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Introduction

This is my story, my family’s story, and the story of the World Famous Gold & Silver Pawn Shop. It’s also the story of Las Vegas, or at least a small slice of it, and the story of a world of characters unlike any you’ve ever encountered. One thing about my life: It’s never boring.

After twenty-two years in the family-run pawn business, all of them with my dad and most of them with my son, I’ve seen just about everything. But the minute I think I’ve seen everything, that nothing left in this world possesses the capacity to surprise me, I’m confronted with something else that makes me shake my head in utter disbelief. It’s seriously the greatest life I could imagine living.

I’ve dealt with every kind of human imaginable—billionaires and pimps, celebrities and crack whores, prim little old ladies and two-toothed meth addicts. I’ve had a conversation with Bill Clinton in a room with just ten other people, and I’ve battled to the death with some two-bit local politicians who think they’re running the entire world.

I’ve learned a lot for being a tenth-grade dropout. Along the way, I’ve had a hell of a lot of fun. I’ve seen exultation and despair. I’ve been sweet-talked by beautiful women and cursed by tweakers who walk up to our infamous night window trying to convince me to give them $1,000 for their PlayStation games.

This is a big, crazy world, and most of the time I feel like I’m at the epicenter. Endlessly fascinating. It’s impossible to be bored, impossible to be disengaged.

When I was a kid growing up in San Diego, I always loved to sit along the boardwalk in Mission Beach and just watch the people. I could amuse myself for hours that way. That’s another beautiful thing about my job: Now I get to people-watch for a living.

This is the greatest business in the world. Every day is different, every person is different. I’ve always been a spastic, talky guy, and even before Pawn Stars came along and turned our shop into a kaleidoscope of people and cameras, I still would sit around and talk to people all day long. I can argue any side of any issue. I can talk politics forever, and I’ll drive you crazy because I can argue against Republicans and Democrats equally. I’ve always got a better idea.

I don’t judge anybody. There’s room for everybody. My background gives me a unique perspective on people; as you will soon learn, my childhood was one long experiment in proving that smart people can do stupid things. I can relate to just about everybody, including people who are down on their luck and trying to scrape enough money together to get back into the casino to make that next big score. (They always think it’s coming, trust me.)

I’ll always remember a grumpy old lady who wandered through the shop several years ago wearing a judgmental look on her face. This grizzled old gal apparently expected something different from Gold & Silver Pawn, and she expressed her disgust by asking me, “You call this place ‘World Famous Gold & Silver Pawn Shop.’ Tell me: Why is this place ‘World Famous’?”

I laughed a little, shrugged, and said, “Why? Because we put it on the sign, that’s why.”

I can’t claim that Old Man and I had a premonition when we decided to include those two words on the sign. It was probably more wishful thinking than anything else, but twenty-two years later we can lay a claim to being world famous. We have Pawn Stars to thank for that. Our reality show is now shown on History in Australia and Canada, so if that little old lady ever comes back, I’ll have a better answer for her.

If my life is a book—and I guess what you’re reading proves it is—then Las Vegas is a major character in the saga. The place, the people, the politics—all of it weaves together to create a wild tapestry that is often hard to believe.

This is my journey. It hasn’t always been easy, but it’s always been fun. Enjoy the ride. Along the way, you’ll hear from my son, Corey, known better as “Big Hoss” because of his size and big personality. And you’ll hear from my dad, known better as “Old Man” because he’s an old man. (True story: He got the nickname when he was in his thirties, because he’s always been an old soul.) You’ll also hear from Austin Russell, the world’s most unlikely television star, known as “Chumlee” because he looks like a cartoon walrus.

If you don’t know how a pawn shop works—and many people in “reputable society” don’t—here’s a primer:

The majority of our business, probably 60 percent, consists of pawns. If someone sells an item, it’s straightforward. They get their money, always in cash, and I get the item. If an item is pawned, it’s a loan. We charge a five-dollar device fee and 10 percent interest per month.

On Pawn Stars, the vast majority of the customers you see are selling, not pawning. There’s a simple reason for that: Most people who are in the position where they have to pawn something don’t want to be shown on television. There’s a stigma attached to it, which is why it’s legally considered a private transaction between the pawnbroker and the customer.

When you pawn an item, you have three options: (1) You can pay the interest each month—say, fifty bucks on a $500 loan—and I’ll keep your stuff indefinitely; (2) you can pick your stuff up by paying the loan and the accrued interest; or (3) you can walk away and never come back, which means you don’t owe me a dime, but your item becomes mine after 120 days and can legally be sold in the shop.

Every transaction, pawn or sale, is downloaded to both the Las Vegas Metro Police Department and Homeland Security. (That’s a little-known aspect of the Patriot Act.) By law, any item I purchase or take on pawn must sit in the shop for a thirty-day waiting period while it is cleared by the police as not stolen.

There’s nothing predictable about life in the World Famous Gold & Silver Pawn Shop. Old Man might be grumpy and Chumlee might do something stupid, but the swirl of crazy people and crazy stuff is unending. As I say on the open to the show, “You never know what’s going to come through that door.” All you have to do is spend a little time inside to see how true that statement is.

I’m Rick Harrison, and this is my pawn shop.





CHAPTER 1

The Storm in My Head

I was eight years old, lying on my bed, when the world turned upside down. All of a sudden, no warning, without me moving, the floor became the ceiling and the ceiling became the floor. My head buzzed and crackled like a thousand power lines, and the world tilted on its axis. Slowly at first, then faster, until I was no longer aware of any of it.

I awoke later. I don’t know how much later. I didn’t know what had happened. My tongue felt like hamburger and my body felt as if it had been beaten with hammers. My legs were stiff and painful, my back hurt and my head held the residual buzz of whatever Category 5 electrical storm had struck it.

My parents’ room was downstairs. My only thought was to get there; they would know how to handle this. My legs were cramped and constricted. I tasted blood from my shredded tongue. I was scared and confused and tired and just so goddamned scared. I got to my parents’ room and knew from the looks on their faces that everything would be different from this point forward.

My first grand mal epileptic seizure, and the countless ones that followed, would define my childhood and much of my life. They struck violently and without warning. They struck mostly at night, and thankfully never at school. They struck with such severe force that I accepted it as a given that I would not live into adulthood.

Surely, at some point, one of these vengeful, raging attacks would cross the line. It would hit with all its wild, paralyzing fury, and I would simply never regain consciousness. From the time the seizures became a regular part of my life, I resigned myself to the idea that they would eventually kill me.

They altered my life in nearly every way. Whenever one hit, I would be out of school for as long as ten days. The muscle pulls were so painful and severe that I could do nothing but lay in bed with ice packs on my hamstrings and quadriceps.

It was there, in that bed in our suburban home in the Mission Valley section of San Diego, that my life changed again. I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t move more than a few inches without pain. I didn’t have a television in my room. Video games and iPads hadn’t been invented. I was left to my own devices.

