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One

It was ten minutes past three in the morning, and Kevin Lewis looked like he was about to pass out. There were three empty martini glasses on the table in front of him, and he was leaning forward on both elbows, his gaze focused on his cards. The dealer was still feigning patience, in deference to the pile of purple chips in front of the martini glasses. But the other players were beginning to get restless. They wanted the kid to make his bet already—or pack it in, grab the ratty duffel bag under his chair, and head back to Boston. Hell, hadn’t he won enough? What was a college senior going to do with thirty thousand dollars?

The dealer, sensing the mood at the table, finally tapped the blackjack shoe. “It’s up to you, Kevin. You’ve had a hell of a run. Are you in for another round?”

Kevin tried to hide his trembling hands. Truth be told, his name wasn’t really Kevin. And he wasn’t even slightly drunk. The red splotches on his cheeks had been painted on in his hotel room. And though thirty thousand dollars in chips was enough to make his hands shake, it wasn’t something that would impress the people who really knew him. They’d be much more interested in the ratty duffel bag beneath his chair.

Kevin breathed deeply, calming himself. He’d done this a hundred times, and there was no reason to think that tonight would be any different.

He reached for three five-hundred-dollar chips, then glanced around, pretending to look for the cocktail waitress. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his Spotter. Red-haired, pretty, wearing a low-cut blouse and too much makeup. Nobody would have guessed she was a former MIT mechanical-engineering major and an honors student at Harvard Business School. She was close enough to see the table but far enough away not to draw any suspicion. Kevin caught her gaze, then waited for her signal. A bent right arm would tell him to double his bet. Both arms folded and he’d push most of his chips into the betting circle. Arms flat at her sides and he’d drop down to the lowest possible bet.

But she didn’t do any of these things. Instead, she ran her right hand through her hair.

Kevin stared at her, making sure he had read her right. Then he quickly started to gather his chips.

“That’s it for me,” he said to the table, slurring his words. “Should have skipped that last martini.”

Inside, he was on fire. He glanced at his Spotter again. Her hand was still deep in her red hair. Christ. In six months, Kevin had never seen a Spotter do that before. The signal had nothing to do with the deck, nothing to do with the precise running count that had won him thirty thousand dollars in under an hour.

A hand in the hair meant only one thing. Get out. Get moving. Now.

Kevin slung the duffel bag over his shoulder and jammed the purple chips into his pockets.

The dealer was watching him carefully. “You sure you don’t want me to color up?”

Maybe the man sensed that something wasn’t right. Kevin was about to toss him a tip when he caught sight of the suits. Three of them, coming around the nearest craps table. Big, burly men with narrow eyes. No time for niceties.

“That’s okay,” Kevin said, backing away from the table. “I like the way they jiggle around in my pants.”

He turned and darted through the casino. He knew they were watching him from above—the Eyes in the Sky. But he doubted they would make a scene. They were just trying to protect their money. Still, he didn’t want to take any chances. If the suits caught up to him—well, everyone had heard the stories. Back rooms. Intimidation tactics. Sometimes even violence. No matter how many makeovers the town got, deep down, this was still Vegas.

Tonight Kevin was lucky. He made it outside without incident, blending into the ever-present flow of tourists on the brightly lit Strip. A minute later, he was sitting on a bench at a neon-drenched cabstand across the street. The duffel bag was on his lap.

The redhead from inside dropped onto the bench next to him, lighting herself a cigarette. Her hands were shaking. “That was too fucking close. They came straight out of the elevators. They must have been upstairs watching the whole time.”

Kevin nodded. He was breathing hard. His chest was soaked in sweat. There was no better feeling in the world.

“Think we should quit for the night?” the girl asked.

Kevin smiled at her.

“Let’s try the Stardust. My face is still good there.”

He put both hands on the duffel bag, feeling the stacks of bills inside. A little over one million dollars, all in hundreds: Kevin’s bankroll, partially financed by the shadowy investors who recruited him six months before. They had trained him in mock casinos set up in ratty apartments, abandoned warehouses, even MIT classrooms. Then they had set him loose on the neon Strip.

Most of his friends were back at school—taking tests, drinking beer, arguing about the Red Sox. He was in Las Vegas, living the high life on a million dollars of someone else’s money. Sooner or later, it might all come crashing down. But Kevin didn’t really care.

He hadn’t invented the System. He was just one of the lucky few smart enough pull it off…





Two

Boston, Present Day

Twenty-five thousand dollars in hundreds, strapped to each thigh. Another fifty thousand in a Velcro bag taped to my chest. Fifty thousand more stuffed into the pockets of my jacket. A hundred thousand nestled against the small of my back.

I felt like a cross between the Michelin Man and a drug dealer. Bulging and nervous, I pushed through the revolving glass door and entered Logan Airport. Refrigerated air smacked me full in the face, and I paused, getting my bearings. Terminal B was bustling with college kids fleeing town for the long Memorial Day weekend: backpacks, baggy jeans, baseball caps, duffel bags. Everyone moving in every direction at once, the unchoreographed ballet of a modern American airport. I took a deep breath and joined the flow of people.

I kept my eyes low, watching my scuffed dark loafers pad across the tiled floor. Act casual, think casual, be casual… I tried not to think about the new BMW strapped to my back. I tried not to think about the down payment for a two-bedroom condo nestled in my jacket pockets. I concentrated on looking like everyone else; maybe not a college kid, but perhaps a grad student, a teaching assistant—someone’s older brother here to help with the luggage. Just part of the cacophony, a statistic in Logan’s weekly FAA report. Act casual, think casual, be casual…

Suddenly, the modern equivalent of Stonehenge loomed in front of me: two airport metal detectors standing side by side, flanked by waist-high conveyor belts continuously feeding into boxy steel X-ray machines. My pulse rocketed as I mentally checked myself. No bills hanging from my sleeves, no glimpses of green sticking out through the buttons on my shirt. I stepped into line behind a pretty brunette in low-riding jeans, even offering to help her hoist an oversize, sticker-covered suitcase onto one of the conveyor belts. Act casual, think casual, be casual…

“Next.” A tall African-American woman in a grey Logan uniform beckoned. There was a name tag on her right lapel, but I couldn’t make out what it said because of the sweat stinging my eyes. I blinked rapidly—but casually—and stepped forward through the disembodied door frame. The invisible rays sliced and diced my entrails in search of metal. Just as I started to breathe easier, a high-pitched mechanical scream tore through the dead air. I froze.

