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‘… immensely enjoyable – even the poker virgin will be immediately drawn in by the hair-trigger descriptions of trickery, bluffery and gamesmanship on offer from some of the most exciting crime writers today’
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FOREWORD


The biggest surprise about putting together a collection of stories combining poker and crime is that it has not been done before now. If ever a subject begged to be associated with crime it is gambling, and if you think poker doesn’t involve gambling, you are seven years old and think it’s fun to play for matchsticks.


For most of my long life, I have played a little poker and always considered it a participatory form of entertainment and pleasure, unlike, say, horse racing, which is best enjoyed as a spectator sport. I don’t know about you, but I’d be reluctant to climb aboard one of those seven-foot-high, half-ton beasts as it careers along at a thousand miles an hour… at least.


Poker is a game that seems at its best when played with friends who laugh at your witty repartee, as you laugh at theirs. There has to be some money involved, of course – enough to hurt a little if you lose, enough to add some spring to your step if you win, but not enough to change your life forever in either direction.


I have played in a monthly game for about twenty years, making me one of the newcomers among a group that started nearly fifty years ago. Players have come and gone, of course. Of the originals, two have died, one moved to Florida (which is the same thing), one to California, and a few have merely drifted away. Some friends of the core players joined for a while and dropped out, to be replaced by newcomers like me. It’s a friendly game with most of the guys (and it’s all guys, whether by design or happenstance or custom) taking turns as host, the biggest change being that, somehow, beer has been abandoned in favor of Diet Coke and ice water.


With minor variations, this is how I’ve always known the game of poker in my mind’s eye. We’re not that different from the players who sit around the table in The Odd Couple. One will bet on every hand, no matter what he’s been dealt. Another is more interested in telling stories and listening to them than in playing. A member of the game for about thirty years still asks, at least once a night, if a full house beats a straight. One deals as if each card had a different and peculiar shape, inevitably dropping cards to the floor and dealing some face up when they should be down, and vice-versa. Still another bets each hand – no, each card, in seven-card stud – as if his son’s college education depended on it. One plays so badly that, if he says he can’t make it to the game, we offer to have a limousine pick him up.


Like so many other elements of life with which I was once familiar and comfortable, poker has changed. Twenty years ago, if someone had been invited, not to play poker but to watch it, he would have asked to be shot instead as a more humane method of execution than being tortured to death.


Today, of course, telecasts of big-money poker are ubiquitous, hugely popular and, admittedly, addictive. The great players, those with mountain spring water instead of blood and a giant ball-bearing in the place where others have a heart, used to ply their skills clandestinely, slipping into a town, cleaning out the local hot-shots, and skedaddling before they realized they had been taken by a professional card sharp. Now, they are like rock stars, though they wear clean clothes and take baths. Even occasional televised poker viewers recognize Chris Moneymaker, Annie Duke, Howard Lederer, Johnny Chan, Phil Hellmuth and Amarillo Slim.


There is a lot of money involved in the World Series of Poker and other televised events, and there are high-stakes games in Las Vegas, various Indian casinos, and in the back rooms of bars across the country. And the total gambled in these venues is dwarfed by the staggering sums wagered on internet poker, which is like crack for compulsive gamblers. Where a lot of money is involved, can crime ever be far behind? In the case of poker specifically and gambling in general, defining crime is as easy and sensible as drawing to an inside straight.


In what must be regarded as Orwellian doublespeak or the height of cynicism, there are laws on the books of every state that make it a crime to gamble for money. There are far more venues in which it is permitted to place a wager in Las Vegas than in New York, for example, where it’s a lot easier than in Utah, where it’s pretty much outlawed. OK, you figure, while you may not agree with the law, or like it, you understand the concept, which is to protect those who can least afford to lose their hard-earned food and rent money. While those who see it as a form of moral depravity may be a trifle zealous, federal and state regulations against alcohol (at one time) and drugs (currently) and cigarettes (imminently) were also passed in what is perceived as the common good.


Ah, but there is a lot of money involved, so some clever politicians, in consort with those who stood to gain, made an occasional exception. It was horse racing in some states. Bingo and charity ‘gambling nights’ received some exemptions. Certain cities like Las Vegas, then New Jersey (and can the rest of the country be far behind) licensed gambling casinos. Perhaps the most pernicious exceptions are the state-run lotteries, which spend fortunes advertising. The odds of winning the big prize are astronomical, but it’s not very expensive to buy a ticket, or two or three, every week, year after year, so the poor plunk down their precious dollars as TV, radio and newspaper advertising exhorts them to play again and again. ‘Hey, you never know.’ Lotteries are a tax on the stupid. The greedy politicians who promote it, wanting always more and more tax revenue, smirk at how cleverly they got away with it. Off-track betting parlors fall into a similar sewer of moral cynicism. Many years ago, when I worked in the sports department of the New York Daily News, I bet (oh, the shame, the shame) on sports and horse racing. I knew my bookie, who used his profits to send two kids to Notre Dame, and who talked me out of a couple of bets that were beyond my means. He was at risk of being arrested at any moment of any day. The OTB emporium two blocks away flourished as subway and television advertising pimped the glories of betting – just so long as it was with a state-run gambling enterprise.


How, then, are these state-run gambling establishments worse than the Mafia and other hoodlums who make gambling opportunities available to those who want it? OK, I’ll concede that the governor won’t knock on your door in the middle of the night and break your arms and legs, but then the crooked noses don’t broadcast commercials telling you what a great idea it is to put the rent money on your lucky number, either.


Poker is quite a different kettle of fish from playing a number or putting down twenty bucks on some horse running in a $6,000 claiming race at a distant race track, of course. A poker player relies on getting some good cards, without doubt, but also on knowing what to do with them. Understanding a little about the odds, trying to keep track of which cards have been played, reading your opponents’ faces and body language, makes it a test of skill, as well as nerve. Those smart dudes (and dudesses) on ESPN (and virtually every other channel, it seems) winning hundreds of thousands, or even millions, at Texas Hold ’Em, don’t become legends because they’re lucky, although that is an element of poker, as it is in life, that should never be discounted.


There are some smart dudes (and, yes, dudesses) on the following pages and, as in real life, some excruciatingly stupid ones. There are some you wish could be in your regular poker game, and some you pray will never ask to be dealt in. The writers who brought them to life are among the most distinguished of their era – the Moneymaker, Duke, Lederer, Chan, Hellmuth and Amarillo Slim of the mystery-writing world.


You’ve already tossed in your ante, so enjoy the game.


Otto Penzler
December 2006
New York City








INTRODUCTION


For well over 150 years, poker has been America’s table game of choice. The mere mention of the game would conjure images of Mississippi riverboat gamblers, cowboys willing to shoot a man if he thought his opponent had an ace up his sleeve, and brazen Vegas hustlers drinking whisky and smoking cigars while using marked cards to take off the unsuspecting.


While there may be a little truth to these bygone notions, poker has become inextricably woven into the fabric of the American experience. The game has been played by American presidents and Supreme Court justices. Grandmothers teach their grandchildren how to play on the kitchen table (I’m betting on grandma). Friends use it as an excuse to get together each week to drink a few beers, curse their bad luck, and, most important, strengthen the bonds of friendship that can be so fragile. Ten years ago, the New York Times reported that fifty million Americans played the game on at least a monthly basis.


With all this in mind, one shouldn’t be amazed that the game has become such a popular form of television programming. In 2003 the World Poker Tour brought hole-card cameras and high production values to televised poker. Later in that year, the aptly named Chris Moneymaker, a Tennessee accountant, turned a $40 online entry into a seat at the $10,000 buy-in main event of the World Series of Poker, where he beat 839 of the best poker players in the world to become world champion while pocketing $2.5 million. These two events combined to make poker an overnight media sensation.