So I read books.

A lot of books.

I fell in love with a series of books called The Great Brain. These were the first books that captured my imagination. Written by John D. Fitzgerald, about a ten-year-old boy named Tom D. Fitzgerald, narrated by a younger brother known as J.D., The Great Brain allowed me to escape into a different world, a world I couldn’t have. I would lose myself inside the pages.

The hero—owner of The Great Brain in question—lived in Utah and had these wonderful adventures that always centered on his ability to conjure a scheme that would make him money. He was a generous schemer, a con artist with a big heart. He’d do things like build a roller coaster in his backyard and charge to let people ride it, but there was always some twist at the end that caused him to have a crisis of conscience and give all the money back.

The Great Brain knew how to do everything: rescue friends who were trapped in a well; help a buddy deal with losing a leg; build that roller coaster. His world was my escape, my entree into a world outside the confines of my bedroom’s four walls. I couldn’t walk. I couldn’t go to school. All I had were my ice packs and my books, so I made the best of it.

I have a very analytical, mathematical, calculating mind. I know I’m not supposed to believe in things like karma. But certain things have happened in my life that can’t be explained by simple coincidence. How else can you explain the sequence of events and circumstances that led to me turning those bedridden hours—which should have been the worst hours of my life—into something that would provide a foundation for a life of curiosity and fun?

That’s what happened. That’s how profound the discovery of books was in my life. I didn’t like school, but I loved books. Reading has been the basis of just about everything that came after. In that bed, I fell in love not only with books but with knowledge. The experience tapped into something I might never have found without the trying circumstances that led up to it. So much of the enjoyment I’ve gained from life has stemmed from a book—either researching some arcane item or reading to learn how to do something practical with my hands.

And how about the books I chose to read? Can it be explained away as mere coincidence that I chose a series of books about a kid my age who had an interest in making money and hustling to get it? I guess coincidence could explain it, and you’re welcome to believe that. However, I have my doubts.

I was born in North Carolina, where my parents were raised. Their courtship was unlikely, to say the least. My mom comes from a very proper, accomplished Southern family. Her father was a county judge and eventually became one of the lead attorneys for Philip Morris in North Carolina. I have two cousins on my mom’s side who work for Jet Propulsion Lab. My uncle was one of the lead designers on the space station and does satellite delivery systems. My cousins developed one of the first wireless Internet systems, which they sold for stock in an Internet company, unfortunately for them.

And my dad’s side? Well, you might not be surprised to learn his family was a little less refined. They were dirt-poor white trash, left to survive on their wits for the most part. My dad was always a hustler, that’s for sure. Old Man drove the school bus when he was fourteen. It apparently was legal to do that in North Carolina back in the 1950s. That was the law: You had to be at least fourteen years old to drive the school bus. Can you imagine an eighteen-year-old being allowed to do that now? Old Man got paid for it, of course—five or six dollars a week. He parked the bus at his house every night; he got up in the morning, picked up all the kids, and then parked the bus at the school during the school hours. When school got out, he would drop the kids off and park the bus at home.

But he wasn’t always a pillar of responsibility. When he was seventeen, my dad stole a car, and he got caught. He appeared before the judge, and the judge said, “Son, do you want to go to jail or the military?” I assume my dad, pragmatic guy that he is, didn’t waste a lot of time pondering this one. He chose the military.

My parents met at a barn dance when they were seventeen, before my dad left to join the navy. How’s that for Americana? My mom was dragged to this dance by her friends—she had no interest in going—and when she saw my dad, she was attracted to him because he was really, really tan from working construction jobs. She thought he was Latin, if you can believe that. If she’d known he was a backwoods hick, she might have never spoken to him.

****

I was born in 1965, and we moved to San Diego when I was two, after my dad was transferred by the navy. There was hardship in my family before I was diagnosed with epilepsy, which might have something to do with how I handled it. The Harrisons were stoic, not big on feeling sorry for ourselves. There was some history behind that, too.

My parents were eighteen when they married, and because this was the 1950s, she got pregnant almost immediately. They had a daughter, my sister Sherry, who was born with Down syndrome. My dad had been in the navy for three years around the time Sherry was born, and when her medical bills became too expensive for the family to keep up, he reenlisted for the health care benefits. Sherry died at six years old, when I was two, so I never really knew her.

We lived in the Mission Valley area, not far from Jack Murphy Stadium. If you take away the unfortunate grand mal epileptic seizures, it was a comfortable, happy childhood. People are surprised when I tell them I wasn’t taunted or teased for my epilepsy, but I wasn’t. My brother Joe was a typically vicious older brother, so I knew how to fight, but mostly my friends were just my friends. They accepted me for what I was, and they really didn’t look at me any differently. I missed chunks of school in the wake of my seizures, but when I came back we took up where we left off. I don’t have any indelible scars. At least I don’t think I do. Others might disagree.

San Diego is the ultimate navy town, and when we moved there in 1967 it was beginning to boom. It was a different world for my parents—faster pace, more opportunity—and my mom took advantage by getting her real estate license and opening an office in 1970. You couldn’t help but make money in real estate in San Diego around that time.

As you might expect from a future pawnbroker, my dad also ran various businesses on the side. He bought and sold gold, and he helped my mom with the real estate business. One of my fondest memories is going around on Saturday mornings with my dad and working on old, decrepit houses he and my mom picked up as rental units. We did everything ourselves, and some of these places probably should have been condemned.

Hustling was nothing new for the Old Man. Back in the day—mydad says “back in the day” for anything that happened before last week—he served as a paymaster on navy ships. As he tells it, it was nearly a physical impossibility for sailors to make their money last from one payday to the next. Every time the ship docked, they’d be out of money. So my dad figured he’d make this work to his advantage. He let it be known that he could provide loans to broke sailors. Remember, this was long before payday advance stores, and long before he had any idea he was going to be a famous Las Vegas pawnbroker and television star.

His deal was simple, and as old as money itself: He would give them an advance on their next check, lay out the terms of the interest, and then take his share—the interest, or vig—out of the next check. He made a good amount of side income on the deal, and there were times when he had to take a truck down to the pier to bring home the stuff he acquired on his trips through exotic spots like Southeast Asia and Europe.

He brought home toys for us kids, jewelry for my mom. We had a sweet Sony stereo before anyone I knew. Old Man was a pawnbroker before he was a pawnbroker.

There were nights on the ship when Old Man would tell everyone he was having a blackjack game in his room. Because the men were bored to tears living on a ship, he’d never have trouble filling out a game. Well, it turns out he wasn’t really playing blackjack; he was the dealer. He was dealing the cards and making all kinds of money and nobody thought much of it. Sometimes sailors would lose big and start complaining about the cash, and he’d ask them what else they might have to pay him with. One time a guy said, “I just bought my wife a new set of china in Hong Kong.”

