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JACKPOT WENT OFF AGAIN LAST NIGHT, Peeky. Seventeen grand.”

I hear this from Donny Keyes as I am climbing out of my little ragtop and he is unlocking his sun-bleached blue Cadillac.

“Three o’clock in the morning,” Donny says. “Guess who dealt it.”

Donny is a big guy with a long face. He makes his Cadillac look small and perky.

“Who?” I ask.

“Tran.”

“Again?”

Donny shakes his head slowly, looking at me through basset hound eyes. “The man deals three jackpots in five days. What’re the odds on that?”

It’s about a hundred five degrees in the parking lot on this Tucson summer afternoon. My lipstick is melting, my blouse is stuck to my back, and my heels are sinking slowly into the sun-softened asphalt.

“I’ll have to get back to you on that.” I close the door of my Miata.

“It don’t smell right, Peeky.”

“Later, Donny.” I head for the air-conditioning.

The canopied entrance to Casino Santa Cruz is flanked by two stout Santa Cruz security guards. I pass between them and turn right, away from the Card Club, toward the Slot Palace. I need to freshen up, dab the sweat from my forehead, and take a good look in a mirror before I walk into the poker room.

I thread the maze of slot machines and walk past the big acrylic “safe” in the center of the room. The clear-sided cube contains a million dollars in ten-, twenty-, and hundred-dollar bills—part of the Slot Palace May Madness promotion. Two sleepy-looking guards stand on either side of the safe. The promotion has been going on for nearly a month. The million in cash represents all the prizes, cash awards, and jackpot bonuses the regular slot players will earn during May. Right now, the piles of money look as tired as the guards.

The restroom in the Slot Palace is a mess, as usual. Paper towels all over the floor. Slot players are not known for their tidiness. I find a clean patch of mirror and give myself the once-over: low-cut silk blouse, bright green to match my eyes, auburn hair piled up top, red lips and nails, lots of Zuni gold and turquoise around my neck, wrists, and fingers. The hair is mine, if not the coloring. I still look like I got it, and I do. Maybe twenty pounds too much of it, but it’s in the right places. Makeup and the right lighting, a few drinks in you, you might mistake me for twenty-nine. At least, if I claimed to be, you wouldn’t laugh.

A short, chunky woman comes out of a stall: curly, graying head down, polyester dress, lumpy sneakers, vinyl purse big enough to hide a small dog. She might’ve graduated high school with me; now look at her. She gives me a sideways, haunted look and bustles through the door into the Slot Palace. Not much hand-washing in this restroom.

I wash mine, mostly to make myself feel special. It’s two minutes to five. I give myself a smile and a wink.

Time to go to work.
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It’s relatively quiet when I enter the Card Club. The Casino Santa Cruz card room has thirty-six poker tables, but this afternoon only a third of them are seeing any action, typical for a weekday afternoon. Darrin McConnell is working the floor, stalking the aisles like a towering bipedal ferret, his head swinging back and forth on his long neck. I do not care much for Darrin. He is suspicious, overconfident, and a rule-monger. And there is something about his voice—a nasal snarl—that makes my ears itch.

Manuel Roca is manning the board at the front of the room. He’s a good kid, always has a smile for me. He grins and gives me a salute with his felt-tip marker. I nod back as I check out the games listed on the big white board.

There are eleven tables going—one seven stud game, one Omaha high-low, and nine Texas holdem games. All but one are limit poker, from $3-6 up to $15-30. The game on table 19 is $5-10 pot-limit holdem.

“That pot-limit game still going?” I ask, though I can see that it is.

“Coming up on seventy-two hours,” Manuel says.

“Amazing.” Big-bet poker games—pot-limit and no-limit—usually don’t last more than a few hours. In pot-limit poker, the size of a bet is limited only by the size of the pot. With bets that quickly escalate to the thousands of dollars, players usually bust out quickly. “How’s Buddy doing?”

“He’s hanging in there.”

All the smaller games on the board have lists of players waiting for a seat. Manuel’s job is to spread as many games as possible while keeping all the games full. Most poker players like a full table—they do not like to play shorthanded.

“Doesn’t look like you need me anywhere,” I say

“I’ll be opening a new holdem table pretty quick, Peeky I might need you in a few minutes.”

“I hear Tran dealt another jackpot last night.”

“The stud jackpot, yeah.” Manuel shakes his head. “To Beatrice and Deng. Unbelievable.”

“I’ll say.” Maybe we are talking about two different things, but I don’t think so. Beatrice won the big half of Iran’s first jackpot, and Deng was in on the second one.

Manuel sees one of the dealers raise a hand. He checks the board, lifts his microphone, and calls out the next player on the list: “TJ., fifteen-thirty holdem.” He scans the room, spots Tom Johnson waving at him from the lounge. “Table seven, TJ.” He lowers the mike. “You punched in, Peeky?”

“It’s after five, isn’t it?”

Manuel grins, showing off his perfect white teeth. He knows I’m there to work, but he also knows I don’t punch in. I show up for work on time and I put in my forty hours, but I don’t wear blue jeans, I don’t pump my own gas, and I don’t punch clocks. Vergie Drucker gives me grief about it every Friday. I just ignore her. She still okays my paycheck every two weeks.