Of course, within a few months, those same media were already predicting that the poker fad was bound to fizzle in, at most, a year. They failed to realize that poker never gets old. Playing and watching the game will always fascinate because it is more about the people you are playing with than the cards you are dealt. Poker is simply a vehicle that facilitates human connection. Two office mates might learn more about each other in a single evening of spirited poker play than they would in a year of shared meetings and tepid hellos at work. Long before 2003, poker had already worked its way into our language. Colorful, often-used phrases such as blue chip, bottom dollar, pass the buck, above board and square deal can trace their origins to poker. A game that has so firmly entrenched itself in a culture’s psyche is not likely to burn out anytime soon.


Poker has even spawned a rich tradition of non-fiction. Al Alvarez’s The Biggest Game in Town is a classic, and more recent books like Jim McManus’s Positively Fifth Street and Michael Craig’s The Professor, the Banker and the Suicide King point towards a bright future in the poker non-fiction category. However, poker fiction, until now, has been nearly non-existent.


With this in mind, Otto Penzler assembled a staggering array of crime novelists and asked each of them to weave the great game of poker into an original short story. John Lescroart writes a story about how the memories of a father’s home poker game still haunt the son many years after his death. Rupert Holmes tells a tale of a poker game that is more than it appears. Eric Van Lustbader shows how the game can form the basis for a unique father/daughter relationship. Walter Mosley examines how the game of poker can provide a unique platform for non-verbal communication. And Sam Hill writes of a poker pro coming to grips with his own mortality; both physically and professionally. These are just a small sampling of the stories you will find inside the collection.


There were few rules for each writer. How they used the game to further the narrative was entirely up to them. And the results prove that poker fiction can consist of much more than the typical tale full of poker cheats and con men. Clearly, each author has had a different experience with the game, and that experience comes shining through in unique ways in each story. Poker’s varied forms and attributes are all utilized differently by each author. Dead Man’s Hand ultimately ends up creating a mosaic of the game that will, hopefully, change how fiction writers use the game in the future. It’s a fresh approach that was a long time coming.


Whether you are a poker enthusiast, a crime novel aficionado or both, curl up with this collection of exciting single-sitting stories and you will be rewarded with an array of bluffs, gut shots and surprise river cards. Enjoy!


Howard Lederer
January 2007








MISTER IN-BETWEEN
Walter Mosley



‘You can call me Master,’ I said to the white man behind the broad ivory-colored desk. The stretch of 59th Street known as Central Park South lay far beneath his windows. The street was filled with toy-sized yellow cabs and tiny noonday strollers.


‘Come again?’ Clive Ford said, bristling in his oversized chair.


‘That’s my name – Master Vincent. My mother christened me so that no man could insult me without lowering his own head.’


‘Is there something else they call you?’ Ford asked.


I eased into the wide-bottomed, walnut client’s chair and crossed my legs. I didn’t like Ford. He had watery eyes and was short and fat with stubble on his chin. I felt that a man, despite his liabilities, should make the most of himself. And appearance was the easiest blemish to cover.


When I looked in the bathroom mirror I didn’t see a handsome or even a good-looking man. Tall and gawky, more gray than brown-skinned, I had big ears and an over-broad nose. But at least I wore nice suits that made me look filled out and hats that partly hid the insult of my Dumbo lobes.


‘Call me Mister In-Between,’ I said. ‘It fits my nature and my vocation.’


‘Your what?’


‘Job.’


‘Oh. Yes. That’s why you’re here isn’t it?’ I wondered how a man like Clive Ford got to be the vice president of some big corporation when he looked like a warthog and didn’t even know simple, everyday words.


‘I have a friend who needs a favour,’ Ford said.


‘What friend?’


‘That’s not important.’


‘To whom?’


‘Say what?’ Ford asked.


‘To whom is the identity of your friend unimportant?’


‘You don’t need to know his name,’ Ford said showing irritation at my continued impertinence.


I shrugged.


‘My friend is owed a great deal of money by a man who wants to pay but who also needs his anonymity.’


‘Now that’s a big word,’ I said gazing out of the high window down across Central Park. It was a beautiful sunny office and a lovely summer’s day.


‘All we need is for you to attend a private poker game in Brooklyn Heights – and win.’


‘I can play but I can’t promise to win.’ I put my hands on the arms of the chair indicating that it was time to go.


‘Game is fixed. You use this…’ he threw down two tight bundles of what looked to me to be a hundred hundred-dollar bills each, ‘…and when the night is over you take either ten thousand dollars or ten per cent of the winnings, whatever’s more. You don’t have to worry about the game being fixed, my client will repay any losses by the other players.’


I settled back into the chair. I’d promised Felicia a trip in October and my funds were low. There was my emergency cash but that was inviolate. Then again, I’d have to look long and hard to find another woman like Felicia. She didn’t mind my odd hours or sporadic, sometimes days-long, absences.


‘I trust you, Baby,’ she’d say in her high voice, ‘but you got to treat me right.’


‘How’s the game fixed?’ I asked Clive Ford.


‘By an expert,’ Ford said. ‘All you have to do is play and bet heavy if you have more than two of a kind.’


‘Deuces?’


‘If it’s three twos in your hand you’re gonna win – probably.’


‘How much?’


‘No less than a hundred grand.’


I didn’t like it. But the ugly man was referred by Crow, and Crow was as good an agent as you could have. Still, Clive Ford was ugly and didn’t care who knew it. If that was what he was like on the surface, what might there be hidden underneath?


‘Why don’t you exercise?’ I asked him unable to keep the disgust out of my tone.


‘What?’


‘Why don’t you go to a gym? You got something wrong with your legs?’


‘What the hell does that have to do with the game tonight? Bernardi told me that you were professional.’


‘I carry things,’ I said, ‘from one set of hands to another. I deliver but I don’t work for just anybody.’


‘My references are good. Play the game, take your winnings, and bring them back to me tomorrow.’


‘What if I lose?’


‘You won’t.’


I hesitated a moment past the comfort zone of a normal conversation.


‘Besides,’ Ford said, ‘you’re covered by Bernardi. He’s the one I go to if anything goes wrong.’


I had never met Bobo Bernardi. He was an ex-professional wrestler who had gone into the private delivery business. He only contacted me through Crow. Crow had a one-room office on 146th Street near Malcolm X. That office was the highway onramp that led from Harlem to the rest of the world.


‘Take this job as a gift,’ Crow had whispered over the phone. ‘It’s the best-payin’ gig you evah gonna get.’


Ten thousand dollars was a good payday and cash was the cleanest package to carry. It wasn’t like prescription drugs or stolen property; it wasn’t like counterfeiters’ product or stock-market tips that couldn’t be trusted to electronic media. Real money was clean; something the cops could question but they could not, legally, confiscate.


‘We’re not talkin’ counterfeit here are we, Mr Ford?’


‘Clean American currency… Master.’


I knew then that Ford was no fool. He saw my vain spot as soon as I told him my name.


We spent the next forty minutes going through the details of the pickup.


Pickup, drop-off; these were the two terms that bound my world, the bookends of my entire professional life. If an FBI agent wanted to speak to a prostitute he’d gotten fond of I would deliver the Valentine. If an informant deep within a criminal organization needed a line out I was his connection.


With Crow as the router, Mr In-Between was the express mail system for a dozen and more shadow worlds. There was nothing that I wouldn’t move except for slaves, the condemned, and terrorist communiqués.