Well, when my dad got home, my mom had a new set of china.

****

My mom was a woman of her time. As the feminist movement caught hold in the 1970s, she ran with it. The 1950s archetype of the housewife with dinner on the table and a smile on her face had pretty much run its course, and my mom was not having any of it.

There was a television commercial around that time for a perfume called Enjoli. Its jingle, a reimagining of the Peggy Lee song “I’m a Woman,” was famous at the time. It depicted a woman of the moment, bringing home the bacon, frying it up in a pan, and still somehow retaining her feminine side.

It was a new era, and my mom was a new-era woman. That message—that a woman could do it all and then some—was delivered into America’s living rooms in a million different forms. It blasted through the television and right into my childhood. My mom was liberated.

With both parents working, the supervision wasn’t what you’d call exceptional. They were off doing their own thing—which was fine—and we were, too. I had the kind of freedom that most of today’s kids, with their helicopter parents and ultra-organized schedules, could never dream of having. Most of them wouldn’t know what to do with it, either, from what I can tell. My friends and I would get into all kinds of trouble: going to Padres games and hopping the fence one after the other when the security guard wasn’t looking (try doing that now); running free in the neighborhood climbing fences to eat the neighbors’ oranges; shooting at each other with BB guns without regard to collateral damage.

It’s worth repeating that my epilepsy had a major impact on my overall mind-set. With each successive seizure, I believed I was that much closer to death. This was just something I understood to be real, without much in the way of evidence, but those episodes were so goddamned frightening that I was left with no other conclusion.

So I reacted to it by really not giving much of a damn about anything. I was open to any adventure and any new experience, no matter how dangerous. I was still missing weeks of school at a time, and I was deathly bored when I was in school, and the medication I took didn’t help. Back in the seventies, the only known treatment for epilepsy was barbiturates, in my case phenobarbital. This was the era of people running around with tongue depressors, trying to keep an epileptic from swallowing his tongue.

I have no idea what kind of damage those drugs did to my body over the years.

The drugs didn’t seem to help stop the seizures. I averaged one every six weeks or so. I could feel them coming on but could do nothing to stop them. I’d be sitting in front of the television and it would be absolutely fucking terrifying: There would be this gathering storm in my head, the world would turn upside down, and then the world would shut off as quickly as if I’d flipped a switch in my brain.

For those few conscious seconds at the beginning of a seizure, every sense went into overdrive. It seemed as if all the circuits blew, and then my body would shut down.

They were terrifying and, in a weird way, liberating. They freed me up to do whatever the hell I wanted, and I became a terrible kid. Just awful. One of the worst. I have no problem admitting it, and there’s no way to overstate it. I learned to live for the moment and enjoy the hell out of everything I did. That hasn’t changed. I loved sports but couldn’t play them because my mom lived in mortal fear that I would get hit on the head. While my brothers and friends were playing baseball, I couldn’t. So, in a perverse twist, I became an adrenaline junkie. I loved anything that went fast and possessed an element of danger. And more than a few times, I smacked my head hard enough to give my mom a heart attack—had she only known.

Just like on Pawn Stars, in my everyday life I am prone to embarking on lengthy and barely relevant tangents when something either strikes me as interesting or bugs the crap out of me. Forgive me in advance, but here’s one such instance:

I have a real fear of government-run health care. There’s one reason: I lived it. If you don’t know what it was like to navigate the rivers and tributaries of the military health-care system as an epileptic child of the 1970s, I’m about to change that.

My mom and I would show up at Balboa Hospital—the biggest hospital on the West Coast—at 7 A.M. We would park and get onto a tram like the ones they have at Disneyland and have it drop us off at Medical Records. We would wait there for an hour to get my records. Someone would go in the back and root around for an hour and then come out carrying a big box with all my records inside. We would take the box to the doctor’s office.

Once at the doctor’s office, we’d sit around and wait for probably another hour. There weren’t real neurologists working for the navy at the time, or if there were they didn’t stick around very long, so usually I would see a new doctor every four or five months. I’d finally get in to see the doctor, and he would sit there and review my records and then say, “OK, let’s get some blood tests.”

(Once I remember having to go back two weeks in a row because someone in the lab lost the fluid they extracted during a spinal tap. Two spinal taps in one week—now that’s a good time.)

So my mom and I would scoop up the records and go to the lab and have them take my blood for the tests. By now it would be lunchtime, and so everything closed up and we’d go get some lunch. When lunch was over, we’d head back to the doctor’s office to see if the blood work had come back yet. They were checking to see if my medication levels were OK, and most of the time the doctor wanted to tweak the prescription some, so he’d say, “Here’s your prescription—head over to the pharmacy and get it filled.”

So my mom and I would trudge over to the pharmacy and stand in line with what seemed like hundreds of old retired navy people. We’d drop off the prescription and be told our wait was an hour.

We’d kill that hour by going and getting me a haircut on the grounds or heading into the commissary for a few things my mom might need. Then we’d head back over to the pharmacy and pick up the prescription and head home.

This happened once a month, and it was an ordeal. We wouldn’t get back on that tram to take us to our car until three or four o’clock in the afternoon.

When I think back on it, my mom had some saintly patience in those days. The time and effort it took to take care of a child with my health problems were significant. But there was one benefit to those monthly Doctor Days: It was the one day I knew I got to spend with my mom.

Here’s how a typical school day went for me: I would take a pill in the morning before school, and by lunchtime it was a battle to the death to see if I could stay awake long enough to make it to lunch. Then, after lunch, it was usually a losing battle. I would almost always clunk my head on the desk and be out cold for much of the first period of the afternoon.

It wasn’t long before phenobarbital wasn’t the only drug I was ingesting. In fourth grade, I smoked pot for the first time. Fourth grade. Nine years old. We had a babysitter, and she apparently couldn’t make it through a shift without smoking weed. She toked up right in our living room, and she must have noticed the way I was looking at her.

“Do you want to try some?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said.

That ended up being my go-to answer.

“Do you want some (fill in the drug name here)?”

“Sure.”

“Do you want to dive off that cliff?”

“Sure.”

I was willing to do anything. I was that kid. Consequences never factored into the equation.

Take school, for example. I didn’t think there was a good reason for me to keep going. The seizures made me miss an average of one week out of every six, so I always fell behind in my work and didn’t really care about catching up.

Nobody ever asked to see my report card. Nobody asked what I did that day in school. My dad was a workaholic, my mom was a workaholic. If you get right down to it, they didn’t pay enough attention to us. I don’t hold it against them, but it’s the truth. I’m sure they’d never admit it, but it’s the truth. I gradually began to lose interest when I got to middle school.