I wander over to check out the pot-limit game. Buddy BaIcomb is sitting two seats to the right of the dealer, his favorite perch. He’s wearing the same shirt he had on last night. The man doesn’t know how to take care of himself. He’s only got about six hundred dollars on the table. Last night he was sitting on six thousand. Yassir the Greek is hunched over his modest stack of chips looking angry. That’s normal for Yassir, who is actually Syrian. Mutter Blodgett, looking ten years older than he is, which is old, seems to be on a heater—he’s got six towers of green $25 chips, about $1,500 per stack. Al Rafowitz, hiding his bug-eyes behind a pair of oversize Ray-Bans, is also doing well. Next to Al sits a tall kid we call Lemon because of his yellow hair and the fact that he is as tall as Mount Lemmon. He looks sixteen but his I.D. says he’s twenty-two. I feel sorry for the kid. Wherever he gets his money it is not at the card table. I hear he has a rich daddy.

The other two players I don’t know, but I’ve seen them around.

Buddy sees me and says, “Open seat, Peek.”

I smile and shake my head regretfully. It looks like a good game, but I don’t usually play that high. In pot-limit poker you can drop ten grand a night, easy.

The other reason I don’t sit down is because I don’t like to play against Buddy. Not because he’s good, which he is, but because I’ve got feelings for him. We’ve been seeing each other a year and three months now, longer than some people stay married. I still go soft in the head when he smiles at me. That doesn’t make for good poker. It’s one thing to enjoy the people you play cards with. It’s something altogether different to play poker against someone you love.
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IHEAD OVER TO THE PLAYERS’ LOUNGE. I have one of those British mysteries in my purse. I sit down and start reading, and I’m twenty pages in before I realize that I’m not absorbing a word.

I’m thinking about Tran Lui dealing those jackpots.

At Casino Santa Cruz, if you’re dealt an aces-over-jacks full house or better, and your hand is beat by someone holding four of a kind or better, you win half of the Bad Beat Jackpot. A quarter of the jackpot goes to the player who beat you, and the other quarter—what they call the “players’ share”—gets whacked up for the rest of the table.

The jackpots bring in a lot of players, mostly small-stakes players attracted by the chance to win ten or twenty grand on a single poker hand. The odds are slim—a jackpot hand only shows up about once in every twenty or thirty thousand deals—but it’s better odds than the lottery.

The money, of course, all comes out of the players’ pockets. The dealers pull an extra one-dollar chip out of every pot to fund the jackpot. All those white chips add up quickly, building the jackpots at the rate of a couple thousand bucks a day. The amount is posted on the wall and updated once a shift. Each game—holdem, seven stud, Omaha—builds its own jackpot. Right now the Omaha jackpot is at $4,600. Seven stud, which just got hit, has dropped down to $2,500. The holdem jackpot has climbed to $29,000. I’ve seen it go as high as sixty. The woman who hit that one, a tourist from Detroit, got her four jacks beat by a straight flush to the ace. She thought it was the end of the world—she loses the hand and everybody at the table jumps up and starts screaming—until it was explained to her that her losing hand had earned her thirty grand. I thought she was going to have a heart attack and die, but if she did she waited till she got home because I never saw her again.

Anyway, a jackpot usually gets hit once or twice a month, and I wouldn’t have thought anything about this latest one except that it was Tran dealing, again, with Beatrice and Deng taking down the big money. The odds against one dealer spreading three jackpots in five days are staggering.

I believe in luck, but the more I think about Tran dealing Beatrice that third jackpot, the more I think that luck had nothing to do with it. Like Donny says, “It don’t smell right.”

I finally get focused on my book, starting over on page one, when Manuel calls down the list of players waiting for a $3-6 holdem seat. Since there are only seven players on the list, he calls my name, too. Most holdem players like a full table of nine or ten. It’s what they’re used to.

I buy a rack of chips from the cashier cage and take the eight seat—eight seats to the left of the dealer.

Martha Green, the dealer, spreads a new deck across the green baize, checking for blemishes, crimps, dupes, and missing cards. Martha has a beautiful touch—the cards fan out regular as sprocket teeth.

“I hear Tran dealt another jackpot last night,” I say.

“The man is an absolute phenomenon.”

“How’s Reginald?” I ask after her recently acquired ten-week-old German shepherd.

Martha smiles, picturing her puppy. “Full of P and V and pooping everywhere,” she says happily in her Irish accent. “Last night he devoured one of my bras.”

“The whole thing?”

“It was wireless. Perfectly digestible.”

“What a clever pooch.”

“He’s brilliant. And how is Jaymie doing? Has she left the Black Prince yet?”

“She leaves him repeatedly.” Jaymie is my daughter, married six months to Eduardo Montana, a black-haired, black-eyed macho man out of Nogales. “But only for a few days at a time. I tell her she could come live with me but she says she loves him. It doesn’t make sense.”

“It never does,” Martha agrees. “I had a husband who got a bit rough from time to time.”

“And you left him, right?”

“Eventually But only after he accidentally caught his hands in the door of his Jaguar.”

“Both hands?”

“Yes. My brothers helped him to accomplish that. It gave me the opportunity to visit sunny Tucson. I rather like it here.”

“I see.” This is rather shocking coming from Martha, the soul of civility I guess everybody has a story.

“How long were you married?” she asks.

“Seven years. He died suddenly”

“I’m sorry.”