‘I’m not an assassin or an assassin’s helper,’ I told my intern, Mike Peron, a youngish New Yorker of Peruvian descent.


‘But what if it was a message to some CIA guy in Cuba to wipe out somebody down there?’ Mike asked.


‘No. Once you open that door then anything, and everything, goes.’


Mike nodded once and filed the information away. He would make a good bagman one day.


*


I had a loft apartment in Tribeca that didn’t require rent. I’d once done a favour for the landlord, Joe Moorland, which had earned me a lifetime get-out-of-rent-free card.


The ceilings were eighteen feet high looming over three thousand square feet of mostly empty space.


I like space. One of my favorite pastimes is to stare out over the empty bamboo floor of my home. At the front corner of the loft I walled off four hundred square feet for an office. This was where Mike and I worked. We could gaze out of the fourth-floor window onto Greenwich Street and discuss the best ways to go about a problem; not that I had any difficulty forming strategies. It’s just that sometimes I needed an extra pair of hands and it was always good to see how someone else would go about getting from point a to point b.


And Mike had other qualities. He spoke Spanish and street, and he was small with a New World Indian look about him. Nobody would ever suspect him on a sophisticated run.


‘Why you gonna take this job?’ Mike asked that afternoon as three fire engines blared past on the street below.


‘It’s good money and Crow asked me to do it.’


‘But you’re like a shill.’


‘Crow says it’s not like that.’


‘When I’m’a meet this Crow?’


‘When you learn to speak proper English,’ I said.


‘I know how to talk.’


‘Good. Now all you have to do is implement that knowledge and the windows of the world will open for you.’


Mike glared at me but he didn’t argue. He knew that I was the doorway to his dreams of dignity, wealth, and respect. He didn’t even have a high school diploma when I found him hustling for nickels in east New York. Now he’d earned his GED and no one had stabbed him in over two and a half years.


‘You got that address?’ I asked him.


‘Yeah.’


‘Check it out and follow procedure.’


‘If there’s trouble ahead?’


‘Blue cell,’ I said, and I gave him the new number.


I had three pay-as-you-go cellphones, each one of a different primary color. I changed the number on one of these phones every month. When I’d make a change I’d tell Mike which one to call.


*

After Mike left on his errand I went into my apartment and lay down on the chaise longue I’d bought from my psychoanalyst at the end of six years of deep therapy. I’d spent five days a week on that brown, backless sofa. I bought it for eighteen thousand dollars telling my analyst, Dr Myra Golden, that I’d use it when I felt the need to tap into my unconscious mind.


I closed my eyes thinking about Clive Ford and his mission.


The more I thought the more I worried that the whole thing was a mistake. Pickup, drop-off – that was my mantra. This poker playing lay outside my area of expertise. But Crow had asked and ten thousand dollars was heavy cash for a day’s work.


The red phone made the sound of Zen bells in the distance.


‘Hello.’


‘Hey, Baby, how you doin’?’


‘Felicia.’


‘You know it make me dizzy when you say my name like that, Master,’ Felicia said.


‘I told you that you don’t have to call me that, girl.’


‘How can I help it,’ she said in a serious tone, ‘when I know every time I say it your dick gets hard?’


‘That’s only when I’m looking at you, Baby.’


‘Is it hard right now?’


‘Why are you calling me?’ I asked allowing her question to seek its own reply.


‘I want a steak and to see if we can do sumpin’.’


*

Felicia was twenty-three, fifteen years my junior. She was a large woman from Bedford-Stuyvesant. Felicia had worked part way out of the hood. A junior cashier at a grocery store in the Village, she was the least likely girlfriend I could imagine.


One day I was buying chicken breasts and broccoli at her register and she asked, ‘You cook for yourself?’


I said yes as I looked up, falling into her eyes. Her reply was that she’d be off at nine and that I could buy her dinner if I was there.


*

‘I got a job tonight, Baby,’ I told Felicia.


‘A job or another girlfriend?’


‘A job. A job so good that we can go to Hawaii for a week on your vacation.’


‘Really?’


‘No lie.’


Felicia had a very large butt. I’d always liked skinny women. But somehow I found myself waiting for her at nine and we’ve been together since.


I stretched out on the psychiatrist’s couch after that first night of deep passionate sex with Felicia; lying there I could hear Dr Golden saying, go with it, which was odd because Golden had never given me one word of advice in fourteen hundred and forty hours of therapy.


‘What is it you do again?’ Felicia asked.


She had posed that question many times and I always gave the same answer, ‘I’m an assistant to a guy who hangs out on a corner up in Harlem. I help him and he gives me advice.’


‘Oh. Can he give you the night off? I got a itch that I want you to scratch… wit’ yo’ tongue.’


My chest throbbed and I wanted to say ‘I love you’, but stifled the urge. I did not understand this feeling Felicia brought out in me. She was undereducated and used crude language, she was completely unsophisticated but still when she looked at me I wanted to get down on my knees and thank God, even though I had been an atheist since the age of eight after seeing my parents brutally murdered.


‘I have to go, Felicia. I need to get ready for the job.’


‘I might have to go see my old boyfriend then,’ she speculated.


‘I’ve told you before, honey, if you need another man just leave. You don’t even need to tell me that you’re gone.’


‘Don’t be like that, Daddy. I’m just playin’ wit’ you. You don’t have to get all serious an’ shit.’


‘You’re wrong, girl. I am serious, very serious.’


‘OK. We see each other tomorrow night then. All right?’


‘As long as you’re not with your old boyfriend. What was his name? Hatton, George Hatton.’


‘You remembah that?’


‘I remember everything.’


*

The game was to be held on the top floor of a private brownstone on Montague Street near the water, in the Heights. I arrived at eleven forty-five in order to be there for the first hand to be dealt at midnight. I was met at the door by two big men armed with electronic wands.


‘Excuse me, Mr Vincent,’ the sandy-haired one said, ‘but we have to make sure you’re clean.’


They took my blue cellphone, removed the battery, and put them both in a box. They also searched my wallet, made me take off my jacket so they could feel through the fabric, and asked me if I wore glasses. They even checked my eyes with a flashlight to see if I had contacts.


I didn’t mind the search. This was high-stakes poker. Someone would be a fool not to cheat if they could.


*

There was a small elevator that went to the fourth-floor gambling room. I was met at the top by a red-haired white girl, no more than nineteen, dressed in a full-length satin yellow evening dress. The gown looked a little too new, making her seem as though she was a child playing dressing-up.


‘Welcome, Mr Vincent. I’m Marla. You’re the last to arrive.’ She took me by the arm. ‘Let me show you to your place at the table.’


The young woman walked me five steps to the plush red six-sided table. The second I got there I started thinking about how to turn back time. Four of the five men were a Who’s Who of the real New York underworld.


Marla introduced me but I already knew the four.


‘Faust Littleman,’ the girl said.


He was the heroin connection between Afghanistan and Baltimore. He lived in New York for the restaurants and to stymie police intervention in his business. Crow had gotten an offer from Faust for me to make regular deliveries but my agent demurred telling Littleman, ‘We’re mailmen, not drug-dealers.’


‘Welcome, Mr Vincent,’ Littleman said without a smile or even a nod.


‘Brian Mettgang,’ Marla said.


He was a powerful Hollywood producer who’d gotten his start in extreme pornography. It was rumoured that he’d still provide a snuff film for the right amount of cash.


I had worked for Mettgang’s company but never met the boss.


I was also introduced to Tommy Arland, the infamous West Side Hit Man, Jamaica Jim, a one-time enforcer who now ran the mid-town numbers racket, and a man named Mr Wisteria.


Wisteria wore a dark, dark red suit – a colour that I had never seen in men’s dress clothes. He also wore a buff-coloured, short-brimmed hat. He had the kind of mouth that often smiled but never laughed. ‘Mr Vincent,’ the bird-boned, middle-aged white man piped. ‘Welcome to our little game.’


‘Thank you,’ I said wishing that I were somewhere else. I chided myself again for not asking who else would be playing. This company was serious business. I’d have walked out if not for my longtime friend and mentor, Crow.


Crow must have known what was coming down, I told myself over and over.


I took my seat, managing to look calm.


‘I’m the last one here?’ I asked. ‘I can’t remember the last time that happened.’


‘We’re playing five-card draw,’ Jamaica Jim said, ‘nothing wild. The deal shifts from man to man to the left and the limit to the pot is five thousand dollars unless all active players agree to raise it. If you have at least five you can’t get busted.’


Marla placed a new deck by my right hand.


I tore the tight plastic wrapper from the box wondering who it was that had fixed the game. The men I knew of were all unlikely to do something like this, at least not in person. That left Wisteria.


‘Where you from, Mr Wisteria?’ I asked while shuffling the deck under the watchful eyes of my fellow players.


‘Beloit, Wisconsin,’ he said in his mild Milquetoast voice.


‘Wisconsin,’ I mused. ‘Dairy farms and mountains of snow.’


Wisteria smiled and nodded. ‘My family owns a dairy out there. They make three and a half per cent of the butter used in the Midwest.’


He was the one, I thought. Everything about him seemed a fabrication. Even his pale gaze was faraway, deceptive.


The stares from everyone else were intense. Their eyes were bright challenges daring anyone to defeat them.


Each man had a drawer filled with a few hundred chips at their station; the four denominations ranged from $100 to $100,000. Each man had different colour chips: red, blue, yellow, green, violet, and orange.


I threw out an orange chip and dealt the cards. The rest of the players followed my ante.


‘How’s Pete Morgan doin’?’ big black Jamaica Jim asked.


Peter François Morgan was the man that Ford got to invite me to the game. I knew various facts about him but we weren’t supposed to be close friends. I didn’t need to know much.


‘He’s OK. Dolly had another kid, girl I think. Anyway he sends his best. He’s in Miami right now.’


‘Peter Morgan?’ Mr Wisteria asked. His voice could have been a satyr’s reed, a barely audible, almost impossible sound coming from a deep wood.


‘He suggested Vincent for the game,’ Faust Littleman said. The drug-dealer’s face was puffy. He had a highway map of blue veins under the almost yellow skin of his nose.


‘What do you do for a living, Mr Vincent?’ Littleman asked.


‘I work for stockbrokers,’ I said as I dealt.


‘You are a stockbroker?’


‘No. I just do research for a few clients.’


‘Oh.’


There was an air of tension in the room. Only Wisteria was immune to the atmosphere. His nimble little fingers flipped among his cards. Everyone else seemed to think long and hard about their decisions.


I had two queens.


Fold if you have nothing, Clive Ford had told me. Stay for the ride on everything else. If you don’t have at least three of a kind after the draw then fold. If you get three or more then play to the limit.


‘Check,’ said Faust Littleman. The drug-dealer looked up defiantly as if daring anyone to question him.


‘I’ll bet a thousand,’ Jim said throwing in a green-coloured chip.


‘I’ll see that,’ Tommy Arland, the assassin, added.


I looked at the killer noting that he was as nondescript a white man as I had ever met. Not tall or particularly strong-looking, he wouldn’t show up on anyone’s radar unless they knew him. He could be the cheat at the table; anyone could.


Mettgang met the thousand-dollar limit. Wisteria and Littleman folded.


I called the bet and threw down three cards. When I dealt again I still had only two queens and folded.


‘Nice of you to lose the first hand you dealt, Mr Vincent,’ Wisteria said in an odd, but still mild tone. ‘Otherwise we might have to kill you.’


‘Good luck always follows bad,’ I said optimistically.


‘Amen,’ Wisteria said and, unaccountably, I felt a chill.


I lost the next two hands because I didn’t have anything. I had three fives on the fourth hand but Wisteria beat me with a diamond flush.


It wasn’t until the sixth hand that I had something worth while. Three tens backed up by an ace and a jack. Littleman and Arland battled me over that hand. I took in eight thousand four hundred when they finally folded.


All the while I felt the gaze of Wisteria upon me.


The men were true gamblers. They spoke very little and showed almost no emotion. Now and then Marla would bring a drink to someone. Mettgang and Wisteria each left once to go to the toilet.


At three fifteen in the morning I got dealt three nines by Jamaica Jim. I only drew one card which gave me a pair of fives to go with my nines.


There was no logic to my manufactured luck, no mechanism that I could see that gave me an edge. No one dealer gave me my winning hands.


I cleaned up with the full house. Sixty-one thousand dollars in a single hand of poker. That put me over the top. One hundred twenty-seven thousand, eight hundred dollars.


Tommy Arland was the big loser in that hand. He had two pair, sixes and eights. I wondered if he was the one paying me off. But I couldn’t tell. All the men had on their poker faces. We spoke less at that table than I did to the harried counterman at the deli where I get my pastrami on rye during lunch hour on Tuesdays and Fridays.


Soon after my big win Wisteria yawned. Jamaica Jim stretched and said, ‘I t’ink it’s time we go.’


And the game was over.


While the others went downstairs to gather their things I sat alone at the red table with Marla as she counted one thousand two hundred and seventy-eight one-hundred-dollar bills. She counted my winnings three times and then put the cash into a cute little briefcase no larger than a woman’s purse.


‘Do you have a roll of nickels in your bank there?’ I asked her.


She reached down into the safe under the table and came out with a two-dollar plastic roll.


I handed her three hundred-dollar bills and said, ‘Keep the change.’


*

By the time I got downstairs everyone was gone except for the sandy-haired man who had apologized for searching me. He gave me back my phone and I wished him well.


I had walked half a block from the house when someone shouted, ‘Hey you!’


By the time I had turned around the three men were almost upon me. Not one of them was particularly tall but they were all sturdy, built for the hurting trade.


As I said, I’m tall but not bulky or extremely strong. I will go one on one with anybody, though, because I will hurt you if I can get at you. But three men at once was beyond my physical limits.


‘Gimme the case,’ the leader, a blocky white guy with a squashed face, commanded.


I heard a tiny motor rev in the distance. It was little more than the sound of a mosquito in your ear at night.


‘What did you say?’ I asked as if I really hadn’t understood.


‘Gimme the fuckin’ case,’ the man said.


He moved ahead of his friends and reached for me. I responded by striking him on the temple with the side of my right fist, in which I held the roll of nickels. I hit him very hard. He grunted in a high tone like a pig caught in a fence. I hit him in the same spot again before his friends registered the attack.


The engine in the distance got louder.


The other two men, one black and one brown, came at me then. The one on the left brandished a knife while the black man on the right was holding a pistol down at his side.


As they came forward I took a long step back. They had to go around the prone body of their unconscious boss. This gave me a six-to-eight-second reprieve. It doesn’t sound like much when armed men are after you and all you have is a roll of nickels in your hand. But I had faith in that small engine in the night.


Mike Peron zipped up behind my attackers, managing to hit both of them at about fifteen miles an hour. He was thrown from his motorbike but I moved in quickly clubbing the muggers with my coin-reinforced hand. After I was certain that the muggers were incapacitated I helped Mike up and together we rode away into the night.


*

I got off in Manhattan at five thirty and went to a 24-hour diner on 6th Avenue in the Village. I drank some coffee and then drank some more. I ordered a waffle with cooked apples and whipped cream and downed two more cups of coffee. I didn’t read the newspaper or make small talk with the waitress. I didn’t do anything but think about what had happened.


Anyone at that table could have set me up. Clive Ford or Bobo Bernardi could have been behind the mugging. It wouldn’t have been Crow. It’s not that I’m above suspecting my mentor but Crow was the one who told me about having backup on a job that felt hinky. Crow would have had someone in reserve to come in on the chance that Mike was in the wings.


Someone had fixed the game but it didn’t make sense that he would have tried to rob me. After all I was going to turn the money over to his agent, Clive Ford.


It was rare for Mr In-Between to get double-crossed. It was almost always a straight-forward kind of business.


At six fifteen I called a number.


‘Speak to me,’ answered a whispery voice.


‘Somebody tried to hijack me, Crow,’ I said.


‘Who did?’


‘I don’t know. Three guys were waiting for me. If it wasn’t for Mike I might be dead by now.’


‘Damn.’


Silence fell on the payphone line for a full two minutes.


‘You think it’s Ford?’ Crow hissed.


‘I don’t like him but then again I don’t know.’


‘If it was him then it’s over now anyway. You still got the money?’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘How much?’


‘One twenty-seven plus the twenty he gave me.’


‘Take out your percentage and put the rest in my box. I’ll call Bernardi and see what’s what.’


‘OK.’


‘And you know the drill, right?’ Crow added.


The drill was not to go anywhere that someone in our world might see me or be able to find me. Not my apartment. Not Crow’s office.


‘Oh, yeah,’ I said. ‘I know.’


The fact that he felt the need to remind me showed how seriously my mentor took this business.


I went to Bailey’s Bank on 42nd Street where Crow and I shared a safe-deposit box. In a private room I removed my twelve thousand five hundred dollars (accounting for the three hundred I’d tipped Marla) and put the rest in storage. Then I went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art and studied the South American and African exhibits.


I love history because the past belongs to all of us. The saga of the human race is a kind of cultural socialism that even the richest people cannot control or truly possess. I like thinking about the past when the present is impinging on me. It makes me feel untouchable.


I was waiting for Felicia at six when she got off work and we went to her apartment off Flatbush Avenue in Brooklyn. Her mother and sister came over because they had not met me before and we ordered barbecue from a delivery place – Winston’s Memphis Belle BBQ.


Felicia’s mother, Helen, was the image of the woman that Felicia would become in sixteen years. She was one year older and forty pounds heavier than I. Her face was the same as Felicia’s and her laugh was the same too. Bunny, Felicia’s sister, had a whole other father. His genes had made her slight and light-skinned. Bunny was a very pretty girl and she gave me looks that might have been seen by Felicia as flirtatious but Bunny never let her sister see.


‘Yeah,’ Helen was saying that evening, ‘me an’ Bunny thought that Feel was makin’ up her boyfriend. I mean what a successful businessman be doin’ hooked up with some wide-bottomed dark-skinned girl from Bed-Stuy?’


‘I just looked at her,’ I said draping my arm on Felicia’s shoulders, ‘and that was it. She said to come by later and I believe I would have fought Mike Tyson to be there.’


Helen and Bunny were stunned by my naked passion. Felicia leaned over and kissed my neck. She whispered in my ear, ‘I’m’a do it right tonight, Master.’


And even though I was deeply troubled I was still thrilled by the connection Felicia made with my soul.


She kissed my neck again and my mind flashed. It was like a flicker, a phenomenon that Myra Golden called ‘the precursor to my intuition.’ I was about to come to some deep understanding when my blue phone made the sound of migrating geese passing overhead.


‘Hold on,’ I said answering the phone as I stood.


I took the phone into Felicia’s bedroom and said, ‘Go on.’


‘Clive Ford fell off the top’a his office buildin’,’ Crow hissed. ‘Cops lookin’ for everybody been to his office in the last three days.’


‘Damn. What about Bobo?’


‘He told me that he washes his hands of it. The money’s ours.’


‘What’s happening, Crow?’


‘I’m sorry, man,’ Crow said. ‘The way Clive laid it out to me nobody was getting ripped off.’


My intuition kicked in then and I realized that all the men at that table were in on the fix. I said this to Crow.


‘Most of them anyway,’ he said ominously.


‘What should I do?’ I asked.


‘Find a hole and stay in it till the smoke clears.’


*

Even the fear of death did not weaken the ardour I felt for Felicia Torres. I strained over her grunting like an old man passing a stone. I held her so tightly that she had to ask me to let up.


The next morning at a coffee shop I was reading the Post because that was the only paper they had. Terrorists in England had invented an exploding iPod and a movie star of some renown got divorced from one guy and married another in a single day.


On page three I read that James ‘Jamaica Jim’ Rolleyman had been found hanged in his apartment near 48th Street and 9th Avenue. The police said that the death was suspicious. There was no note and no warning that he might have committed suicide.


Wild geese cried out while I was reading the article.


‘Hello?’


‘Hey, man,’ Mike Peron said. ‘You read the paper?’


‘You got family in Peru still, Mikey?’


‘Some.’


‘Go for a visit. Two weeks should do it. I’ll pay.’


‘What about you?’


‘I’m going to catch up on my reading.’


*

I went to the diner’s toilet, counted out fifty one-hundred-dollar bills, and wrapped them in a paper towel. I folded the paper to make a pretty secure envelope. Then I went to the reading room of the main branch of the New York Public Library.


In the north-west corner of the reading room, on any day that the library was open, from eight in the morning till closing time, you could find Nelson ‘The Dean’ Koslowski. He was always reading a book and usually flanked by two women. For the past year these posts had been held by Minna Olson and Arianna Tey.


The way they were seated you couldn’t get very close to Nelson and so you had to start a discussion with one of the women first.


‘Hi,’ I said to Minna, a thin, black woman of twenty-something years. She had a plain face but there was sensuality in her posture.


‘Do I know you?’ she asked, not unpleasantly.


I handed her the jury-rigged envelope and she, showing me the respect I deserved, did not open it to count out my offering. She turned to Nelson, an elderly white man of seventy-eight or -nine, and whispered something.


He looked up from his book, made a face, and nodded. Minna moved aside.


I sat down next to the old man. He was very short and wore clothes that would have been suitable for a janitor or a gardener.


‘Master,’ Nelson said. ‘Long time.’


‘As a rule I don’t need to come to you for information,’ I said. ‘Usually two addresses will do me fine.’


‘So why are you here? Do you have a message for me?’


‘Clive Ford, Faust Littleman, Jamaica Jim, Tommy Arland, Brian Mettgang, and a little guy named Wisteria,’ I said. ‘Does that mean anything to you?’


The Dean stared at my forehead for what seemed like a very long time.


‘Minna, Arianna,’ he said.


The women turned their heads to regard him.


‘Go get yourselves some coffee. Mr Vincent and I need a few minutes alone.’


The ladies were reluctant but they knew better than to question their boss. After they were gone Nelson stared at me a while longer. The envelope with my money was nowhere to be seen.


Koslowski was a self-made man of what Crow liked to call Nefarious Letters. The Dean knew everything that went down in the city. He never talked to the police or any other government agent and if you fooled him into giving you information for the cops he was likely to take revenge upon you, one way or the other. He had a full head of grey-blue hair and skin that sagged with the weight of all he knew. It cost five thousand dollars just to ask him a question; research on his part could run much higher.


‘What’s your interest?’ Nelson asked me.


‘Trouble,’ I said simply.


‘Serious trouble?’


I didn’t even nod. Koslowski knew I wouldn’t be there unless the guns were loaded and the crosshairs in place.


‘Ford was point man for a guy named Ring,’ Nelson told me.


‘The assassin?’


‘Littleman, Jamaica Jim, Arland, and Mettgang all worked for Wisteria.’


‘Worked?’ I asked. ‘I saw them last night.’


‘Jamaica Jim’s fake suicide was in the paper. The rest of them probably won’t show up any time soon.’


‘And Wisteria?’


‘Olaf Wisteria, I am told, suffers from a variety of mental illnesses. They all come together under the general heading of paranoia. It was said that he suspected one of his henchmen of stealing from him. For the last six months he has had them all followed, bugged, and attached at the hip with men who answer only to Olaf. They could not take a step that wasn’t watched, listened to, and studied. They were never allowed to handle money unless it was their winnings at the weekly poker game.’


‘He couldn’t watch them that closely.’


‘Have you looked into his eyes?’


I had.


‘Is Ring dead too?’ I asked.


‘Ring, I hear, has switched loyalties.’


‘Where can I find Ring?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘I can have ten thousand here in an hour, Mr Koslowski.’


‘I don’t know, Master. If I did I would tell you.’


*

On the 5th Avenue stairs of the library I called Crow but he didn’t answer. This bothered me because Crow always answered his personal line. He even took it to the hospital when he was having knee surgery. They gave him a local anesthetic and he conducted business while the doctor cut, shaved bone, and sewed.


*

I kept a small apartment under my mother’s maiden name in Queens, not far from JFK. I went there via subway and bus. It was clean because I hired a service to come once every two weeks to dust and do whatever else was necessary.


I sat on the springy bed and went over all I knew.


Ford was an assassin’s agent and Ring was the killer. The four men I had feared at the poker table were in turn frightened by Wisteria. They siphoned off their money to pay for the killing of their paranoid boss.


The fix was brilliant. Four of the five players knew when I was betting and the parameters of what I held. If they had a better hand they folded. If they didn’t they bluffed. Wisteria wouldn’t wise up because he would beat me at least half of the time we bet against each other.


The money came from the bank that Wisteria controlled.


But if Koslowski was right and Wisteria had such a tight rein on his men that they couldn’t get a message out then how did they get in touch with Ford to make such complex plans?


Sure they could make a clandestine call from some friend’s cellphone but that wouldn’t be enough. No. They needed to get word to someone that would build the plan for them; someone who would understand their plight and set up the game for them.


Crow.


I sorely missed my analyst’s couch but I made do with the bouncy bed in my getaway room. Crow was the only solution to the problem. If he was aware of Wisteria and knew the men at the table he might have set up the game, setting me up as he did so. Crow knew how to leave messages anywhere. He figured out the poker game and then got word to the players how the game should go. He called Clive Ford, Ring’s agent, and then pulled me in to pay the assassin’s fee.


Crow knew I wouldn’t willingly be party to an assassin’s trade. He worked it out so that I would be paid well and Wisteria would be eliminated. He had all the bases covered except for the unheard-of betrayal by Ring.


The sun set and I lay still, my eyes closed, my breath shallow. I lay there for many hours considering the next action to take.


The smartest thing would have been to take the money and run. Now that I understood Wisteria I knew enough to fear him. Crow had never once failed to answer his phone and so he was probably dead too.


I had two hundred and seventy-eight thousand dollars in savings. I couldn’t take Felicia because she’d have to call her mother one day.


I was ready to run. All I needed was a few morning hours to collect my savings and get on the Path Train to a Jersey bus and I’d be gone.


Zen bells rang near midnight.


‘Yeah?’


‘How you, Baby?’ Felicia asked.


‘Fine. My business had a little backlash. But I got a hold of it.’


‘You OK?’


‘Uh-huh. Why you ask?’


‘I ’ont know,’ she said. ‘I just got the feelin’ you might need somebody to call and say they loved you.’


My throat caught and a pain set off in my chest. My intuitive dizziness set in and for a moment I remembered being happy. It’s not that I was happy; I just remembered how it once felt.


‘Felicia,’ I said. ‘Felicia, you are something else, you know that, girl?’


‘I love you,’ she said. ‘You don’t have to say it back. You don’t have to do nuthin’ but promise me that you will come to my house and stay here again.’


‘Unless I’m dead and cold you better believe I will be there,’ I said.


*

Three a.m. found me on a rooftop across the street from the gambling house in Brooklyn Heights. I had a high-powered pistol that doubled as a rifle in my pocket. I had tried five times to call Crow. If he hadn’t answered by then I knew he never would.


And even though I had been betrayed by my mentor I still respected him and gave him the benefit of the doubt. I had worked for Crow since I was a teenager. He taught me to articulate and how to walk straight, how to dress and how to behave in the company of other men.


Unlike me, Crow was strong and powerful. Even now, in his mid-fifties, he posed a daunting figure. I looked up to him and he showed me a way.


For long minutes I stared at the gambler’s house. No one came in or out but there was an odd shadow in the doorway. The longer I looked at it, the stranger it appeared.


At three thirty I climbed down the fire-escape and crossed the street. Crow had taught me how to move silently through the noisiest terrains. I could have been a cat burglar if I wasn’t a delivery specialist.


*

The shadow was caused by the front door to the gambling establishment being ajar. I stared at it a full thirty seconds before crossing the threshold. I locked the door behind me and located the stairs. One and a half flights up I came upon a dead white man of middle years. His head was at the bottom of the flight and his legs were above and to the side. He’d been shot in the back. The blood pooled under him in the green carpeting.


I decided to start in the room I knew best so I went to the fourth floor and pushed the door open.


Olaf Wisteria was sitting with his back to the red gambling table smiling at me. That was when I learned that I wasn’t a natural-born killer. The moment a real killer had even suspected another living being he would have opened fire.


But all I did was stare at Olaf as he stared sightlessly back at me.


‘I wondered when you’d get here,’ a crackling voice said.


I turned quickly and lifted my gun but I knew before I could pull the trigger that it was Crow who called to me.


He was laid up in a corner with blood on his face and army jacket. I ran to him and got down on my knees.


‘Motherfucker shot me three times ’fore I could get off one shot,’ my mentor said. His chiselled black face seemed thinner from the strain of his wounds. ‘Lucky he didn’t wear a vest like me.’


‘Let’s get you out of here,’ I told him.


‘I knew you’d come,’ Crow said to me. ‘I knew you wouldn’t let me and him take your life away.’


*

Two days later in a very private Bronx clinic Crow regained consciousness.


‘Olaf had a lover,’ Crow told me when the nurse left us alone. ‘Her name was Connie and she was a friend.’


‘He kill her?’


‘Yeah. I didn’t know it until Jamaica Jim told me. He said that Wisteria was going to break up everything, he was so crazy… I’m sorry, Boy. I used you but you got to know that I had no idea Ring would double-cross us.’


‘Why didn’t they kill him at the game themselves?’ I asked.


‘During the game Wisteria had men in the walls, watching.’


‘In the walls?’


‘He was a sick puppy,’ Crow said. ‘But he only had Ring with him at night. I disabled the alarm and took my chances.’


‘That was Ring you killed on the stairs?’


‘Uncle Sam trained me real good in Nam,’ Crow said. It was the first I’d ever heard of his being in the military. ‘I killed him for you, Master. I was trying to make restitution for tricking you like I did.’


‘That’s OK,’ I said.


‘It is?’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘It’s like my final exam.’


Crow looked at me and nodded slowly.


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘You can’t trust anybody.’


Outside the sun was rising over the Bronx. Crow would live and I’d still work for him. Mike would come back and Felicia would thrill me in the night. And I would be a stronger man in an ever more uncertain world.





BUMP
Jeffery Deaver



Hat in hand. There was no other way to describe it.


Aside from the flashy secretary, the middle-aged man in jeans and a sports coat was alone, surveying the glassy waiting room which overlooked Century City’s Avenue of the Stars. No, not that one, with the footprints in concrete (that was Hollywood Boulevard, about five miles from here). This street was an ordinary office park of hotels and high-rises, near an OK shopping centre and a pretty-good TV network.


Checking out the flowers (fresh), the art (originals), the secretary (a wannabe, like nine-tenths of the other help in L.A.).


How many waiting rooms had he been in just like this, over his thirty-some years in the industry? Mike O’Connor wondered.


He couldn’t even begin to guess.


O’Connor was now examining a purple orchid, trying to shake the thought: Here I am begging, hat in hand.


But he couldn’t.


Nor could he ditch the adjunct thought: This is your last Goddamn chance.


A faint buzz from somewhere on the woman’s desk. She was blonde, and O’Connor, who tended to judge women by a very high standard, his wife, thought she was attractive enough. Though, this being Hollywood, attractive enough for what? was a legitimate question, and sadly the answer to that was not enough for leading roles. A pretty character actress, walk-ons. We’re in the toughest business on the face of the earth, baby, he thought to her.


She put down the phone. ‘He’ll see you now, Mr O’Connor.’ She rose to get the door for him.


‘That’s OK. I’ll get it … Good luck.’ He’d seen her reading a script.


She didn’t know what he meant.


O’Connor closed the door behind him, and Aaron Felter, a fit man in his early thirties, wearing expensive slacks and a dark grey shirt without a tie, rose to greet him.


‘Mike. My God, it’s been two years.’


‘Your dad’s funeral.’


‘Right.’


‘How’s your mom doing?’


‘Scandal. She’s dating! A production designer over on the Universal lot. At least he’s only five years younger. But he wears an earring.’


‘Give her my best.’


‘Will do.’


Felter’s father had been a director of photography for a time on O’Connor’s TV show in the eighties. He’d been a talented man and wily… and a voice of reason in the chaotic world of weekly television.


They carried on a bit of conversation about their own families – neither particularly interested, but such was the protocol of business throughout the world.


Then because this wasn’t just business, it was Hollywood, the moment soon arrived when it was OK to cut to the chase.


Felter tapped the packet of material O’Connor had sent. ‘I read it, Mike. It’s a real interesting concept. Tell me a little more.’


O’Connor knew the difference between it’s interesting and I’m interested. But he continued to describe the proposal for a new TV series in more depth.


Michael O’Connor had been hot in the late seventies and eighties. He’d starred in several prime-time dramas – featuring a law firm, an EMT facility and, most successfully, the famous Homicide Detail. The show lasted for seven seasons, which was a huge success, considering that one year in the life of a TV show usually counts as dog years times two.


It had been a great time. O’Connor, a UCLA film grad, had always been serious about acting and Homicide Detail was cutting-edge TV. It was gritty, was shot with hand-held cameras and the writers (O’Connor co-wrote scripts from time to time) weren’t afraid to blow away a main character occasionally or let the bad guy get off. An LAPD detective who became a good friend of O’Connor’s was the show consultant and he worked them hard to get the details right. The shows dealt with religion, abortion, race, terrorism, sex, anything. ‘Cutting-edge story-telling, creativity on steroids,’ was The New York Times’s assessment of the show, and those few words meant more to O’Connor than the Emmy nomination (he lost to an actor from Law & Order, a thoroughly noble defeat).


But then the series folded, and it was drought time.


He couldn’t get work – not the kind of work that was inspired and challenging. His agent sent him scripts with absurd premises or hackneyed rip-offs of his own show or sitcoms, which he had no patience or talent for. And O’Connor collected his residual cheques (and signed most of them over to the Ivy League schools his daughters attended), and kept trying to survive in a town where he’d actually heard someone say of Richard III, ‘You mean it was a play too?’


But O’Connor was interested in more than acting. He had a vision. There’s a joke in Hollywood that, when looking for a project to turn into a film or series, producers want something that’s completely original and yet has been wildly successful in the past. There is, however, some truth to that irony. And for years O’Connor had it in mind to do a project that was fresh but still was rooted in television history: each week a different story, with new characters. Like TV from the 1950s and ’60s: Alfred Hitchcock Presents, Playhouse 90, The Twilight Zone. Sometimes drama, sometimes comedy, sometimes science fiction.


He’d written a proposal and the pilot script and then shopped Stories all over Hollywood and to the BBC, Sky and Channel 4 in England as well – but everyone passed. The only major producer he hadn’t contacted was Aaron Felter, since the man’s dad and O’Connor had been friends, and he hadn’t wanted to unfairly pressure him. Besides, Felter wasn’t exactly in the stratosphere himself. His various production companies had backed some losing TV and film projects recently and he couldn’t afford to take any risks.


Still, O’Connor was desperate.


Hence, hat in hand.


Felter nodded, listening attentively as O’Connor pitched his idea. He was good; he’d done it many times in the past year.


There was a knock and a large man, dressed similarly to Felter, walked into the office without being formally admitted. His youth and the reverential look he gave to Felter told O’Connor immediately he was a production assistant – the backbone of most TV and film companies. The man, with an effeminate manner, gave a pleasant smile to O’Connor, long enough of a gaze to make him want to say, I’m straight, but thanks for the compliment.


The PA said to Felter, ‘He passed.’


‘He what?’


‘Yep. I was beside myself.’


‘He said he was in.’


‘He’s not in. He’s out.’


The elliptical conversation – probably about an actor who’d agreed to do something but backed out at the last minute because of a better offer – continued for a few minutes. As they dealt with the emergency, O’Connor tuned out and glanced at the walls of the man’s office. Like many producers’ it was covered with posters. Some were of the shows that Felter had created. Others were of recent films – those starring Tom Cruise, Kate Winslet, Ethan Hawke, Tobey Maguire, Leonardo DiCaprio. And, curiously, some were of films that O’Connor remembered fondly from his childhood, the great classics like The Guns of Navarone, The Dirty Dozen, The Magnificent Seven and Bullitt.


The actor remembered that he and Felter’s dad would sometimes hang out for a beer after the week’s shooting for Homicide Detail had wrapped. Of course, they’d gossip about the shenanigans on the set, but they’d also talk about their shared passion: feature films. O’Connor recalled that often young Aaron would join them, their conversations helping to plant the seeds of the boy’s future career.


Felter and the bodybuilder of a production assistant concluded their discussion of the actor crisis. The producer shook his head. ‘OK, find somebody else. But I’m talking one day, tops.’


‘I’m on it.’


Felter grimaced. ‘People make a commitment, you’d think they’d stick to it. Was it different back then?’


‘Back then?’


‘The Homicide Detail days.’


‘Not really. There were good people and bad people.’


‘The bad ones, fuck ’em,’ Felter summarized. ‘Anyway, sorry for the interruption.’


O’Connor nodded.


The producer rocked back in a sumptuous leather chair. ‘I’ve got to be honest with you, Mike.’


Ah, one of the more-often-used rejections. O’Connor at least gave him credit for meeting with him in person to deliver the bad news; Felter had a staff of assistants, like Mr America, who could’ve called and left a message. He could even just have mailed back the materials. O’Connor had included a self-addressed, stamped envelope.


‘We just couldn’t sell episodic TV like this nowadays. We have to go with what’s hot. People want reality, sitcoms, traditional drama. Look at Arrested Development. Brilliant. But they couldn’t keep it afloat.’ Another tap of O’Connor’s proposal for Stories. ‘This is ground-breaking. But to the industry now, ground-breaking means earthquake. Natural disaster. Everybody wants formula. Syndicators want formula, stations want formula, the audience too. They want a familiar team of stereotypical characters in predictable conflicts. This’s been true for decades.’


‘So you’re saying that The Sopranos is just The Honeymooners with guns and the f word.’


Felter laughed. ‘That’s good. Can I use it?’


‘It’s yours.’


‘Mike, I wish I could help you out. My dad, rest his soul, loved working on your show. He said you were a genius. But we’ve gotta go with the trends.’


‘Trends change. Wouldn’t you like to be part of a new one?’


‘Not really.’ Felter laughed. ‘And you know why? Because I’m a coward. We’re all cowards, Mike.’


O’Connor couldn’t help but smile himself.


On his show, O’Connor had played a Columbo kind of cop. Sharp, nothing got by him. Mike Olson, the cop on Homicide Detail, wasn’t a lot different from Mike O’Connor the actor. He looked Felter over carefully. ‘What else?’


Felter placed his hands on his massive glass desk. ‘What can I say? Come on, Mike. You’re not a kid any more.’


‘This is no industry for old men,’ he said, paraphrasing William Butler Yeats’s line from ‘Sailing to Byzantium’.


In general men have a longer shelf-life than women in TV and films, but there are limits. Mike O’Connor was fifty-eight years old.


‘Exactly.’


‘I don’t want to star. I’ll play character from time to time, just for the fun of it. We’ll have a new lead every week. We could get Damon or DiCaprio, Scarlett Johansson, Cate Blanchett. People like that.’


‘Oh, you can?’ Felter wryly responded to the enviable wish list.


‘Or the youngster of the month. Up-and-coming talent.’


‘It’s brilliant, Mike. It’s just not saleable.’


‘Well, Aaron, I’ve taken up enough of your time. Thanks for seeing me. I mean that. A lot of people wouldn’t have.’


They chatted a bit more about family and local sports teams and then O’Connor could see that it was time to go. Something in Felter’s body language said he had another meeting to take.


They shook hands. O’Connor respected it that Felter did end the conversation with ‘Let’s get together some time.’ When people in his position said that to people in O’Connor’s, the lunch dates were invariably cancelled at the last minute.


O’Connor was at the door when he heard Felter say, ‘Hey, Mike. Hold on a minute.’


The actor turned and noted the producer was looking at him closely with furrowed brows: O’Connor’s flop of greying blond hair, the broad shoulders, trim hips. Like most professional actors – whether working or not – Mike O’Connor stayed in shape.


‘Something just occurred to me. Take a pew again.’ Nodding at the chair.


O’Connor sat and observed a curious smile on Felter’s face. His eyes were sparkling.


‘I’ve got an idea.’


‘Which is?’


‘You might not like it at first. But there’s a method to my madness.’


‘Sanity hasn’t worked for me, Aaron. I’ll listen to madness.’


‘You play poker?’


‘Of course I play poker.’


*

O’Connor and Diane were sitting on the patio of their house in the hills off Beverly Glen, the winding road connecting West Hollywood and Beverly Hills to the San Fernando Valley. It was a pleasant house, but modest. They’d lived here for years and he couldn’t imagine another abode.


He sipped the wine he’d brought them both out from the kitchen.


‘Thanks, lover,’ she said. Diane, petite, feisty and wry, was a real-estate broker, and she and O’Connor had been together for thirty years, with never an affair between them, a testament to the fact that not all Hollywood marriages are doomed.


She poured more wine.


The patio overlooked a pleasant valley – now tinted blue at dusk. Directly beneath them was a gorgeous house. Occasionally film crews would disappear inside, the shades would be drawn, then the crews would emerge five hours later. This part of California was the number-one producer of pornography in the world.


‘So, here’s what Felter’s proposing,’ he told her. ‘Celebrity poker.’


‘OK,’ Diane said dubiously. ‘Go on.’ Her voice was yawning.


‘No, no. I was sceptical at first too. But listen to this. It’s apparently a big deal. For one thing it airs during Sweeps Week.’


The week during which the networks presented the shows with the biggest draw to suck up the viewership rating points.


‘Really?’


‘And it’s live.’


‘Live TV?’


‘Yep.’ O’Connor went on to explain the premise of Go For Broke.


‘So it’s live, sleazy reality TV. What makes it any different?’


‘Have some more wine,’ was O’Connor’s answer.


‘Oh-oh.’


O’Connor explained that what set Go For Broke apart from typical celebrity poker shows was that on this one the contestants would be playing with their own money. Real money. Not for charity contributions, like the usual celeb gambling programmes.


‘What?’


‘Aaron’s view is that reality TV isn’t real at all. Nobody’s got anything to lose. Survivor, Fear Factor… there’s really no risk. The people who climb walls or walk on girders’re tethered and they’ve got spotters everywhere. And eating worms isn’t going to kill you.’


Savvy businesswoman Diane O’Connor said, ‘Get back to the “our own money” part.’


‘The stakes are a quarter million. We come in with that.’


‘Bullshit.’


‘Nope. It’s true. And we play with cash on the table. No chips. Like riverboat gamblers.’


‘And the networks’re behind it?’


‘Huge. The ad budget alone’s twenty-five million. National print, TV, radio, transit ads… everything. The time slot for the first show is after Central Park West and on Thursday it’s right after Hostage.’


CPW was the hottest comedy since Friends, and Hostage was the season’s biggest crime drama, a show like 24.


‘OK, it’s big. And we can probably get our hands on the money, but we can’t afford for you to lose it, Mike. And even if you win, OK, you make a million dollars. We could do that in a couple of years in the real-estate market. So, what’s in it for you?’


‘Oh, it’s not about the money. It has nothing to do with that.’


‘Then what’s it about?’


‘The bump.’


‘The bump? What is that? A Hollywoodism?’


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Why use a dozen words to express yourself exactly when you can use a buzzword?’


He explained to his wife, in a slightly censored fashion, what Aaron Felter had told him earlier: ‘Mike, buddy, a bump is a leg-up. It’s getting recognized on the media radar. It’s grabbing the limelight. A bump means you’re fuckable. A bump gets your name in Daily Variety. You haven’t had a bump for years. You need one.’


O’Connor had asked Felter, ‘So you’re saying that if I’m in this game, I get a bump?’


‘No, I’m saying if you win the game, you get a bump. Will it get you a housekeeping deal at a studio? I don’t know. But it’ll open doors. And I’ll tell you if you win, I promise I’ll take your proposal for Stories to the people I’ve got deals with. Again, am I promising they’ll greenlight it? No, but it’ll get me in the front door.’


He now said to Diane, ‘All the contestants’re like me. At a certain level, but not where we want to be. They’re from a cross-section of entertainment industries, music, acting, stand-up comedy.’


The woman considered this for a long time, looking over the blue hills, the porn house, the pale evening stars. ‘This is really your last chance to get Stories on, isn’t it?’


‘I’d say that’s right.’


Then, to his disappointment, Diane was shaking her head and rising, walking into the kitchen. He was upset, but he’d never think of doing anything that went against his wife’s deepest wishes. He loved her. And, more important, he trusted her. O’Connor was a craggy guy, big and tough-looking. In Homicide Detail his character, Detective Mike Olson, was of course identical to Mike O’Connor; emotionally he was the antithesis of the actor. And he resolved that, seeing Diane’s reaction, he’d call Felter immediately and back out.
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