My mind worked on principles of mathematical certainty. I know that sounds heavy, but even then I was calculating and analytical. Every time I had a seizure, I felt like I died a little. This feeling grew stronger as the years wore on, and by the time I was in eighth grade it had metastasized into an actual scenario: I was going to be walking down a flight of stairs, have a seizure, fall down, and die.

School wasn’t the place I wanted to spend my days. The prolonged absences made it awkward, but more than that, I was one of those kids that just didn’t fit. Teachers couldn’t figure me out. I was a puzzle; I could go through complex math problems in my head with no problem, but I didn’t fit the profile of the smart kid. I was a fuckup, and in our institutional educational system, fuckups don’t get the benefit of the doubt.

School pretty much died for me when I was in eighth grade at Taft Middle School in San Diego. The first class after lunch was an advanced math class. Because of the epilepsy drugs, I’d fall asleep without fail, and the teacher was a complete ass. This was a bad combination for me. Math was always easy for me; I knew from the time I was nine or ten that I kicked ass in math. Nothing they were teaching even remotely challenged me, but since I was labeled a bad kid—OK, since I was a bad kid—nobody ever took the time to acknowledge my intelligence.

This teacher hated me. The work we were doing was well below my skill level, even though it was supposedly an advanced class. I never did my homework, and yet at the end of the week we’d have a test on the material and I’d go through that thing—bam-bam-bam—in no time. I’d get every answer correct and never show my work. I could do everything in my head, and I didn’t see the point of going through every step just to placate some teacher I didn’t like in the first place.

So Mr. Asshole came to the only conclusion his little mind would allow: I was cheating.

I was falling asleep every day because of the phenobarbital, I wasn’t paying attention, I wasn’t doing my homework and I was getting 100 percent on every test without showing a stitch of work. Plus, Rick Harrison was a fuckup. Therefore, Rick Harrison must be cheating. It was the only possible answer.

At the teacher’s urging, the vice principal called me into his office and searched all my stuff. They went through my backpack and my books. They didn’t find anything, and I’m not sure what they expected to find.

The teacher stood there and said, “There’s no way this kid could ace every test when he’s sleeping most of the time in class.”

I don’t remember the tone he used, but in my head it sounded like this: “There’s no way this kid could ace every test when he’s sleeping most of the time in class.”

Since the search didn’t work as expected—they didn’t uncover any cheat sheets or answers written on the inside of my eyelids—they came to their second conclusion: I was on drugs.

The day after the search, the teacher marched me back into the vice principal’s office. The teacher and I sat down on the other side of the desk.

“You must be smoking weed or something at lunch because you keep falling asleep in class,” the vice principal said.

The teacher was nodding along. I didn’t give them the satisfaction of a response. I didn’t defend myself or discuss my epilepsy medication because I just didn’t care anymore. I knew school wasn’t for me, and I knew my wild streak of independence wouldn’t allow me to play by rules written up by officious pricks like these guys. Besides, I was doing enough drugs to make their assumptions plausible.

They knew I had epilepsy. The school nurse had my pills in case I needed them. The teacher was frustrated because he couldn’t believe I could do the work without hanging on his every word.

Here’s one of my problems with the educational system: It never occurred to this teacher or this vice principal to look into it any deeper. Why couldn’t they test me, or interview me, or see if maybe I was different? It didn’t fit into their worldview that I might be a fuckup and a math genius. Maybe I had a capacity to do the work that had nothing to do with paying attention to him. The vice principal didn’t like me because I was always getting into trouble. I was a bad kid and I did do bad things. I wasn’t an angel, no doubt, but it was demoralizing when they couldn’t even acknowledge that I was good at something. I had a talent for math and reasoning, but they couldn’t see it through the tangle of assumptions caused by my overall poor behavior. Partly my fault, partly theirs. There’s no debating the end result, though: I hated school and didn’t see much point to it.

The solution? They dropped me to a lower-level math class. How’s that for education? Kid whizzes through an advanced math class, gets demoted because the teacher can’t figure him out. Perfect.

My new math teacher was Mr. White. I think I remember the names of three teachers in my storied academic career, and Mr. White is one of them. He was one of the very few African-American teachers at Taft, and he was cool. I’d been in his class for about two weeks when he asked me to stay after for a one-on-one conversation.

Everyone left the classroom. I walked up to his desk, not knowing what to expect but bracing myself for the worst. It was easier that way, since I was usually right.

“Listen,” Mr. White said. “You’re a really bright kid. You’ve got no business in this class.”

He was right. I had no business in his class. The problem was, I didn’t think I had any business in any class.

How bad of a kid was I? By the time I was in eighth grade, I had tried every drug imaginable. I took phenobarbital for my epilepsy and everything else for the sheer hell of it. If someone had it, I tried it. I guess it was all part of my fatalistic approach to life. If you’re going to die anyway, why not make the most of the days you have? Right or wrong, that was my attitude.

Oh, and there was this: I stole my dad’s motor home. I was fourteen.

I hatched a scheme where I would take the motor home, pick up two of my neighborhood friends, and drive to Las Vegas.

It was going to be a great time. There wasn’t a lot of forethought given to the plan. We weren’t really considering what our parents would think when they realized we were gone. We weren’t really considering that it might be obvious that we were gone and the motor home was gone.

It’s difficult to sneak away in a motor home.

We tried anyway. The idea was to leave in the evening, I guess to provide the cover of darkness. I started the motor home up and drove about three blocks to pick up the buddy who lived closest. I parked the motor home a couple doors down and went to his house.

At this point, we were all systems go. I hung out in my buddy’s house for a while, waiting for him to secretly pack a few things and get out of the house without drawing too much suspicion.

Well, it took longer than we expected, and when we got to the motor home—all full of bad-kid anticipation and adrenaline—we were in for a surprise. I had left the lights on, and the battery was dead. So was our plan.

I had to go back home and explain to my parents about their motor home. Awkward, to say the least, not just for the scheme but for the stupidity of leaving on the lights. More broadly, this was sort of a watershed moment for me. It left my parents with no choice but to realize just how thoroughly evil and horrible I was. Certain things could be excused or ignored as boys-will-be-boys, but a fourteen-year-old stealing a motor home with the intent of taking two of his buddies more than three hundred miles to Las Vegas was more than even distracted parents could ignore.

Whatever lecture they gave me, whatever words of wisdom Old Man imparted upon the jump-starting and return of the Winnebago, it didn’t work.

It probably wasn’t more than a few weeks after that episode when a couple of friends and I downed a fifth of Southern Comfort at lunch. I was so drunk—passed-out drunk, in fact—I left the administration at Taft Middle School with no option but to warehouse me in the nurse’s office and call my parents.

When my parents picked me up, they didn’t take me home. Instead, they took me to the Southwind Mental Health Center, an inpatient drug and alcohol rehab center for teenagers.

My parents didn’t know what else to do with me. They knew they couldn’t control me, and they knew the school couldn’t control me, and they’d come to the conclusion I couldn’t control myself.

