noise, but no one bothered to chase. He hit the strip, knew the worst was past; he could slow down, stick in the crowd, and just, you know, let the thing blow over. 
     As he walked, a big, fat grin weighed his face. He'd done it, dammit. All these clowns passing on the sidewalk - they'd never done anything like that. He knew they hadn't. No one had. No one would dare. He couldn't wait to tell Cal. Cal wouldn't know what to say. 
     Rick kept walking, intent to distance himself, get away from the scene. He'd seen enough movies, knew you don't return to a crime like that. 
     It was summertime. So, after walking for a minute he was sweating pretty fierce. His face was drenched, salt stinging the corners of his mouth. 
     Right, so that's when it happened. Real innocent like, he lifted his hand, the goosing hand, and, starting at his wrist, he wiped that putrid thumb right across his upper lip. It was then he felt the bulk, gloves in his pockets. 
     "Holy shit," he spit out his gum, his eyes bulging. 
     Dizzy, he had to stop, losing his vision and balance after throwing his arm out of socket in quick swinging revulsion. On his ass, on a filthy Vegas sidewalk, Rick was in agony. The pain in his shoulder was weightless compared to the stiff acrid linger in his nose. It took him a few moments heavy breathing to clear his sinuses and get some equilibrium back. Tears ran down his cheeks, his brain had retired effort. 
     So, the gooser sat, eyes closed, blocking pedestrian traffic for five minutes. When thought finally returned to his brain, it was severe: "You imbecile, get off the ground." He obeyed, reaching his left hand to a Mexican distributing porn. The little guy helped him to his a feet and stared, mildly concerned, as Rick failed to walk, choosing instead to gag, eyes closed, with his right thumb stretched down as far as his damaged shoulder could stand. A damned pitiable sight. 
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     The Mexican, remembering the urgency of his occupation, went back to work, and Rick started walking, the pain in his shoulder so intense he could hardly keep his eyes open. This, coupled with the fact that his thumb stunk. He kept the bastard hung at his knee, but the intensity of the odor hardly diminished with the distance of a few feet. Every several seconds, Rick stopped and gagged. 
     Something had to be done. At the entrance of the Barbary Coast he got an idea. He entered the casino, wandered. The lights, the noise, all of it, confused him, but he had enough sense to note the BUFFET sign. He passed the cashiers, walked straight to the salad bar. Any respectable salad bar has an assortment of dressings: bleu, Italian, thousand island, the dilemma was choosing the right one. It had to be potent. At the same time, with too much viscosity it wouldn't stick, it wouldn't lay on thick enough to mask the stink. He chose thousand island, partly for color, partly for the vinegar strength of pickles. Oblivious of any salad connoisseurs standing by, he grabbed his right arm with his left hand, and swung the quivering thing around, letting the sick thumb drop right into the pink goo. People stared. He ignored them, intent to soak for a moment; you know, really marinate. After half a minute, the angle of his arm became too painful to manage, so he lifted his hand from the dressing bowl and turned it quickly, allowing none of the precious remedy to drop away. He staggered away from the bar, his upper arm parallel to his body, his forearm perpendicular, his left hand attentive, collecting any drops of dressing that might fall. 
     Thousand island packs a punch, and the sweetness masked the putrid stink rather well. Still, a trace of the unfortunate odor remained, just enough to make Rick's eyes water as he passed the cashier, reentering the zoo of lights and pinging. It's funny, because no one really bothered him. People stared, but no one really cared enough to question. He wandered around the gaming area a couple times before finding the exit. By then, most of the dressing had gathered in his cupped left hand, and once outside, he tried to remold the pink cast, swearing when the endeavor proved fruitless. When he turned his left hand over, most of the stuff dropped to the sidewalk, and he had an awful time trying to get the rest onto his thumb. It was a tough deal; he didn't want any disease touching the uninfected flesh of his hand. Frustrated, he wiped his greasy hand on his pants and walked...But damn, that smell was back. Only, now sickeningly piqued with the odor of dressing. He had to do something. But, what could he do? Go back and get more dressing? He wasn't dumb enough to think he could. That was no way to live: wandering the rest of his life hoping for a thousand-island fix. He needed a permanent solution. 