The woman with the name tag pointed me back through the machine. “Empty your pockets of any metal objects and try again.”

My throat constricted. My hands jerked instinctively toward the bulges beneath my jacket. Above the stacks of hundred-dollar bills, I felt something shaped like an enormous suppository.

Shit. I had forgotten about my cell phone.

My fingers shook as I reached into my coat and fumbled for my Nokia. I could feel the woman’s eyes on me. If she asked me to take off my jacket, I was dead. She’d see the bulges and all hell would break loose. I’d spent the past six months researching stories involving attempts at sneaking undeclared fortunes through airport-security checkpoints, and I knew all about customs law.

The security agents can detain you for forty-eight hours. They drag you to a windowless room, sometimes handcuff you to a chair. They call in agents from the DEA and the FBI. They confiscate your stake, sometimes without even giving you a receipt. It will take lawyers and letters and appearances in court to get the money back. Maybe six months, maybe a year. Meanwhile, the IRS will descend on you like grey-suited locusts. It will be up to you to prove you weren’t planning to trade the cash for little bags of fine white powder. Because to customs agents, money smells like cocaine. Especially hundred-dollar bills. I’ve read that 95 percent of the hundred-dollar bills in circulation have minute traces of cocaine embedded in their fibers. That means those specially trained customs dogs can sniff out a professional blackjack player faster than they can spot a drug courier. To the dogs—and the customs agents—they both smell the same.

Fear soaked my back as I handed the woman my cell phone. She looked at it like she’d never seen one before. She turned it on, turned it over, then handed it back. Behind me, a kid in a tie-dyed sweatshirt tried to shove a potted plant onto the conveyor belt. The woman with the name tag rolled her eyes. Then, thankfully, she waved me past.

“You’re okay. Have a nice flight.”

I was barely breathing as I stumbled toward my gate. America West, flight 69. Boston to Vegas direct, the Friday-night neon express. A line of people had already formed by the check-in desk; boisterous, drunk, mostly male, palpably eager.

Kevin Lewis was waiting quietly near the back of the line. I spotted him immediately. Tall, athletically built, but with a slight, shy stoop to his shoulders. Dark hair, dark eyes, a wide, boyish face beneath a mop of dark hair. Vaguely ethnic, but beyond that, indeterminate. His roots could have been Asian, Latino, even Italian or Russian. Like me, he was older than most of the college kids boarding the flight, but he easily fit in with the crowd. He could have been twenty-one, twenty-six, or thirty-five. Wearing a jeans jacket and a baseball cap, he could have passed for a BU frat boy. In a suit and tie, he would have blended in on Wall Street. At the moment, he was wearing an MIT sweatshirt and baggy shorts. The classic MIT stereotype, right out of his parents’ dreams.

He saw my flushed cheeks and smiled. “That’s what it felt like. Every day.”

The bravado seemed incongruous with the shyness in his shoulders. In many ways, Kevin was the classic MIT stereotype. His résumé was perfect: a math-science whiz kid who’d graduated at the top of his class from Exeter, the exclusive New Hampshire boarding school. An electrical-engineering major with an incredible affinity for numbers, a straight-A student who’d covered all the premed requisites—partially to appease his father, partially because the challenge excited him.

But Kevin’s résumé didn’t tell the whole story. There was another side to his life, one written in neon signs and purple casino chips.

In Boston he’d earned straight A’s at MIT.

In Vegas he’d partied with Michael Jordan, Howard Stern, Dennis Rodman, and Kevin Costner. He’d dated a cheerleader from the L.A. Rams and gotten drunk with Playboy centerfolds. He’d been chased off of a riverboat in Louisiana and watched a teammate kicked out of a Las Vegas casino. He’d narrowly escaped being thrown into a Bahamian jail. He’d been audited by the IRS, tailed by private investigators, had his picture faxed around the globe by men with shadowy reputations and guns holstered to their waists.

Along the way, he’d amassed a small fortune which he kept in neat stacks of Benjamins in a closet by his bed. Although nobody was quite sure how much money he had made, it was rumored to be somewhere between one and five million dollars. All of it legal, none of it spawned from his perfect, stereotypical résumé.

Shy, geeky, amiable Kevin Lewis had led a double life for nearly four years. Now I was going to tell his story.

“The Velcro’s starting to itch” was all I could think to say as I shook Kevin’s hand. “There’s got to be an easier way to carry your stake.”

He grinned, his head cocked to one side. “Sure. Fake umbrellas. Phony laptop computers. Plaster casts and hollow crutches. We went through a gadget phase. You know, James Bond kind of stuff. But hollow crutches are a lot harder to explain to the FBI than Velcro.”

If there hadn’t been a quarter million dollars taped to my body, I’d have thought he was joking. But Kevin was dead serious. He was keeping his part of our bargain, disclosing the secrets no one on the outside had ever heard before.

I met Kevin Lewis nearly seven years earlier, in a local Boston bar. I had graduated from Harvard a few years before he left MIT, and we shared a few mutual friends as well as a few minor interests: sports, late nights at college pubs, widescreen TVs. I was a fledgling writer at the time of our introduction, just about to publish my first novel. As far as I knew, Kevin was employed by some sort of computer software firm, something he had never explained in detail—probably because I had never been interested enough to ask.

Kevin seemed too much the typical MIT grad: a true engineer at heart. As my writing career began to take off in the years that followed our first meeting, we rarely crossed paths. It was almost six years later that we ran into each other at a Super Bowl party in an apartment located a few blocks from Fenway Park. Kevin had just flown in from a “business” trip to Las Vegas. During the game’s half-time show, I found myself alone with him in the kitchen. After a quick exchange of pleasantries, he surprised me by lowering his voice and beckoning me in close: “I’ve got a great story for your next book,” he began.