So I was a fourteen-year-old in rehab. I left eighth grade to go to rehab. If you can look at this picture and see the makings of a successful businessman and television personality, you’ve got better vision than I do.

I went straight from the school to the rehab center. I didn’t argue or fight; I was too drunk for that. I had no idea where I was or what was happening. It’s obvious my parents had been contemplating a move like this for some time, because they had the intake people all set to admit me when we arrived.

Once I came to my senses, later that night, I was pissed off. I didn’t believe that I was a drug addict. I rationalized it like every person in that situation: Most of my use was during the weekends, I didn’t stick to one drug, I didn’t often spend my lunch break sucking down SoCo behind abuilding. It was the seventies, it was the drug culture, I was just one ofthose assholes who wanted to try everything. One weekend it was acid, the next it was weed, the one afterward it was quaaludes. No harm, no foul.

(I was scared shitless of needles, so I never went there. I dreaded the monthly visits to get my blood drawn at the military hospital. Sometimes it took fifteen pokes for them to tap into the right vein. Eventually I started pointing to a trustworthy vein and saying, “Right there. That one right there,” whenever the nurse entered the room.)

My new living arrangement put a crimp in my primitive life plan, which was to do whatever the hell I wanted for as long as I wanted. That might not be that long anyway.

The most amazing revelation of being in a drug treatment facility came when I realized I could buy drugs in there. I was scoring weed in rehab, at an AA meeting they held inside the building.

The second revelation came from the teachers, who started telling me I was one of the smartest kids they’d ever been around. I don’t say this tobrag, but their words changed my life. The facility included a school, where we took classes in the mornings and attended meetings and group sessions the rest of the day.

These teachers were the first ones who saw me without judgment. I was in a drug treatment center as a fourteen-year-old, so they knew I was a troubled kid. They knew I was a fuckup, so they weren’t really trying to figure out what was wrong with me. My presence indicated a tacit understanding that I needed some help.

The teachers at Taft just wanted to know why I was disruptive and asleep and getting 100 percent on tests I didn’t appear to care about. Here, the 100 percent I got on tests was seen in a different light. Inside rehab, my brain was seen as a great thing. Hey, everybody. This kid might be troubled, but he’s a goddamned genius.

These teachers were the first people who didn’t search for reasons why I might not be as smart as I appeared. They saw me as someone who spent five minutes doing his work and the rest of the time twiddling his thumbs and staring at the walls while everyone else sweated out every problem.

They encouraged me. That was a first, too. They allowed me to spend the last ten or fifteen minutes of every class period trying to teach the other students how to do complicated math problems in their heads. I didn’t have great success, but the process gave me a level of self-confidence I didn’t have previously.

Also, the program ran on a points system. The more points you accumulated—through good behavior or schoolwork or a good deed—the more freedom you were afforded. So I told my math teacher, “I’ll do a week’s worth of homework today if it means more points for me.” She was good with that, and almost immediately I was racking up points faster than they could count them.

After three months, I transitioned out of the inpatient treatment facility and into a six-month day school that was the outpatient part of the program. I was given an assessment test on the first day, and I scored 100 on the math. After it was graded, they told me the test topped out at third-year college math. I was fourteen.

“The way these results look, you’re a genius when it comes to math,” the lady running the program told me.

I didn’t argue. I had thought I was a math genius since fifth grade, when I thought I’d discovered differential squares. I wasn’t aware that someone else had discovered the concept many, many years before me. I was messing around with numbers because I enjoyed it, and eventually I stumbled upon this way of figuring out 59 cubed in your head by using squares.

The self-confidence I gained in rehab was great, but there was also adark side. You tell a fourteen-year-old kid like me that he’s a genius, you’re asking for problems. A little tip: It’s probably the worst thing you can tell him, even if it is true. I was already a bad kid, full of evil thoughts and vile schemes. I was willing to do anything that sounded fun or cool or adventurous.

Now I was being told I was a genius?

Uh-oh.

Bad move.

I became a bad kid who was even cockier than before. I was arrogant, which meant there was no chance I was going to listen to anybody. This was all the evidence I needed that I was smarter than the adults in my life.

And imagine the look on my parents’ faces when the teacher from the reform school told them the news. They were dealing with me on a certain level: wild, undisciplined, and nearly impossible to reason with. I was an epileptic who required a lot of extra care. I was the source of a lot of worry on many different fronts.

Again, a puzzle.

I was in eighth grade, capable of doing college-level math. But I was also doing third grade–level spelling. I couldn’t spell to save my life, and I think it was because it made no mathematical sense to me. Why isn’t “school” spelled s-k-o-o-l?

Math made sense. Math fit the concept of order, and spelling didn’t. Spelling was arbitrary, the product of someone’s whims.

I never was big on trusting anyone but myself.

I’d like to say spending three months in a locked rehab facility changed my outlook on life, but I was too young for any lasting transformations. There were a lot of complicated thoughts floating through my immature brain, and three months was not enough time to get them all sorted out. I was an invincible kid who was haunted by mortality. I was a fatalist who lived like I was bulletproof.

Three months of lockup helped me develop some self-esteem. I walked out knowing I was not just a kid who always seemed to make the wrong choices. I was smart, and smart could be cool. The kids and teachers who followed my in-your-head math lessons were quite amazed at my facility with numbers.

And I filed some valuable information away in my head for later use. I might not have been ready to drop my bad-boy lifestyle completely, but in realizing a few things about myself I couldn’t help but be improved in the process.

I didn’t do as much drugs. I stopped smoking weed after I realized what an idiot it made of me. I didn’t steal any more motor homes. I didn’t get hammered on SoCo at lunch at school anymore.

School was a problem I solved in a different way: I quit going.

I finished eighth grade in the facility. Back at Taft, ninth grade was a different story. I left the house in the morning like I was going to school, but I just took a little detour and hitched a ride to San Diego’s Mission Beach. It was pretty easy, really: I spent my whole ninth grade year at the fucking beach and nobody said boo.

Eventually, I went back and finished ninth grade, but that was the pinnacle of my formal education. I didn’t stop learning, though. I see it as a trade: I went from being taught by teachers to being taught by the world around me.





CHAPTER 2

Vegas Dreaming

Back in 1973, when I was eight years old, my dad bought a brand-new Volkswagen Thing. If you’ve ever seen a Volkswagen Thing, you’re probably questioning the wisdom of that decision. However, setting aside the aesthetics of the vehicle, my dad’s purchase of the 1973 Volkswagen Thing had a big impact on my life.

Why? Because I was there. I was in the showroom with him, and it was the first time in my life I ever watched someone negotiate.

