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For my friend and mentor, Pam Durban




She wasn’t doing a thing that I could see, except standing there leaning on the balcony railing, holding the universe together.


—J. D. SALINGER (“A Girl I Knew”)





I AM THE MILLION-DOLLAR STRANGER


April 6


. . . it’s unfathomable to me that I would have to get a restraining order against R, but somehow that’s what it’s come to. I know he’s been in the house, going through things and doing God knows what else, but he won’t admit it, and he won’t stop. I don’t even know who this person is anymore. He’s turned into a character in a Warren Zevon song . . .


OK. ALLOW ME TO SAY at least this much in my own defense: I did not kidnap the dog. People said I did, and then it got repeated a bunch of times by the media, Ray Parisi kidnapped a dog, Ray Parisi kidnapped a dog, but it didn’t happen. You can’t kidnap your own dog. What you can do is a have a disastrous afternoon at Belmont Park, maybe commit what some would classify as a felony out there, and then it could be that you borrow the dog from your old yard and fall asleep before you can return him. And then L could get home from work in the city and find him missing. That could happen. If it does, then the Cobra CXT 1000 walkie-talkie in your motel room will go kssshhh for the first time in well over a year. If you’d given L the mate to it and instructed her to use it only when she’d decided to get back together with you, then you probably would’ve answered it whether a missing canine was conked out at your feet or not. If you’d given it any thought, you probably would’ve realized you were being set up. But if you were half asleep and wholly lovesick, you might pick that squawking sucker up.


You shouldn’t. You should take a second and think it through. But what’s about to become very clear to anyone who hasn’t already heard this story (or at least the story of the Million-Dollar Stranger, which I guess this sort of is) is that thinking things through has never been anything resembling a strength of mine, and when given a choice between doing something I should do and something I shouldn’t, I’m a remarkably strong candidate to do the latter. Which is why I routinely found myself in situations like this:


Kssshhh. “Raymond?” Kssshhh. “This is so ridiculous.” Kssshhh. “Raymond!”


“Ray here. Over.”


Kssshhh. “Are you sleeping? It’s five-thirty in the afternoon.” Kssshhh. “Hello?”


“You didn’t say over,” I said. “Over.”


Kssshhh. “What?”


“You have to say over. Over.”


Kssshhh. “I said, are you sleeping? Or maybe you’re just high for a change.”


“You’re not saying over,” I said again, before surveying the motel room, where the dog, Bruce, was asleep at my feet. The room’s nautical theme was supposed to suggest the feeling of mild ocean breezes and the boundless optimism of an encroaching horizon, but it only served to make me feel like I was on a sinking ship. In that regard, it was a shitty but honest room, and had been for well over a year, when things had taken a bad turn and paused.


Kssshhh. “Call me on a real phone. This is absurd.”


“Copy that.”


After L had banished me from the house and forced me to sign a shockingly quick no-contest divorce, I’d gotten a room at the Parkway Motor Lodge, which was just down the hill from where we used to live on Archer Street. The first thing I did was buy a pair of Cobra CXT 1000s from the Sarge, the ex-marine who runs the package store next to the motel. Since L wouldn’t see me at the time for reasons we’ll be getting into, I left her handset on the front porch of the house with a note telling her to tune it to Channel 3 and contact me when she was ready to reconcile. As the CXT 1000 has a radius of thirty-seven miles, I knew I was never more than thirty minutes away from having my old life back, and this was a comfort whether it sounds like one or not. Whenever I’d get depressed over the fact that L hadn’t radioed yet, I’d reassure myself by speculating that her batteries had gone dead, or that perhaps she had forgotten the required channel number (this was folly, of course, as she was a lawyer and forgot precisely nothing, which was why I was living at a motel in the first place). Oftentimes, when I wasn’t at the casino making matters worse, I’d drive up to the house and loiter around the neighborhood until she got home, at which point I’d tell her I was worried that her batteries might be dead, and she’d threaten to get a restraining order if I didn’t leave the property immediately. This might have happened more than once. I should admit that. I should also admit that there might have been a couple of times where I checked on the state of the batteries myself, and needed to go inside the house to do that. I was not snooping around, however. Or at least I never intended to. It certainly wasn’t my decision to store her handset in the same drawer she put her journal in. She did that on her own, and I’m not equipped with whatever set of characteristics make up the kind of person who would ignore that kind of thing once he stumbled on it. I’m sure there are guys like that out there, people who would just close the drawer without rooting around, but those are the guys who volunteered to join the military after 9/11, or became smoke jumpers, or members of Doctors Without Borders. Personally, I’ve never met a single one of those cats. There really can’t be very many of them.


On the day I finally heard the kssshhh I’d been waiting for, the dog and I were both asleep, like I said, and any euphoria I felt when I first heard the sound of the Cobra was immediately extinguished by L’s annoyed tone and refusal to use proper radio language. See, when we’d moved to Atlanta and L had started undergrad at Emory, we’d lived in a little apartment in a place called Cabbagetown and communicated with our neighbors via walkie-talkie. It started out as a cheeky birthday present we grabbed at Radio Shack for Kiki and Lew, the hippie couple who lived over the stained glass and pottery shop next door, and then it spread throughout the neighborhood in the way a gimmick like that can among young, carefree people to whom nothing has really happened yet. Within weeks, everyone in a three-block radius had handsets and a handle. If there was a dinner party being planned, or someone needed to borrow a shovel, or a pet had gone missing, you’d get a call on the walkie-talkie instead of getting, say, a text like you would in a normal neighborhood scenario. Why does this matter? It matters because L knew the proper radio lingo. She knew to say over. And she wasn’t saying over. Which meant she wasn’t calling to get back together. Which meant she had used the walkie-talkie to trick me. Which meant she was looking for the dog.


