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 Icepick Louie Meets Flo's Clam Chowder

 


"This is your biggest game?" Icepick Louie
tugged on the lapels of his trademark ice cream suit. Three gold
chains hung from his neck, nestled in a thick forest of black chest
hair. The diamonds on his rings, one for each finger, glittered in
the bright lighting of the casino's poker room. "You gotta be
kiddin' me. A four hundred dollar buy-in? Four... hundred...
dollars? I wipe my ass with that."

From the inside pocket of the ice cream
suit, he pulled out a wad of hundred dollar bills, doubled over and
wrapped in a rubber band. The smell of the rubber band annoyed him.
It interfered with that subtle smell of new money, crisp bills that
went thwick, thwick when you counted them.

He held the wad up to his nose, fanned the
bills as much as the rubber band would allow, inhaling their scent,
then dropped the wad onto the green felt of the poker table.
"Twenty thousand dollars, gentlemen. And you want me to play for
four hundred dollars?"

The dupes seated about the oval poker table
glanced at each other, a few with eyebrows raised, as if they'd
never seen a real high roller in action before. Icepick Louie was
happy to pop their cherry. Conversation buzzed at the other tables.
In the far distance, a slot machine's wild jingling announced a
jackpot. The smell of coffee wafted up from a nearby cup set in a
holder recessed in the table's black fake leather border.

"Sir," The dealer, a young Asian with spiked
black hair, averted his eyes. "I'm sorry, but you can't put that
much money on the table. Four hundred dollars is the maximum
buy-in."

Shaking his head, Icepick Louie counted
eight bills from the wad, doubled it over, and let the rubber bands
snap back with a satisfying thwack. He gestured toward the poker
room entrance where Chuckie stood, dressed in his black Highway
to Hell T-shirt, faded jeans, and Boston Red Sox baseball cap.
You couldn't teach the kid how to dress with style. He wasn't gonna
look any better at his own damn funeral.

"Me and my friend Chuckie will each take a
seat." Icepick Louie slid eight bills to the dealer. Chuckie sat
down beside him, smelling of the pot he'd smoked outside.

"Candy ass, that's what this place is,"
Icepick Louie said, slipping on his Oakley sunglasses. "This poker
room. This casino. This little cow pasture of a city—if you can
even call it that. The entire goddamn state of Oregon. Candy
ass."

Not one of the pussies moved. They sat
rigidly in their chairs, wetting their Underoos, fear bleeding off
of them like a scumball who can't even pay the vig.

"You want the major leagues, you come to
Boston." Icepick Louie pulled the wad of bills from the inside
pocket of his ice cream suit. He waved the wad in the air. "I'll
bet twenty thousand bills with any one of you country bumpkins that
there ain't a single thing better out here than in Boston."

Silence.

"We got the greatest sports teams. The
greatest colleges. The greatest hospitals." Icepick Louie grinned.
"And I should know. I've put enough people in 'em. Some day one of
them's gonna name a goddamned wing for me. Whaddya think of that,
Chuckie? Mass General names a part of the hospital the Icepick
Louie Wing."

Chuckie laughed. "That's where they'd put
everyone who gets their kneecaps busted."

A scrawny geek with bushy black hair and
thick glasses cleared his throat. "Um, sir?"

"The name's Icepick Louie."

The geek's oversized Adam's apple bobbed up
and down. He looked like a college boy. Probably a major in
Philosophy or Medieval History or some dumbass thing like that.
Two-to-one he was still a goddamn virgin.

"Sir, I don't have twenty thousand
dollars."

A look of mock surprise flooded Icepick
Louie's face. "No!" He looked at Chuckie. "Can you believe that?
There are people who don't even have twenty large. We gotta get
Sally Struthers to do a fundraiser for them."

The geek's hands shook. "Lay me odds."

Shocked stares around the table. Even the
dealer stopped flipping cards across the felt.

"You gonna bet with me?" Icepick Louie
crossed his arms. "On what? Everything out here sucks. I
thought it would just be the weather, but it's everything!"

"Then I'm sure you'll lay me odds."

Icepick Louie nodded at the geek's stack of
chips. "How much you got there?"

"Little more than six hundred."

"Six hundred to win twenty grand? What're
you smokin', kid? I don't get out of bed for six hundred."

"You're laying me those odds because you'll
be the judge," the geek said.

Icepick Louie couldn't believe his ears.
"I'm the judge?"

Chuckie chimed in. "A little role reversal.
Here come de judge. Here come de judge."

"You ain't got nothing more than six
hundred?" Icepick Louie asked. "A car? Maybe a girlfriend."

A sad look came over the kid's face. "No
girlfriend. No car. Not that I'd wager a girlfriend if I had one."
He looked at his cards and discarded. "But sir, if you lose, you
have to promise on your mother's soul that you'll pay off. I don't
want to win and have Chuckie send me to the Icepick Louie wing of
some hospital."

Icepick Louie grinned. "On my mother's
soul." He didn't even think about that one. If such oaths meant
anything, she'd been burning in Hell for a long time. "So what we
betting on, kid?"