It was a civil conversation between my dad and the salesman for the longest time. I wasn’t really paying attention, because at the time it was just two adults doing their adult talk. The salesman was doing most of the talking, and my dad was listening patiently and occasionally asking a question. It was clear the salesman felt he was on his game, and he definitely seemed to be in charge of the conversation.

But then, without warning, the volume rose and the tone changed. My dad raised his voice, and it caught everybody in the room off-guard. The salesman gathered his bearings and came back at my dad, which really set Old Man off. He got furious with this guy, yelling and jabbing his finger in the air at him. He was going on and on until people were coming out of their offices to see what was causing all the commotion.

The salesman, clearly flustered, walked away from my dad and said something about having to talk to his manager. “We’ll get this settled, Mr. Harrison,” he said. His calm was gone, his mojo shattered. He was no longer in charge of the conversation. It was clear the power dynamic in the relationship had shifted.

“I’ll talk to my manager and be right back,” the salesman said.

“You do that,” Old Man said.

My eyes must have been as big as basketballs during this tirade; I was staring at my dad and wondering what could have made him that mad that quickly. I was feeling sorry for the salesman, because it didn’t seem as if he’d done anything to set my dad off. And as the salesman turned his back and walked away, my dad turned to me and gave me a big wink.

It took me a second before I realized what was happening. It was all a game. My dad wasn’t really mad at this guy; he was just doing what he had to do to get himself the best deal. I remember feeling relieved that it wasn’t going to end up in a bloody fistfight, and then I thought to myself, Ah, so that’s how this works. It’s all for show.

The episode in the Volkswagen dealership is something I think about often. It was a memory that gained significance as the years went on. Not only did I learn something about negotiation, but I realized that a business transaction is not meant to be a friendship. The salesman wanted to be my dad’s friend, but for my dad the purchase of a 1973 Volkswagen Thing wasn’t a sentimental endeavor. He knew what he wanted, and he knew what he wanted to pay for it. End of story. Anything beyond that, including the salesman’s feelings, was immaterial.

Even though I wasn’t allowed to play sports, I was always a fiercely competitive kid who needed to find an outlet for that competitiveness. Watching my dad and that salesman, I realized something: That was a competition. And since we ended up bringing The Thing home with us, I knew Dad got the better of that slick salesman. Say what you will about a 1973 Volkswagen Thing, but it was proof of his victory.

The Thing ended up having a long and colorful life in our family. It made the trip with us from San Diego to Las Vegas, and it ultimately ended up being driven by both of my brothers and me. My older brother, Joe, did some damage to it before it was passed along to me. I fixed it up a little bit and worked on it to get it going, and one night I was driving down the freeway at about midnight and . . . whoosh! . . . the roof ripped clean off and flew down the freeway behind me. So for about the next few months I drove a car without a roof—or a heater—in the winter in Las Vegas, where it gets colder than you might think, especially at night.

But while the history of The Thing might be irrelevant, its place in my memory is strong. It represented the first time I saw firsthand the power of negotiation, and the first time I discovered that prices were only suggestions, not absolutes.

The money bug hit me for good when I was twelve. When people ask when I began working for my dad, I say it started then, when he started taking me to swap meets on Saturday mornings to look for overlooked treasures and, believe it or not, silver spoons. Those aren’t just a cliché, by the way. Up until the 1980s, you could forage through swap meets and garage sales and pick through people’s stuff to find silver spoons. When people sell silverware, the everyday stuff often gets mixed up with Grandma’s old silver collection. It might be one out of five hundred, but if you took your time and knew what you were looking for, you could come away with some pretty good finds. It wasn’t unusual for us to find ten spoons over the course of a weekend.

My dad always sold gold and silver, subscribing to the idea that metals are a surefire investment. Gold has a hallowed place in the eyes of American investors. There’s a historical reason why so many people retreated to gold during the mortgage meltdown and banking crisis. In 1933, during the banking crisis after the Great Depression, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 6102, which required U.S. citizens to turn in their gold. It prohibited citizens from owning more than $100 worth of gold coins. This limitation on gold ownership was not fully rescinded until President Gerald Ford signed a bill in 1974. Because of this, gold has become the investment of choice among those who either fear or distrust the government, and the sheer quantity of people with those beliefs caused the price of gold to spike to more than $1,300 an ounce in 2010.

And now back to my childhood: Searching for treasure at garage sales and swap meets was a pastime that required a great deal of patience, and even though I was a wild kid, I found I had the patience and determination to pick through the chaff in search of the wheat. I was very focused, a fact I attribute to the hours spent on my bed reading all day with the ice packs on my legs.

My lifelong curiosity and quest to determine real from fake started simply: with my dad teaching me the difference between real and fake silver. He taught me to examine everything very closely, and it gave me a feeling of power to pull a real silver spoon out of the pile.

Since he grew up with nothing and didn’t like the feeling, my dad has always been a hustler, the kind of guy who would learn about something and use it for his own benefit and profit. Old Man’s always had a combination of curiosity and savvy. He’s got street smarts and an uncanny ability to read people.

I had spent most of my life either ignoring or disobeying my parents, but our new partnership was cool. Everything was new, everything was different. There was so much to learn, which appealed to my analytical side. My mom got interested, and roaming swap meets for hidden treasure became something the three of us could do together. (Funny, they weren’t overly involved parents when it came to school, but they were happy to spend time with me when there was money to be made.) If I wasn’t spending the weekend helping my dad fix up his run-down rental houses in San Diego, I was hanging out at swap meets and garage sales.

During this time, I was still having seizures, but they were starting to become less and less frequent. You might have an image of me as an aimless, drug-addled kid, but I had a passion for things that interested me. I was taking semiregular trips to the public library, and in my readings on epilepsy I came to conclude that my seizures were changing from grand mal to petit mal. They weren’t as ferocious, and they weren’t as frequent. I could almost feel my heart bounce in my chest when I read that oftentimes kids my age simply grew out of the seizures and no longer had to take medication.

It was difficult for me to find the kind of comprehensive information on epilepsy that would satisfy my fierce need for knowledge. This wasn’t the age of the Internet, of course, so I couldn’t simply log into WebMD and go to town. I had to find medical journals or textbooks that might provide an overview of the disease or give me some little tidbits—like the information about the evolution from grand mal to petit mal.

This was important, because I was getting to the age where I could see a huge milestone looming: a driver’s license. This wasn’t going to happen as long as I was still having seizures; I knew for a fact the state of California wasn’t going to issue me a driver’s license if I was an active epileptic.

So, starting before my fifteenth birthday, I took matters into my own hands.

I told my parents I’d stopped having seizures.

This lie was easier to tell because they were becoming far less frequent and far less severe. The petit mal seizures were no picnic, but they were far less traumatic than the full-blown grand mal. However, just as I started to lose my fear that a massive grand mal seizure was going to kill me, another concern began.