“He was a policeman,” I say. I don’t know why I mention that. I just feel Robert would want me to say what he did.

“Was he killed in the line of duty?”

“His appendix burst.”

“Oh, dear.”

“He was my firearms instructor. That’s how I met him.”

“You married your teacher.” This makes her smile. “Were you partners, then? Riding about in your police car, solving all sorts of crimes together?”

“Not really. I was a cop all of nine months, mostly office work. Then I got pregnant and quit. It was not a lengthy career.”

“At least it netted you a husband.”

“That it did.”

Three other players have taken their seats: Suzy Lee, Cisco, and Victor. Cisco is watching me through glasses thick as a pair of votive candles. I nod to him, and he smiles. We are soon joined by Lester, Gene the Machine, and two players whose faces are familiar but whose names I don’t recall.

I have in my head a three-dimensional chart of the various types of poker players I have met. In one sector there are the stones, the rocks, the leatherasses—players who sit and wait for the good hands with such stolid patience you would swear they are petrified. In the far sector I put the maniacs, the machines, the steamers. Scattered between and on the fringes are the calling stations, ducks, rabbits, fish, sharks, gamblers, sharps, jackasses, solids, sprouts, and maybe ten, twenty other types that don’t have names. When a newbie comes in I watch him until I see where he lands. Mostly I can put a player on a style of play after a few hands, but sometimes it’s harder. Some players sit down in a new game and play like maniacs for a few rounds, then they settle down and it turns out they are stones at heart. Or it’s the other way around—they play their cards so tight you can hear them creak, and then something clicks and they turn into betting machines. But I’ve got a good eye and I don’t get fooled that often.

Of course, I’m a type, too. I am the chameleon type. Sometimes, when the game is right, I pump money into the pot like a certified maniac. Other times I am granite, just sitting on my money waiting for the nuts and folding just about everything else. In my business you have to adapt.

I have to be good. I’m a prop.
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THIS PARTICULAR $3-6 HOLDEM GAME is what I call a low-drainer. Because the players are all regulars and all fairly experienced, I’m not likely to win much unless I catch some exceptional cards. Even if I do get hit by the deck, the limits are too low to make any serious cash. My strategy, therefore, is to tighten up my play and try to avoid losing. This is what props do, mostly. I get my salary—$110 per eight-hour shift—and the health insurance package. In exchange, I put in my time, playing with my own bankroll, trying to win more than I lose.

A prop’s job is to keep shorthanded games going—we “prop them up.” Most props don’t last long. They develop leaks in their game—playing too tight, or too loose, or too passive, or too any number of other things. Even the ones who keep it together at the poker table often go off on the ponies, or at the craps table, or on drugs. Eventually they lose their paycheck too many times and have to go find a real job.

Casino Santa Cruz employs three props: Me, Donny Keyes, and Bert Lyman. I’m pretty sure I’m the only one who turns a profit most weeks. Like I say, I’m good at what I do.

I fold the first few hands, hardly looking at my cards. I am thinking about those jackpots and not concentrating on the game, a good way to lose a lot of money fast. I force myself to focus.

Texas holdem is a simple game on the surface. You get two cards, you bet. The dealer then turns three cards faceup—what’s called the flop—and you bet again. A fourth card, the turn, is turned faceup. You bet again. The fifth and final card, the river, is turned up and there is a final round of betting. Whoever can show the best five-card poker hand out of the cards on the board and the cards in his hand wins. Simple, right?

Not hardly. Even at the low limits I usually play, holdem can be as complicated and confusing as a road map of Mexico City. It takes the right combination of smarts, discipline, knowledge, and heart to beat the game at every level. Few players have what it takes.

Cisco, sitting to my right, is one of the few. I watch him win a sixty-two-dollar pot with three tens. As he stacks his chips he half-turns his head and peers at me through his thick glasses. He says, “Ayyy … how you doing, Pee Key?”

“I’m doing just fine,” I tell him.

Cisco smiles and nods. When he smiles I think of the Mona Lisa. Cisco is a Santa Cruz Indian, a member of the small tribe that owns the casino. He is somewhere between sixty and one hundred twenty years old, barrel-shaped, gray hair going to white, dark face peppered with moles. How he can see the cards through those glasses I do not know, but Cisco doesn’t miss a bet. It’s guys like him who make my job tough.

“You look like you thinking,” he says.

I give him my biggest, ditziest grin and say, “Me? Think?”

“Like maybe you gonna arrest somebody.”

“I’m not a cop anymore, Cisco. It’s been twenty-some years.”

“Maybe you make a citizen arrest. Somebody try to steal a pot, you cuff ’em.”

“We’re on the rez, Cisco. I’m not a citizen.”

He laughs. “You come see my cactus garden sometime, Pee Key.”

“I’ll do that, Cisco.” Cisco has been inviting me to look at his cactus garden ever since I remarked one day that I’d moved to Tucson because I fell in love with a saguaro. It’s a long story and a bad joke. Anyway, he’s been using it as a handle to flirt with me ever since. He’s cute and ancient and harmless, and I enjoy it.

“Hey, Pee Key,” he says, knocking over his stacks of chips, “how much money I got here?”

I look at the disorganized pile of chips and say, “One twenty.” I always know exactly how much money is on the table. I had counted Cisco’s chips before he knocked them over.

