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PROLOGUE

  
    “When the Mafia muscles into a neighborhood, it’s like a big box store moving in and putting local stores out of business. But the Mafia doesn’t just gouge prices. They gouge eyeballs. They don’t just break your bank. They break your balls. And if you don’t pay what they think you owe, they’ll break your legs, too. They cheat, lie, manipulate, steal, and then they collect. That’s why they’ve been so successful.”

    —Eddie Trascher

  

  In 1979, just north of Tampa, Florida, Eddie Trascher got himself involved with the mob again, and once again he knew he’d come out on top. The town was Holiday, a sleepy wannabe fishing village with a friendly police force about an hour northwest of Tampa. Northern wiseguys were moving into the area and the FBI saw the opportunity to take them down along with the boss of Tampa, Santo Trafficante, Jr. The wily Trafficante had never spent a night in jail despite being a frequent target of the Bureau.

  The connecting point between the Mafia in New York and the Trafficante family was a Lucchese crime family associate, Jimmy Acquafredda. Acquafredda ran things around New Port Richey, a quiet “town of the newlywed and nearly dead” that a lot of outfit guys from New York began moving into in the late 1970s.

  Acquafredda was involved in shylocking operations, which involves lending money to individuals at an exorbitant rate of interest over a short amount of time; this process is more commonly called loan sharking. The principal is called the vig and the interest is the juice. Points are the rate of interest. Five points above the vig is 5 percent interest, usually per week.

  Like a lot of other mob guys, especially those in New York, Acquafredda was also into garbage. Not drugs, but refuse collection. He was trying to set up a mob-backed cartel of garbage haulers to set prices and control competition. He had the heavy-duty connections in New York to add muscle and money to his operations. His profile was on the rise, so naturally he attracted attention from law enforcement.

  In the late 70s, the Tampa FBI field office set up a sting operation centered around Acquafredda, the Bonanno crime family, and the Trafficante crime family. Acquafredda means “cold water” in Sicilian, so Jim Kinne, the local director of FBI operations, code-named the sting “Operation Coldwater.”

  Eddie knew all about the operation because he was in the thick of it, helping out the FBI. He was put in touch with one of their Florida undercover agents, a guy they called Tony Rossi. A big guy with dark wavy hair, Rossi looked like he was part of the Mafia. Eddie and Rossi first met at a booth at the Howard Johnsons restaurant in Clearwater, a town south of Holiday and west of Tampa, and talked for several hours; Eddie needed to feel comfortable with Rossi before introducing him around to the local wiseguys. Rossi impressed Eddie with his knowledge of the ins and outs of mob activity, the bad guys, bookmakers, shylocks, and everything else. He’d done some undercover work before and knew how to pull it off.

  Eddie took Tony Rossi down to the Holiday Inn in New Port Richey one Friday night to make the rounds of the local haunts. Tony and Eddie sat at the bar in the hotels lounge; they saw Acquafredda sitting at a table. Eventually, Acquafredda came over to talk to Eddie and Rossi. Things worked out beautifully. Before long Acquafredda, his mob buddies, and—unbeknownst to them—the FBI, were organizing a Las Vegas night at a place called the King’s Court. They wanted Eddie to bring in some heavy gamblers.

  But Eddie also wanted the casino night to make some extra money for himself, and he thought the night could help Tony Rossi get up and running in the local scene. If Tony situated himself properly, and the FBI was successful, they could really nail the Mafia. This is exactly what Eddie wanted. Unlike many other bookies and gamblers on the fringes of the underworld, Eddie always hated the mob, especially Mafia guys from back East. They had humiliated his stepfather, Curtis, in Las Vegas in the 1950s. Eddie had already achieved his revenge in Las Vegas, and had moved to Florida to settle down. The last thing he wanted was a bunch of Mafia guys coming down from New York to ruin his business. Plus, Eddie owed the FBI. But Eddie didn’t view himself as a rat. As far as he was concerned, the Mafia guys were all rats. All they cared about was their own hides.