Sitting in front of the television one night, the world went black. My eyes were open, but it was as if a black curtain had been pulled over myeyes. I sat there, half-expecting a seizure to follow, but nothing happened. I tried not to panic, and I tried not to let anyone know there was a chance I was going blind. After a period of time—probably fifteen to thirty seconds—my vision returned as quickly as it had left.

These bouts of blindness happened periodically over a stretch of about six months. Terrified of not being able to get my license, I kept quiet about them. This wasn’t the wise choice, of course, but the truth was they scared the hell out of me and I believed there was a chance they would stop if I just wished them away.

Every time my sight returned at the end of one of these episodes, I felt like a miracle had happened. And then, just like the seizures, the bouts of blindness became less frequent and less severe, until they ultimately went away entirely. I never investigated what caused them, probably because I was in denial. It was almost as if I willed them out of my life.

Sixteen was a big year for me. My last seizure came when I was sixteen. The bouts of blindness came and went when I was sixteen. I got my driver’s license when I was sixteen.

I hadn’t had a seizure for quite some time when the last one hit. I’m embarrassed to admit it happened after I had ingested four or five quaaludes. I’m guessing I might have brought that one on myself.

Yeah. Smart, huh? I might have been a genius, but that didn’t stop me from doing stupid things.

Nobody could figure me out. I was a tenth-grade dropout who read and studied more than most college students. I could be a raging, partying guy on Friday night and then get up Saturday morning, pack three or four physics books into a backpack, hop on a motorcycle, and drive into the desert. I’d sit on the side of a mountain all day long reading them. No wonder nobody knew what to make of me. I wasn’t always sure, either.

When I was fifteen, I got my hands on a copy of Isaac Asimov’s Understanding Physics. You would have thought I’d found a new drug. I read that thing front to back three times, one after another. I eventually got all four volumes and read through them the way some people shred through Harry Potter books. To me, it was not only educational, it was fascinating, and it was fun. To this day, I love to read physics books, and I will not apologize for that.

The bottom fell out of my parents’ real estate business when I was sixteen. All I can remember them talking about was the high interest rates—as high as 18 percent—and the complete shutdown of the housing market. They started losing money, until they didn’t have any more money to lose.

One day my dad came into the family room to talk to me and my two brothers.

“Sons, we’re moving to Las Vegas,” he said. “We just can’t make a go of it here anymore.”

He was never much of a talker, or an explainer, but he outlined what he wanted to do. He would go to Vegas because Vegas was the best place to start a small business buying and selling coins and jewelry.

Looking back on it, it was a desperation move. They waited out the real estate market and figured it wasn’t bouncing back anytime soon, thanks to the 18 percent interest rates. My dad had his navy pension and his smarts, and I’m sure there was a big part of him that relished the challenge of making a new life for himself by surviving on his business savvy and his wits.

So we picked up and moved. I was sixteen. It would have been a rough time for most kids to do this, but since I wasn’t in school it was a little less of an upheaval for me. It was tough to leave my friends, guys I’d hopped fences at Jack Murphy Stadium with, devised plans to steal motor homes and drive to Vegas with, done drugs with. But to be honest, for a guy with an interest in moneymaking and an absolute love for the wonder of our crazy world, Vegas was a great place.

My parents had about five grand to their name when they moved, and my dad immediately opened his little buy-and-sell store on Las Vegas Boulevard. He did OK, well enough to stay in business but not well enough to ever take a single day off. He worked day and night to get that shop started, and eventually it began to pick up.

Las Vegas is a hustler’s paradise. There’s always something going on, with people buying and selling, yard sales and auctions, gamblers flush with cash and gamblers down to their last dime. There’s always a deal to be made, and my old man is the ultimate deal-maker. He didn’t know how this new chapter of his life was going to work, but he knew that he had to provide for his family and that failing at this was not an option. So, like all workaholic men of the Depression and post-Depression era, he worked his ass off in that place to make sure he—and we—would make it.

A look back at my employment history reveals some of the strangest jobs known to man: repo man, mall-kiosk gold-chain salesman, paddle-tire entrepreneur, motorcycle-chain salesman, payday-advance guy, pawnbroker.

In my late teens I got a job selling these chains in the mall. They called the kiosk Hitch of Gold, and it was a big deal for a long time. They were layered, fake gold chains that came with a lifetime warranty. We sold the chain for twenty bucks. To get the lifetime warranty, all you had to do was fill out a form and send it in the mail with five bucks for shipping and handling.

Guess what? It was the world’s greatest scam. This was the beginning of the bling era, I guess, when even white suburban kids started feeling like they could pull off jewelry. High school kids bought these little chains faster than the factory could churn them out. The best part: The chain cost a buck to produce, one-fifth of the warranty. I made some good money as a teenager off that job.

But most of my time was spent working with my dad. The shop did well enough that we wanted to expand.

We had no idea about politics. We walked into this—owning a shop, living in Vegas—completely clueless about the ins and outs of city politics. If we wanted to take the jump from secondhand store to pawn shop, we needed to upgrade our Class 3 license to an unlimited one. That was a much bigger task than getting the Class 3 had been.

This became my dad’s dream: to own a pawn shop in Vegas. At this point, in the late 1980s, most of the pawn shops in town were being bought up by huge corporations like EZPAWN and PawnAmerica. The mom-and-pop pawn shop was becoming obsolete in Vegas, which is probably the most lucrative pawn market in the world. But my dad loved competition and never backed down from a challenge. More on that later.

When I was seventeen, I got my girlfriend Kim pregnant. This was one of those life moments that define who you are as a person. We didn’t want to be in this position, trust me. We were both immature, content to run around Vegas partying and goofing off like we didn’t have a care in the world. Which we didn’t, until the day Kim came to me and told me she was pregnant. Then we had more than we could count.

I went to Kim and her family and said the right thing to do was to getmarried, so we would get married. Everyone agreed, but before the plan could be put into action—before I could “do the right thing” as it were—Kim miscarried.

We got married anyway.

What can I say? It was on our minds, it was already a plan, so by the time we got the sad news of the miscarriage we decided we’d go ahead and go through with it. We got married and resumed our partying, carefree ways, until we got news after about two months of marriage that Kim was pregnant again.

We were eighteen when Corey was born. As I saw him and the reality of an entirely new life ahead of me, I changed the way I lived. I don’t know if being a dad scared me or inspired me—probably a little of both—but the whole idea of “Dad” injected me with this overwhelming sense of responsibility. I decided to quit being an idiot, which meant stopping the drugs and the consistent partying. This was a new phase of my life—call it the beginning of The Adult Phase—and even though it started a little earlier than I would have liked, I understood the significance and was ready to accept it.

Corey and I were always tight, from the day he was born. And within two years, Kim and I had another boy, Adam, and the three of us always managed to find a way to have a good time, even when we didn’t have much money.

