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I look in the mirror and scare myself. My hair is stringy, my eyes are mapped by red lines, and my skin is the color of newspaper. But I just piss out my ninth or tenth or whatever cup of coffee it is, wash my hands, wash my face, comb my hair, and step back out to the smoke and chip-clicking drone of an all-night card game.


The dealer looks up at me. She’s a wrinkle-eyed old Chinese woman wearing a ball cap. She doesn’t need to voice the question — do I want a hand? I nod. She knows. Cards come my way as I flip an ante into the pot.


The other players are on auto-pilot. We started at seven in the evening, it’s now two in the morning, and they have the intense look of people well settled into a long night. Not rookies, my opponents, but not pros, either. Only a few completely track the exposed cards to know which ones are no longer available. Only I could tell you the odds of hitting a flush draw with two cards coming and three of your suit dead in other hands.


We’re in the rec room of a big house in northern Virginia owned by a criminal defense attorney, Bobby “Lotto” Johnson. He got that nickname because whenever you ask what he’s doing these days, he’ll say he’s waiting for his number to come in, which is a joke, because he’s already rich. He’s a skinny, nervous man with dark, curly hair. Overly friendly and fast talking. Divorced. Three kids living with their mother. He told me his family had owned tobacco farms in Virginia for two hundred years until they sold the land to developers the week he was born. He goes to Harvard but ends up working for drug dealers. For fun, I think. Just like he hosts this poker game for fun. Everyone else holding games takes the standard three dollars per pot for their services, but not Bobby Lotto. He’s not in it for the money, he just likes having the game here. Likes having the characters over. Once a month for a few months now. This is the first time I’ve come.


“Friendly game,” I say sarcastically, because it’s quiet and everyone’s in a bad mood.


“Not to me,” says Grizzly with a laugh. Grizzly is a building contractor. Silver-haired and strongly built. Old-time white southern Marylander. He’s known me my whole life. Friend of my mom’s. Used to date her a bit.


“I like games like this,” says another player, an Arab with a British accent. “Fuck that friendly poker.”


“Watch your language, man,” I say to him. “We got a woman present.” I wink at the dealer. She smiles.


An obese middle-aged white woman at the other end of the table, a schoolteacher, says to me, “I’m not a woman too, Joey? We can go in the back room right now and I’ll show you all the woman you can handle!” She shakes her big tits into the table and everyone jumps to keep their coffee from spilling. “You like them skeleton girls,” she says. “They just breadsticks, honey. I’m a whole loaf.”


“You’re too much for me,” I say.


“You know it, sweet-cheeks,” she says, dropping a lipsticked cigarette butt into an empty beer bottle.


Bobby Lotto gets up and puts on a tape. Some jazz thing. He’s into jazz. Into nightlife. Into gambling. A rich lawyer who loves to sit here surrounded by this odd-and-end crew. Lets himself get beat for bad loans to every railbird on the circuit because he likes having them around. Likes the scene. Loves any old black-and-white movie with gambling in it. That’s something we have in common.


He’s wearing a fedora. Has a cigarette dangling from his mouth. Says, “Hey, Joey, Monday at the Art House, downtown, there’s a Paul Newman double feature. The Hustler and Cool Hand  Luke. Want to meet me for the matinee?”


“You asking me out?”


“You’re prettier than most women I know.”


“Okay, stud.” I’m serious.


“Okay. I’ll meet you there. But I didn’t know you worker bee types could take an afternoon off.”


“Not everyone with a job is a slave.”


“Tell yourself that.”


The cards get shuffled and dealt and played. Chips go in, pots come back. Hours pass. I take my breaks, every, thirty minutes or so. Step outside. Smoke a cigarette. Clear my head. Feel the weather.


Lotto’s got a big backyard. A bench under an oak tree on which I can sit on this Indian Summer night and see the stars. The waitress Lotto’s hired for the evening keeps me company. Fills me in on the other games she works, I note the info, staying on top of the ever-changing action.


I lie back on the bench, eyes closed, breathing that sweet fresh air. A long moment passes. I’m startled by a touch — the waitress stroking my hair. Like Grizzly, she’s known me forever. She smiles. I smile, too, saying, “Leave my hair alone.”