  As par for the course with dealing with wiseguys, things went less than smoothly when dealing with Acquafredda about the Kings Court casino night. They had some trouble over a craps table Eddie had bought and had shipped in especially for the King’s Court; Acquafredda had taken the table without Eddie’s knowledge.

  Eddie called Acquafredda, demanding the craps table. Acquafredda set up a meeting with Eddie at a local Holiday Inn. Eddie didn’t know what Acquafredda was planning, but he knew that he should be ready for anything. When Eddie got to the Holiday Inn, Acquafredda and two of his cronies, Joe Pete and Jo-Jo Fitapelli, were all sitting in a car. They told Eddie to get in.

  “So, what’s going on, Eddie?” they asked.

  “I want my craps table back,” Eddie said. “I want my chips back, and I want the Twenty-One cloth back.”

  “We’ll buy it from you,” they said. “What do you want for it?”

  “I want $800 for the craps table. And another $200 for the chips.”

  “Okay,” they said. “We’ll give it to you.”

  “Well, why don’t you give it to me right now?”

  “We don’t have it right now,” they said.

  Eddie knew that they didn’t plan to pay. Unless Eddie made it clear that he wasn’t going away and that he’d keep bothering them until they gave him the money, Eddie knew he’d never see it. Eddie had done most of the work and had bought the equipment, and the mobsters had done nothing but try to take his money.

  “What?” Eddie said. “Three big-timers like you? You don’t have $800 sitting in this car among the three of you?”

  “Do you know who the fuck you’re talking to?” Fitapelli said. “I could pick up a fuckin’ phone and tomorrow you’d be gone.”

  “You couldn’t pick up a fuckin’ telephone, Jo-Jo,” Eddie yelled, “and get fuckin’ information. So go fuck yourself. In fact, go fuck all three of you. I better get that fuckin’ table back. The fuckin’ chips, and the fuckin’ cloth, too. And I better get them soon.”

  Eddie knew better; Fitapelli could have called more than 411. He could have called someone like New York mob capo Sonny Black or Lefty Ruggerio, a wiry hitman reputedly responsible for seventeen murders.

  Fitapelli knew people who could’ve come after Eddie. He could’ve called them when Eddie got out of the car and had him killed. In fact, Fitapelli and those two other guys could’ve whacked Eddie right there. But Eddie had grown up on the street and was used to taking that risk. Eddie Trascher had the balls, but now he had put himself in a situation where even the FBI couldn’t protect him.


  
PART 1

  The Early Years


  
CHAPTER 1

  From the Bayou

  When Eddie stepped out of his bright red Pontiac in April of 1953, 120 miles from the Arizona–Nevada state line, it was like sticking his head in a 300-degree oven. The dry, dusty desert air sucked all the moisture out of his skin. He coughed out what was left of the Texas swamps in his lungs, put some gas in the car, and strolled over to the pay phone. His mother answered the phone; Eddie told her he’d be in Las Vegas before dinner. She was excited. Eddie had not seen his “Ma” or “Pa” since they’d shut down Da Wabbit and the Rose Room in Gretna, Louisiana, a town outside New Orleans and the seat of the Jefferson Parish government.

  Eddie’s “Pa” was Curtis Louis Thomaisse. He wasn’t Eddie’s real father, but had adopted Eddie when he was only a few months old. Pa was a master card dealer and hustler. He was quick with crooked dice and set up little scams in the gambling houses to use his skills working over the regular stiffs who crowded into New Orleans. Curtis had taught Eddie everything he knew from the time Eddie was knee-high. The family lived on Canal Street in the heart of New Orleans, and Curtis ran his bars and gambling houses in the same area.

  Eventually, Curtis had left Louisiana for the wide open city of Las Vegas. Ma told Eddie that Sheriff Beauregard Miller hadn’t been able to protect his gambling operations anymore, so Curtis was moving to Las Vegas where it was all legal. Sheriff Miller was an interesting guy. He was Gretna’s chief of police from 1926 until his death in 1979. His benevolence extended to the town’s underworld entrepreneurs, and he often partnered with them to line his pockets in exchange for protecting their games. His deal with Curtis had been no different.