"There's a place down near the beach called
Flo's," the geek said. "I'm betting on the best of Boston against
Flo's clam chowder."

Icepick Louie was astounded. "You're gonna
bet on clam chowder? Are you nuts?" This would be the easiest dough
he'd made since taking lunch money away from honor roll kids in
grammar school. "There's a reason they call it New England Clam
Chowder. That's because New England is where you find the
best clam chowder. They don't call it Oregon clam chowder."
He shook his head. "And I'm the judge?"

"Hence the odds."

"Lemme get this straight," Icepick Louie
said. "I'm gonna taste this Flo's clam chowder and..."

"... and if you don't think it's the best
you've ever tasted, even better than Boston's best, you win."

With a major flourish, Icepick Louie tossed
the thick wad of bills on the table.

***

They sat at a window where Icepick Louie's
back could be to the pounding Pacific Ocean surf off past the bay.
Off to the right, the wooden pier sat atop its pilings and extended
out to the bay, now at shallow tide. Louie wanted no such view.
He'd seen too many movies involving cement shoes. He wanted nothing
to do with the water, other than what other people caught and
cooked for him. Tommy and the kid could have the scenic view. Louie
would settle for looking at their ugly faces.

They ordered a round of clam chowder from a
waitress named Kat, who wore a blue Flo's T-shirt with a blue and
red picture of a surfer on the back. Thatched baskets were filled
with neatly arranged crackers, but Louie had no intention of
touching them. You didn't sully the taste of a good clam chowder
with crackers.

The kid turned to Chuckie, who seemed
mesmerized by the pounding surf out past the bay.

"When do you get a fancy name like Mr.
Icepick?"

Chuckie brought his attention back from the
view out the wind. "What did you say?" And then without waiting for
an answer: "Mr. Icepick?" Chuckie roared. "That's a good one."

"I meant no offense," the kid said.

Icepick Louie waved it away. The kid had
moxie. He didn't seem like so much of a geek anymore.

"I do have a nickname, but we don't use it
so much," Chuckie said. "I guess only three times isn't enough to
make it stick."

"Three times?"

Chuckie nodded.

"What's the nickname? I mean, if you don't
mind my asking. If it's one of those things that if you tell me,
you have to kill me..."

"It's Chainsaw Chuckie," Icepick Louie
said.

Chuckie imitated starting an invisible
chainsaw just as Kat neared the table. "Rrrrrr!" She yelped
in surprise and for a moment the chowders wobbled on the tray and
Icepick Louie had visions of his ice cream suit being drenched with
clam chowder. But Kat steadied the tray and though the kid seemed
to have gone pale, they were none the worse for wear.

It was the thickest, creamiest sauce Louie
had ever seen. Thicker even than Legal's. A hint of butter circled
the rim of the bowl. Little spots of red pepper dotted the
surface.

"If you do kill me," the kid said, his
Adam's apple bobbing like a buoy out on the ocean, "I'd prefer a
bullet to the head than the... ah... chainsaw."

Icepick Louie was going to say, "We'll just
take your six hundred, kid, and call it a day. Beer money." Except
that he wasn't so sure about the six hundred anymore.

It smelled... outstanding, that aroma of
cream and little bits of ham and fresh clams with some spices
and—

Well, what the hell was he waiting for. He
dipped the spoon in, stirred the sauce, and made sure there wasn't
the telltale sign of so much steam you'd burn your mouth.

No, there'd be none of that, Louie was sure
of it. A place like this didn't serve you something prepared with
such obvious attention to details—the finely chopped pieces of ham,
the red pepper, if that's what it was, in just the right
quantity—and then get the temperature so wrong it spoiled
everything.

Icepick Louie lifted it to his mouth and
tasted it, like one sampling the finest of wines before giving the
okay to the sommelier's work.

It melted into his mouth. Louie knew there
had been too many commercials that had used that phrase. It now
meant nothing. But the chowder had... melted. The chunks of
potato, just the right size and texture. The thick, so creamy
sauce.

Icepick Louie dipped the spoon in again. And
then again. Oh, God. Oh, God. Chuckie looked like he was
about to speak, but then stopped, having seen something in Louie's
face.

Icepick Louie closed his eyes. Wasn't it
true that people without sight had all their other senses enhanced?
If so, he'd tried to enhance his sense of taste just that little
bit more, focus his entire body on the—what was that word that
fancy people used for it?— on the... the ambrosia of what he
was savoring in his mouth.

That's what this was. Ambrosia. Food
of the gods.

When he scraped the last morsel off the
bottom of the bowl, Icepick Louie opened his eyes to the kid's
expectant, fearful look.

Louie reached into his suit. He tossed the
wad of bills onto the table, stood, and walked away.

When Chuckie caught up, he asked, "You're
gonna let the kid keep the money?"

"Shut up."

They walked out into the cool ocean breeze.
The kid could pick up the tab. He might find that the wad was a
good deal short of twenty large. Only the outside bills were
hundreds; most of the rest were ones.

Honesty might have come a little harder if
it had really been twenty G's. Not even Flo's clam chowder would
have been worth that. But damn, it would have been close.
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