I immediately thought about edging toward the exit. Like every other writer, I had heard this opening a thousand times in my career. Everyone had a story he believed worthy of a best-seller; for me, reality was rarely interesting enough to take the place of fiction.

But as Kevin began to open up to me, I felt the hair rising on the back of my neck. Unlike the thousands of other cocktail party stories I had heard, Kevin’s tale had all the elements of a high-concept, cinematic thriller—but it was real. Everything Kevin was relating to me had actually happened. He had lived it, every minute of it, and he was willing to let me get it all down on paper.

“Why?” I had asked, amazed.

Kevin never answered my question directly. Over time, I’ve tried to piece together an answer of my own.

Kevin had been part of something incredible. He and his friends got away with one of the biggest schemes in Vegas history—and nobody knew a damn thing about it. Telling the story was his way of reliving the experience in a public forum. It was a way for him to prove to himself and to anyone who cared that it had actually happened.

More than that, it was a way for Kevin to come to terms with the choices he had made, the decisions that had led him to his double life. Many of those choices might have seemed immoral to the outside world. By telling his story, Kevin could explain himself to those who believed that what he did was somehow wrong.

In other words, his story was part boast, part confession. For me, this was too good a story to pass up.

As the Super Bowl played on in the other room, Kevin made me an offer. He promised to tell me everything, to give me access to his contacts and his lifestyle. He promised to teach me his system and show me the key that could unlock the casino’s coffers.

In return, I would give him his moment.

The deeper I delved into Kevin’s double life, the more I realized how far I had come out ahead in our bargain. When I finally sat down to put the words onto paper, Kevin’s story flashed by my eyes in Technicolor as bright as a Vegas marquee…





Three

Boston, June 1994

In the beginning, there was sushi.

Five neat little rows lined up across the glass coffee table like a battalion of squat, brightly-colored soldiers. Above the battalion, the strong scent of seaweed and raw fish spread out in a fog to fill the cramped, seventies-era high-rise apartment. Beneath the table stood a pyramid of discarded cardboard cartons from Toyama, the late-night Japanese dive located a few blocks away in Boston’s moderately European Back Bay. The dive wasn’t a favorite but an expedience, one of the few restaurants open past midnight on a Sunday in a city that still clung to antiquated blue laws and Puritanical facades—despite playing home to one of the largest, rowdiest college-age populations on earth.

The sushi was part of a weekly routine. As usual, it was well after two in the morning, and Kevin Lewis was crashed out on the worn futon in the middle of the sparsely furnished living room. The TV was on with the sound turned down, and Kevin was half asleep. His body ached from two hours at the MIT gym, and his mind was numb from a long day spent sequestered in a chemistry lab at one of Boston’s top hospitals. It was two months into the summer after his junior year, and he had spent so much time surrounded by test tubes, he was beginning to identify them by name. The daily grind at the lab was made worse by the fact that he no longer had any interest in medicine as a career; he just hadn’t figured out how to break the news to his parents. His father was still trying to convince him to quit the MIT Swim Team so he could spend more time on his research. More time with the goddamn test tubes.

Kevin had just turned twenty a month before and he was old enough to make his own decisions about the direction of his life. But like most twenty-year-olds, he had no idea where he was heading. He knew only where he didn’t want to end up. It was 1993, the dawn of the Internet revolution; many of his MIT classmates were already conceiving start-ups in their dorm rooms, conspiring to turn the high-tech skills that had made many of them pariahs in high school into launchpads for their billion-dollar dreams. The kids who weren’t dissecting microprocessors in their bunk beds were set to ride the tried-and-true waves of Wall Street. Venture capital, investment banking, tech consulting—MIT, along with Harvard and the other Ivies, was one of the main feeders to the vast money-making machines fueling the revolution. If the eighties had made greed acceptable, the nineties had elevated it to an art form.

Medicine, academia, science for science’s sake—these were not compelling choices in the tornado of options swirling around a campus such as MIT. But unlike many of his classmates, Kevin didn’t see himself being satisfied by a life on Wall Street or a smoke-and-mirrors sojourn into Silicon Valley. He didn’t think of himself as some sort of saint: He was as addicted to the notion of unfettered greed as the kid on the next bunk over. He just hadn’t yet found his drug of choice.

At the moment he didn’t want to think about his future, or his father, or the test tubes in his lab. He just wanted to sleep. But the sushi waged war with his senses. He reluctantly opened his eyes and watched as his friends descended on the coffee table.

Christ, the jackals.

He was immediately struck by the contrast in physical geometry. Jason Fisher’s hulking form cast a boxy shadow over the rows of sushi. Six foot one, two hundred and twenty pounds, Fisher was built like a heavyweight boxer. His shoulders were huge, his head square, and the muscles beneath his MIT T-shirt rippled like a plastic trash can left out in a heat wave. Kevin had met Fisher in the gym after bravely offering to help the former MIT student load plates the size of manhole covers onto the bench press. He had been surprised to learn that Fisher, several years older, was a similar mix of ethnicities; part Chinese—you could see it in his eyes, narrow drops of oil beneath a ridged brow—part Brazilian. Two days later, Fisher introduced Kevin to his cohort and roommate, Andre Martinez. Slicked-back hair, flashy silk shirt, shark tooth necklace, bushy eyebrows, and impossibly wide teardrop eyes. Martinez was barely five foot four and couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred and thirty pounds. But his reputation more than made up for his size. Kevin had been hearing rumors about Martinez since freshman week.

The standout genius at a school filled with geniuses, a kid so smart he had scared the math professors into accelerating him to graduate-level courses on his third day on campus. Whiz Kid, Boy Wonder, the pride of MIT—until, one week into his sophomore year, Martinez had suddenly left school. In the six months they’d known each other, Kevin had never asked why—and Martinez had never volunteered.

“I think it’s awake,” Martinez said now as he flipped a piece of sushi into his mouth. “Jab it with a chopstick to make sure.”