  For the first few months, Curtis lived in a run-down rooming house across from the Pioneer Club, the place with the big sign that said “Howdy Doody,” while Ma sold all the furniture and equipment back home. Eddie was anxious to join his parents in the newly booming town in the Nevada desert.

  Eddie dreamed of following in Pa’s footsteps, and taking over his establishments when he retired. But the government had other plans. Eddie was drafted into the Army for the Korean War, and spent two years at Fort Hood, Texas. His main job was as a lifeguard at the pool.

  When Eddie was finally discharged from the Army, he headed out west to Las Vegas to join his parents. Classy neon lights, flashing with promise, lit the way down Fremont Street. After driving around town for fifteen minutes with his jaw hanging low in amazement, he finally parked his car on Fremont Street and walked into the Golden Nugget with wide eyes. At that time the Nugget was a high-class casino, the top of the line. Crowds of people jostled back and forth among more craps tables than his twenty-two-year-old eyes had ever seen in one place. People were shouting and clapping. The sound of money jingling was everywhere. Rows of sleek, shiny slot machines seemed endless, and money was flowing from them in a steady silver stream. The wooden walls made the sound reverberate that much more.

  “Jesus Christ!” Eddie said to himself. “It’s legal here! This is a fuckin’ picnic!”

  Eddie bought a stack of chips for the craps table. He savored the weight of those chips in his hand and the feel of the green felt under his fingertips. He watched his stack of chips grow steadily and then disappear with a few unlucky rolls of the dice. Then he wandered over to the blackjack table.

  When Eddie finally got to his parents’ apartment, Ma was upset.

  “What took you so long?” she said.

  “I stopped off and looked around,” Eddie replied.

  “I guess you played, too?”

  “Of course I did. What else did you expect?”

  “Well,” she said. “I have a little surprise for you.”

  Then she stepped away and opened the bedroom door.

  “Surprise!” Ma called out.

  There, standing in the doorway, was Eddie’s wife Lenie. He was completely shocked. When Eddie had decided to move to Las Vegas, he had written Lenie a “Dear John” letter explaining why it was better for both of them if their relationship just ended.

  Eddie’s mother was full-blooded Italian and had never really liked Lenie, who was half Spanish. But Ma was also a good Catholic. Now that Eddie was giving up on the marriage, she couldn’t stand the idea of him leaving a wife and kid.

  
    I never did understand why she objected to me marrying a Hispanic girl. She married Pa, a Cajun who spoke French fluently. I didn’t understand why Lenie’s background made any difference. But Ma was right about one thing—I should have waited longer to get married.

    Now Ma wanted me to reunite with Lenie, but I didn’t think it would work. I had tasted my independence when I was away in the Army, and Lenie expected me to be the same innocent kid I’d been when I left New Orleans. I wasn’t, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to sit still for a second in Las Vegas. But since Ma went through all that trouble, I decided to give it another try. After living with my parents for a while, Lenie and I moved into our own apartment.

  

  Eddie had only received $75 a month from the Army during his two years at Fort Hood, Texas, but he had managed to make enough extra money to fool around during his first few months in Las Vegas. While Eddie was in the Army he had teamed up with a friend named Bubba Sullivan from New Orleans. Bubba and Eddie were both pissed off at the Army for taking them away from their lives in New Orleans; in fact, Bubba had been brought to the Army in handcuffs.

  Together the two chums busted out soldiers in card games, hustled pool in the local towns around base, and sold whiskey on the base parking lot out of the trunk of a car. A couple of hookers gave Eddie and Bubba money to let them use the car to entertain Johns. It was a good deal while it lasted.

  EVEN THOUGH CURTIS was Eddie’s stepfather, he treated Eddie as his own son. Curtis taught Eddie everything about life and everything there is to know about the gambling business. To dress like Curtis, to behave like him, and to follow in his footsteps in the gambling business was the greatest thing Eddie could imagine.