Kim and I had different approaches to parenting, so there was some tension in the marriage. We were young, stupid, and having kids. It wasn’t an ideal situation. We were trying to make it on our own, and making it up as we went along. I worked for my dad and tried to hustle for money on my own, but this was back when we had the little shop. Money was tight.

Among the many things I did to make extra money: repo cars. I worked at the shop during the day and repossessed cars at night. I’m an adrenaline junkie. I love driving fast and bombing around the desert in my all-terrain vehicles. Repo work was one of the most exciting things I ever did. It was a rush.

During this time, there were used car lots all over town that had signs all over. “We’ll Finance You.” “No Money Down.” Three weeks after they didn’t get a payment, they’re calling me with a list. Get this car. Get that car.

These were low-rent operations—the street term was “slut lots”—that couldn’t afford a tow truck. But slut lots being slut lots, they always made a spare set of keys, just in case. I’d go into the lot’s office and get my marching orders: sets of keys and a list of addresses.

You know how they ask you for a list of close friends or relatives when you fill out the paperwork for buying a car? Well, that’s not for credit purposes or character references. They need those addresses in case you don’t make the payments and they need to repo the car. Those were the addresses they handed me along with the keys. If the car wasn’t at the owner’s house, I’d move to the next address. They figure if you’re not at home, there’s a good chance you’ll be at your mom’s house, or at the house of one of your two best friends.

And there was always the work fallback. They always know where you work, so if we couldn’t find the car at one of the listed addresses, we’d go to the buyer’s place of employment. I’ve never had so much fun as I had sneaking into gated employee parking lots, finding a car, and watching the gate swing open as I drove out. Those were good times.

Kim and I separated shortly after Adam was born. It could have been our immaturity combined with the pressures of having two kids at such a young age, but we couldn’t make it work. After the breakup, I was a typical twenty-year-old living in Vegas—dating occasionally but not seriously—with one exception: I was focused on raising my two little boys.

I was always busy, but it was the good kind of busy. No matter how bad the day was, the boys were always glad to see me and we always managed to find ways to have fun. There was a lot of uncertainty in my life—financially and emotionally—but my commitment to the boys grounded me.

Jumping into another serious relationship was about the furthest thing from my mind, but fate has a way of messing with plans. Eight or nine months after Kim and I broke up, I met a nice girl from West Virginia named Tracy.

We met on a blind double date. One of my friends was dating Tracy’s cousin, and the two of them decided Tracy and I should get together. This happened to take place during one of my least impressive stretches as a human being. For one thing I was struggling to raise two little boys, and I was broke, too. I literally did not have a dime to my name. For another, I was driving a car that refused to go into reverse. And as it happens, my car was deemed the most reliable transportation for this first date.

I was clearly not much of a catch, but I came into the date with my usual swagger, knowing I was carrying the one weapon that could make up for all the others: the gift of gab. I always had it, and I was never afraid to use it. In this case, I needed it more than ever.

Without money—my buddy was as broke as I was—or a car that could back up, planning for this date took some ingenuity. Where do you go and what do you do if money can’t be part of the equation? Fortunately, Vegas is the best place in the world to entertain without money.

My buddy and I picked up Tracy and her cousin, and I know how stupid this sounds but it’s true: I fell in love the second she stepped into the car. I’d been dating girls or just hanging out with them in the months since my divorce, and I was enjoying my second bout with the single life. As I said, the idea of jumping into a serious relationship was the last thing on my mind—until I saw her.

I’ve always been able to talk my way through situations. I can bullshit with the best of them, whether it’s talking to a customer or a potential girlfriend. In this case, given my financial situation and my immediate feelings for Tracy, I had my work cut out for me.

We drove to the Stardust. The parking lot, like all casino lots, was big enough that I could drive way out past all the other cars and find a stall in the middle of nowhere. I didn’t tell them why, and neither Tracy nor her cousin asked.

So far, so good. We went into the keno lounge and that’s when I let Tracy know I had zero money to spend on her that night.

“OK, here’s the deal,” I said. “I’m broke, so we’re going to sit here in the lounge, order drinks and act like we’re playing keno.”

I don’t know how impressed she was, but she was a good sport and played along. We got a few hours of entertainment out of that—for nothing—and then headed back to the car. As we’re walking through acres and acres of asphalt, I’m looking at the car up ahead. My stomach sinks.

“There is no way—no fucking way,” I said.

Yes, there was a way. There had been one car in the middle of nowhere in the Stardust lot; now there were two. And the second one, of course, was in the space directly opposite my no-reverse car.

My buddy started howling with laughter. I was not so amused.

So that secret got thrown into the open.

I looked at my buddy, shrugged, and said, “OK, I guess it’s Freddy Flintstone.”

He got in the passenger side and I put it in neutral. We kicked the car back far enough that I could get it started and drive forward.

Even though I didn’t have a whole lot going for me, Tracy accepted my offer for a second date. And a third. We dated for about six months before she moved in with me. She jumped right in, helping with the boys and becoming Instant Mom. Just add kids. She was wonderful from the start, and the boys accepted her into their lives like she’d always been there. After eight more months, we were married.

It didn’t take long after that for Corey and Adam to start calling Tracy “Mom.” They first started doing it because it was easier to explain to their friends, and eventually they called her that because she was their mom.

Kim showed up and said she wanted the kids back. That, as you might expect, didn’t go over very well in my household. I’ll just say it didn’t happen and leave it at that.

Kim became the good-time weekend person, which created its own set of problems. This situation wasn’t unique—although usually it’s the father who’s the good-time weekend guy—but all the discipline fell to us. It was hard for Tracy to be the one who had to get them to school, tell them to do their homework, and get on them when they pushed back.

As it turned out, Corey became a real mama’s boy. Up until a year before he got married, he was bringing his dirty laundry over to our house every Sunday for Tracy to wash. He was twenty-four years old, and I told Tracy, “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. I can tell him to stop coming over.”

I even needled him. “You’re a grown man. She doesn’t need to be doing your laundry anymore.”

Tracy would interrupt me. “Don’t you dare,” she’d say. “I want him to come over. I like doing it.”

It wasn’t the laundry she enjoyed; it was getting a chance to talk to him every week and give him advice on the kind of life issues guys just don’t talk about with other guys. Corey might tell you he was there because he needed clean clothes, but I think he might have been there for the conversation, too.

For one thing, her advice was solid. Corey dated a girl named Charlene when they were in middle school, but they went their separate ways for several years. During those years, when Corey was dating a million girls, mostly strippers, Tracy would tell him repeatedly, “You need to meet a nice girl like Charlene.”

Eventually, when he was about twenty-three, Corey got back together with Charlene. They dated for a little more than a year and got married.

See? Tracy was right. I don’t know how many times she mentioned Charlene, and I don’t know whether her suggestions subliminally got into Corey’s head, but I know this much: Tracy isn’t doing Corey’s laundry anymore.
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