Fisher complied, poking Kevin in the forehead. Kevin grabbed for his wrist, knocking a sushi roll across the living room. Martinez laughed a little too loudly, and Kevin realized they were both drunk. Less than an hour ago, Fisher and Martinez had landed at Logan, and it looked as though they went through most of the beverage cart during the five-hour flight. Kevin tried to hide his distaste. It had been like this all summer. The two of them gone every weekend, then spending the week sleeping late and drinking early—and dropping in on Kevin without regard to the hour. They never went to work, never seemed to do anything at all, while Kevin slaved away in the lab.

“A couple of slackers,” Kevin said, shoving two rolls of sushi into his mouth. He was channeling his dad, and it bothered him. Why should he care how his friends spent their time?

“We choose to think of ourselves as emancipated,” Fisher said. “We’re working our way up to slacker.”

Kevin shook his head. Everything was a joke to them. They existed entirely in the present, no responsibilities, no conscience. Kevin couldn’t imagine living like that. Everything in his life had always been planned out. Exeter, MIT, his part-time job at the lab. Even with the plans, he agonized over every step. Fisher and Martinez didn’t agonize over anything. They didn’t seem to have a future, and they didn’t seem to care.

Neither of them had even graduated from MIT; both had simply left. At least Fisher’s reasons had been noble; his sister, Josie, had been injured in a car accident, and he had dropped out to help with her recovery. Since then he had been hanging out with Martinez full-time. “Hanging out” was a good way of putting it, because neither of them had ever held a job, set an alarm, or worn a tie.

And yet the money never seemed to run out. In fact, they had enough money to travel to Las Vegas nearly every weekend. Why Vegas—almost always Vegas—Kevin hadn’t yet figured out. He had never been there himself, had only read about the “city of sin” in paperback novels and seen it on prime-time TV. Although the bright neon lights and massive resorts were compelling enough, he couldn’t imagine vacationing in the same spot over and over again. Throw in a few topless showgirls, and it made a little more sense. But Fisher and Martinez weren’t exactly casanovas. Neither of them had kept a steady girlfriend longer than a carton of sushi lasted in the refrigerator.

“If I didn’t know any better,” Kevin grunted, reclining back onto the couch. “I’d think you guys were selling drugs.”

“White slavery,” Martinez responded, fighting Fisher for the last piece of fish. “You’re just lucky you’re a Chink like the rest of us.” He crossed his eyes. His mother was from Singapore, his father from Cuba. His family tree was made up of so many different races, you needed a pie chart to buy him a birthday present.

“Seriously,” Kevin said, his eyes half closed. “What the hell do you guys do on the weekends? You’ve been gone every Friday this summer. Not that I’m complaining. The only problem is that you keep coming back.”

Fisher started clearing the coffee table, using the sleeve of his sweatshirt to catch the crumbs. Martinez seemed suddenly interested in a smudge on the seam of his silk shirt.

“I guess it’s ‘need to know,’” Kevin surmised.

Martinez looked at Fisher, who shrugged. Martinez reached into his back pocket and tossed something onto the table. It landed with a soft thud.

Kevin’s eyes widened. A stack of bills about two inches thick bundled together by a strip of colored tape. Kevin reached for the stack and saw that the top bill had a picture of Benjamin Franklin in its center. A warmth moved through his cheeks as he fanned through the rest of the stack. Hundreds, all of them. He wasn’t Rain Man, but he could count. A hundred hundreds. Ten thousand dollars.

He was wide awake now. “What are you guys into?”

Fisher smiled. There was mischief in his narrow eyes. “Why don’t you come with us next weekend?”

Kevin couldn’t stop fanning the stack of hundred-dollar bills. He had never seen this much money in his life. They could pay their whole summer rent with the stack and have enough left over for sushi every night.

“To Las Vegas?”

Martinez held out his hand, gesturing for the cash. “Not Vegas. Atlantic City. The Holyfield fight at the Tropicana, Saturday night. A friend of ours is hooking us up.”

Kevin had never been to a professional boxing match. He’d heard that the tickets for a Holyfield fight were almost impossible to get. Not only were his two slacker buddies hooked up, but Martinez was walking around with ten thousand dollars in his back pocket. Kevin felt like he was on the threshold of something he couldn’t define. The mystery of his friends’ carefree existence was about to be revealed.

Kevin knew what his father would say. “I’m supposed to be in lab on Saturday.”

Fisher gave him a patronizing look. “Take a day off. The test tubes will be there when you get back.”

Kevin didn’t like Fisher’s tone. Fisher could be a jackass—it went hand in hand with his size. His words felt like a macho challenge. But Kevin was curious. He’d been following a straight line all of his life. Nearing his last year at MIT, he was on the cusp of a time of confusion, searching for a future that was both satisfying and compelling. Maybe Fisher and Martinez could show him something more fulfilling than the world which had been painted for him. And bottom line—he’d always dreamed about seeing Holyfield fight.

What did he have to lose?

Kevin tossed Martinez the stack of hundred-dollar bills. “Do we have good seats?”





Four

Atlantic City, June 1994

Five days later, Kevin exited Newark Airport through an automated tornado of revolving glass, just as a Mercedes limousine slid to a stop in the passenger pickup lane in front of him. He had to shield his eyes as the bright sunlight flashed off the car’s sleek black curves, and he glanced back toward Martinez, who was working his way through the revolving door behind him. Martinez already had his sunglasses on, a wide smile on his narrow face. The crazy fuck still looked drunk, though it was nine A.M. and they had spent the past hour circling ten thousand feet above northern New Jersey.

Martinez moved next to Kevin on the sidewalk, slinging his backpack over one shoulder. “So, how do you like our ride?”

Kevin raised his eyebrows. He turned back toward the limo. “That’s for us?”

He watched the rear passenger door swing open. An unusually tall man in a slick grey suit uncoiled onto the sidewalk, pausing to adjust a jet-black ponytail against the nape of his neck. The man caught sight of Martinez and sprang forward, hand outstretched.

“Welcome back, Mr. Kim.”