  Eddie had grown up in New Orleans. His childhood had been pretty normal; his Pa made good money, but never spent it lavishly. But Eddie always knew he wanted to be part of the gambling world. Curtis would get up at 9 AM to get the books open for the day’s races. He’d come home for dinner, then go back out to work the craps tables at Da Wabbit. Eddie would tag along to learn how to deal, how to mark sheets, and how to take book.

  One memorable night a local tough guy, Herbie Fink, came into Da Wabbit with his wife to play craps. Herbie wasn’t too smart when it came to the dice, and Curtis busted him out for over $15,000. Herbie, who owned his own bar, the Blue Light, went out to get more money. When Herbie returned he threatened Curtis and said that he would shoot the place up if he lost any more money. Curtis proceeded to bust him out again, so Herbie pulled out a gun and threw a shot off.

  Eddie got a call at home. He ran down to Da Wabbit and saw Curtis looking dazed. The bullet had imbedded itself in his shoulder. The family rushed over to the casino. They all wanted Herbie dead, but Curtis said no. He just put the word out that if Herbie showed his face again, Curtis would kill him.

  So when Eddie finally made his way to Vegas he assumed that Curtis, because of his extensive experience and knowledge of gambling, was working as a boss at the casino Ma had mentioned. But Eddie was shocked to find Curtis working as a lowly craps dealer at a hotel and casino called the New Frontier. The Frontier had a Western theme and a small chapel, the Little Church of the West, on its premises. It was famous for all kinds of quickie celebrity marriages. Curtis was above that kind of work, and the bosses who hired him should’ve known it. But the New Frontier, like most of the casinos in Las Vegas, was a mob joint. Vegas godfather Bugsy Siegel had a room there, and later it became known as a front for the Chicago Outfit.

  Since Bugsy Siegel drove to town in 1947 and built The Flamingo Hotel, there wasn’t much going on in town the mob wasn’t controlling somehow. Moe Sedway, a Jewish mobster ally of Siegel’s, operated the Flamingo. The Desert Inn was opened by Moe Dalitz from Cleveland. He later became one of the most popular impresarios in Vegas, but he was a Mayfield Road mobster at heart. Meyer Lanksy had some action in town, as did the aforementioned Chicago Outfit, Kansas City, Detroit, and St. Louis families.

  For all the stories about how Vegas was before, it was really Bugsy Siegel who made it what it is today. Siegel was a lanky, tough guy from the gutter. He had grown up on the Lower East Side of New York, where he grew close to Meyer Lansky and other Jewish gangsters. When he aligned himself with Lucky Luciano, he set off on a course to the top of the gangland heap. But Siegel’s dreams were far bigger than gambling operations in the ethnic slums of New York.

  Siegel set off to Hollywood, where he aligned himself with Los Angeles mob boss Jack Dragna. He became a Hollywood groupie and friends with many people in the entertainment industry. In 1941, Siegel went to the one-horse gambling town of Las Vegas and had a vision of a gambler’s paradise to rival that of Havana. With Mafia money Siegel started building the Flamingo hotel and casino. His money management wasn’t the best, and he ran through large amounts of Mafia cash, angering the bosses back east. On the night of June 20, 1947, he was in his mistress’s home, reading the paper, when an unknown gunman shot him five times, killing him on the couch.

  Although Siegel was gone, Vegas had blossomed with the backing of the mob. They kept bringing out hoodlums, skimming the pot, and breaking the arms of the card cheats. It was business as usual. Bugsy had shown them the keys to paradise, and when they got to Las Vegas they knew they had it made. They also knew how to take care of their buddies. They made them casino bosses, earning as much as $150 a day. In the 1950s, that was a lot of money, and it was much more than any of them had ever made before, legally. Add to that the illicit take from the vice on the side, and the take became enormous. A mountain of cash.

  Some of the bosses knew the business of gambling well, but a lot of them didn’t know the first thing about gambling. The only exposure some of them had to gambling was a craps game or two they had kneeled down and played on the streets. But that didn’t stop them from thinking they knew; they demanded respect they didn’t deserve. That was one of the reasons why things eventually backfired on them and they were booted out of Vegas. That and their big mouths. For being such a secret society, they loved to talk about it when they had the chance.