“You used to be the nicest boy,” she says, still playing with my hair, knowing me too well to fall for the tough act. “I remember one day, you were only seven or eight, and I came over to your mom’s just to be with someone because I was sad over something some man did, I don’t even remember what, and you took one look at me, and even though I hadn’t said anything and was trying not to show anything, you came right over with such a look on your face, and hugged me and made me sit down, and then you went and got your mom, and some cookies, I think. My God, what a precious child you were.”


I’m trying, but I can’t remember that day.


“Me and your mom,” she said, “we used to talk about what you were going to be when you grew up. She loved to think about what you might be. She thought maybe a movie star, who’d take her off to Beverly Hills. I thought you would be a doctor, because you were so smart.”


I smile. Nod. “Instead I turned out baaad.”


“No.”


“Some people think so.”


“It is funny how you play cards like you do.”


I laugh. Close my eyes. Let her stroke my hair like my mom used to. Try to remember the little boy women say I was.


Back inside, the jazz plays on and on and it’s background to the thirty hands an hour a good dealer can get out. Every hand’s a story, every card a chapter.


My toes are tapping from caffeine and music and a chocolate-bar sugar rush. Four A.M., then five and six. I know how I stay up this long — I’m a youngster and I slept all day. But there’s no one at this table without fifteen years on me, no one here who doesn’t have a job getting them out of bed in the morning. What keeps them going? The action.


Picture it:


Mikey the Cop’s on a roll. Mikey’s a scraggly-haired, broad-bottomed Maryland state trooper. Also called Mikey Too Long, because he always ends up saying “I’ve played too long, I got to get home, I’ve played too long.” Also too long in making up his mind when he plays. One of those guys who thinks forever about a decision he gets wrong anyway.


He’s got more than two thousand dollars in front of him, which is a good hit for a game this size, of fifteen- and thirty-dollar bets. He’s a bad player and a real addict whose last win no one can remember, but the deck has hit him on the head and he’s loving life and thinking he’s good. Though usually quiet, he’s sitting next to me now talking my ear off. Talking about strategy. In a low voice, like we got to keep things secret. Talking about the mistakes people make. But not people like us, he says. Not people like us. People like Grizzly, who’s sitting close enough to hear Mikey’s comments. Grizzly, who in spite of his easygoing nature is getting numb-eyed over his losses tonight.


Mikey’s been talking about “us.” How good “we” are. So when he bets out early in a hand and I, with nothing, raise, he nods like a wizened sage and says, “Take it, Joey.” He’s trying to play good. Thinks he suddenly knows how.


I say, “Thanks,” and rake in the pot while flipping over my cards, showing the bluff. Rubbing his face in it because of how he had talked about Grizzly. He gets a bit of a funny look, but says nothing.


Five minutes later he bets at a small pot. I raise. Everyone else folds. He thinks about it, does that sagely nodding thing again, mucks his hand again. I rake in the pot again, flip over my cards showing a bluff again.


I say, “Mikey, what you doing?”


I’m jerking his chain. He was confident and playing well; now he’s rattled, which is where I want him.


Ten or fifteen minutes later I’ve got a king showing, he’s got a queen showing, I bet and he calls. I keep betting and he keeps calling as the other cards come, and then I show him exactly what he should have known I had — a pair of kings. He’s got what I knew he had — a pair of queens. Why did he pay me off? Fear. The bluffs I made earlier win money for me now.


The Arab asshole says something about Mikey paying off like a slot machine. He says, “Ka-ching, ka-ching.” A couple of people laugh. Mikey’s fingers shake. The obese woman belches and says to him, “Come here, Mikey. I’ll cheer you up.”


Mikey says, “Why do we let him”— me —“play? Why?” That’s an unusually bitter comment from Mikey. He generally takes his pounding pretty well.


Bobby Lotto says, “I was reading this book, called Homicide. It’s about detectives in Baltimore. There’s a story in there about a guy who was always picking up the cash at dice games and running away with it. He was famous for doing this, and one day the other guys at the dice game got fed up and shot him in the back as he ran, killing him. The cops asked the shooters, if this guy was famous for running away with the pot, why did they let him play? And the shooters, dumbfounded by the question, said, ‘This is America.’”


I laugh. It’s funny.


The jazz keeps coming, the hands keep playing, the hours keep passing. Seven o’clock in the morning, eight o’clock, nine o’clock.


Mikey is such a mess now he’s dusting off his chips as fast as he can. Everyone he beat earlier beats him now. He’s slumping in his chair looking ready to cry. Throwing his chips in every pot, start to finish, like he doesn’t care anymore, like it doesn’t make any difference. That’s what you tell yourself when you’ve lost a lot — that it doesn’t matter. That’s what you tell yourself.


Mikey goes broke, then begs Lotto to take a second check. Begging so loud we all get uncomfortable. Lotto says no.


Mikey turns to the rest of us. Asks us to take the check.


People avoid eye contact with him. Make up little excuses.


Finally he leaves, slouching on out. On home. Saying as he goes, “I played too long. I should have quit when I was ahead. I always play too long.”


I feel sorry for him. “He’s like a pregnant woman,” I say, shaking my head sadly.


“What’s that?” Lotto asks.


“Somebody you don’t want to play with because it’s bad luck to beat them,” Grizzly explains for me.


An hour later the obese woman is nodding off. Says she’s done. Grizzly left a few minutes ago. Everyone else? Lotto asks.


We nod. It’s been a long enough night.


I stand, stretch way back, and yawn from deep down in my chest. “Goddamn!” I say, shaking my head.


Lotto has cashed out everyone except me and Kenny Jones, saving us, the night’s biggest winners, for last, as is poker tradition. Kenny, here all night without saying ten words to me, now asks, “How did you do?”


“Eighteen hundred.”


“I won twenty-four,” he says proudly.


“I’m happy for you,” I say mockingly.


He eyes me. His broad-foreheaded, narrow-mouthed, redneck-looking self eyes me. He won the most tonight and feels good. Loves life. Eyes me.


“What?” I ask him.


“You want to keep playing? Pot-limit?”


“Heads up?”


He nods.


I think half a second. Shrug okay.


“What’s going on?” Lotto asks.


“Looks like we’re going to play pot-limit,” I say.


Lotto nods and sits back down to watch. One-on-one pot-limit challenges are rare items. And there’s more to this one than meets the eye.


“Let me piss first,” I say, wanting to think about this for a second. Maybe I’m being reckless.


In the bathroom with the door closed, I douse my face with cold water and sit on the toilet and wonder what he’s doing. I think of Kenny Jones as the Grey-man. Grey hair, grey eyes, grey skin. Not real tall. Pudgy and sagging. Seems to always be wearing Redskins paraphernalia. He’s a longtime gambling operator. He’s run sports books, craps tables, closet slots, home games, and charity casinos. Keeps Bobby Lotto on retainer.


Like Grizzly, Kenny’s been my mother’s friend my whole life; unlike Grizzly, he’s never been mine. We’ve always had an unspoken mutual dislike. And now he’s challenging me to heads-up pot-limit? Kenny’s no great player. Solid. Tight. But not particularly creative. Not particularly aggressive. Which means his game’s not particularly suited to heads-up play, especially pot-limit. Which means maybe I’m not the reckless one. Maybe he is. Maybe he was just feeling so good about having won big tonight that he asked if I wanted to play before considering that maybe I did. Maybe he thought because I’m so much younger, that I’d be scared of a big game. Maybe he asked because he didn’t think there was any chance I’d say yes, leaving him to go around padding his rep saying, “Yeah, I challenged Joey heads-up but he wouldn’t go for it.”


I go back out. Sit down. Say, “Come on.”


The betting in pot-limit is simple — you can bet an amount equal to the size of the pot. If the pot is a hundred bucks, that’s how much you can bet. Things get big fast. I have a saying about the game, a true one — cards are good, but balls are better.


First hand and the tone is set: he bets ten dollars, and without even looking at my cards — what do they matter?— I raise him. He thinks about it, and folds. Of course. It’s a new game. A bigger game. First hand of a dangerous game. In pot-limit, on any given hand you can lose every dollar in front of you. Who wants to mess up on the first hand? Who wants to dive right in? His natural desire is to start out a bit conservative until he feels comfortable. Hell, Kenny’s desire is always to be conservative. That’s why I didn’t need to look at my cards. I knew, just from the situation, that he wasn’t prepared to get involved. His instincts were probably screaming that I didn’t have anything, but he just wasn’t ready to gamble. I’m ready to gamble. Everyone, in life and poker, has good points and bad points. One of my good ones is that I don’t give a fuck about money when I’m playing. That part of my brain is missing.