Kevin stared as Martinez shook the man’s hand. Mr. Kim? There was a jangle of metal emitting from the man’s wrist, and Kevin glimpsed a tacky gold bracelet wound around an even tackier gold watch. The man’s face was smooth and tan, his eyes set close together above a sharply tapered nose. His expression was somehow obsequious and terrifying at the same time.

“And this must be your friend,” the man continued, still vigorously pumping Martinez’s hand. “I’m Dino Taratolli. I’m Mr. Kim’s host at the Tropicana. Any friend of Mr. Kim’s is a friend of our casino.”

He gestured toward the limo, then took Martinez’s backpack off of his shoulder and galloped toward the trunk. When he was out of earshot, Kevin grabbed Martinez by the elbow. “Mr. Kim?”

Martinez laughed, leading him forward. “Oh yeah. I forgot to tell you. I’m Robert Kim this weekend.”

Kevin followed Martinez into the cool leather interior of the car, quickly noting the crystal-appointed minibar and the twenty-inch television mounted on the rosewood divider that separated them from the unseen driver.

“You’re Robert Kim. And who am I?”

“You’re still you. But we’re both Eurotrash millionaires.”

Kevin wasn’t thrilled that the weekend was starting with invented identities. His suspicion that his friends were into something illegal was only growing stronger. But he decided to play along. They were sitting in a limo with a TV and a minibar.

He heard the trunk slam shut, then glanced back at the airport terminal. The sidewalk was nearly empty; it was a Saturday morning, and you had to be crazy or drunk to fly to New Jersey on a Saturday morning. Or a little of both.

“And what about Fisher? Where the hell is he?”

Fisher had headed to the bathroom right after they had exited the airplane. Kevin had assumed he’d meet them outside, but he hadn’t yet appeared.

“He’s going to meet us later,” Martinez said. “He had to make a phone call.”

Kevin felt a nervous shiver move through him. He’d expected the weekend to be an adventure, but he had to ask himself: How well did he really know these guys? He’d met them just four months ago. Before that, he’d known them only by reputation. Two college dropouts with mysterious means of income and nonconformist lifestyles. Warning bells were going off, but Kevin was doing his best to ignore them. He reminded himself that he was there to see the fight, maybe get in a little gambling. Besides, the warning bells had been installed by his parents. Maybe it was time Kevin started to take some risks with his life.

“So Fisher’s not taking the limo with us?”

“He’s got his own ride,” Martinez said, falling silent as Dino Taratolli climbed into the seat next to him and shut the passenger door. The lanky man tapped on the rosewood divider with two ringed fingers, and the limo pulled away from the curb.

The scenery outside was mostly highway, chemical plants, and industrial warehouses, so Kevin had little to distract him from the two wild cards seated across from him. It was obvious that Martinez and the casino employee had spent a fair amount of time together. From what Kevin could gather through their staccato patter, Dino had been Martinez’s host—that word again, pregnant with meaning Kevin didn’t pretend to understand—at Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas until six months ago. Then Dino had been bought out by the Tropicana in Atlantic City and had brought many of his high rollers with him.

Evidently, Martinez—or Kim, as Dino knew him—was one of these high rollers. Certainly, Martinez seemed to have the jargon down pat. It was as though he and the host had a private vocabulary, rife with words like comp, whale, action, and RFB. After twenty minutes, Kevin couldn’t stifle his curiosity any longer.

“What exactly does a host do, anyway?”

Maybe a little blunt, but it seemed like a good place to start. Martinez didn’t seem to mind the interruption—it gave him a chance to take a closer look at the minibar. Dino offered a smile, not exactly condescending, but it was obvious he had pegged Kevin as a sidekick, nothing more.

“We do whatever it takes. We make your stay as pleasant as possible. We bring the big players to our casino—and we make sure they keep coming back.”

Simple enough. Maybe Kevin was making an idiot of himself, but he had been brought up by a scientist and born with an engineer’s mind. He liked to ask questions, and he liked to be thorough.

“And what’s a big player?”

Martinez had a bottle of vodka in one hand and was searching for orange juice in the refrigerator beneath the bar. If he was concerned by the conversation, he wasn’t showing it.

“That depends on the casino,” Dino answered. “Usually, there’s a sliding scale. If you’re betting twenty-five dollars a blackjack hand—or a roll of the dice, a pull on the slots, a spin of the roulette wheel—you get a special room rate and a smile from the desk clerk. Seventy-five bucks a hand, you might get a free room. A hundred and fifty, maybe RFB—that’s room, food, beverage. But if you’re a high roller—betting five, ten, twenty thousand a stay, you’re going to get the full treatment. A ride from the airport. A bucket of champagne waiting for you next to your Jacuzzi. And a guy like me to make sure everything runs smoothly.”

Kevin whistled. Five to twenty thousand dollars a trip. His slacker buddies, sleeping until noon every day. Blowing five grand in Vegas every weekend. Maybe they had rich uncles he didn’t know about. Or a stash of cocaine under the sink.

“So the hosts seek out the high rollers,” Kevin said, “give ’em free stuff to keep them at the casino. When you move casinos, you take your players with you.”

Dino nodded as Martinez fixed himself a screwdriver. “That’s the idea. Each one of my high rollers understands the sort of service I can provide. Whatever it takes, I’ll keep them happy. And who knows, maybe they’ll hit it big, turn into a real live whale. Right, Mr. Kim?”

Martinez looked up from his drink. “A great white one, Dino.”

Outside the window, the industrial warehouses had given way to cottage-styled houses packed closely together. Beyond the houses, Kevin saw the bridge linking them to the ten-mile sandbar that housed the largest gambling center west of Nevada.

Growing up on the East Coast, Kevin shared the common “local” view of Atlantic City: an experiment that had never quite lived up to its expectations. In the late seventies, the necklace of casinos along the country’s most famous boardwalk had opened its doors to much hype, but the dream of a Vegas of the East had never quite materialized. Despite the fact that the casinos themselves had intermittently flourished, the surrounding city had deteriorated in rapid fashion. Over the past two decades, Atlantic City had become a textbook case against legalized gambling in urban centers.