  Eddie had a natural aversion to wiseguys. He saw how they treated people. He knew how they operated, having dealt with some in New Orleans. Eddie also kept his eyes and ears wide open. Information is a valuable asset to have. One night, he was sitting at a bar, drinking a beer, when the guy next to him mentioned that he’d had a bad day.

  “What happened?” Eddie asked.

  “I asked a player to make a small bet for ‘the boys,’ and the boss fired me for hustling tokes (tips). He’d heard me ask the player to make the bet,” he said.

  “Those rotten motherfuckers!” Eddie bellowed.

  Eddie started hearing other stories. One guy got fired because he didn’t tie his tie right, another because his hair wasn’t combed the way a boss wanted it. He began to realize what Las Vegas was really about. The mob guys didn’t give a shit about people. They just wanted to make money.

  Seeing all those mobbed-up amateurs getting jobs his Pa deserved really pissed Eddie off. With his sharp skills and limitless talent, Pa could have single-handedly run any of the leading hotels on the Strip. Whatever hotel they gave him to run would have quickly become the premier hotel in town. Instead, they humiliated him.

  Eddie never discussed Pa’s situation with him. There were certain aspects of his new way of life that he actually liked. Eddie’s parents seemed closer than they ever had; they worked together in the backyard and he stayed home with her at night instead of going out. But something was missing, and Eddie got more and more pissed off as he realized that his dreams of becoming Pas business partner were gone for good.

  Eddie was an angry young man, and he gambled with a vengeance during the first few months he lived in Las Vegas, blowing everything he had made in the Army. Some nights Eddie won big. But most nights he lost, and was a sore loser to boot. When he lost his last chip at a craps table, dice went flying across the casino. If he lost all his money at blackjack, he sometimes tore up the cards and tossed them in the dealer’s face. If he had any change left in his pocket before he left the casino a nickel went in the nickel slot machine, a dime in the dime slot, and a quarter in the quarter slot.

  “What you’re doing is for mules and fools,” Curtis told Eddie.

  
    Pa was right. I was acting like a fool. But I didn’t know what else to do. First the Army took me away from New Orleans, then the federal government cracked down on illegal gambling. Now the mob had complete control of everything, and because of them Pa had no chance to make it big. So I vowed revenge. Not revenge as in going in, guns blazing. No. When I retaliated, I hit the bosses with my sharpest weapon—my fast hands on the craps table. I stole their money right from under their noses. That was the real way to hit them the hardest. You mess with their money and the rest falls into place.

  

  In the early years of Vegas, the mob owned everything. They paid off the county commissioners, had the sheriff in their pockets, and even had senators under their influence. With all that power, they could make a little craps dealer disappear without causing much of a stir. They did it to card cheats and business rivals all the time.

  They never killed anyone on the Strip because they wanted to build up the image of Las Vegas as a safe town, but they weren’t against driving into the Arizona desert and leaving nothing but a dead body. A few dealers around town disappeared from time to time and nobody knew where they went. They might have just left town suddenly, but they never told anybody where they were going. Murder was murder. Even killers don’t go around talking about it.

  The town revolved around the craps tables. There were blackjack tables and slot machines here and there, but the true gamblers bet big money on craps. The bosses didn’t have to worry whether the hotels themselves made money. Gambling took care of everything. The coffee shop, the dining room, and the bar had no need to generate a profit as long as the stakes at the craps tables remained high. Gambling even covered the showrooms where top-name entertainers performed and demanded huge salaries.

  And then there were the gamblers. Eddie knew an oil man from Texas who came to town several times a month for four or five days with his wife. With the oil rigs he owned and all of his investments, he bragged that his income was $35,000 an hour—and he and his wife were compulsive gamblers. When they checked into the hotel, they didn’t bother to stop off at their suite; they went directly to the casino. She spent all day playing the dollar slot, the maximum slot in those days, and they took all their meals at the craps table. Almost every bet he made was the maximum allowed, and he played on limitless credit. The oil man and his wife once played for forty-eight hours straight. But after three or four years of frequent trips to Las Vegas, the oil man and his wife were no longer allowed a penny’s worth of credit. Las Vegas had emptied them out.