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     Desperate, Rick veered to the curb, hailed a taxi and gave the driver the address to his brother-in-law's warehouse on the north side of town. Cal was the brother-in-law. I mentioned him before. In a sense, Rick had done this whole thing for Cal. Certainly, he couldn't explain how any of it benefited Cal, but without Cal's influence the thing wouldn't have happened. The absurdity, the violence of it, that was all Cal's somehow. 
     Rick paid the driver a pink-smeared twenty, got out of the car and went to the back entrance of the warehouse. It was a carpet warehouse. Don't let that fool you. It was a seedy place. Lord, the stuff that went down there! It was four in the afternoon. Rick was sure Cal would still be around, the cockfights weren't over yet. 
     Rick had seen the fights several times, though he usually avoided them. It was he who raised the chickens. Cal had set him up, bought him a trailer and coop outside of town, and even gave him a meager salary. 
     He came around back and knocked on the heavy red door. Tidy asked for the magic word, and Rick gave it: crab cakes. Once inside he leaned against the wall, slumped to the floor. It was a rather rigid slump - he had to keep his right arm parallel to his body. 
     "Damn Rick, what's the matter?" Tidy had returned to his desk. He asked this question through a mouth full of tato skins. 
     "My shoulder, I pulled it out of socket..." 
     "How the hell'd you do that? You look like shit. And what the hell is that smell?" 
     Rick turned red. "It's nothing. I don't smell it." 
     "Oh, but I do. What is it?" 
     Tidy, a thin old man, got up from behind the desk, and sniffing, approached Rick. "What is that?" 
     Rick, tired of interrogation, told him. 
     "The hell it is. What the hell you mean?" 
     Rick stood then, lifting his arm as high as he could manage. 
     "Smell it." 
     Tidy leaned over and sniffed at the thumb. "Yeah, that does smell. What is that? Smells like pickles, or sompbin." 
     "Pickles?...It's not pickles." Rick was confused. He could hardly keep from gagging with all that sewage in his nose. "It's killing me. I tried to cover it up with salad dressing, but it didn't work." 
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     "Salad dressing? What kind? What, walking around all covered in salad dressing? Get the hell out." 
     "I don't know what to do." 
     "Well, get cleaned up, or get the hell outta here." Tidy meant well, but the sour combination of Rick's hygiene and dressing made an awful odor. 
     "I can't just wash it off, Tidy." Rick was shaking. He was in panic, but he was trying to breath as little as possible. If he sucked in too much air, his head would spin. He didn't want to lose his balance again. 
     "Rick, just go wash that stuff off. There are some old work clothes down by the docks. Wash that stuff off, and change your clothes. Or go home. Whacha here for, anyway?" 
     "I came for help. I told you, I can't wash this off. It's my thumb. My thumb stinks. I could scrub for hours, wouldn't make no difference." 
     "How'm I gonna help you?" 
     "I don't know." 
     "Well hell, Rick. You come in here and tell me your thumb stinks? What the hell'm I gonna tell you? Get rid of it. Cut it off-" 
     "I ain't gonna cut it off." 
     Tidy thought, swallowed the last of the tato skins. "Well, you make someone else cut it off." 
     "How'm I gonna do that?" 
     "Well I don't know. This is Vegas ain't it? Bet it." 
     "Bet it?" 
     "Yeah. Why not? There's a fight, starts bout fifteen minutes. Bet your thumb on the long odds." 
     Rick didn't know what to say. It made sense, he had to lose the thumb; the smell was eating his insides. "Alright, I bet my thumb. Put me down for the next fight." He looked at the odds on the desk. "Put me down for Hooker. He's 9-1." 
     "I can't authorize gambling body parts, Rick. You'll have to talk to Cal." Tidy was tired of the conversation, wanted Rick to leave. 
     "Is he in his office?" 