The much-published hype/hope was that the casinos would create jobs and bring in a high-class tourist population from nearby Manhattan. But despite private investment of more than six billion dollars, the area surrounding the casinos never experienced the expected economic resurgence. Speculation in properties and the demolition of existing buildings to make way for the casino hotels led to abandoned structures and the closure of nearly 35 percent of the city’s existing businesses. Unemployment surged and crime tripled, while 25 percent of the city’s population left for greener pastures.

Atlantic City had the glitz and glamour—weighed down by crime and poverty.

As the limousine rolled across the bridge to the sandbar, Kevin tried to smell the ocean. All he got was car leather and exhaust.

“What’s a whale?” he asked finally.

Martinez clinked his glass against the window. “A whale is someone who can lose a million dollars at cards—and not give a damn.”
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High rollers don’t take cabs from the airport. They don’t carry their own bags. They never wait on check-in lines. They stay in rooms with Jacuzzis, circular leather couches, wide-screen televisions, and views of the beach. And evidently, they wear whatever the hell they want, no matter how ridiculous they look.

Martinez came out of the bathroom in an electric-blue shirt and matching jeans. He had exchanged his sneakers for shiny leather designer boots, and his hair was slicked down with so much mousse that the outline of his skull was visible. The effect was disorienting—actually, in a way it was orienting. With the hair and flashy outfit, Martinez looked more Asian than Latino; he easily could have passed for a rich kid from Korea or Japan on his way to a trendy disco.

Kevin laughed out loud, his feet up on the glass coffee table in the center of the lavish living room. The suite was bigger than any hotel room he had ever seen before; two thousand square feet, with wide picture windows and plush cream carpeting. The windows overlooked the boardwalk, and from twenty floors up, the beach was so beautiful it was hard to believe they were in New Jersey.

“Nice duds,” he commented. He was still wearing shorts and a sweatshirt. He had an oxford shirt and khakis in Martinez’s backpack, but he hadn’t planned on changing until they were on their way to the fight. “Does the casino have some bizarre dress code I should know about?”

Martinez ignored the query. He was busy fishing around the inside of his shirt with both hands, and Kevin wondered if he was looking for his sunglasses. Certainly, they’d finish the look. Then he heard the distinct rip of Velcro, and Martinez’s hands reappeared.

Kevin’s heart thumped as he saw the roll of bills. At least four inches thick, twice as large as the roll Martinez had shown him back at their apartment. And again, the visible bills were hundreds. As much as twenty grand taped inside his shirt. Had Martinez worn the money on him the whole trip from Boston? Through airport security, through the metal detector—shit, the kid hadn’t even raised a sweat.

By now, Kevin was beginning to realize that Fisher and Martinez were, at the very least, serious gamblers. Was it possible that they had made all their cash playing casino games?

He knew there were people who made a living at cards—hell, there’d been movies about it, books, even newspaper articles. But he understood from what he had read that professional gamblers usually just eked out a living, playing carefully for tiny odds. Wads of cash and huge VIP suites were for people who lost—not for those who won. Unless Martinez had gotten lucky at a slot machine, how did he and Fisher support all those weekends in Las Vegas? Why was a guy like Dino Taratolli whisking them past the registration desk and up into a suite like this?

Kevin was dying to know the truth. “That’s quite a stake. It’s going to be fun watching you drop it at the tables. What do you play? Craps? Poker?”

Martinez smiled, jamming the stack of bills into his shirt pocket. “Blackjack. It’s the only game worth playing.”

Kevin rose from the couch. Blackjack? He would have guessed poker. It seemed more Martinez’s style. He was crafty, smart, and judging from his shifting appearance, quite a chameleon. Kevin would have thought those skills to be best utilized in a game where you faced off against other players. Blackjack, you played against the house; really, it seemed like you played against the cards. What good was personal style in a game like that?

“Okay, blackjack. But shouldn’t we wait for Fisher?”

They’d been in the suite for twenty minutes. Kevin wondered what was taking Fisher so long. Probably stopped at the hotel gym for a few bench presses.

“Don’t worry about him,” Martinez answered. “We’re here to have fun.”

Kevin started to protest, then thought better of it and acquiesced. Fisher was a big boy. There was obviously some reason he was dragging behind. Worst case, they’d meet up before the fight. Kevin hadn’t seen the tickets yet, but Martinez had promised him that the seats were so close, he’d need a raincoat to keep himself from getting drenched with blood and sweat.

“There’s nothing more fun than watching a guy in a shirt like that lose some money,” Kevin joked. “So let’s hit the tables.”

Martinez shook his head. “First, we check out the pool. The showgirls hit the pool early. Then we attack the buffet. Can’t play on an empty stomach.”

He looked back at Kevin, patting his bulging shirt pocket. “And then we’re gonna kill the tables.”

[image: 22]

It was two in the afternoon by the time they stepped over the threshold of the casino floor, and Kevin was feeling mildly lethargic, the result of a heavily laden VIP buffet and forty minutes on a lounge chair in a private pool cabana. He hadn’t seen any showgirls, but he had been lucky enough to watch an extremely pale family from Passaic play water volleyball against a group of Japanese tourists.

The floor was crowded, equal parts tourists in shorts and T-shirts wandering in from the boardwalk and well-heeled weekend warriors from Manhattan, some in suits and ties. Despite the fiercely air-conditioned ventilation, the air stung with a blend of sunscreen and cigarette smoke. Kevin and Martinez paused at the entrance, getting their bearings. Slot machines fanned out on all sides, the blinking lights and spinning wheels wreaking havoc on Kevin’s senses. The tables were spread out across the center of the long floor, blackjack felts and craps stations intermingled with roulette and stud poker. Crowds three people deep gathered around each of the tables, and Kevin didn’t see a single free stool. For a moment he wondered if they’d even get to play. Then Martinez pointed at a raised section of the floor, separated from the main tables by three steps and a velvet rope. There were a dozen tables behind the rope, and only a smattering of players.