  The bigger the games grew, the more vigilant the casino bosses became. When Eddie first started dealing in 1955, there were no cameras over the tables. If the boss suspected a dealer of stealing he would yank him off the floor then and there. There was no bullshit. Any dealer caught stealing was instantly fired. The bosses usually dragged the suspected dealer to the counting room and beat him severely. Sometimes they broke his hands with baseball bats and told him to leave town. At the very least, a dealer caught stealing would have trouble working in Nevada again.

  At first the bosses trusted their watchful eyes to catch any thief, whether a dealer or an outside mechanic, stealing from their tables. But eventually, too much money disappeared for the bosses to trust themselves alone, and they needed help to discover where their money was going.

  During Eddie’s five years as a craps dealer in Las Vegas, he saw the casinos grow more and more concerned about security. First they set up two-way mirrors above the craps tables. Then they set up cameras. But Eddie and his friends developed a way of stealing that even the cameras couldn’t detect. Using an undetectable move, they stole so much that the casinos had to take an even more radical step.

  They had to change the rules of gambling.

  In every professional casino in the world today a dealer cannot touch a chip until a player has laid it on the table and let go of it completely. That rule did not exist until Eddie forced it into existence. That rule exists today because of him.


  
CHAPTER 2

  Vegas

  Eddie’s first job in Vegas was as a craps dealer at the Silver Slipper. The Silver Slipper was originally the Golden Slipper Saloon and Gambling Hall, but the bosses at the Golden Nugget threw a fit because they thought the name was too similar to theirs. The place was decked out in fancy velvet. They called it the “gay 90s” theme, designed like the inside of an 1800s railroad dining car.

  Most dealers in Las Vegas had to build up several years of experience working downtown before they could find employment on the Strip. Eddie was an exception. Dealers were expected to be quick and accurate in a very intense, high-stakes environment. Dealers also had to know how to handle all kinds of personalities. So, the bosses wanted older guys to run their craps tables. But Eddie had an unusual amount of experience for his age. He had grown up watching Curtis operate a craps table, and had started dealing in Curtis’s joints when he was a junior in high school.

  Curtis knew a boss who worked at the Silver Slipper and arranged for Eddie to meet him. At that point, Eddie still had a lot to learn about dealing and was rusty from not having dealt for a few years. But it all came back to Eddie quickly, and he put on a good show for the boss.

  Eddie didn’t know anybody in Las Vegas besides Curtis and a few older dealers who worked for him in New Orleans, so he began his career as a thief with no partner. By stealing alone he ran a high risk of getting caught. On the other hand, everything he stole belonged to him; there were no partners to cut up the profits with.

  Before Eddie went to work he safety-pinned the bottom of his shirt to his pants, just below the belt, creating a small pocket called a “sub.” In the middle of a busy game, when the coast was clear, he’d straighten his tie and drop a few chips into the sub. The problem with the sub was that, if the bosses caught a dealer with chips in their personal possession, they had all the evidence they needed to eliminate that dealer or mess him up so bad he would never work again.

  At the same time Eddie was using the sub, a friend of his from New Orleans named Herbie Rodriguez developed his own move. Herbie had a heavy, pockmarked face and dark, recessed eyes. He stood only 5 feet 6 inches and weighed just 130 pounds, but Herbie was the kind of guy who would kill you in a heartbeat. He may have been small, but he had nerves of steel.

  Herbie had married the sister of the Conforte brothers in New Orleans. The Confortes were all tough street fighters who worked for Carlos Marcello, the Mafia boss of New Orleans. One night, Herbie was brought home by another woman after being out with her all Christmas Eve night. All five Conforte brothers were waiting with their sister on the front lawn. They took turns beating Herbie, and told him that they would do the same thing every time they saw him. So Herbie left town and moved to Las Vegas.

