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High Stakes Hell

Toni had been right.
Even though I was dead, merely a ghost, I still had to live a
little.

When Simon Beaker, one of the murdered Beaker
family, asked me to join their semi-monthly poker game, I accepted.
I was certain he didn't do it out of the goodness of his heart, but
rather, because Toni had asked him, bribed him, or threatened
him.

Or, knowing Toni, if he'd been hesitant, some
combination of all three.

Playing games of chance with the dead was
very different than with the living. We didn't feel passion like
they did. A straight flush, aces high, wouldn't cause our hearts to
beat faster: we didn't have hearts. Same with four of a kind or a
full house: no breath to catch, no sweaty palms, no bodies that
betrayed us.

That didn't mean ghosts didn't have tells. We
did. They were just much more subtle, like a tightening of the
muscles around the eyes, or the slight curling of one hand.

Host for the game rotated between the
players. I'd taken a turn already, renting the conference rooms at
the big Starbucks on Capitol Hill. The gathering had felt small and
intimate, the room paneled in warm wood. It had been a good
night.

Tonight, Simon was hosting. He'd arranged for
us to have the back room of Libby's bar, behind the mirrored doors.
The room itself was quiet enough, sequestered away from the
boisterous bar patrons. Black and white photos of ancient Hollywood
glamour stars covered the walls, old ghosts who stared at the
modern version. We only took up the back half of the room while the
empty chairs and other tables sat mocking us from the other
side.

The pay-in was equivalent to a very expensive
dinner, complete with wine: a little rich for my tastes, but I'd
done well enough at the table every time before this that I had
confidence I'd make it back.

Of course, I should have known my luck was
about to change.

The night started well enough. I took the pot
a couple of times, while Bill, Paul, and Simon's good buddy Jose
kept trading folds.

Drinks from the bar showed up halfway through
the night. It wasn't that we could actually drink anything, but as
a prop, it felt right. Comfortable. The staff used air-ice for our
drinks, the stuff that looked like ice, kept liquids cool, but
didn't actually melt. It made a sound that was particularly
soothing to ghosts. More than one joke had been made about how it
rattled like bones.

When the bad hands started showing up, I
folded easily at first. Then I was tempted by almost good cards,
betting on a hand I should have thrown away two rounds before I
did.

I didn't think anything of it. Bill and Paul
had been losing steadily all night. We groused together about our
luck.

Finally, I'd had enough. I'd lost
significantly more than my buy-in, and I knew it was time to leave.
Just as I was starting to stand, Simon caught my eye.

"One last hand."

I looked at the few chips still in front of
me. "I'm tapped out."

"So we don't play for money."

I didn't trust his smile. "I'm sure I don't
have anything you want."

"You have your camera," Simon said
casually.

"No." I stood all the way up. I would never,
ever gamble Betsy away. She was the one touchstone I had to this
world. She always appeared a warm red in the grayed out world of
ghosts. She had her own soul, I was certain of it.

Interestingly enough, Jose also stood. I
wasn't sure what he could do to me. As a ghost, he couldn't touch
me. While ghosts could haunt the living, all he could do was make
me uncomfortable if he started moaning, not drive me insane.

"No, not, not like that," Simon assured me
with that same used-car salesman smile. "Just one use of her. I
want to take some pictures with her. That's all."

"Why not just ask?"

"What's the fun in that?" Simon responded
with an easy grin. He was a weird ghost. His passion was as
constant as the Seattle rain, more mist than downpour, but nearly
always there. He wore a bespoke suit, as fancy as any lawyer.
"Besides, you might have said no."
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