“High-stakes room,” Martinez said. “Usually I like to play the main floor, but there are too many civilians here today.”

Kevin followed Martinez toward the high-stakes tables, winding through the crowd. The crush of “civilians” energized him; so many smiling, laughing people, so much gambling adrenaline flowing through the room. He found it hard to catch his breath.

When they reached the steps to the quieter tables, Martinez yanked the stack of bills out of his shirt pocket and casually split it in half. “You’ve played blackjack before, right?”

Kevin looked at the bills in Martinez’s hand. Sure, he’d played before—a few times on vacation with his family, once or twice at Foxwoods, the Indian casino in Connecticut. But the most he’d ever bet on a single hand was five dollars, and the most he’d ever risked in a night was a few hundred. He wasn’t stupid, he knew that the house had an edge at the tables. Every player is a loser eventually. He’d gambled a few times for fun, but never seriously.

“I’m no expert, but I won’t make a fool of myself.”

Martinez pointed toward the nearest empty table. A frizzy-haired dealer in a dark blue shirt was standing behind the horseshoe-shaped felt, hands behind her back. Six decks were spread out on the table in front of her, faces up. The empty plastic shoe—rectangular, two feet long, uncovered—sat waiting, hungry for their action.

“So you know basic strategy.”

Kevin shrugged. He knew how the game was played. The dealer dealt you two cards, you added them together and tried to get closest to twenty-one without going over. If you wanted another card, you pointed at the table. If you wanted to stand, you waved your hand. If you got over twenty-one, you busted, and the dealer took your money. If you hit twenty-one on your first two cards—a blackjack—the casino paid you one and a half times your bet. The player went first, the dealer second. The dealer’s play depended on the casino, but usually he would hit until his cards added up to seventeen—or until he busted. When you got pairs of the same card, you could split them and have two bets going on separate hands. Again depending on the casino, you could double your bet—double down—on your first two cards, taking a single card in the hopes of beating the dealer for more money. The rules were fairly simple, as card games went. But the strategy seemed tricky, and Kevin was by no means an expert.

“I know the books say you’re supposed to keep on hitting until you get seventeen, if the dealer’s showing a high card. When the dealer shows a weak card—maybe a five or a six—you usually stick with your first two cards. And I know you double down on an eleven, hoping to draw a face card for a twenty-one.”

“That’s a start,” Martinez said. He extended his hand, offering Kevin half of the bills from his stack. Ten thousand dollars, cash.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Kevin asked.

Martinez waved the money at him. “Don’t worry. I’ll be right next to you. I’ll let you know when you’re making a mistake.”

Kevin’s cheeks burned as he took the bills and followed Martinez to the table. Christ, this beats sitting in the lab.

Kevin lowered himself onto a stool next to Martinez and watched as he peeled twenty bills off his roll and laid them on the felt. Kevin carefully did the same and waited nervously as the dealer counted out twenty black chips for each of them. Then she swept the cards off the table and began to shuffle. Her hands danced gracefully through the choreographed ritual shared by blackjack dealers the world over. By the time she rolled the deck, aiming it at Martinez for the cut, Kevin was bouncing off his stool.

Here we go. He moved a black chip onto the betting circle in front of him. He would have liked to have started lower, but the table minimum was a hundred. He noticed that Martinez had started with two chips. His friend seemed completely calm, smiling as he made small talk with the dealer. Her name was Brett, she was from Delaware, she had two kids and an ex-husband, and no, she’d never been to Korea. Kevin didn’t think Martinez had ever been to Korea either, but what the hell, it made for good conversation.

After the first few hands, Kevin’s nerves settled, and he began to enjoy the highs and lows of gambling. Hand by hand, the chips lulled him into forgetting how much money he was playing with; instead, he concentrated on making the right plays. He’d never studied any books on basic strategy. But he knew about BS from a television special he had seen on cable: a framework of proper plays based on what the dealer was showing, developed first—in a flawed but thorough form—by four army engineers who played tens of thousands of hands and published their results in the September 1956 edition of the Journal of the American Statistical Association. BS was then thoroughly reworked in the early sixties by a UCAL and visiting MIT math professor named Edward Thorp, then tweaked numerous times over the years by experts with access to IBM computers. Kevin had never bothered to study basic strategy because he gambled only occasionally—and he wasn’t really sure how much of a difference it made, anyway. Was skill really that much of a factor in blackjack? Didn’t it all boil down to a matter of luck?

Martinez obviously took basic strategy extremely seriously. Whenever Kevin paused, trying to figure out whether to take the next card or stand, Martinez was ready with quick advice. The dealer didn’t seem to care; in fact, she lent her own expertise. Kevin usually deferred to Martinez, since it was his money they were going to lose.

As for Martinez, he played smoothly, barely looking at his cards, tossing chips into the betting circle with seeming abandon. He kept his bets around two hundred dollars, but every now and then he jumped up to five hundred, and once he even laid down a thousand dollars at once, getting lucky with a pair of kings. He never celebrated when he won, never complained when he lost. In fact, he didn’t seem that interested in the game at all.

His play seemed to follow BS, except for a few noticeably odd executions. Once, with a two-hundred-dollar bet on the table, he hit on a sixteen against a dealer’s two. Luckily, he drew a two for an eighteen to win the hand. Another time he doubled on an eight, managing to draw an ace. Toward the end of the shoe, he began raising his bet, taking advantage of a hot streak of good hands. Kevin began to win himself, drawing three hands of face cards and ending with a natural twenty-one. He was grinning at his good fortune when the plastic shuffle card came out, signaling the end of the shoe. The dealer raised her hands, announcing that it was time to shuffle up.

“That went well,” Kevin said. It looked like he and Martinez were up a few thousand dollars. Most of it was stacked in front of his friend, but at least five hundred dollars of pure profit was in front of him. It was the most he’d ever won in his life. He thought it was time to get a drink and celebrate. He was about to search for a cocktail waitress when he noticed Martinez trying to catch his eye.

As the dealer rolled the cards into a tall pile, preparing to shuffle, Martinez leaned toward Kevin, lowering his voice. “You see that last run of cards?”