Cisco giggles. He loves to test me. “What kind of shoes I got on?”

“Nikes.” I had seen him toddle up to the table on a pair of black Nikes and a twisted, bone-handled cane.

“What kind of car is parked closest to the door?”

“Which side?”

“Left.”

“White Oldsmobile with a handicap sticker.”

Victor, listening in, says, “Course it’s got a sticker. It’s a handicap slot.”

Cisco says, “How about a license number?”

I close my eyes. “880 AQE.” I can’t help it—I’m a show-off. Also, I’m counting on the fact that nobody’s going to leave the game to go check that license number.

“You amazing, Pee Key. Sherlock Holmes.”

I smile and flutter my eyelids. Yeah, I’m amazing all right, but Cisco and I both know that I can’t read his play any more than I can read Sanskrit. He’s one of those rare people who really do have a poker face. I never have a clue what he’s thinking.

Victor, always looking for some kind of edge, says, “Ten bucks says you can’t tell me how many lashes I got on my left upper eyelid, Peeky.”

“Forty-seven,” I say.

“Wrong. Pay up.”

“Okay, but I’ll have to pull ‘em out to count ‘em.”

“For ten bucks? In your dreams.”

“My dreams are way more interesting than that, Vic.”

A few hands later Manuel pulls me off the table to make room for a new player. He sends me to fill a seat at a shorthanded $ 1-4 stud game. I lose twenty dollars in ten minutes, and I’m relieved when Manuel moves me to a red-chip game, $15-30 holdem.

This is where I can make some money. Four of the players are fresh blood, so I swing into my act as an ignorant, forty-something bimbo who will bet on anything.

“Come to mama,” I say, pushing out my chest. The guy across from me is all eyes and comb-over. He’s not a bad-looking guy—early forties, regular features, not fat—but the comb-over, the tic beneath his left eye, and the pulsing jaw pretty much ruin the package. I take an immediate dislike to him. I don’t know why. Women’s intuition. Or maybe it’s his clumsy attempt at X-ray vision.

Denise, the dealer, smiles at me. “How’s it going, Peeky?”

“I can’t catch a break today,” I say. “Deal me a winner.” I am in the big blind this hand, meaning I have to make a forced bet of $15 before I see my cards. I toss out three red chips and look at my cards. A deuce and a five. Doesn’t get much worse. I check out the competition. Nobody looks very happy The next five players fold; the comb-over guy raises, and the next two players fold. It’s just him and me now. I have the option to call or reraise. With these cards I should probably fold, but I have a feeling about this guy I decide to defend my blind.

“Reraise,” I say, slapping down six red chips.

“Again,” says comb-over, raising my reraise.

Uh-oh. Maybe he’s got a monster. I show my cards to Joe Garcia, who is sitting next to me. “What do you think?”

“One player to a hand,” Denise says.

“Okay, I just call,” I say.

Denise burns the top card, sliding it facedown under a chip, and flops the eight of clubs, nine of hearts, ten of spades. The comb-over guy’s face shows nothing, but his right shoulder slumps and the fingers of his right hand close into a loose fist. A classic tell.

Most amateur players think of tells as magical signs—obscure little mannerisms that enable a skillful player to read another player’s mind. Things like how they stack their chips, whether they touch their face, whether their eyes dart to their chips after seeing the flop, or how they handle their cards. All that stuff is real, and occasionally reliable. But in most games, all you have to do is watch the other player and use a little common sense.

The comb-over guy’s body language tells me he hates the flop. He’s probably holding a couple of high cards. I put him on ace king.

“Check,” I say.

He bets fifteen, making an effort to look confident. Oh yeah. Pure Hollywood.

I slowly count out six red chips. “Raise,” I say.

Nobody likes getting check-raised, especially when they’ve got crap. He glares at me, looking at my face now instead of my boobs. He thinks he’s beat but he calls anyway. Most guys will call a check-raise, especially from a woman. They won’t like it, but they’ll call. I think it’s a testosterone thing.

The turn card is a seven. I bet into him. He thinks about it, trying to put me on a hand. What could I have possibly check-raised him with on the flop? A big pocket pair? Trips? A straight? There are hundreds of hands that beat him, and he knows it. He reaches for his stack, searching my face for any excuse to call. He wants to call. He has an ace-king. Big slick. Two overcards. He hates to give it up.

If there is one secret of winning at poker, it is in learning to understand and control the calling impulse—both your own and that of your opponents, I hold my ditzy smile in place and let him stew. I think maybe he has just enough card sense to fold here. Also, he would hate to get beat by me, and he knows he’s got nada.

He makes a rude noise with his lips and throws his hand away, facedown.

“Nice hand,” he says, trying to reassure himself that I did, in fact, have him beat.

“Does that mean I win?” I say.

Joe Garcia rolls his eyes. I toke Denise a red chip, then turn my cards faceup to give the comb-over guy a look at the sort of garbage I play. He grunts as if he’s been kicked in the groin and turns red around the neck.

A few rounds later I play an ace-jack of spades, flop a pair of aces, hit runner-runner spades to make a flush, and take the comb over guy with his ace-king—again—for his last few chips.

“Honey, you better see your proctologist—I think you got a fuckin’ horseshoe stuck up your ass,” he says, his eye twitching.