Confronted with a clear dilemma, I did what came most naturally: sat there and did nothing and hoped for the situation to resolve itself on its own. This tactic worked about as well as it normally did.


Kssshhh. “You have five seconds to call me or I’m getting the restraining order. You copy that?”


“Ten-four,” I finally answered.


There was no getting around it, so I picked up the room phone, since my cell was dead and I had left my charger at Dawn’s. But first I looked at Bruce. Locked eyes with him and sent him a message in the way you can with a dog you’ve had for a long time. “Hey. You. Listen to me,” I transmitted. “You are not here, OK? Be good. Be. Good. I’m fucking serious.”


He rolled over on his back, waved a paw in the air, and kept waving it until I grabbed it with my good hand (a cast was on the other) and sniffed it. It was his only trick, and it wasn’t much of a trick at all. Now, other golden retrievers actually engaged in worthwhile domestic endeavors, like fetching the morning paper, or even noble societal ones, like leading the blind. Those dogs made some kind of significant effort to be more than animals. Rise above their station in life. Not Bruce. His thing was having his paws sniffed. Why? Because L had been doing it ever since we picked him out in Ed and Kay Kinder’s barn near Athens years before, and he had gotten used to it, that’s why. She lifted him out of a litter of eleven and carried him over to me, announcing, “This one’s feet smell like Fritos.” Every chance she got, she would grab his paws, sniff, and say, “Still Fritos,” and somewhere along the line he developed a habit of rolling on his back and frantically waving his paws in the air until you sniffed them. It depressed me to no end, not because it was ridiculous, which it obviously was, but because I wasn’t around to watch L do it anymore, and doing it myself only served to accentuate my loneliness.


I dialed my old number on the room phone. I was not looking forward to it. There was nothing to do but the thing the guilty have done since the dawn of man: deny everything and hope for the best.


“Hey,” I said.


“Hey nothing, Ray. Where is he?”


“Where’s who?”


“You know perfectly well who. And what’s wrong with your cell phone? I texted you fifty times.”


“Can’t find my charger,” I said, giving Bruce another stern look to remind him to keep his shit together. “Anything the matter?”


“I don’t hear any slot machines. You must be calling from the Motor Lodge.”


“Correct.”


“How much longer are you going to stay at that place?”


“You tell me,” I said, fishing.


“You getting on with your life has nothing to do with me.”


This comment stung, but I had heard far worse from her without getting discouraged, believe me.


“I’ll be coming into some money soon,” I said. “I won’t be here that much longer.”


I knew that wasn’t the right thing to say, but I was trying to put on the air of a man on the upswing, someone displaying growth and prospects, and not a person who had been living at a motel for over a year, circling the American drain.


“Ah. That’s right,” she said. “The father who miraculously rose from the dead only to die again. Good old Lazarus Parisi.”


“I told—”


“I don’t want to talk about that. I have no interest whatsoever in talking about that.”


“Fine. What do you want to talk about, then?”


“Are you fucking kidding me?”


“Why would I be kid— Why are you swearing at me?”


“I want that dog back this instant, Raymond.”


“What?” I said, scratching behind Bruce’s velvety ear.


I looked to the nightstand, where there was about a third of a joint left, just enough to take the edge off, but I didn’t spark it for fear L would hear.


“I’m only going to say this one time: If you don’t get the dog back here in ten minutes, I’m going to get that restraining order. And I am not kidding. This is not the day for this.”


“I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“You’re saying you don’t have him?”


“Have who?”


“Bruce.”


“Bruce? Why would I have Bruce?” I said, scratching his other ear and looking at the joint. What was the best thing to do here? The cast and the old-school telephone made this a very tough situation. I figured, what, tuck the phone between my ear and shoulder, put the joint in my mouth, and light it with my good hand? Would that be audible?


“He’s not in the yard.”


“Maybe he’s in the house,” I said, experimenting with the joint-lighting strategy. The phone between the shoulder and ear was a shaky proposition.


“I’m in the house.”


“Well, how the hell do I know what’s going on over there?”


“Because you’re in here as much as I am,” she said. “There’s a ring from a soda can on my journal, by the way. I don’t suppose that’s something you know anything about, either.”


I did know something about that. I was drinking a cream soda a few weeks earlier when I went to check on her Cobra batteries and stumbled on her journal, which I took to Kinko’s and then returned to the drawer. That might sound wrong, photocopying someone’s diary, but she was my wife, after all, or had been for ten years, and she wasn’t talking to me, so how else was I supposed to get a feel for her state of mind? I mean, in times of war and crisis, hasn’t espionage always had its rightful place?


Before I could deny knowledge of the soda ring, my bronchitis or whatever the hell I had kicked in, and I went on a major coughing jag. When it subsided, I gave up on the joint idea and took a swig of the minuscule amount of NyQuil that was left on the nightstand.


“You sound like shit,” L said.


“I’m good,” I managed. “I’m OK.”


I cleared my throat and looked up at the oil painting hanging over the TV: an aging sea captain shaking his fist at the heavens as a wild storm breaks all around him. I thought of my early days as a fledgling sportswriter, when L came with me on a tour-of-minor-league-ballparks article I did for the Journal-Constitution. We stayed in places like the Parkway Motor Lodge in a variety of Southern towns, faux-wood-paneled shit boxes that all had low-grade oil paintings of angry mariners and morose clowns and winged horses on the walls. We used to love to lie in bed and make up titles for them. I used to get high at the Motor Lodge and imagine her curled up next to me. She’d look at the painting in my room and say, “Misfortune Knows No Shores.” I’d laugh and offer, “Curse of the Scalawag.” And then she’d laugh and say, “The Old Man and the Plea.” And then I’d laugh and say—


“Raymond!”