“We got really lucky. A lot of high cards. Kings, queens, a couple of aces. We both did pretty well—”

“Actually,” Martinez interrupted, “it was nineteen face cards and three aces set among eight unremarkable lows.”

Kevin stared at him. He hadn’t noticed Martinez paying such close attention to the cards; he hadn’t written anything down or whispered to himself.

“So?”

“So you know that right now, near the top of that stack of unshuffled cards, there’s a string of predominantly high cards, about thirty deep.”

Kevin looked at the stack, watched as the dealer split it into two equal-size piles. In a few seconds the rituals of her shuffle would begin, the cards cut together again and again until they were thoroughly mixed.

“I’m not sure I follow you.”

Martinez sighed, impatient. “You’re aware that high cards favor the player, right?”

Kevin remembered the television special. “Sure. Because the dealer has to hit up to sixteen, with more high cards, she’ll bust more often.”

“That’s one reason,” Martinez interrupted again. “There’s also a higher chance of hitting blackjack, which pays one and a half times your bet. And there’s a better chance of drawing into a double down. There are other reasons, but those are good enough for now.”

He paused, jutting his chin toward the dealer, who had finally begun to shuffle the cards together. “So if you knew that a run like that was about to come out of the deck, couldn’t you take advantage of the situation? Raise your basic bets, change your strategy a little, win a lot of hands with a lot of money on the table?”

Kevin squinted. In theory that made sense. But the stack of high cards had already come and gone.

“If you knew that sort of run was coming. But she’s shuffling the cards.”

Martinez smiled. “Right in front of us.”

Kevin realized that Martinez had been watching the dealer shuffle while they were whispering back and forth. Kevin shook his head. Martinez had to be joking.

“There’s no way you can track those cards.”

“There isn’t?”

Martinez recentered himself on his stool, still watching the shuffle. Kevin continued to stare at him.

A few minutes later the dealer finished, letting Martinez cut. Then she restacked the cards in the shoe and began to deal. Hand after hand, the play went by quietly, and both Kevin and Martinez remained about even with the house. As the shoe reached the halfway point, Kevin began to relax, assuming that his friend had indeed been screwing with him. He put another hundred on the betting circle—and watched as Martinez suddenly raised his bet to a thousand dollars. He coughed, and Martinez looked at him, then smiled at the dealer.

“Feeling the lucky spirits, Brett. In Korea we listen to our spirits.”

She laughed, dealing out the cards. Both Kevin and Martinez drew twenties, kings and queens. The dealer drew sixteen, then busted with a ten.

That was just the beginning.

Over the next four rounds, there were twelve face cards and two aces. Martinez won nearly six thousand dollars, and even Kevin made a killing, winning three hundred more.

After the shoe emptied out, Martinez scooped up his chips and stepped back from the table. Kevin followed him, his head spinning. When they had passed out of the high-stakes area, he grabbed Martinez by the shoulder.

“How the fuck did you do that?”

Martinez signaled a passing cocktail waitress, taking two vodka martinis off of her tray. After tipping her a five, he turned to Kevin.

“It’s not magic. Just math. It’s called shuffle tracking. It’s a basic probability-distribution exercise. You can even calculate the percentage of low-card infiltration into the run, caused by the dealer’s shuffle. After that, it’s just a matter of practice. Really good players can track a group of fifteen cards through a six-deck shuffle without breaking a sweat.”

Kevin sipped his martini, amazed. Martinez was right, of course. It was more math than magic. But it was still incredible to watch. Altogether, they had made close to ten thousand dollars—in under an hour. And it hadn’t been simple luck. Martinez had truly tracked that dealer’s shuffle.

“I’ll explain more later,” Martinez said, pushing forward through the crowd. He was heading toward another blackjack table situated at the edge of the main floor. There were two overweight women sitting next to each other on the last two stools, watching the play. Across from them, in the first-base position, was a familiar, bulked-up shape with dark pinpoint eyes and a crew cut. Fisher had finally arrived.

As they approached the table, Martinez touched Kevin’s arm.

“There’s one other thing. When we reach Fisher, act like we don’t know him.”

Kevin rolled his eyes.

“Okay, Mr. Kim.”

“I’m serious,” Martinez said. “Just stand behind the table and watch. I promise, it will be a good show.”

From the moment they arrived at the table, Kevin could see that Martinez had been telling the truth. The two overweight women were jabbering to each other in loud voices about “the damn fool” sitting across from them. As Kevin watched, Fisher made some of the strangest blackjack plays he’d ever seen. For the most part, he kept hitting like a madman, taking as many cards as he could—even busting with four cards after hitting on a seventeen. After each hand, the two women chided him for making such obviously stupid moves.

“What the hell is he doing?” Kevin whispered to Martinez. “Trying to lose?”

Martinez shook his head. “Look at how he’s betting. Just ten dollars in the circle. He doesn’t care about these hands. He’s playing a part, trying to establish himself as a wild player. At the same time, he’s running the cards, counting down based on the deal. He’s trying to control the deal so that a specific card is dealt to him.”

Kevin narrowed his eyes. “A specific card? What do you mean?”

“He’s sitting at first base—the closest seat to the dealer. Sometimes, with some dealers, you can see the bottom card when they roll the deck after the shuffle. If they let you cut the deck, you can cut to an exact point, maybe one deck’s length—and when they stack the deck into the shoe, that card you just saw ends up at exactly the cut point—the fifty-second card. If you’re good, really good, you can get the dealer to deal you that specific card.”

Kevin laughed out loud. One of the overweight women glared at him, then turned back to the table. Kevin looked at Martinez.

“That’s crazy. And even if you could get the dealer to give you a card you already saw, how much difference would it make?”

“Depends,” Martinez said, watching Fisher hit on another seventeen. “If you saw an ace, it’s over a fifty-percent advantage. That means on average, you bet a thousand dollars on that hand, you get more than fifteen hundred back. How many ten-dollar hands would you lose to get one fifteen-hundred-dollar hand?”
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