I stack my chips, pretending I didn’t hear that. People say some nasty things when they lose a big hand on the river. Tapped, he leaves in disgust. I don’t blame him for being upset, but hey, everybody gets lucky now and then, even me. Minutes later I see him talking to Buddy at the pot-limit table. He points in my direction; Buddy looks over, sees me, and laughs.

A new player slaps five bills on the table and slides into an empty seat. “Dee me in. New deck.”

“Hey, Tran,” Denise says.

“The jackpot man,” Joe says.

“I lucky guy.” A chip runner appears and trades Tran a rack of red chips for his five hundred.

Denise shuffles the new deck. “You working tonight?” she asks Tran.

“I punch out. Now I take everybody money.” He is still wearing his white shirt and bolo tie, but the tie is hanging loose and his sleeves are rolled up. Like most of the dealers at the Santa Cruz, Tran is a player, too. He is looking at me, his head tipped to the side. “How you doing, Pee-kee?”

“I’m Lady Luck tonight,” I say, still stacking chips from the last pot. “What about you? You’re the talk of the town.”

“What is ‘talk of town’?”

“The bee’s knees, the real deal, jackpot johnny.”

Tran grins. “I dee big jackpot.”

“Two in a week, right?”

“Two time. That right.” We lock eyes for an instant. He is asking me a question.

I choose not to answer.
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AFEW HOURS LATER we have a rare Dooley sighting. He emerges from his office, red-faced, his abdomen swinging and sloshing with uncharacteristic vigor. Dooley Braun shows his face in the card room so rarely that most of the players don’t even know what he looks like, even though there’s a framed photo of him at the Card Club entrance: “Dooley Braun, Card Room Manager.” The photo was taken back in the late 1970s. It shows a younger, slimmer Dooley sitting behind a half-million dollars in cash. That was the year Dooley won the main event at the World Series of Poker. He’d been a big name back then, but Dooley doesn’t play on the tournament circuit these days. He was hired a few years back to manage the Casino Santa Cruz Card Club. I think the idea was that his reputation would lend the fledgling card room some legitimacy. He certainly wasn’t brought on for his management skills.

Dooley Braun is more figurehead than hands-on manager. The real work is done by his assistant, Vergie Drucker, and security chief Blaise Hunt. Dooley mostly hides out in his office. No one other than Vergie knows what he does in there. Rumor has it he spends his hours looking at internet porn on his computer.

Dooley waddles quickly through the card room. Cisco, three-legging it on the same course, reaches out with his cane and raps Dooley on the hip. Dooley stops, the two men exchange a few words, smiling like old friends. Strange. I would not have thought those two would know each other. Dooley hitches up his sagging polyester trousers and they continue on together, disappearing down the short hallway leading to the Slot Palace.

Whatever it is between Dooley and Cisco, it has nothing to do with me. I’ve learned to just keep my head down and do my job. For instance, the likelihood that the jackpots are getting knocked off bothers me, but it’s not my problem. Working for the Santa Cruz you learn to mind your own business or you go nuts. The casino is not run according to the laws of logic, the laws of the tribe, or the laws of physics. It’s more like Las Vegas meets Dysfunctional Family meets the Great Spirit. Gambling has provided the Santa Cruz with much-needed money, but it has also brought political infighting, embezzlement, drug abuse, and all the other side effects of sudden wealth. Almost every adult member of the tribe now drives a new luxury SUV Not all of them drive sober.

When I went to work at Casino Santa Cruz five years ago, I decided to read up on my new employers, so I got on my computer and started surfing. Amazing what you could find on the web, even back then. The average Joe now has more information available on his home computer than we did when I was working for the Phoenix P.D. twenty years ago. Back then, paper trails were actually made of paper. These days they’re made of … I don’t know what. Electrons.

After Robert died, leaving me with a young daughter and a modest pension, I did the single-mom-mourning-widow thing for about six months, nearly went out of my mind with boredom, then took a job working as a private investigator. Warren Castle, one of Robert’s good friends from the Phoenix police, had retired a few years earlier and started his own P.I. firm, Castle Investigations.

Most of Castle’s work came from ambulance-chasing lawyers. I must have interviewed ten thousand traffic accident victims and witnesses. It was interesting listening to all those versions of reality. I found that by asking the right questions, I could create my own version of the truth—or whatever version of the truth our client was seeking. Warren also had several criminal defense attorneys among his clients—in addition to protecting the interests of the bad drivers of the world, I helped get a few murderers, thieves, and rapists acquitted. I didn’t feel so good about that, but it was interesting. Reasonable doubt is a remarkably useful legal concept. A reasonable person can doubt anything from sunrise to gravity.

I also ran a lot of background checks for prospective employers and cautious fiancées. Boring, but not as stressful as the live interviews. Most of it could be done on the computer. I didn’t work for Warren anymore, but I still had my computer skills, such as they were.

I found several websites with information about the Santa Cruz Indians, as well as numerous news items. The facts surrounding the tribe’s origins were foggy to say the least.