  Herbie’s method for stealing chips was inventive. He had some special pants made with a pocket that faced forward rather than backward. While he was dealing he’d palm a few chips, rest his hand on the rail, and wait for when the time was right. Then he would pull his hand back, open the pocket with his forefinger, and drop the chips into his special pocket—in and out in a split second.

  One day Herbie came to Eddie’s house.

  “Herbie,” Eddie said. “When are you gonna fuckin’ smarten up and quit doin’ that? They’re liable to catch you with them chips in your pants.”

  “They ain’t gonna catch me,” he said, “I’m too fast.”

  “Are you really that fast?” Eddie asked.

  “I sure the fuck am,” he said.

  “I got a Polaroid camera. I’m gonna take a picture and see how fast you are.”

  Eddie got some chips. Herbie palmed them and got ready to make his move. Eddie focused the camera on him.

  “Herbie, when I say go, go ahead and make your move. Go.”

  Eddie snapped the picture. The picture came out, and in it Herbie’s hand was already back and moving toward the table. That’s how fast he was.

  Herbie had remained independent so he could keep everything he stole, but the problem with working alone was that there was nobody to cover him. While working the graveyard shift at the Stardust Hotel, the bosses somehow got wind of what Herbie was doing. They put on painters’ coveralls and went up into the ceiling to watch him through the “eye in the sky,” the mirror they had installed above the craps table. They caught him.

  The bosses came down from the ceiling in coveralls at five in the morning. Four of them took Herbie off the table and put him in a car. They drove him out into the desert. The sun was just starting to come up and they all got out of the car.

  “We want to know who you’re working with,” they said.

  “I ain’t fuckin’ workin’ with nobody,” he said.

  “You got some motherfucker givin’ you the office,” they said. Offices were natural movements by which the dealer and agent could communicate throughout the game. There were offices for an agent to step into the game, to leave the table, to go home, or just to hang around.

  “No,” he said, “I ain’t got one motherfucker. It’s just me. All me.”

  “Listen, asshole,” they said. “We want to know who it is. Do you know who the fuck’s money it is you’re stealin’?”

  The Stardust was owned by the old Mayfield Road mob out of Cleveland. The main Mayfield guy in Vegas was Moe Dalitz. In the 1940s, Moe had merged his already formidable operations with the Italian-dominated Mayfield Road mob. Two other Dalitz associates, Morris Kleinman and Sam Tucker, also owned part of the Stardust, as well as the Desert Inn, with Dalitz. Herbie knew that he was stealing from them, but he didn’t seem to care.

  “I don’t give a good fuck whose money I stole,” Herbie told the mobsters out in the desert.

  They kept asking.

  “Y’all got a machine gun in that car we just got out of?”

  “Why?” they said.

  “’Cause I’m gettin’ ready to walk away from here, so if you got a fuckin’ machine gun you better go get it quick and shoot me. ’Cause I’m fuckin’ leavin’.”

  Then he turned and walked away from them, in the middle of the desert. Somehow, Herbie got away. Most guys don’t. But Herbie’s actions caught up with him later. The way he eventually died, he probably would have wished they’d killed him right there in the desert. Once you start stealing from the mob, the end usually isn’t pretty.

  Eddie ran the same risk as Herbie did by stealing. But he was so pissed off and ready to take those mobsters’ money that he was willing to bet his life against the odds.


  
CHAPTER 3

  Busting the Bank

  Eddie never forgot the first night he stole. He had been working at the Silver Slipper for only a month or so. He was a good enough craps dealer for the job at that point, but not much better. It was still a challenge for him to keep the craps game moving and pay attention to all the bets.

  It was a slow night and there were five or six players at the table. His “joint” was all hooked up, meaning that his shirt was safety-pinned and ready to use as a sub. But Eddie wasn’t that fast a dealer yet, so he couldn’t take any chances. He had to wait a long time for the perfect moment to come along, and his peripheral vision got a real workout in the process.

  When Eddie finally decided that the coast was clear enough, he palmed three or four $5 chips and put his hand on the rail. Watching everyone at the table, Eddie scanned the crowd. He half-expected them all to look up at him right when he was making the move. But nobody did, so he just kept trying to act normal. He was more aware of the chips in his hand than anything else.