     "Yeah, get in there." 
     Rick walked passed Tidy to a door in the middle of the hall. As he got closer he could hear the ruckus of the men in the big room behind the curtain at the end of the hallway. 
     He knocked with his left hand. 
     "Come in." 
     Cal sat behind his desk. "I'm eating a sammich." 
     He was; he had two feet of it in front of him. Cal took the notion of bulk buying to extremes, always insisted on purchasing sandwiches six feet at a time. The whole place already reeked of dressing. 
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     "What you need, Rick?" 
     "Oh nothing." 
     Cal liked Rick on some level. It's true that he was married to his sister, but that really didn't explain why he kept him around. More than anything, it was the humor. Rick was always pulling something expressly to impress his bother-in-law, and Cal knew it, loved it, laughed it up. 
     "Just came here to chat, huh?" Cal's eyes were on the sandwich, not Rick. 
     He then looked up. "Do you want some sammich?" 
     "No thanks. Hey Cal, you'll never believe what I did today." Rick was sort of smiling, though it took effort with that thumb torturing his nose. 
     Cal smiled. "Wha'd you do?" 
     "You know those ugly blackjack dealers down at the Caesars?" Cal's grin widened. "You won't believe this, but I goosed one." 
     Cal jettisoned bits of sandwich across the desk. Snot shot out his nose. "Are you serious, Rick?" 
     "Yeah, I done it." Rick was satisfied. "Remember, we used to always talk about doing that? Well, hell, I thought I finally would." 
     "I remember. Damn." Cal wiped the snot on his sleeve. "That's the best one yet." He turned his attention back to his sandwich. 
     "Now, I came to ask a favor." 
     The sandwich eater was in a good humor; this was as good a time for propositions. 
     "Since the goosing, my thumb stinks. Can't stand it. Tidy thought maybe I should bet it on the fights." 
     "Bet your thumb?" 
     "Yeah." 
     Cal frowned, annoyed with Rick's pacing. He wanted these stunts every few weeks, not one right after the other. 
     "Well, not sure I can let you do that, seeing as how you raise those cocks yourself. It's sorta conflict of interests." 
     "Just this once Cal. I promise" 
     "I should hope just this once, you only have two thumbs." Cal laughed. "Well, there really isn't any precedent for that, but okay. Go tell Tidy." Cal kept laughing. He laughed as Rick left the room. 
     Rick closed the door behind him. "Cal says I can." 
     "Alright, one thumb on Hooker to win." Tidy noted something on a sheet of paper. "Should be starting any minute." 
     
Rick entered the big room. There was a group of men huddled in a far corner. Most of them wore flannel. Flannel in this heat. He walked over to the men. They all shouted. The fight was just beginning. Rick didn't know which was Hooker, and which wasn't. He raised the birds, yes, but Cal named them, and he usually did it the day of the fights. It was a long fight, about fifteen minutes. The damn birds clawed, pecked. One was quite a bit smaller than the other, and Rick supposed the weak one was his, Hooker. He was right, and much to the chagrin of most of the men, Hooker was the bird left standing at the end, in the middle of all that blood and feathers. 
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     Rick left the big room, walked back through the hallway and slumped down on the same spot he was soiling before. 
     Tidy had a new batch of skins in his mouth. "So, do you owe us a thumb?" 
     "Hooker won. I have to keep the damn thing." Rick sounded as if he would break into tears. His bottom lip quivered. 
     "Ain't that a shame...So, you keep your thumb, that's not so bad. You'll learn to live with it, I spose." Tidy stared into the half-empty bag of potato. 
     "Yeah, I spose so. I just wish I'd never done it, you know." 
     "Done what?" 
     "Oh nothin'." Rick got back up, walked over to the desk. "You don't have a piece of paper and pencil, do you? I need to write a written apology." 
     Tidy just stared, a bit dumbfounded as Rick rummaged through the drawers. He finally found a pen and a yellow legal pad. He took the stuff over to the spot, sat down, made himself comfortable and began writing - left-handed. 