Officially, the Santa Cruz did not exist until 1974, when a man named Hector Vega declared himself, his family, and twenty-six close personal friends to be the last remnants of a landless Native American tribe known as the Santa Cruz. Vega claimed that his people were the true descendants of the Hohokam, who were, in turn, directly descended from the ancient Toltecs of Mexico. Vega campaigned vigorously to have his tribe recognized by the state of Arizona and the federal government. He received little support from other Arizona tribes, and was publicly denounced by the Pascua Yaqui, who were waging their own campaign for federal recognition, and whose documentation was considerably more convincing. According to a letter to the editor in the September 2, 1974, Arizona Daily Star, the Santa Cruz were “nothing more than a gang of renegade Coyotero Apaches with delusions of grandeur.” The letter, written by an attorney working for the Pascua Yaqui, sparked a rivalry between the two tribes that remains heated to this day.

Despite the fact that there were no historical documents to support his claims, Hector Vega was able to assemble a group of supporters, including a team of young, idealistic lawyers, and a friendly congressman named Alex Blackwell.

The Santa Cruz, according to Vega, had occupied lands west of the Tucson Mountains for sixty-four generations until being driven from their homeland in the 1600s by the Spanish. Since that time they had roamed the Southwest, fragmented and homeless, a people in exile. Vega’s tale grew in complexity and pathos with each retelling, and in 1976, President Gerald Ford signed a document granting the Santa Cruz Nation status as a federally recognized tribe. He also, with the same strokes of his pen, put thirty-six hundred acres of BLM land east of the Roskruge Mountains, twenty minutes west of downtown Tucson, into trust for the newly recognized tribe.

A few months later the tribe leased eight hundred of their newly acquired acres to a development company owned, in part, by Congressman Alex Blackwell. Vega and his followers took up residence on the balance of their reservation, supporting themselves by selling off a few hundred acres every now and then to developers, many of whom were friends of Alex Blackwell. Hector Vega built a home in the Roskruge foothills at the western boundary of the reservation and disappeared from the public eye. The Santa Cruz became a living footnote to modern Arizona history, their numbers remained small, and except for the occasional land sale, no one paid them much attention. Until, that is, the passage of the Indian Gaming Act of 1993, when the Santa Cruz made headlines again by opening southern Arizona’s first full-service casino.

Maybe it’s a good thing. But I can’t help noticing that the key management positions at the casino are still filled by Anglos. That’s because the casino is not actually run by the tribe, but rather by a casino management company out of Wisconsin called Magic Hand Gaming. Magic Hand provides turnkey services—everything from financing, to negotiating gaming pacts, to supplying an experienced management team. In exchange, they get a piece of the action. I imagine it’s a pretty big piece.

I ran a background check on Hector Vega, just for the hell of it. There were a lot of Hector Vegas, but the one I was looking for did not exist before 1973. If Vega really was a Coyotero Apache, that made sense—Apaches tread lightly.

The Hohokam, of course, had been ghosts for centuries.

The contract between the Santa Cruz and Magic Hand Gaming is about to expire. A few months ago Hector Vega’s son-in-law Carlos Begay replaced Magic Hand CEO Bruce Johnson as casino president. A lot of the non-Indian dealers were grumbling that they were about to lose their jobs to tribal members, but it hasn’t happened. I think the change in leadership was mostly symbolic. Only a couple dozen Santa Cruz work at the casino, and, with the exception of Carlos Begay, a tribal member by marriage only, none of them holds a management position. If the Santa Cruz are preparing to take over their own casino, they’ve got a long way to go. The tribal members all get a stipend from the casino profits. Last year it was close to $20,000 a quarter. They don’t have to work. Most choose not to.

But like I say, it’s not my problem.








[image: image]

NEAR THE END OF MY SHIFT, I’m still getting bounced from game to game. I go from $15-30 holdem to $2-4 stud to $6-12 Omaha high-low. Finally, Manuel sends me back to the red-chip game, which has lost a few players. Jenny Mai is dealing now. Tran is on a heater, half-hidden behind a mountain of red chips. He looks wired, talking rapid-fire Chinese—or something—on his cell phone. Beatrice, a hard-faced Asian woman about my age, has the two seat, and Lorenzo Palmero is hunched morosely over a small stack of chips in the one seat, next to the dealer. Sally and Suzy Fong, who claim to be distant cousins but look like twins, are sitting next to each other at the other end of the table. Ordinarily, I would not wish to play at a table where two of my opponents appear to be so closely related, but the Fong cousins—or sisters, or whatever they are—are such weak players that even if they were partnering-up I would get their money.

I sit down next to Sally and take the big blind. Tran glares at me as the cards are dealt, his eyes red, his knee going up and down like a triphammer. I don’t understand why he is giving me such a baleful look. Maybe he’s afraid I’ll jinx his heater.

“I raise,” he says, firing six red chips toward the pot. Sally and Suzy giggle and pitch their cards into the muck. Lorenzo groans and calls the raise. Beatrice folds.

Nobody plays a heater like Tran.

Jenny lays out the flop: an ace and two rags—a deuce and a six. Lorenzo shakes his head and checks sorrowfully Predictably, Tran bets and Lorenzo folds, saying, “I can’t catch a hand.”

We all feel sorry for him. That’s what Lorenzo wants.

As Tran rakes in the pot he turns to me and says, not all that friendly, “How come you here, Pee-kee? You working? We don’t mind play shorthanded.”

“I go where I’m told,” I say.

Tran stares at me, red-eyed and intense. He shrugs and grins. “Hey I just messing with you, Pee-kee. I on a big rush.”

“I see that.”

“Deuce-seven, I raise!”