  He hardly had his hand on the rail for more than a split second, but it seemed like eternity with everything that was passing through his mind, most of which was a tap on the shoulder from a floor man. If that happened, he knew the bosses would not be gentle in their punishment. But that wasn’t what scared Eddie the most. What scared him even more was having to face Pa if he lost the job. Eddie’s mother would have been disgraced, too. Eddie wouldn’t have been able to get another job in Las Vegas, or even Nevada.

  When he moved his hand again, he sucked in his stomach and dropped the chips into the sub. Eddie waited for the next opportunity and did it again. He didn’t steal much more than $100 that night, but it gave Eddie some satisfaction and confidence to know that he could get away with it.

  Eddie’s Pa used to bust out customers in his casinos in New Orleans with a move called “the gypsy.” The gypsy was a way of switching the real dice with phony dice between rolls, and Pa had completely mastered it. Eddie had watched him practice in front of the mirror before he went to work every night. Eddie would sit there for hours and practice until he had the gypsy down perfectly. For his thirteenth birthday, Eddie received a set of marked cards and phony dice from Pa, and occasionally he used those dice in pick-up games on the street. The guys Eddie played with were older and a lot tougher, so he had to be confident or they’d get suspicious and hands would get broken. Knowing what they could do spooked Eddie, but there was nothing more exciting to him than beating those older kids.

  To master the art of stealing from the craps tables of Las Vegas, Eddie would have to keep practicing. He also had to improve drastically as a dealer. The Silver Slipper wasn’t that busy a casino, and not too many high rollers came in there. So it was rare that Eddie could take $25 chips off the table without being noticed. Eddie wanted to steal more than a few hundred dollars every once in a while, so he had to become so good at dealing that he could focus all his attention on stealing. Dealing had to become something he could do with his eyes closed. There were dealers in Las Vegas who were that good. They were called jam-up dealers, and they were a rare sight. They worked in the finest hotels on the busiest tables. They were fast and accurate and dealt so gracefully it looked like they weren’t even working. Jam-up craps dealers were described around town as, “fast as lightning, smooth as silk, their every move a picture.”

  To continue getting away with stealing, Eddie needed to keep a good relationship with all the bosses. That wasn’t easy, because most of them rubbed Eddie the wrong way. But Eddie played the part of a nice Southern gentleman no matter how the bosses treated him. He knew that if he persistently showed each of them respect, they’d trust him more than most dealers. Being hungry for respect in Las Vegas, most of them ate up anything Eddie threw their way. The risks got easier to take.

  But the stealing took a toll on Eddie’s home life. Lenie still couldn’t grasp the idea that gambling was his way of life. Both her parents knew that Eddie’s family was in the gambling business, but they weren’t bothered by it. But no matter how hard Eddie tried to convince her that it was acceptable, Lenie didn’t like the gambling business. And she didn’t like Las Vegas. Little by little, she became unhappy and Eddie started to doubt whether they could work things out. His mother was very attached to Eddie and Lenie’s son, and spent a lot of time at the house, but Eddie was drifting away from his son along with his wife. It was partly because he had been in the Army when his son was born, and partly because he had become so busy trying to get his gambling career started.

  Not surprisingly, Lenie disapproved of Eddie’s new sideline of stealing from the casinos.

  “The money those bosses are making isn’t really theirs. The owners are all skimming from the casinos for themselves anyway. They are mean and ruthless, and somebody has to punish them,” he would argue, but Lenie didn’t get it.

  So Eddie started looking around for somebody who appreciated the excitement of Las Vegas the way he did. He started seeing a “shill” from the Silver Slipper. Shills were female casino employees who shot dice with the casinos money just to have a player on a dead table. The shill Eddie was seeing was fifteen years older and in town for a quick divorce. She didn’t lose much time getting over her first marriage; she’d already been with one of the bosses at the Silver Slipper before she ditched him for Eddie. That didn’t sit right with Eddie’s supervisor at the Slipper. He was fired.
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