Some more hands go this way. I’m pushing every pot. He’s afraid to tangle. He’s the one who suggested we play pot-limit, maybe thinking I’d be unnerved, but he’s the one choking. He wants to chase a little, but I’m not letting him. He keeps hoping I’ll relent, but I don’t.


Then he gets some good cards, and I can’t fight him, so I get out of his way. There’s no difference between money you don’t lose and money you win. Spends the same.


But when it’s my turn for some good cards, and because, his aggressiveness having picked up, he’s in the habit of betting, I sit back. Seduce him. Let him bet ten. Let him bet thirty. Let him bet ninety. Then I step out and raise, two-seventy. He calls without thinking. He’s not happy about calling, but he’s not sad, either. That tells me something. Tells me he’s on a draw. A straight draw, it appears, in this case.


The sixth card comes and we both check. If he’s on a draw, he isn’t going to fold now, so if I bet, I’d just be risking more money on a hand decided now by pure luck. I’ve only got the one big pair I started with. If he’s got a small pair with that straight draw, then he has even more outs. I’m a favorite, but not as big as I want to be. This isn’t the hand I’m looking to finish him off with.


The last card comes face down. I don’t look at mine. It isn’t too relevant, and I don’t want to take my eyes off him. I can’t afford to miss his reaction to his own last card.


He looks at that card. Considers. And bets, eight hundred.


I close my eyes a moment. Think. Feel.


Good poker is hard work. Technical skills, you might say. Learning the odds, remembering exposed cards, having the discipline to fold, maintaining attentiveness to your opponent’s appearance.


Great poker is courage. Technical skills will get you through most poker situations because most poker situations don’t give rise to your emotions. But the big decisions do. By definition, you might even say. You certainly want to keep your emotions down, but if they do come up, as they will at key moments, you have to deal with them. And the secret to finding the truth in emotional moments is this: your conscious fear will mirror your subconscious knowledge. If your subconscious knows your opponent is bluffing, your conscious will fear that he isn’t. And then, if you have strength, pride, character, or whatever you want to call it, you’ll conquer that fear, and act on what you know to be the truth.


Here, now, I clear my mind. With Kenny Jones betting eight hundred at me in a heads-up pot-limit game — a man and an amount and a situation any of which alone would bring forth my emotions, all of which together unbelievably pressure me — what do I fear?


The shame sure to follow his turning over nothing after I fold, showing that he outplayed me, that I choked under the pressure, as he must have been thinking I would when he first challenged me to this match. It wouldn’t matter if no one else knew I’d choked. He, a man who hates and despises me, would know it. That’s my truest fear on this hand — the humiliation of being bluffed. That’s the fear I need to conquer.


I say, “Good hand, Kenny,” and throw my cards away.


He doesn’t show what he had. Just stacks the chips when the pot goes his way. But the fact that he isn’t real happy as he stacks them tells me I made the right decision. Though he won the pot, he’s not real happy. He wanted to win more. Plus, if he had been bluffing, he would have loved to show it.


Kenny gets a bit of a run of cards after that, but I don’t bite for anything, and don’t lose much. He’s feeling a little better about things, but I’m actually still ahead since we started. About five hundred ahead. But he does have some momentum, so I slow the game down. Fake longer decisions. Eat an omelette the waitress brings. Drink my juice.


Then I get a series of better hands, and he pays off with some losing hands, and suddenly the momentum switches, and suddenly I’m betting every time, boom boom boom, good cards or not, and he’s one step behind me. These aren’t big pots, but they add up. Thirty bucks many times; a hundred-and-twenty bucks a couple of times; four hundred once.


And then, as the dealer shuffles, I see something very important— Kenny counting his chips. He has them in hundred-dollar stacks, and he’s got nineteen stacks left. Counting chips usually just means a player is bored. I do it a lot myself. But this isn’t a boredom count. And just that fast do I know I have him.


If you had just won a lot of money, what is the one thing you would least want to do?


Lose it back.


And what fear is going to enter your head if you lose some of it back?


That you’ll lose all of it back.


And who would you most fear losing it back to?


Someone you hate, like he hates me. That emotion weighs on him. The emotional desire to beat me. It’s what gave rise to this game to begin with.


Kenny Jones feels stupid. I know he does. He played all night, had great luck, hit big, and then after the game was over, when he could have just gone home, he challenged the best player he knows. By counting his chips he tells me he knows he’s losing, and is worried about it. He’s no longer playing to win, he’s playing to not lose. To not lose to a kid half his age. To not lose to a kid he used to smugly say would never catch on to the game. To not lose to a kid who’s had more and better-looking women than he could ever dream about.


My killer instinct rises. I slip into The Zone. It’s a feeling of speed and power and control. A feeling that I’am going to hammer somebody. I’m all knowing, all seeing, all hitting.


I keep up the pressure, betting him quickly. Giving him no chance to think. Dazing him into not realizing how fast the hands are going. Putting on him the burden of deciding whether there will be a confrontation. And because he’s now playing to not lose, he plays backward. Calls when he fears I’m bluffing, folds when he fears I’m not. And he’s wrong every time. That’s human nature. Your fears will always lead you down the wrong path. There’s a slender difference between fearing to lose and wanting to win. There’s a huge difference.


I whittle him down. He’s got eighteen hundred, then seventeen, sixteen, fifteen, fourteen. He’s rubbing his face, putting his hands over his eyes to block everything out. Lighting cigarettes but forgetting to smoke them. Shaking his head in frustration at his “bad luck.” And when he enters the next stage, a pathetic combination of it-doesn’t-matter and maybe-I’ll-get-lucky, I’m waiting for him. The weight of his loss is crushing him. Not just the money loss. Not just the rep loss, either, though he knows how quickly word of this game will spread. But also the emotional loss. To me. His character lost to mine. This longtime gambling operator is losing to a kid he taught how to play.


The main thing now, for me, is to keep the luck out of it. That’s what he wants. To hide in the game’s luck. To avoid making decisions for himself, and have the deck make them for him. He doesn’t want to admit he got outplayed. He wants to blame luck.


We play a few hands. He makes some loose bets and raises. I back down, though I might have marginally better hands, because I’m looking for a killer hand. He’s looking for a chance to put all his chips in. I don’t want that to happen until I’ve got him locked up.


By the fifth card of the next hand, I have aces and jacks, and bet two-seventy, which he calls. He has a nine, seven, and four showing. I’m not sure where he’s at, but the only way he could have me beat is with nines, sevens, or fours in the hole, to make three-of-a-kind, and I don’t put him on a hand that big played this slow.


But his next card is a nine. Pairs his door card. The last thing I want to see in this spot.


His face-up pair of nines makes him first to act and he quickly bets eight hundred dollars. And now I’ve really got to bear down. This is the whole thing. The whole game. If he’s bluffing and I fold, his confidence is restored. If he isn’t bluffing and I call, his bankroll is restored. He only has four hundred more dollars in front of him. He’ll bet that on the last card regardless.


I stretch, yawn, and try to relax. I think it out. But this is an easier decision. For whatever reason, I’m feeling little emotion, and so can focus on his emotions. That fold I made when he hit his straight boosted my confidence so high that now I don’t have to conquer any fears because I don’t have any. And I know he’s bluffing. He was happy to bet when that nine hit only because he knew it was the scariest card he could get. He’s been looking for a chance to get his chips in the pot. To get back in the game, or get it over with.


I’m so confident that second nine didn’t beat me, I don’t just call, I raise. I put twelve hundred out there, to get his last four hundred in the pot. To turn him out.


He nods, puts out that four hundred, and sits up. The dealer gives us our last cards, which we both turn face up because there can be no more betting.


He was drawing to an inside straight, or the third nine, neither of which he got. He loses.


He acts cool. Says, “Good game, Joey.” I just nod a thanks. Voicing it would sound unsportsmanlike.


He leaves, hiding his dejection. When he gets alone it’ll hit him. Real hard. I know. I’ve been there. Never on this scale, of course. At the small games where I first started playing. But the feeling is the same. He didn’t go through anything tonight I haven’t been through before. The only difference being that I learned when I suffered. I didn’t long blame luck. Poker is all about having the courage to confront the truth. To admit to yourself what you know to be true, no matter how much you wish it weren’t. Kenny Jones lacked that courage. He faded. He folded his money instead of his cards. Poker fatal.


I let out a deep breath. Throw a fist in the air.


I have fifty-four hundred dollars in chips in front of me. Lotto takes a few minutes to count it, then pulls out a wad of cash. A lot of private games have checks get passed around. I expect to get a few now, the deal being that I’ll accept them as payment, but that Lotto is still ultimately responsible for them.


“Who’d you get paper from?” I ask.


“Grizzly, and Mikey the Cop.”


“I’ll take Grizzly’s.”


“Not Mikey’s?”


“Sweat it, sucker. His check hasn’t been good for months.” Lotto shakes his head sadly. Gives me Grizzly’s check for eight hundred, and four thousand cash. The other six hundred, my buy-in tonight, I owe him back. I don’t bring cash to private games, even ones in rich neighborhoods like this. I just play, and if I lose, pay up later. Lotto knows I’m good for it. Everybody does.


“Joey, you ever win this much before?” he asks me.


I can’t help but smile and say, “No. This is the best.”


The waitress and the dealer are smiling, too. They know what’s coming. “Here guys,” I say, giving them each a hundred-dollar bill.


I stretch out the ache settling in my back, and pop some Rolaids to settle my stomach. I piss one more time, douse my face with cold water one more time, slip on my sunglasses, and leave.


Outside in the fresh air I smell my own stink and think how nice it’s going to be to shower off that odor and sleep and then wake up knowing I won almost five thousand dollars the night before. Except that, already — already — I have the uneasy feeling that I’ve forgotten something.


In my car I take a moment and try to shake that feeling. I even check my pockets, make sure my wallet and the money Bobby Lotto just gave me are still there. I check under the floor carpet where I always keep a bankroll hidden — that’s there, too. When I get home I know I’m going to have to check behind the dresser where I keep yet another stash of cash. I’m forgetting something. Missing something. Did something. I never worry about losing money gambling. I always worry about losing it in life. Having it fall out of my pocket. Having it stolen. Something. It’s a compulsion. The more I win, the more I feel it. And I just won the most ever.


I light a cigarette. Turn on the radio. Sit a moment.
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When I stay up too long, I sleep too long, and when I sleep too long, I don’t sleep well. I wake up, piss, drink water, go back to bed, and get up later and do it again, all without ever really waking. Yet, though I don’t wake, my brain doesn’t seem to sleep. I dream wild stuff.


This night I dream a feeling. A sensation of speed. Streets and angles and corners and alleys. Shadowed and slick. Rushing through them. Taking the turns too fast and hitting the walls. I don’t remember where I’m supposed to be going, or what I’m supposed to be doing. Just rushing. Keeping up some relentless, pointless pace. Action — that’s what it’s all about — action. The way I crave action. Got to have the action. Momentum for its own sake.


And then I hear knocking on my bedroom door, and Old Charlie yelling, “Wake the fuck up, boy.”


“I am up,” I moan out.


“Wake the fuck up,” he yells again.


“I am up. Been up. Shut the fuck up.”


“I got an appointment,” he says, and then goes back down the hall.


I rise, pull on some jeans, and go out to the living room.


I live in the back bedroom of a little house with aluminum siding in Forestville, Maryland. It’s a depressed, working-class suburb of Washington, D.C. Working class, but more than a few poor people live here, too, in the low-rise apartment complexes. More than a few welfare checks pass around.


I grew up just down Marlboro Pike a ways, in District Heights. Last of the white kids. When my mom moved here, when I was a baby, this area was almost entirely white. By the time I went to high school, six or seven years ago, it was fifty-fifty. Now I think the area is about seventy percent black, and the school is ninety percent. I’m estimating, but I’m close to right.


It’s Old Charlie’s place I live in. I rent from him. Old Man Charlie. Charlie Bad Back. Charlie Perv. He’s a shriveled, toothless, bald, dirty-T-shirt-wearing alcoholic geezer my mother suggested I move in with when I first moved out of her house. Another man I’ve known my whole life. Part of my deal on the room is I drive him to the doctor once in a while.


When I make my appearance in the living room I squint into the brightness. “Close the drapes,” I say.


“Listen to the vampire,” the old man says. He’s on the couch. He looks at me and laughs.


I look bad. Dark, dark hair going in twenty directions because I went to sleep right after showering. White, white skin. Eyes so scrunched their blue must seem black. An itching four-day no-shave. Tall, big-armed, skinny body with the start of a belly hanging out. Fly unzipped.


I fall into the couch beside him, keeping my eyes closed, My brain hurts. Nothing to see in this room anyway. Dismal, worn, dirty furniture. Expensive TV.


“That lawyer called you,” Charlie says. “Lotto. Said to tell you he can’t make it to the movie today, but said he needs to talk to you about something else, so call him.”


“Put it on my list of things to do.”


He whacks me in the arm. “Come on, boy.”


I reach into his jacket pocket for cigarettes, pull one out and light it.


“Do I look dressed?” I ask.


He gets up, goes to my room, and comes out with a white silk shirt, my fine brown leather jacket, black leather shoes, and white socks.


“Here,” he says, tossing the pile at me.


I give him a dirty look, but put the clothes on.


“Put your teeth in,” I say when I’m ready.


I make the fog-headed, bleary-eyed drive to his doctor, where I wait for two hours to take him back. After which he tells me I’m lucky he woke me up because I was talking some wild shit in my sleep, so loud he could hear it in the living room.


“What I say?”


“Just the usual. Somebody in your room. Under your bed. In the closet. You know.”


“I won forty-eight hundred yesterday,” I say, smiling as I think about it.


“I could have guessed,” Old C. says. “Good game?”


“Good action. Mean game.”


“That happens sometimes.”


“I was mean.”


“That’s good sometimes.”


I drop Charlie back home and head out alone to play cards at the Elks Lodge.


“Pinocchio Joe, what you doing?” I hear as I walk in the entrance.


That’s Larry Red asking. There’s another Larry that plays down here, a white guy. This Larry is black, but he’s called Red because he’s reddish black. That’s how nicknames happen. Nobody knows last names; too many people share the same first name. One guy starts talking to a second guy about a third guy, named Larry. The second guy asks which Larry. The first guy says, The black one. The second guy asks, The black one dealing blackjack at Bladensburg? No, no. The tall one. Reddish-looking one. Oh, yeah, yeah. I know him. Red Larry. Larry Red.


Supposedly, when I was a boy, I loved the movie Pinocchio so much that for a while I insisted my mom call me that. What I didn’t know was that what my mom called me, the poker world would call me. It’s an all right nickname, though. I kind of like it.


The Elks Lodge is on Kenilworth Avenue. It’s a broad, single-story faded redbrick building, deep in a city-tough suburb. They got a charity casino here two days a week. Charity casinos are legal here in Prince George’s County. Sort of.


Larry’s there at the door. Just hanging. He’s an old guy. Real tall, real skinny. Reddish black, like I said. We shake hands.


“I’m getting by,” I say.


“I hear Kenny Jones tried to big-time you. Hear you spanked him.”


“Heads-up pot-limit.”


“How much you win?”


“Three dimes.”


“Damn! That’s righteous. I hate that old cracker.”


“He’s old line.”


Larry nods. Then says, “When you coming up to see me, anyway? You know I got a game again?”


He’s talking about a home game. Private poker game. After hours. After the charity casino hours. Like what Bobby Lotto has, only for profit.


“I might give you some action. What are you playing? Two-five-ten?”


“Yeah, yeah,” he says. He’s an animated talker. Hands moving, eyes darting. Always on the lookout. “Two-five-ten. A little lower than you like, I know. But we played last week and you would not believe the pots. Action like crazy.”


He’s selling. Knows I’m a big favorite to beat the game, but probably figures if I go and like it, others will follow. I’ve been around so long, if I say a game’s okay, people feel more comfortable about going. Especially whites and Asians who might otherwise think of it as a black game. Larry’s no bigot. He’ll take anyone’s money.


He hands me a business card with a phone number, and on the back a map.


“We’re getting started around eleven every night,” he says. “Call early if you want to save a seat.”


I nod. Pocket the card.


You kick around as long as I have down here and you know everybody. You know everybody and you can find a game seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. I can wake up at three in the morning and know four different places to play. Games of mostly black players, or mostly yuppie players, or mostly redneck players, or mostly Filipino players, or mostly Asian players. And lots of games with all kinds all mixed up. Everybody gambles. Every kind of person.


“I gave that Spanish boy a job,” Red says. “That Essay boy.”


“Essay’s back from L.A.?” Essay’s an old friend of mine.


“Yeah. He’s inside. He’ll be dealing for me.”


“Then I’ll be there,” I say. “Save me a seat.”


“All right. You know, also, it’s good you show anyway, Joey. There’s going to be some business talked about that you might want to get a piece of.”


“What kind of business?”


“That ain’t my place to say yet. But some of the brothers are putting something together and there was talk about bringing you on board. You might be doing yourself a favor coming by.”


He won’t give up anything more, so I let it go. Larry’s one of those people who likes being secretive just for its own sake. To make themselves seem or feel more important. A lot of people are like that. And then you find out their big secret is something goofy. That’s why I don’t press people about stuff. I figure Larry must be talking about a football pool, maybe, or another home game, or a Vegas trip.


I go on inside. The place has six poker tables going. Twenty or so blackjack tables and three or four roulette games, but those don’t interest me now. That’s gambling, and gambling’s for suckers. I’m a sucker for gambling sometimes, sure. But not now. I’m here to work. To play. Poker.


The games I want are full and it’ll be at least a half-hour before I get a seat, so I walk around the room to pass the time.


I see fifty people I know. Must be ten that ask me about the Kenny Jones game, which I downplay.


Over at the bar I see big-shouldered Grizzly, slumping like he’s got the weight of the world on his back.


“How you doing, Pinocchio?” he says, faking a perk-up.


“Hey, Griz.”


He, too, asks me, “What happened at Lotto’s after I left? Heard you played Kenny Jones head up and did all right.”


“Pretty much,” I say.


“Eight thousand is what I heard.”


Grizzly’s not quick, so I use no sarcasm with him, I just say, “No, Griz, only about three thousand.”


“Plus you made about three in the game.”


“Two. Eighteen hundred, actually. Where’d you hear eight?”


“Cambo Sam’s.”


“You coming from her place?”


He nods. He played all night and he’s still out.


“Kenny’s going to hate you more than ever,” he says.


“Fuck him. It’s probably because he hates me that he lost in the first place.”


Grizzly smiles.


“By the way,” I say, “I’ve got your check.”


“Eight hundred?”


“Yeah. Want me to bank it?”


“I’ll give you cash next week”


“Give it to my mom. I ain’t sent her nothing for a while.”


“And when she hears how much you won at Lotto’s shell want a slice.”


I nod. It’s true, she will. Grizzly knows well as me.


Then, remembering something, remembering, maybe, whatever it was he’d been thinking about when I’d come up to him, he stops smiling.


“What’s wrong?” I ask.


He says, voice dropping, “Joey, did you hear — Mikey the Cop killed himself.”


“What?” I say, stunned.


He nods.


“No!” I say. “After playing at Lotto’s?”


He nods again. He’s got some kind of fear on his face. I can’t place it.


“I didn’t know he was that hurting,” I say. “I mean, I didn’t know he was all that hurting.”


“They found his body on the Maryland side of the Potomac.”


I shake my head. The magnitude of such depression. The magnitude of such an act.


“That man grew up around there,” Griz says. “Apparently he waded out into the water and shot himself.”


He pauses. He suddenly is even more tired and upset. It shows in the way his body slumps and his voice cracks. “I knew him twenty years,” he says. “He grew up playing and fishing on that river.”


A moment passes. I’ve never known anyone who killed themself. That’s what I think about.


“I’m going to go, Griz,” I say, losing my appetite to play. My hands are trembling. “Ain’t no one getting off those games for a while, anyway.”


“No, not at this time of day. They all just started.”


“You should go, too. Get some sleep.”


“Maybe,” he says. But he won’t. He’ll play until he drops.


I walk off. A Korean woman I dated once comes up and says she heard I won ten thousand from Kenny Jones.


I’m heading out, walking by a table, and someone grabs me. Essay. He stands, hugs me. He didn’t move to America from Mexico until he was fifteen, but speaks English with no accent. He’s lived here in Maryland for twenty-some years. Thick black hair. Usually a mustache, but not now. Medium height, medium build, some belly. Dresses kind of colorfully, but maybe it’s just his own sense of style. He’s been in California, dealing at a small card club there for about six months. Usually owes me money, but never too much. Pays me back eventually, but then borrows it again, which doesn’t bother me. I got people I like less owing me more.
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