Everybody laughs, even Lorenzo.

Jenny is shuffling for the next hand when an orange-haired clown walks into the card room holding a balloon bouquet. Manuel tries to stop him, but only halfheartedly. Card Club policy prohibits this sort of thing, but how do you say no to Bozo?

Tran tosses his car keys onto the table in front of Sally Fong.

“How about you go to my car. I leave my Walkman there.”

Sally looks surprised, staring back at him.

“Come on, I buy you dinner later, okay?”

Sally says something in Chinese, Tran responds. She grabs the keys and walks quickly away from the table.

Jenny, the dealer, finishes her shuffle and squares up the deck, her eyes on the clown, who is threading his way through the card club, coming in our direction. The balloons read Happy Birthday and Forty Is Sporty. Somebody is about to get a clown telegram.

Darrin, at the back of the room, scowls and starts his ferret stalk. Darrin is more assertive than Manuel—he will have no problem kicking Bozo out of the casino. He’s good at that sort of thing. But before Darrin can reach him the clown stops at our table, points a white-gloved finger straight at me, and starts singing “Happy Birthday.” I just look back at him, grinning like an idiot even though it’s not my birthday and I turned forty more than four years ago. I’m getting someone else’s singing clown telegram. I just let it happen. You take what you can get.

The clown is on his second “Happy birthday to you,” when the balloons get away from him and float toward the ceiling, toward the security cameras. The clown starts jumping up and down, his size-nineteen feet flopping comically, trying to get the balloons back. Darrin reaches him and grabs the clown’s shoulder in mid-leap. The clown loses his balance and falls into Darrin.

That’s when I notice the change in Jenny’s face. Her eyes are dilated, her mouth is tight and hard, and she is breathing fast. Something has frightened her. The clown? I’ve heard of people who are scared of clowns, but I don’t think that’s it.

The clown is escorted out of the card room, people watching and laughing, a few of them calling out “Happy birthday” to me, but I am watching Jenny. Her shoulders are stiff as a mannequin’s. Instead of pitching the cards with her usual fluidity, her hands move by jerks and starts. I lift the corners of my cards and see two black aces.

This deal stinks so bad I want to run for the restroom and wash my hands. I order my thumb and forefinger to flick my cards into the muck. My fingers refuse the order. I am simply not capable of folding pocket aces before the flop.

Jenny says, “It’s on you, Peeky”

What the hell. If I’m going to play I’m going to play it right. “Raise,” I say, pushing out a stack of six chips

Suzy and Lorenzo both fold. Beatrice looks at me with a little smile and calls. Tran mucks his hand and sits back, crossing his arms over his narrow chest, his jaw pulsing with heartbeat regularity. Jenny burns a card and lays out the flop: two queens and an ace.

I have the big full house, aces full of queens, a dream hand.

I should stand up and walk away. Instead, I bet.

“Raise,” says Beatrice.

There are only a few hands that might justify a raise here, but that doesn’t really matter. I know she has pocket queens as surely as if I had X-ray vision. Jackpot hand.

“Call,” I say.

The ace of diamonds comes on the turn, giving me four aces, the stone cold nuts. I push thirty dollars into the pot, Beatrice raises, I reraise, Beatrice thinks for a few seconds, making it look good, then calls.

I bet the river blind.
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THE LIGHT IS ON IN MY KITCHEN when I get home, so I know right away that Jaymie has had another fight with the Black Prince. I take a few extra lungfuls of the cool night air and let myself in. The newspaper is spread over my sofa, and an empty Fresca can is making a ring on the oak coffee table. I pick up the can and head for the kitchen. Sure enough, Jaymie is sitting at the table eating my Ben & Jerry’s.

“That better not be the Cherry Garcia,” I say, kicking off my pumps.

Jaymie pulls the spoon from her mouth, looks at her reflection in it, frowns. I don’t blame her. She looks like hell.

“What difference does it make?” she says.

“The Chunky Monkey doesn’t go with Vouvray”

Jaymie stabs the spoon into the carton, and skids it across the table. There are still a few spoonfuls left. I plunk my purse on the table and open the fridge. “You want a glass?”

Jaymie shakes her head. I uncork a cold bottle of Vouvray. This is my wind-down time, my transition between the job and the rest of my life. A glass of Vouvray and a bowl of Cherry Garcia. Don’t knock it till you try it. But try it alone, not with your twenty-one-year-old daughter who is thinking of leaving her husband. I sit down and start on the ice cream. I get a cherry on the first bite, a good sign. Jaymie is picking at her thumbnail, brown polish, working her way up to something. She is wearing a sleeveless denim shirt, no makeup, four earrings in her left ear, long hair dyed the color of Mexican chocolate, and lipstick to match. Her eyes are huge and heavy with makeup. The look is pure Tejana, despite the fact that Jaymie hasn’t got a Mexican bone in her body. I sip my Vouvray soft as cashmere.

“How was work?” she asks, switching her attention from her thumbnail to a tiny scab on the back of her hand. She still hasn’t looked me in the eye.

“The usual.”

“You win?”

“I caught a few good hands.”

“My mother the cardsharp.” She laughs.

I sit back, suppressing a frown. I would be even more offended if I thought she knew what she was saying. I am not a cardsharp. I play a straight game.

She says, “My friends don’t believe me when I tell them what you do.”