“What’s that?”


“Are you listening to me?”


“Copy that,” I said. “I mean, yeah.”


“Where could he be? I’m at a total loss.”


Just then I heard a commotion out in the parking lot. Bruce jumped off the bed and ran to the window to investigate, his sudden leap shaking the recently replaced nightstand lamp, a wooden ship with a lightbulb in the crow’s nest. Bruce shoved his snout between the drapes and broke out a low growl. This normally would have amused me, seeing as how he was a coward through and through, only this time it wasn’t funny because I didn’t need him making a racket and tipping L off to his whereabouts. While I was stalling her, it occurred to me that I could use his curious disappearance as an excuse to head over to the old house and search for him with her. It wasn’t what I had intended when I took him, but it was certainly an improvisational opportunity with a lot of promise. I mean, she and I could team up, get the old camaraderie going, and then after a while I could suggest splitting up to cover more ground, wherein I’d take the opportunity to race back to the motel, scoop Bruce up, and arrive back at the house in triumph, claiming to have found him roaming the eighteenth fairway over at the municipal golf course. I’d throw in a funny anecdote about some shenanigans with him and some humorless duffers on eighteen, she’d invite me in, we’d fire up some mai tais, crank some Springsteen (anything but Tunnel of Love, which was his divorce record and something I just couldn’t listen to), and soon all would be forgotten. It was an idea very much worth exploring.


“What’s that noise?”


“It’s nothing,” I said. “Hey—could you hold on a sec?”


I shoved the phone under the pillow and dashed over to the window, then walked out the door and into the late-day sunlight. I leaned over the balcony and stared into the parking lot with as much authority as a grown man living in a motel could muster. Two preteen boys, one fat, one skinny, sat on the curb with a pack of bottle rockets. They looked like every comedy duo there ever was.


I raised my finger to my lips and furrowed my brow. I felt like it was a very adult “Shut up or else” gesture. Confident that I had gotten my position across, I closed the door with a little extra oomph and went back inside, dragging Bruce away from the drapes and onto the bed. It took a while to get him up there. He didn’t move as well as he used to.


“Sorry about that,” I said, climbing next to the hound.


“I’m worried about Bruce,” she said. “Where could he have gone?”


“Beats me. Maybe it’s those landscapers. Wouldn’t be the first time they haven’t, you know, latched the gate or whatever.”


“It’s not the landscapers.”


“I’m just saying.”


“Boyd’s out looking for him now. He’s checking the golf course.”


Just like that, my new plan was shot. I had to shake my head. Was this losing streak ever going to end? Jesus.


“Old Man River still in the picture, is he?” I said.


“You know perfectly well what the situation is, Raymond.”


The situation was that while I was attempting to get L to engage in even the most preliminary of reconciliation talks (an effort roughly as uplifting as working in a prison laundry), a fifty-five-year-old silver-haired snake in the grass named Boyd Bollinger had somehow slithered in and ensconced himself in her life despite: 1) being old enough to be her father; 2) having not one but two bumper stickers on his champagne Lexus (I’D RATHER BE GOLFING and THE MERCHANT OF TENNIS); 3) owning a champagne Lexus in the first place; and 4) having been the guy who invented those plastic contraptions people use to throw tennis balls to their dogs instead of just winding up and tossing the ball like a normal person. Which of these four facts was the most appalling is subject for debate, though any one of them should have precluded L from ever giving him the time of day, since he was exactly the kind of person we used to make fun of. But she hadn’t been herself since Lucille had passed, and she was furious with me for a variety of things, not least of which were lying about my past, developing a gambling addiction while she was taking care of her dying mother in South Carolina, and having an innocent yet seemingly inappropriate friendship with a woman who lived up by Mohegan Sun with her five-year-old daughter. So this Boyd character had slipped in at a weak moment.


I had seen his car in our driveway one night when I happened to be driving around my old neighborhood after another regrettable evening at the casino, and then it started appearing there more and more often. After I noticed it parked there in the morning one time, I wrote down his plate number and fired up Web Sleuth, one of those online investigative services that tells you everything you need to know about a person for $49.99. I printed out some pertinent data and took the information up to L’s door later that night.


“I’d like to have a word with your Memphis-bred fifty-five-year-old sleepover friend, Boyd, if I may,” I said. “It’s adorable that you two have the same birthday, by the way. That’ll be fun for the eight or nine that he has left.”


L looked stunned for a moment, but she gathered herself, and that’s when she started throwing around the phrase restraining order with conviction and regularity. I also began to realize that forgiveness might not be my only obstacle to getting L back. I also had to contend with Father Time in golf cleats.


While I was contemplating the evil curiosity that was Boyd Bollinger, I heard a high whistle and a pop out in the parking lot. Bruce lumbered over and gave a low woof at the drapes. I immediately grabbed a half-full can of Pringles that I had been munching on before falling asleep and chucked them across the room. He turned away from the window, stuck his nose in the can, and started hoovering them up but good.


“What was that?”


“What was what?” I said.


“I heard barking.”


“That’s nothing. That’s the TV. Scooby-Doo reruns.”


“Scooby-Doo talks.”


“Not always. Sometimes he, you know, barks and whatnot.”


“That’s the second time you’ve said you know.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“That’s the second time you’ve said that, too. Those are the two things you always say when you’re lying.”


“I honestly don’t know where you come up with some of this stuff,” I said.


It was at this point that things took a distinctly negative turn. The unsupervised, troublemaking little hot dog and hamburger out in the parking lot decided to spark the entire pack of bottle rockets at once. They whooshed and whistled and rat-a-tat-tatted for a good ten seconds. Let’s just say that Bruce failed to keep his shit together. It sounded like feeding time at the city pound.


“You son of a bitch!”


“No!” I said, though I have no idea why. What on earth was there to say no to? I had the dog. She knew I had the dog. Everything pointed to yes, not no.


“If he’s not back here in ten minutes, you’re going to get a visit from the police. And I have never been more serious in my life.”


“Listen—”


“Ten minutes.”


I got off the bed and looked at the dog. He had quit barking and returned his attention to the chips. I transmitted, “Hey, man’s best friend. Terrific work. Really.” He looked up, the Pringles can stuck to his nose, blameless as can be. But he had a glimmer in his eye. I knew it and he knew it. And that glimmer said, “Remember when you left me at the Prince and Pawper Kennel Club for six straight weeks last year while you were bingeing on blackjack eighteen hours a day and sleeping on Dawn’s couch? Remember that? I do.” And I looked right at him and thought, “Yes, I remember leaving you at the Prince and Pawper for six weeks. But I sprang you, didn’t I? You had a pretty good time staying at Dawn and Penny’s after that, if I remember correctly. And I made it up to you by taking you to Myrtle Beach with me. A trip you totally spoiled, I might add.”


He looked at me. Gave me nothing.


“Anyway, this was no time to make a point. Now drop the fucking chips and let’s go.”


I hauled him down the stairs and tiptoed past Maurice the day manager’s office. All four hundred pounds of him were at his desk, gnawing on a Hot Pocket and listening to WFAN on the radio. He looked right at me as I went past, which meant I’d be answering a series of questions later regarding the no-pets policy.


I tossed Bruce into the F-150 as the two perpetrators of my demise looked on smugly. This was simply another case of bad luck for me. In a day and age when parents put webcams in the bathroom in case Junior wants a juice box while he’s taking a crap, I had found the last two unsupervised children in America. Kids who were allowed to play with fireworks, no less. I gave them the finger with my good hand, pulled out of the motel lot, drove up past the golf course, and rumbled through my old neighborhood, where the sight of my truck had gone from being one that inspired waves galore to one people averted their eyes from. It had gotten so uncomfortable that I often parked down by the driving range and walked through the woods to my old backyard on days when I was worried that L’s Cobra batteries had died. I had done that earlier in the day, which is why reasonable doubt was still on the table before the hound blew it. I knew the first thing L had done was canvass the neighbors and ask if they had seen my truck in the driveway. She would have come up empty there. If a couple of things had broken my way, the search party/mai tai idea could very well have been successful. But you don’t get the breaks you need when you’re on a downslide. You get shit, and then you get more shit, and when you think you’ve maxed out, you get a little more shit on top of it all.


As I took the corner onto Archer, I could see the dreaded champagne Lexus parked where my old basketball hoop used to be, moronic bumper stickers on display. And there in the front yard, looking for all the world like he owned the place, was the Old Rooster himself, Boyd Bollinger. He was chipping plastic golf balls toward where my hammock used to hang. Now that was gone, too. I parked on the street. Walked past a good deal of high-end luggage sitting at the end of the driveway. He broke out a Silver Fox smile as I strode past him. He fancied himself a regular George Clooney, this motherfucker.


“Ray.”


I looked at him. The Kentucky Derby mug I’d gotten on a trip to Churchill Downs was at his feet, steaming with tea. Who the hell drank hot tea in the goddamn summertime?


“Boyd.”


When the dog who blew my cover and I got up to the door, L tossed the screen open and Bruce raced in. Her hair was shorter than I had ever seen it. It made the delicious blue speck on her bottom lip even more pronounced, and her eyes looked like a pair of little moons. Though I had known her for sixteen years, the girl got more breathtaking every time I saw her. It was unsettling.


“First-rate cut. Very stylish,” I said, smiling and nodding at the luggage in the driveway. “You going somewhere?”


She shoved her Cobra CXT 1000 into my chest and slammed the screen door; it was still rattling as I trudged back across the grass.


“Have a good one, Ray,” Boyd chirped.


The geriatric was relishing the situation. I would have clobbered him except for the cast on my right hand, which was one thing, and the fact that the cops were probably already in the process of figuring out who I was after the incident at the racetrack earlier in the day, which was another. Plus, he was six hundred years old. He’d keel over on his own soon enough.


I took a couple more steps toward the truck as a limousine pulled into the driveway. I turned around and looked at Boyd Bollinger. He was smugly holding a pitching wedge, wearing a lavender V-neck from the Republican Casual line. I walked over to him and gave him a menacing look (I had a solid six inches on him, not to mention being twenty years younger), then picked up the Kentucky Derby mug, dumped the tea out, and tossed it, left-handed, across the driveway. Because I’m a righty, it was a lame, ineffectual toss, and the mug bounced off the pavement and into the bushes without even breaking.


As the limo driver began piling luggage into the car and Old Man River tried to tether down the slightest of smiles, L watched from the window and shook her head in disgust. The neighbors across the street did the same. Jesus. Hadn’t anyone ever been on a losing streak before?





THE GAMBLER’S GUIDE TO HAPPINESS


March 11


. . . and where I came from, therapy was a tremendously suspect thing. Airing your problems and grievances to a total stranger? Ridiculous. Mom thought analysis was just another industry invented to pamper rich people. If you needed to talk, that’s what your mother was for. When I think about it, in all the years with R, I never really spoke to him about anything substantial. I always called my mother. I remember when I told her I was pregnant. We joked that I already had one rambunctious child, so what was another?


AT THE BOTTOM OF MY old street, past the municipal golf course entrance, the road splits and affords a person in my position two clear and equally depressing options: 1) turn left and go back down Rabbit Hill Road to the motel of exile; or 2) turn right and head up the Merritt Parkway to the casino that led to the exile in the first place (and from which I’d recently been banished by security). While I’d strung together so many lousy days in a row that I’d forgotten what a good one looked like, this one had been aggressively shitty even by my standards. The trouble I had gotten in out at the racetrack earlier in the day was likely just beginning (my escape from the confusion being nothing more than an illusion of freedom and barely dodged consequences), the dog incident had further damaged my reconciliation campaign with L, and the limo and bags outside my old house suggested that the Boyd Bollinger issue was getting more problematic. All of this was on top of the fact that I had lost my job at ESPN, owed my bookie $52,000, and had maxed out my final credit card two weeks earlier on a cash advance that had led to a disaster at the blackjack table, one which resulted in a brawl that had led to both a broken right wrist and my banishment from Mohegan Sun. I might have been a glass-is-half-full guy, but there was no getting around the fact that the glass was now shattered all over the floor, and I spent the better part of each day doing a nice little merengue on the shards.


I sat in my truck at the bottom of the hill and paused. Going left meant an awkward conversation with Maurice, where I’d have to lie about having a dog in my room, then face another night sitting in that nautically inspired shit box, watching lousy network TV under that outraged image of the hopeless sea captain and taking personality and life expectancy tests online. While I had discovered through multiple tests that I had a dynamic personality, I had also learned that I was projected to live to ninety-one years old, a fact that I would have been thrilled about if it didn’t mean I might be spending another fifty-six years in a fucking motel.


Going right meant a trip to Mohegan Sun, which I wasn’t allowed back into and would likely be removed from the second I walked in the door. Even if I wasn’t shunted off the property, I had no money to gamble with, and Dawn Dondero, the only person on the premises who might be inclined to cough up a small loan so I could play a little, was also a person who wasn’t speaking to me at the moment. Given a choice between being alone and facing my situation, or being surrounded by people and possibly making it worse, I made the obvious decision and turned right.


It was a lousy time of day to be heading toward the casino. The two-lane parkway was clogged, and the last light was fading from the summer sky. All around me, cars and SUVs were filled with people living either the kind of life I used to live or the kind of life I would have been living if I hadn’t started gambling.


It had started, benignly enough, in New Orleans. I was on a four-man panel show on ESPN, and the producers sent us in for a Saints playoff game, setting up a makeshift studio in the concrete dungeon that is the Superdome, and informing us in the preshow meeting that it would be appreciated if we didn’t mention the place had basically served as a third-world refugee camp during Hurricane Katrina, a national disgrace even if you were someone like me who had no interest in politics and didn’t even watch the news. This set me in contrast to L, who at some point went from being blissfully in the current-events dark to keeping MSNBC on around the clock and listening to something called TED Talks, which basically seemed to be smart people going on about how the world would be a better place if everyone were as smart as they were. L was living in what seemed to be perpetual outrage about the state of the planet, which didn’t strike me as being any worse than it had ever been. I mean, I’m no scholar, but isn’t history just an unbroken line of catastrophes and misdeeds? Haven’t the same fucked-up things been happening since the start? What’s the point of paying attention to things you can’t possibly change?


Once our show in the Dome wrapped, a couple of local crew members invited me out for a drink. We ended up at a joint in the French Quarter called Lafitte’s Blacksmith Shop, which apparently was the oldest bar in the country and named after a pirate who used to plot his marauding there. One of those features is plenty enough to recommend it as a spot to do some day drinking, and two makes it pretty much a no-brainer, so I joined the locals and we proceeded to line ’em up. We drank and dominated the jukebox until Rowdy Ronnie the piano player came in, then we pulled up some stools around him and spent all night reveling in the fact that every time a tourist requested Billy Joel’s “Piano Man,” Rowdy would instead play Warren Zevon’s “The French Inhaler,” which he said was the only song that truly captured the desperate, lonely essence of a bar, a handful of Tom Waits songs notwithstanding (unlike L, I didn’t find anything wrong with resembling a character in a Warren Zevon song—they were always very colorful). Ronnie considered “Piano Man” an abomination, utterly phony and representative of everything that was wrong not only with music but with life itself, and he refused to play it even when a cluster of Wall Streeters offered him a hundred bucks for just a verse. Everything about Rowdy Ronnie suggested he could use the cash, but New Orleans has a curious integrity despite its general poverty, and he wouldn’t play “Piano Man” no matter how much they tried to muscle him with their money. I remember being very impressed by this, as I usually was with any genuine display of principle.


At around midnight, it was suggested that a moonlit stroll along the Mississippi and a trip to Harrah’s casino were the logical next steps. My phone had one bar of battery left, so I called L on the chilly walk along the river, left her a message, and then rolled into the casino with about half a dozen of my new Louisiana compadres, most of whom were shocked and appalled that I had never gambled before, despite having both Foxwoods and Mohegan Sun in my backyard.


A couple of the crew gave me a quick lesson in the fundamentals of blackjack, how to play what they called “basic strategy,” and then we sat down at a five-dollar-limit table to give it a whirl, each of them taking pride in advising their “celebrity” guest on how to play his hand and adjust his wagers. I cashed in for a hundred dollars, and the feeling I got when I placed that first chip down on the felt was—Jesus, what was that? It was as if someone had taken an extension cord, plugged one end into the French Quarter’s electrical grid, and shoved the other end right between the back pockets of my Levi’s. Everything—nerve endings, lights, sound—was heightened, acute and new, yet at the same time I felt outside of myself. Plugged in yet floating. Time somehow accelerated and stood still at the same time. It was strange and magnificent. The dealer kept busting, everyone at the table was cleaning up and raising hell, the drinks were free—where in Christ’s name had this been all my life?


After nearly sixteen hours had somehow evaporated, I went back to my room at the Royal Sonesta and plugged my phone in. Aside from a slew of voicemails, I had no fewer than twenty “Where are you?” texts from L, which was alarming because she never texted when she was at work and was most definitely not one of those girls who needed you to check in all the time. If she said “I’ll see you at the house tonight” when she was going out the door in the morning, then that was exactly that—she’d see you later at the house. She didn’t feel any need to correspond throughout the day. She’d never send you a picture of the salmon salad she was eating for lunch or forward you some allegedly hilarious video a colleague had sent her of a cat hanging on to a ceiling fan. The more the world threw the seeming simplicity and ever-presence of technology at her, the more she ignored it. L used no social media, something she’d managed to quite freely and happily live without before the world conspired to make everyone feel like they were missing out if they didn’t participate and do so aggressively. She wouldn’t even use the GPS in her car. She was a girl who thought maps were beautiful. In fact, now that I think about it, her office was filled with framed maps. I had always assumed the firm decorated all the offices, but that might have not been true. I’m not really sure. We didn’t talk about things like how to decorate an office (or anything meaningful, according to her, though I don’t consider office decoration important, and I believe we discussed the issues of the day quite routinely no matter how L remembers it).


I called her back, and before I could brag about my blackjack prowess, how I had won $365 on my very first attempt at the game, she blurted out that she’d had a miscarriage.


“What?”


“I had a miscarriage.”


“But you just found out you were pregnant,” I said.


“What does that have to do with anything?”


“I’m not sure.”


And I wasn’t. I wasn’t entirely sure what a miscarriage was. I mean, I knew roughly what it was. But how it actually played out I had no idea. My knowledge of that topic was basically limited to wealthy mustache-twirlers tossing heartbroken girls down the stairs in old movies, usually in mansions, or any dwelling with a deep and dramatic staircase.


“You’re probably relieved,” she said.


“Are you OK?” I asked.


“I’m fine.”


“Then of course I’m relieved.”


“That’s not what I meant.”


I knew what she meant. My initial reaction to the pregnancy news, which I’d received less than a week earlier, was apparently unsatisfactory. L had always been adamant about not even considering kids until she was thirty-five, and I guess I was under the impression that the Pill was one of the many things I didn’t know much about from a technical standpoint but which was nonetheless fail-safe, like Treasury bonds or the weather in Southern California (or what happens when a man with a family name to protect pushes a pregnant girl down an antebellum staircase).


After wrapping my head around the fact that you could take the Pill and still get pregnant, I started to worry about the things I’m sure most people obsess about when they find out they’re going to have a kid (deformities, swimming pool tragedies, things of that nature), but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t excited, or wouldn’t have gotten excited, once the deformity and swimming pool images subsided. I’d barely had time to digest the news before that morning in New Orleans. To be honest, the whole thing was pretty much over before it ever got started.


I hopped on the first flight back to New York, but by the time I got back to Connecticut, L was gone. Not an hour after we had spoken, she had gotten a call from her mother, who was living down in Myrtle Beach. Breast cancer. I arrived home to a note on the table. L had gone to South Carolina. I was to get Bruce from the Prince and Pawper and await further instruction.


And that’s life, isn’t it? You’re just going along, going along, going along, and then boom, words like miscarriage and cancer bully their way into your everyday vocabulary, and suddenly you find yourself in an empty house in the middle of winter. You get the dog and await instruction, but no instruction comes. So maybe you end up with a lot of time to kill. Too much time, since the person you’re used to spending it all with isn’t around anymore. This could prove disconcerting, and to combat the loneliness, you might hop in your truck and go to Barnes & Noble to buy some books you should have already read. It could be that you recently got skunked in a video trivia match in a Sheraton lounge by some roofing supply salesmen and vowed to fill in some of the considerable gaps in your arts-and-letters knowledge. For example: While you may know that the clock in Tony’s car reads 10:22 in the opening-credit sequence of The Sopranos and Penny Lane’s real name in Almost Famous is Lady Goodman, you’ve never read The Great Gatsby (this would later prove to be even more problematic than you thought). Maybe the roofing supply salesmen thought it was absolutely hilarious that you didn’t know your own country was named after Amerigo Vespucci, which they claimed was something any child would know. If you didn’t have that information, they wondered, what the hell else were you in the dark about? Maybe they made you realize that the handful of credits you got at Rutgers wasn’t enough.


So it could be that you decide to rectify this situation, head to Barnes & Noble with the best of intentions, but come to find that the place is a fucking maze. Maybe it’s like the hedges outside the Overlook Hotel in there. You could wind up in Games instead of Fiction as a result of the poor layout. A mistake made at the blueprint stage and not corrected, or maybe just the misguided floor plan of a confused low-level manager. Who can say? But this being the case, you might end up in Games, and perhaps the New Orleans outing has piqued your interest in a world you never considered. Maybe you wind up buying yourself some books on blackjack and craps instead of investigating the work of the dead Russians and Brits you CliffsNoted your way through in prep school. The piece of paper in your pocket might read:


War and Peace


Anna Karinia (sp?)


Tale of 2 Cities


Oliver Twist


Weathering Heights (sp?)


The Great Gatsby


While the books in your bag end up being:


Breaking the House in 5 Easy Steps


How to Play Winning Blackjack


The Gambler’s Guide to Happiness


Lil’ Joe from Kokomo: A Guide to Craps


The Gambler


The Great Gatsby


Now, you might get home and empty the bag and feel a little ashamed of yourself when you look at the contents relative to what’s on the piece of paper. It might even seem like the dog is disgusted with you. You’re probably glad someone accidentally put Dostoevsky’s The Gambler in Games and not Fiction, where it belonged, and you crack that open first to try and realize your initial impulse toward self-improvement (Gatsby was right by the cash register, fortunately, but you figure you can deal with him later, and put that one on the nightstand, where it will stay until it becomes one of the items L packs up and sends to you down at the Motor Lodge in the duffel bag you kept your softball gear in, tucking it amid a variety of small items you purposefully left behind after your banishment).


So the reading of Dostoevsky commences, but all that book makes you want to do is gamble. Yeah, there’s a lot of people running around a suite at a German hotel who are either royalty or claiming to be royalty, and they all have agendas and grudges and the stuff of stories, but in the end it seems that the book is basically about playing roulette, and how a guy named Alexei gets completely consumed by it, as does a rich old woman who has come to the town for its healing waters but instead gets sucked into the action at the casino and blows pretty much her entire fortune. This is sickening but also kind of satisfying, since everyone back in the suite is waiting for her to kick so they can claim their inheritance, which you really don’t want them to get their hands on, since they’re a pack of vultures.


Now, no matter what the roofing supply salesmen think about you and Amerigo Vespucci, you’re not a complete idiot. You’re sure there are themes of class as well as male-female dynamics in The Gambler that some professor could gasbag about for a good while, but all you really get out of the book is an intense desire to go to a casino despite the fact that everyone who gambles in the story ends up in the shits and pretty much an addict. No normal person could read that book and think gambling was anything but a dead end, but you’re not a normal person. This is another case of bad luck. If Dostoevsky hadn’t made gambling so enticing right after New Orleans did, you might have been able to treat it as something you tried once and moved on from (like lox or Swedish movies), but that’s not the way it went, because that Russian can fucking write, and was a degenerate gambler himself, which was another push toward the tables, since anything that was appealing to a genius like Dostoevsky couldn’t be bad for a regular Joe like you. Gambling was obviously an intellectual pursuit of some kind, which is what led you to the bookstore in the first place, wasn’t it? A lot of factors seemed to be pointing toward giving this thing a try.


One more factor: It could turn out to be unseasonably warm that winter, and as a result there might be dead squirrels all over your yard and driveway. And it could very well be that sitting alone with the dog, the both of you eating French-bread pizzas every meal of the day, is a little depressing. Maybe looking at those dead squirrels piling up is a downer, too. You could easily start thinking the folks in New Orleans were right. Maybe it is kind of a waste to be a little over an hour away from Foxwoods and Mohegan Sun and not play. After all, why not support the Indians? Don’t they deserve it after all they’ve been through? Maybe the roofing supply salesmen were right. What kind of American are you, anyway?


So, let’s say that you read all the books, play thousands of mock blackjack hands, and keep track of your progress on your wife’s legal pads. Let’s say that those pads show winning session after winning session after winning session. Maybe you never lose, and are seemingly born to play the game, even winning every time you practice online. Perhaps your wife wants to be alone with her mother and doesn’t want you to come to South Carolina. Maybe she surprises you by being pretty adamant about this being a time they need to spend together without you. As she’s telling you this on the phone, you can hear the thunk of a dead squirrel falling off the roof onto the patio. Maybe the poor, confused thing dies in a puddle of warm rain on the other side of the sliding glass door. It’s very possible that the dog won’t shut up about it. He might start scraping his nails on the glass and generally going insane for no good reason. At that point, your wife might say goodbye without an I love you for the first time (though you won’t think about this until much later and don’t even notice it at the time). You could say fuck it, grab your keys, take a hundred, hundred and a half, from the petty cash jar under the kitchen sink, and head toward the front door. Maybe you tuck a laminated “Ten Keys to Being a Winner” card that came with The Gambler’s Guide to Happiness in your wallet (where you’ll always keep it and never refer to it), yell “Knock yourself out in there, I’m going to check out the casino” to the howling dog, hop in your truck, and roll down Archer. When you come to the fork in the road, you might go right for the first of many, many times, and find yourself taking your initial steps into a great and disastrous unknown. A gambling addiction is under eighty miles away, after all. And it’s a straight shot there.
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. . . it became something of a constant refrain afterward. What did you know? When did you know? Why didn’t you know? All the girls bring it up constantly. Hope. Beth. Fiona. It’s one of those things that’s very easy for people to say after the fact, but they didn’t see it any more than I did, I don’t think. They all held us up as the perfect couple until everything came to light. But even if they hadn’t, I wouldn’t have done anything differently. I wouldn’t have seen or known more. I was so in love then. My God. I was so in love, I was sick with it.


I PULLED THE F-150 BENEATH the enormous wooden teepee out in front of Mohegan Sun and tossed the keys to Chip, one of the valets who would leave a loose joint in your ashtray from time to time if you’d had a bad night and looked like you might need it. He smiled and shadowboxed when I got out of the car. “Sugar Ray. How’s the paw?”


“Be back in the ring in no time,” I said, holding up my cast.


He smiled and hesitated before getting in the truck. He knew I was banned from the casino but didn’t want to be the one to enforce it. It was just a summer job, after all, and he was still young enough to think that any edict issued by higher-ups was, by definition, complete bullshit.


“Whatcha doing here, dude?”


“Research,” I said. “I’m thinking of buying out the Indians.”


He grinned and shook his head. What was it to him whether I got hauled out by security or not?


“Dawn’s over by the Triple Sevens in case you’re looking for her,” he said, hopping in the truck. “Or in case you’re not.”


Chip peeled out. He was twenty years old and going to UConn. His girlfriend was cocktailing inside. They had just spent three weeks in Amsterdam. He had the world by the fucking collar.


I walked into the casino. It was after eight o’clock and there was a lot of action, a lot of other things the pit bosses needed to be paying attention to besides me. The stakes at the low-limit blackjack tables were being raised, the better-looking cocktail waitresses were starting their shifts, and the drivers of the senior buses had already herded up the old-timers and hit the highway, leaving a younger crowd in their wake. I took a look around. Mohegan Sun, despite being a house of horrors for me, was a fine-looking casino and, unlike nearby Foxwoods, made at least a passing attempt at a Native American motif, which seemed only right, since they were ostensibly sitting on Massapequa Indian reservations (though the closest thing to a real Indian I ever laid eyes on up there was a croupier named Lawrence Littlejohn, who claimed to be one-eighth Massapequa but was practically albino). Mohegan Sun had the teepee out front, and the interior featured a lot of blond wood, with carpeting that vaguely suggested the American Southwest. In the wintertime, the valets wore hooded fur parkas that had a somewhat authentic hunter-gatherer look to them, and some of the $25 chips featured a howling timber wolf on one side. Add the nightly Trail of Tears from the tables to the parking lot, and you could make a case that the natives were finally exacting a sliver of revenge on the ancestors of those who had done the unthinkable to them and gotten away with it. The casinos weren’t much, but down 50–0 to the Cowboys, the Redskins had managed a field goal to get on the board.


Still cognizant of keeping a low profile, I walked past some craps tables, ignored an “Hola, Ray!” from a couple of drunk Mexican landscapers who were regulars, and strolled into the slot salon to see Dawn Dondero, whom I had met when I first decided to try casino life and who was at least partially responsible for my banishment to the Parkway Motor Lodge.


Dawn was a petite, pretty dishwater blonde who, at the time we met, had a crappy job at a strip mall hair salon, lousy luck with the slots, and a deadbeat ex-husband who was habitually showing up at her apartment when she was at work and helping himself to whatever loose cash he could ferret out of her dresser drawers. All these things remained permanent fixtures in her life, with the exception of the ex-husband’s unannounced visits, as he had recently become a guest of the state of Rhode Island after making some surprise appearances at the homes of people he hadn’t been previously married to. All Dawn had in the black was a sincere “Today’s the first day of the rest of your life” attitude and a charming five-year-old daughter named Penny. Like a lot of people, Dawn could never quite figure out why it was that she couldn’t get what she wanted out of life despite lowering her asking price year by year. But she never dwelled on that fact for long and was, quite honestly, about as upbeat a person as you could ever hope to know.


We met through her sister, KC, who was a cocktail waitress up at Foxwoods before they canned her for salting away a dozen White Russians every shift. To protest what was an undeniably just dismissal, we moved our play over to Mohegan Sun and started hanging out pretty much every day. I’d ask her how Penny was coming along in school, and she’d ask me how L’s mom was doing, and oftentimes she’d sit with me when I’d play blackjack, or I’d kill time with her at the slots. We became friends. One night there was a pretty treacherous ice storm, and she invited me to crash on her couch, since she lived close to the casino, and not that far from Bristol, where the ESPN campus is. Once I started gambling every day, I wound up staying over there more often as a matter of convenience, and for a while I found I could play cards in the morning, make it to the taping of my panel show, and then get back to the tables before dark. I didn’t share any of this with L, naturally. I figured I was just killing time until her mom got better and she came home from Myrtle Beach. Only that didn’t happen as quickly as I expected it to.


I found Dawn perched in her usual spot, working the lever of an American Glory Triple 7s slot machine whose legendary refusal to pay off was matched only by her mulish insistence on feeding the sucker until it did.


“You ever consider the fact that this one may be a dud?” I said.


“They’re going to give you the bum’s rush if they see you,” she said, continuing to pull the lever without looking at me.


“You’re not going to rat me out, are you?”


She ignored me. She was trying to send a message. But Dawn was a talker, and silence was anathema to her. She held out for almost ten seconds. It must have felt like a week and a half to the poor girl.


“I thought we weren’t going to see each other anymore,” she said without conviction.


I looked at her. When she had been playing for a while, she’d get a thousand-yard stare going like Walken at the end of The Deer Hunter, and a quick look at her ashtray suggested she’d been at it for about four or five hours. This meant Penny was with the convict’s parents in Mystic on a sleepover.


“And if you’re looking for money, forget it,” she added. “I’m not sharing with you anymore.”


Dawn had long harbored hopes that our friendship might turn into something more substantial, particularly after I got divorced, and she was always telling me she didn’t want to see me until I got over L. She would invariably change her mind a day or two later, so I ignored her comment and assessed her outfit. She was wearing a suede caramel-fringe vest, dark jeans tucked into red cowboy boots, and a Harley-Davidson tank top, none of which I’d seen her wear before.
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