She’s trying to hurt me now and I don’t understand why “What’s wrong with what I do?”

“You trick people out of their money for a living.”

“I play by the rules. Fair is fair.”

“If it was fair, you wouldn’t always win.”

“I don’t.” Enough of that, I decide. It’s her pain, not mine. I say, “So how are things with the Black Prince?”

Jaymie gives a little jerk, like I’d goosed her.

“Don’t call him that.” For the first time she meets my eyes and I see a healthy flash of anger.

“What should I call him?”

“Eduardo. His name is Eduardo.”

“I couldn’t help noticing you’re not at home in bed with him.”

Her shoulders squirm.

“He hit you again?”

“My mother the detective.”

“I’m just asking.”

“No, he didn’t hit me.”

I know when a complete stranger is holding pocket aces or garbage, but I can’t tell if my own flesh and blood is lying to me. I spoon the last of the Cherry Garcia into my mouth. Jaymie finds a spot on the table and tries to rub it out with the ball of her thumb. After about a minute of this I decide the hell with it, life is too short for me to waste any more of it torturing my offspring.

“How’s your job going?” I ask, searching for a safe topic. Jaymie works at Food Conspiracy, the co-op up on Fourth Avenue. I think she nets about $350 a week, plus all the tofu and brown rice she can eat.

“Okay. Only they cut my hours.”

“Might be a good time for you to go back to school,” I say.

Jaymie gives me a look I know well. I decide to change the subject. “Some of the dealers are scamming the casino, hitting a few too many jackpots.”

Jaymie looks up. “Really?”

“One of the dealers dropped a cooler into the game. We hit the jackpot next hand.”

“What’s a cooler?”

“A stacked deck.”

“You saw her do it?”

“No. But I saw how she acted a few seconds later. And I saw how the hand went down. I think two, maybe three of the dealers are involved. And some of the players.”

“Are you gonna turn them in?”

“Not me.”

“Why not? It’s partly your money they’re stealing, isn’t it?”

Jaymie is referring to the fact that the jackpots are built up with players’ money, and that money is all supposed to be returned to the players in the form of jackpots.

“In theory, yeah, but it’s not my job to play casino cop. Besides, I can’t prove anything.”

“I bet there’s some sort of reward.”

“Maybe.” I open my purse, pull out an envelope, drop it on the table.

“What’s that?”

“Check it out.” I down the last of my Vouvray and watch as Jaymie lifts the flap of the envelope. I hear her breath catch in her throat. She fans out the seventy crisp hundred-dollar bills.

“They let me win a piece of one,” I say.
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SOMETIME AFTER TWO AM the bedroom door opens. I know it’s Buddy from the sour, smoky, casino smell, and because he knows his way around my bedroom in the dark, and because who else would it be? I watch his shape undressing. A few seconds later he slides into bed.

“I don’t remember inviting you over,” I say.

“You want me to go in the guest room?”

“Jaymie’s in there.” I roll to the right, away from him, pulling covers over my shoulder. “You reek.”

“Yeah. That’s ’cause I smoke.”

“So how’d you do?”

“I came back.”

“All the way back?”

“Most of the way. I’m still down a couple hundred.”

That probably meant he was down a couple thousand. I listen to his breathing and smell his sweat and tobacco. Forty-eight hours at the poker table and he slinks into my bed without so much as taking a shower. To make himself even less welcome, he launches into a bad beat story, the last thing I want to hear.

“I got pocket tens, I raise, Yassir reraises me outta the little blind. I know, I know. Christ, you think I don’t know he’s got to have a hand? The way he bets, reraising out of the blind, I know he’s got something. I know. I know Yassir, I know how he bets. He even does that little shoulder roll when he looks at his cards, and he only looks once and puts a chip on them for protection and never looks at ’em again. I know he’s got a big pair. But maybe I’ll catch a ten on the flop, so I call. Then ace-rag-rag flops and he checks it. I bet. He smooth calls. Something about the way he looks, I figure he’s slowplaying a set of aces. Then I hit my ten on the turn. Worst card in the world. Now I got a set of tens and I gotta play it. He checks, I figure maybe I’m wrong about him having the trip aces, so I bet. He comes over the top of me with a big raise. Now I’m sure he’s got trip aces but what am I s’pose to do? I got trip tens. I know they’re no good, that the only thing can save me is the case ten. I got all the information, all the experience. I know the play, I know what I gotta do. So I’m thinkin’ I’m gonna fold right there, the hell with it, and all of a sudden the son of a bitch starts singing “Stairway to Heaven” in that weird accent of his. Now, understand, I have never seen this behavior before, and I have especially not seen it from Yassir, and the only way I am going to find out what the hell it’s about is if I call the goddamn bet.”

I couldn’t resist asking, “You called him?”

“Yeah. It cost me a thousand bucks.”

“Jesus, Buddy.”

“I know. So, an ace comes on the river and he makes a shitty little five-hundred-dollar bet. I mean, two large in the pot and the guy is asking me to donate. Fuck that. I got out.”



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/img01_1-4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_1-9.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
me PROP

A NOVEL

Pete Hautman

SIMON & SCHUSTER
NewYork London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/Images/img01_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_010.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_021.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_016.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_025.jpg





OEBPS/Images/img01_029.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
me PROP

A NOVEL

Pete Hautman

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney





