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Chapter 1

“Ligento me. | will tel you the truth about aman’slife. I will tell you the truth about hislove for women.
That he never hatesthem. Already you think I’'m on the wrong track. Stay with me. Redlly—I’m amaster

of magic.

“Do you believe aman can truly love awoman and con-stantly betray her? Never mind physically, but
betray her in hismind, in the very ‘poetry of hissoul.” Well, it snot easy, but men do it dl thetime.

“Do you want to know how women can love you, feed you that love deliberately to poison your body
and mind smply to destroy you? And out of passionate love choose not to love you anymore? And at the
sametimedizzy you with anidiot’ s ecstasy? Impossible? That’ sthe easy part.

“But don’'t run away. Thisisnot alove story.

“I will make you fed the painful beauty of achild, the an-ima hominess of the adolescent male, the
yearning suicida moodiness of the young femae. And then (here sthe hard part) show you how time
turns man and woman around full circle, exchanged in body and soul.

“And then of coursethereisTRUE LOVE. Don't go away! It existsor | will makeit exist. I'mnot a
magter of magic for nothing. Isit worth what it cost? And how about sexud fiddity? Doesit work? Isit
love? Isit even human, that perverse passion to be with only one person? And if it doesn’t work, do you
gtill get abonusfor trying? Can it work both ways? Of course not, that'seasy. And yet— “Lifeisa
comica busness, and there is nothing funnier than love traveling through time. But atrue master of magic
can make his audience laugh and cry at the sametime. Degth is another story. | will never make ajoke
about death. It is beyond my powers.



“l am dways dert for death. He doesn't fool me. | spothim right avay. Helovesto comein his
country-bumpkin disguise; acomica wartthat suddenly grows and grows; the dark, hairy mole that sends
itsrootsto the very bone; or hid-ing behind a pretty little fever blush. Then suddenly that grinning skull
appearsto take the victim by surprise. But never me. I'm waiting for him. | take my precautions.

“Paralld to death, loveisatiresome, childish business, though men believe morein love than degth.
Women are an-other story. They have apowerful secret. They don’t take love serioudy and never have.

“But again, don't go away. Again; thisis not alove story. Forget about love. | will show you dl the
stretches of power. Firdt thelife of apoor struggling writer. Sensitive. Taented. Maybe even some
genius. | will show you the artist getting the shit kicked out of him for the sake of hisart. And why he so
richly deservesit. Then | will show him asacunning crimina and having thetime of hislife. Ah, what joy
the true artist fedlswhen hefinaly becomes a crook. It' s out in the open now, his essentia nature. No
more kidding around about his honor. The son of abitchisahustler. A conniver. An enemy of society
right out in the clear ingtead of hidingbehindhiswhore' s cunt of art. What ardief. What pleasure. Such dy
delight. And then how he becomes an honest man again. It’san awful strain being a crook.

“But it helps you to accept society and forgive your fellow-man. Once that’ s done no person should be a
crook unless he redlly needs the money.

“Then on to one of the most amazing success Soriesin the history of literature. Theintimate lives of the
giants of our culture. One crazy bastard especialy. The classy world. So now we have the poor
struggling genius world, the crooked world and the classy literary world. All this laced with plenty of sex,
some complicated ideas you won't be hit over the head with and may even find interesting. And finallyon
to afull-blast ending in Hollywood with our hero gobbling up dl its rewards, money, fame, beautiful
women. And don’t go away—don’t go away—how it al turnsto ashes.

“That' s not enough? Y ou've heard it dl before? But remember I'm amaster of magic. | can bring al
these peopletruly dive. | can show you what they truly think and fedl. Y ou’ Il weep for them, dl of them,
| promise you that. Or maybe just laugh. Anyway, we' re going to have alot of fun. Andlearn something
about life. Whichisredly no help.

“Ah, | know what you' re thinking. That conning bastardtryingto make us turn the page. But walit, it's
only atadelwantto tell. What' sthe harm? Even if | takeit serioudy, you don’t have to. Just have agood
time

“I want to tell you astory, | have no other vanity. | don’'t desire success or fame or money. But that's
easy, most men, most women don'’t, not really. Even better, | don’t want love.When | wasyoung, some
women told me they loved me for my long eyelashes. | accepted. Later it wasfor my wit. Then for my
power and money. Then for my taent. Then for my mind—deep. OK, | can handledl of it. Theonly
woman who scares me is the one who loves me for mysdlf done. | have plansfor her. | have poisons and
daggers and darkgravesin cavesto hide her head. She can’t be allowed to live. Especidlyif sheissexudly
faithful and never liesand aways puts me ahead of everything and everyone.

“Therewill be alot about love in this book, but it's not alove book. It'sawar book. The old war
between men whoare truefriends. The great ‘new’ war between menandwomen. Sureit’ san old story,
but it’s out in the open now. The Women'’ s Liberation warriors think they have something new, but it's
just their armies coming out of their guerrilla hills. Sweet women ambushed men aways. &t their cradles,
in the kitchen, the bedroom. And at the graves of their chil-dren, the best place not to hear apleafor
mercy.



“Ah, well, you think | have agrievance against women. But | never hated them. And they’ [l come out
better people than men, you' |l see. But the truth is that only women have been able to make me unhappy,
and they have done so fromthecradle on. But most men can say that. And there' s noth-ing to be done.

“Whatatarget I’ ve given here. | know—I know—howir-resistible it seems. But be careful. I'm atricky
storyteller, not just one of your vulnerable sengitive artigts. I’ ve taken my precautions. I’ ve il got afew
surprises eft.

“But enough. Let me get to work. Letmebegin and let meend.”

Book 11

Chapter 2

On the luckiest day of Jordan Hawley’slife he betrayed his three best friends. But yet unknowing, he
wandered through the dice pit of the huge gambling casino inthe Hotel Xanadu,wondering what gameto
trynext. Stillearly afternoon, hewas a ten-thousand-dollar winner. But he wastired of the glittering red dice
skitteringacross green fdlt.

He moved out of the pit, the purple carpet sinking beneathhis feet, and moved toward the hissng whed
of aroulettetable, pretty with red and black boxes, punishing green zero and double zero. He made some
foolhardy bets, lost and moved into the blackjack pit.

The small horseshoe blackjack tables ran down in double rows. He walked between them like acaptive
through an In-dian gauntlet. Blue-backed cards flashed on ether sde. He made it through safely and
cameto the huge glass doorsthat led out into the Streets of the city of LasVegas. From here he could
see down the Strip sentineled by luxury hotels.

Under the blazing Nevada sun, a dozen Xanadus glittered with million-wett neon sgns. The hotels
seemed to be melting down into a stedly golden haze, areachable mirage. Jordan Hawley was trapped
ingde the air-conditioned casino with hiswinnings. It would be madness to go out to where only other
casinos awaited him, with their strange unknown fortunes. Here he was awinner, and soon he would see
hisfriends. Here he was shielded from the burning yellow desert.

Jordan Hawley turned away from the glass door and sat down at the nearest blackjack table. Black
hundred-dollar chips, tiny cindered suns, rattled in his hands. He watched adedler diding cardsfrom his
freshly made shoe, the oblong wooden box that held the cards.



Jordan bet heavy on each of two smal circles, playing two hands. His luck was good. He played until
the shoeran out.

The deder busted often, and when he shuffled up, Jordan moved on. His pockets bulged chips
everywhere. But that was no swest because he was wearing aspecially designed Sy De-yore Vegas
Winner sports coat. It had red crimson trim on sky blue cloth and specidly zippered pockets that were
op-timistically capacious. Theinsde of the jacket al'so held specia zippered cavities so degp no
pickpocket could get at them. Jordan’ s winnings were safe, and he had plenty of room for more.
Nobody had ever filled the pockets of aVegas Winner jacket.

The casino, lit by many huge chanddliers, had a bluish haze, neon reflected by the deep purple carpeting.
Jordan stepped out of thislight and into the darkened area of the bar lounge with itslowered celling and
smdll platform for performers. Seated at a small table, he could look out on the casino as a spectator
looks on alighted stage.

Mesmerized, he watched afternoon gamblers drift in intri-cate choreographed patterns from table to
table. Like arain-bow flashing across a clear blue sky, aroulette whed flashed itsred, black numbersto
match the table layout. Blue-white-backed cards skittered across green felt tables. White-dotted red
square dice were dazzling flying fish over the whale-shaped crap tables. Far off, down the rows of
blackjack tables, those dedlers going off duty washed their hands high in the air to show they were not

paming chips.

The casino stage began to fill up with more actors. sun worshipers wandering in from the outdoor pool,
othersfrom tennis courts, golf courses, ngps and afternoon free and paid lovemaking in Xanadu's
thousand rooms. Jordan spotted an-other Vegas Winner jacket coming across the casino floor. It was
Merlyn. Merlyn the Kid. Merlyn wavered as he passed the roul ette whedl, his weakness. Though he
rarely played be-cause he knew its huge five and ahdf percent cut like a sharp sword. Jordan from the
darkness waved a crimson-striped arm, and Merlyn took up his stride again asif he were passing through
flames, stepped off the lighted stage of the casino floor and sat down. Merlyn’ s zippered pockets did not
bulge with chips, nor did he have any in his hands.

They sat there without speaking, easy with each other. Merlyn looked like aburly athlete in his crimson
and blue jacket. He was younger than Jordan by at least ten years, and his hair was jet black. He also
looked happier, more eager for the coming battle againgt fate, the night of gambling.

Then from the baccarat pit in the far corner of the casino they saw Cully Cross and Diane stepthrough
the elegantroyd gray railing and move over the casino floor coming toward them. Cully too was wearing
his Vegas Winner jacket. Diane was in awhite summer frock, low-cut and cool for her day’ swork, the
top of her breasts dusted pearly white. Mer-lyn waved, and they came forward through the casino tables
without swerving. And when they sat down, Jordan ordered the drinks. He knew what they wanted.

Cully spotted Jordan’ s bulging pockets. “Hey,” he said, “you went and got lucky without us?’

Jordan smiled. “A little.” They al looked at him curioudly as he paid for the drinks and tipped the
cocktail waitresswith ared five-dollar chip. He noticed their glances. He did not know why they looked
at him so oddly. Jordan had been in Vegas three weeks and had changed fearsomely in that three weeks.
He had lost twenty pounds. His ash-blond hair had grown long, whiter. Hisface, though till handsome,
was now haggard, the skin had agrayish tinge. Helooked drained. But he was not conscious of this
because he fdt fine. Innocently, he wondered about these three people, his friends of three weeks and
now the best friends he had in the world.



The one Jordan liked best wasthe Kid. Merlyn. Merlyn prided himsdlf on being an impassive gambler.
Hetried never to show emotion when helost or won and usualy succeeded. Except that an exceptionally
bad losing stresk gave him alook of surprised bewilderment that delighted Jordan.

Merlyn the Kid never said much. He just watched every-body. Jordan knew that Merlyn the Kid kept
tabs on every-thing he did, trying to figure him out. Which also amused Jordan. He had the Kid faked
out. The Kid waslooking for complicated things and never accepted that he, Jordan, was exactly what
he presented to the world. But Jordan liked being with him and the others. They relieved hislondiness.
And because Merlyn seemed more eager, more passionate, inhis gambling, Cully had named him the Kid.

Cully himself was the youngest, only twenty-nine. But odd-ly enough seemed to be the leader of the
group. They had met three weeks ago herein Vegas, in this casino, and they hadonlyonethingin
common. They were degenerate gam-blers. Their three-week-long debauch was considered
extraor-dinary because the casino percentage should have ground them into the Nevada desert sandsin
their first few days.

Jordan knew that the others, Cully “Countdown” Cross and Diane, were aso curious about him, but he
didn’t mind. He had very little curiosity about any of them. The Kid seemed young and too intelligentto
be a degenerate gambler, but Jor-dan never tried to nail down why. It wasredly of no interest to him.

Cully was nothing to wonderabout or soit seemed. Hewas your classical degenerate gambler with kills.
He could count the cards in afour-deckblackjack shoe. He was anexpert on dl the gambling
percentages. The Kid was not. Jor-dan was a cool, abstracted gambler where the Kid was pas-sionate.
And Cully professiond. But Jordan had no illusons about himsdlf. At this moment hewasin their class. A
degen-erate gambler. That is, aman who gambled smply to gamble and must lose. As ahero who goes
to war must die. Show meagambler and I’ ll show you aloser, show meahero and I'll show you a
corpse, Jordan thought.

They weredl| at the end of their bankrolls, they would al have to move on soon, except maybe Cully.
Cully was part pimp and part tout. Alwaystrying to work acon to get an edge on the casinos.
Sometimes he got a blackjack deder to go partners againgt the house, a dangerous game.

Thegirl, Diane, wasredlyan outsider. She worked asa shill for the house and she was taking her break
from the baccarat table. With them, because these were the only three men in Vegas she felt cared about
her.

Asaghill she played with casino money, lost and won ca-sino money. She was subject not to fate but to
the fixed weekly salary she received from the casino. Her presence was necessary to the baccarat table
only in dack hours because gamblers shied away from an empty table. She was the flypa-per for theflies.
She was, therefore, dressed provocatively. She had long jet black hair she used as awhip, a sensuous
full mouth and an dmost perfect long-legged body. Her bust was on the small side, but it suited her. And
the baccarat pit boss gave her home phone numberto big players. Sometimesthe pit boss or aladderman
would whisper that one of the players would like to see her in hisroom. She had the option to refuse, but
it was an option to be used carefully. When she complied, she wasnot paid directly by the customer. The
pitboss gave her aspecid chit for fifty or ahundred dollars that she could cash at the casino cage. This
she hated to do. So she would pay one of the other girl shillsfive dollarsto cash her chit for her. When
Cully heard this, he became her friend. He liked soft women, he could manipulate them.

Jordan signaled the cocktail waitress for more drinks. He felt relaxed. It gave Jordan afedling of virtue
to be so lucky and s0 early in the day. Asif some strange God had loved him, found him good and was
rewarding him for the sacri-fices he had offered up to theworld he had Ieft behind him. And he had this



sense of comradeship with Cully and Mer-lyn.

They ate breskfast together often. And aways had this |ate-afternoon drink before starting their big
gambling action that would destroy the night. Sometimes they had amidnight snack to celebrate awin,
the lucky man picking up the tab and buying keno tickets for the table. In the last three weeks they had
become buddies, though they had absolutely nothing in common and their friendship would die with their
gam-bling lust. But now, gill not busted out, they had astrange affection for each other. Coming off a
winning day, Merlyn the Kid had taken the three of them into the hotel clothing store and bought their
crimson and blue Vegas Winner jack-ets. That day al three had been winners and had worn their jackets
uperdtitioudy ever snce.

Jordan had met Diane on the night of her degpest humiliation, the same night hefirst met Merlyn. The
day after meet-ing her he had bought her coffee on one of her breaks, and they had talked but he had not
heard what she was saying. She sensed hislack of interest and had been offended. So there had been no
action. He was sorry afterward, sorry that night in his ornately decorated room, alone and unable to
deep. Ashewas unable to deep every night. He had tried deeping pills, but they gave him nightmares
that frightened him.

The jazz combo would be coming on soon, the lounge filled up. Jordan noticed the ook they had given
him when he had tipped the waitress with ared five-dollar chip. They thought he was generous. But it
was smply because he didn’t want to be bothered figuring out what the tip should be. It amused him to
see how hisvaues had changed. He had al-ways been meticulous and fair but never recklesdy generous.
At onetime his part of the world had been scaled and me-tered out. Everyone earned rewards. And
findly it hadn’t worked. He was amazed now at the absurdity of having once based hislife on such
reasoning.

The combo was rustling through the darkness up to the stage. Soon they would be playing too loud for
anyoneto talk, and thiswas dwaysthe signal for the three men to sart their serious gambling.

“Tonight'smy lucky night,” Cully said. “1 got thirteen passesin my right arm.”

Jordan amiled. He dways responded to Cully’ s enthusiasm. Jordan knew him only by the name of Cully
Countdown, the name he had earned at the blackjack tables. Jordan liked Cully because the man never
stopped talking and histalk rarely required answers. Which made him necessary to the group because
Jordan and Merlyn the Kid never talked much. And Diane, the baccarat shill, smiled alot but didn’t talk
much ether.

Cully’ ssmall-festured, dark, neat face was glowing with confidence. “I'm going to hold the dice for an
hour,” he said. “I’ m going to throw a hundred numbers and no sevens. Y ou guys get on me.”

Thejazz combo gave their opening flourish asif to back Cully up.

Cully loved craps, though his best skill was at blackjack where he could count down the shoe. Jordan
loved baccarat because there was absolutely no skill or figuring involved. Merlyn loved roul ette because
it wasto him the most myth-ica, magica game. But Cully had declared hisinfdlibility tonight at crapsand
they would dl haveto play with him, ride hisluck. They were hisfriends, they couldn’t jinx him. They
roseto go to the dice pit and bet with Cully, Cully flex-ing his strong right arm that magically concedled

thirteen passes.



Diane spokefor the first time. “ Jordy had alucky stresk at baccarat. Maybe you should bet on him.”
“You don't look lucky to me,” Merlyn said to Jordan.

It was againgt the rulesfor her to mention Jordan’ sluck to fellow gamblers. They might tap him for a
loan or he might fed jinxed. But by thistime Diane knew Jordan well enough to sense hedidn’t care
about any of the usual superdtitions gamblers worriedabout.

Cully Countdown shook hishead. “1 have the feding.” He brandished his right arm, shaking imaginary
dice

The music blared; they could no longer hear each other speak. It blew them out of their sanctuary of
darknessinto the blazing stage that was the casino floor. There were many more players now, but they
could movefluidly. Diane, her coffee bresk over, went back to the baccarat table to bet the house
money, to fill up space. But without passion. As ahouse shill, winning and losing house money, shewas
bor-ingly immorta. And soshe walked more dowly than the oth-ers.

Cully ledthe way. They were the Three Musketeersin their crimson and blue Vegas Winner sports
jackets. He was eager and confident. Merlyn followed amost as eagerly, his gambling blood up. Jordan
followed more dowly, his huge winnings making him gppear heavier than the other two. Cully wastrying
to sniff out ahot table, one of hissignposts being if the house racks of chipswere low. Findly he led them
to an open railing and the three lined up so that Cully would get the dice first coming around the stickman.
They made smdl betsuntil Cully findlyhad the red cubes in hisloving rubbing hands.

The Kidputtwenty on the line. Jordan two hundred. Cully Countdownfifty. Hethrew asix. They dl

backed uptheir bets and bought al the numbers. Cully picked up the dice, passionately confident, and
threw them strongly againgt the far Sde of the table. Then stared with disbelief. 1t was the worst of
catastrophes. Seven out. Wiped. Without even catching another number. The Kid had lost a hundred and
forty, Cully abig threefifty. Jordan had gone down the drain for fourteen hundred dollars.

Cullymuttered somethingand wandered away. Thoroughly shaken, he was now committed to playing
very careful black-jack. He had to count every card from the shoe to get an edge on the dedler.
Sometimes it worked, but it was along grind. Sometimes he would remember every card perfectly, figure
out what was left in the shoe, get aten percent edge on the dedler and bet abig stack of chips. And even
then some-times with that big ten percent edge he got unlucky and lost. And then count down another
shoe. So now, hisfantagticrightarmhaving betrayed him, Cully was down to case money. The night before
him was adrudgery. He had to gamble very cleverly and still not get unlucky.

Merlyn the Kid also wandered away, also down to his case money, but with no skillsto back up his
play. He had to get lucky.

Jordan, aone, prowled around the casino. He loved the feeling of being solitary in the crowd of people
and the gam-bling hum. To be alone without being lonely. To be friends with strangers for an hour and
never seethemagain. Dicedattering.

He wandered through the blackjack pit, the horseshoe tables in straight rows. He listened for the tick of
asecond carder. Cully had taught him and Merlyn thistrick. A crooked dealer with fast hands was
impossibleto spot with the eye. But if you listened very carefully, you could hear the dight rasping tick
when he did out the second card from benegath the top card of his deck. Because the top card was the
card the dealer needed to make his hand good.



A long queue was forming for the dinner show though it was only seven. Therewas no red action in the
casino. No big bettors. No big winners. Jordan clicked the black chipsin hishand, ddiberating. Then he
stepped up to an dmost empty crap table and picked up the red glittering dice.

Jordan unzipped the outside pocket of hisVegas Winnersports jacketand heaped black hundred-dollar
chipsinto histable rack. He bet two hundred on the line, backed up hisnumber and then bought al the
numbersfor five hundred dollars each. He held the dice for dmost an hour. After thefirgt fifteen minutes
the dectricity of hishot hand ran through the casino and the table jammed full. He pressed his betsto the
limit of five hundred, and the magical numbers kept roll-ing out of his hand. In hismind he banished the
fatal sevento hell. Heforbade it to appear. Histable rack filled to over-flowing with black chips. His
jacket pockets bulged to capac-ity. Findly hismind could no longer hold its concentration, could no
longer banish the fatal seven, and the dice passedfrom his handsto the next player. Thegamblersat the
tablegave him a cheer. The pit boss gave him meta racksto carry his chipsto the casino cage. Merlyn
and Cully appeared. Jor-dan smiled at them.

“Did you get onmy roll?’” he asked.
Cully shook hishead. “I gotin on thelast ten minutes,” he said. “I did alittle good.”
Merlyn laughed. “1 didn’t believein your luck. | stayedoff.”

Merlyn and Cully escorted Jordan to the cashier’ s cage to help him cash in. Jordan was astonished when
thetota of the meta racks cameto over fifty thousand dollars. And his pockets bulged with still more

chips
Merlyn and Cully were awestricken. Cully said serioudy, “ Jordy, now’ sthe time for you to leave town.
Stay hereand they’ll get it back.”

Jordan laughed. “ The night’ syoung yet.” He was amused that histwofriends thought it such abig dedl.
But the strain told on him. He felt enormoudly tired. He said, I’ m going up to my room for anap. I'll
meet you guys and buy abig din-ner maybe about midnight. OK?’

The cageteller had finished counting and said to Jordan, “ Sir, would you like cash or a check? Or would
you like usto hold it for you herein the cage?’

Merlyn said, “ Get acheck.”

Cully frowned with thoughtful greed, but then noticed that Jordan’ s secret inner pockets till bulged with
chips, and he smiled. “A check issafer,” hesaid.

Thethree of them waited, Cully and Merlyn flanking Jor-dan, who looked beyond them to the glittering
casino pits. Fi-nally the cashier regppeared with the saw-toothed yellow check and handed it to Jordan.

The three men turned together in an unconscious pirouette; their jackets flashed crimson and blue
beneath the keno board lights above them. Then Merlyn and Cully took Jordan by the elbows and thrust
him into one of the spoke like corridors toward hisroom.



A plushy, expensive, garish room. Rich gold curtains, ahuge silver quilted bed. Exactly right for
gambling. Jordan took a hot bath and then tried to read. He couldn’t deep. Through the windows the
neon lights of the VVegas Strip sent flashes of rainbow color, stresking thewalls of hisroom. He drew the
curtainstighter, but in hisbrain he still heard thefaint roar that diffused through the huge casino like surf
on adistant beach. Then he put out the lightsin the room and got

Into bed. It was agoodfake, but his brain refused to be fooled. He could not fall adeep.

Then Jordan felt the familiar fear and terrible anxiety. Ifhefell adeep,he would die. He desperately
wanted to deep, yet he could not. He was too afraid, too frightened. But hecould never understand why
hewasso terribly frightened.

He was tempted to try the deeping pills again; he had done so earlier in the month and he had dept, but
only with night-mares that he couldn’t bear. And left himdepressed thenext day. He preferred going
without deep. Asnow.

Jordan snapped on the light, got out of bed and dressed. He emptied out al his pockets and hiswallet.
He unzipped dl the outside and inside pockets of hisVegas Winner ports jacket and shook it upside
down so that al the black andgreen and redchips poureddownon the silk coverlet. The hundred-dollar
billsformed a huge pile, the black and reds forming curiousspirals and checkered patterns. To pass the
time he started to count themoney and sort out the chips. Ittook him amaost an hour.

Hehad over five thousand dollars In cash. He had eightthousand dollarsin black hundred-dollar chips
and another six thousand dollarsin twenty-five-dollar greens, dmost athousand dollarsin five-dollar reds.
Hewas astonished. He took the big jagged-edged Hotel Xanadu check out of hiswallet and studied the
black and red script and the numberedamount in green. Fifty thousand dollars. He studied it care-fully.
There were three different sgnatures on the check. Oneof the signatures he particularly noticed becauseit
was solarge and thescriptso clear. Alfred Gronevelt.

And dill he was puzzled. He rememberedturning in somechips for cash severd timesduringthe day, but he
hadn’t re-alized it was for more than five thousand. He shifted on thebed and dl the carefully stacked piles
collgpsed into eachother.

And now he was pleased. He was glad that he had enoughmoney to stay in Vegas, that he would not
have to go on toLosAngdestostart his new job. To start his new career, his new life, maybe anew
family. He counted al the money again and added the check. He was worth seventy-one thou-sand
dollars. He could gamble forever.

He switched off the bedside light so that he could lie there in the darkness with hismoneysurrounding and
touching hisbody. He tried to deep to fight off the terror that alwayscame over himin this darkened
room. He could hear his heart begating faster and faster until finaly he had to switchthe light back on and
get up from the bed.

High abovethe city in his penthouse suite, the hotel owner, Alfred Gronevelt, picked up the phone. He
caled the dice pit and asked how much Jordan was ahead. He was told that Jordan had killed the table
profitsfor the night. Then he called back the operator and told her to page Xanadu Five. He held on. It
would take afew minutesfor the page to cover adl the areas of the hotel and penetrate the minds of the
players. 1dly he gazed out the penthouse window andcould see the greet thick red and green python of
neon that wound down the Las Vegas Strip. And farther off, the dark surroundingdesert mountains



enclosing, with him, thousandsof gamblerstrying to beat the house, sweeting for those mil-lions of dollars
of greenbackslying so mockingly in cashier cages. Over the years these gamblers had |eft their boneson
that gaudy neon Strip.

Then he heard Cully’ s voice come over the phone. Cully was Xanadu Five. (Gronevet was Xanadu
One)

“Cully,your buddy hit usbig,” Gronevelt said. “Y ou surehe slegit?’

Cully’ svoice was low. “Y eah, Mr. Gronevdt. He safriend of mine and he' s square. HE |l drop it back
before he leaves”

Gronevdt sad, “ Anything he wants, lay it on him. Don't lethmgo wandering down theStrip, giving our
money toother joints. Lay agood broad on him.”

“Don’'t worry,” Cully said. But Gronevelt caught somethingfunny in hisvoice. For amoment he
wondered about Cully. Cully was his spy, checking the operation of the casino and reporting the
blackjack dealers who were going partners with him to besat the house. He had big plansfor Cully when
this operation was over. But now he wondered.

“What about that other guy in your gang, the Kid?' Gron-evdt said. “What' shisangle, what the hell is
he doing here three weeks?’

“He ssmall change” Cullysaid. “But agood kid. Don'tworry, Mr. Gronevelt. | know what | got riding
with you.”

“OK,” Gronevelt said. When he hung up the phone, he was smiling. Cully didn’t know that pit bosses
had complained about Cully’ s being allowed in the casino because he was a countdown artist. That the
hotel manager had com-plained about Merlyn and Jordan’ s being dlowed to keep desperately needed
roomsfor so long despite fresh loaded gamblers who came in every weekend. What no one knew was
that Gronevelt wasintrigued by the friendship of the three men; how it ended would be Cully’ strue test.

In hisroom Jordan fought the impulse to go back down into the casino. He sat in one of the stuffed
amcharsand litacigarette. Everything was OK now. He had friends, he badgotten lucky, he wasfree.
Hewasjust tired. He needed along rest someplace far away.

Hethought, Cully and Diane and Merlyn.Now his threebest friends, he smiled at that.

They knew alot of things about him. They had al spent hoursin the casino lounge together, gossping,
resting be-tween bouts of gambling. Jordan was never reticent. He would answer any question, though he
never asked any. The Kid aways asked questions so serioudy, with such obviousinterest, that Jordan
never took offense.

Just for something to do hetook his suitcase out of the closet to pack. Thefirst thing that hit his eye was
the smdl handgun he had bought back home. He had never told his friends about thegun. Hiswife had | eft
him and .taken the children. She had Ieft him for another man, and hisfirst reac-tion had beento kill the
other man. A reaction so dien to histrue nature that even now he wasconstantly surprised. Of course, he
had done nothing. The problem wasto get rid of the gun. The best thing to do wasto takeit apart and
throwit away piece by piece. He didn’t want to be responsible.for anybody’ s getting hurt by it. But right



now he put it to one side and threw some clothesin the suitcase, then satdown again.

Hewasn't that sure he wanted to leave Vegas, the brightlylit cave of his casno. He was comfortable
there. He was safethere. His not caring redlly about winning or losing was his magic cloak againg fate.
And mogt of al, hiscasino cave closed out al the other painsand traps of lifeitsalf.

He amiled again, thinking about Cully’ sworrying about hiswinnings. What, after dl, would he do with the
money? The best thing would be to send it to hiswife. She was agood

woman, agood mother, awoman of qudity and character. Thefact that she had left him after twenty
yearsto marry her lover did not, could not, change those facts. For at this moment, now that the months
hedpassed, Jordan saw clearlythe justice of her decision. She had aright to be happy. To live her lifeto
itsfullest potential. And she had been suffocat-ing living with him. Not that he had been abad husband.
Just an inadequate one. He had been agood father. He had done his duty in every way. His only fault
wasthat after twenty years he no longer made hiswife happy.

Hisfriendsknew his story. The three weeks he had spent with them in Vegas seemed like years, and he
could talk to them as he could never talk to anyone back home. It had come out over drinksin the
lounge, aftermidnight mealsinthe coffee shop.

He knew they thought himcold-blooded. When Merlynasked him what the visitation rights were with his
children, Jordan shrugged. Merlyn asked if he would ever see hiswife and kids again, and Jordan tried to
answer honedtly. “1 don't think so,” he said. “They’re OK.”

And Merlyn the Kid shot back at him, “And you, are you
OK?

And Jordan laughed without fakingit, laughing at the way Merlyn the Kid zeroed in on him. Still laughing,
hesaid, “Yeah, 'mOK.” And then just once he paid the Kid off for being so nosy. Helooked him right
inthe eye and said coolly, “There s nothing more to see. What you seeisit. Nothing complicated. People
are not that important to other people. When you get older, that’stheway itis.”

Merlyn looked back at him and lowered his eyes and then said very softly, “It’ sjust that you can't deep
a night, right?”

Jordan said, “That’ sright.”
Cully said impatiently, “Nobody degpsin thistown. Just get acouple of degping pills.”
“They give me nightmares,” Jordan said.

“No, no,” Cully said. “I mean them.” He pointed to three hookers seated around atable, having drinks.
Jordan laughed. It wasthefirst time he had heard the Vegas idiom. Now he understoodwhysometimes
Cully broke off gambling with theannouncement he was going to take on a couple of degpingpills.

If therewas ever atime for walking deeping pills, it was tonight, but Jordan had tried that the first week
in Vegas. He could ways makeit, but he never redly fdt the relief from tenson afterward. One night a
hooker, afriend of Cully’s, had taked himinto “twins,” taking her girlfriend with her. Only another fifty
and they would really shoot the works be-cause he was anice guy. And he' d said OK. It had been sort
of cheery and comforting with so many breasts surrounding him. Aninfantile comfort. Onegirl finaly



cradled hishead in her breast while the other one rode him astride. And at the fi-nal moment of tension,
asfindly he came, surrendering a least hisflesh, he caught the girl astride giving ady smileto the girl on
whose breasts he rested. And he understood that now that he wasfindly out of the way, finished off, they
could get down to what they redlly wanted. He watched while the girl who had been astride went down
on the other girl with apassion far more convincing than she had shown with him. Hewasn't angry. He'd
just as soon they got something out of it. It seemed in some way more natura to be so. He had given
them an extra hundred. They thought it wasfor being so good, but redly it was for that dy secret
amile—for that comforting, siweetly confirming betrayd. And yet the girl lying back inthefind exatation
of her Judas climax had reached out her hand blindly for Jordan to hold, and he had been moved to

tears.

Anddl thewaking deeping pills had tried their best for him. They were the cream of the country, these
girls. They gave you affection, they held your hand, they went to adin-ner and ashow, they gambled a
little of your money, never cheated or rolled you. They made believe they truly cared andthey fucked
your brainsout. All for asolitary hundred-dollar bill, asingle Honeybee in Cully’ s phrase. They werea
bargain. An, Chrigt, they were abargain. But he could never let himself be faked out even for thetiny
bought moment. They washed him down before leaving him: asick, sick man on ahospita bed. Well,
they were better than the regular deeping pills, they didn’t give him nightmares. But they couldn’t put him
to deep ather. He hadn’t redlly dept for three weeks.

Wearily Jordan sagged against the headboard of hisbed. He didn’t remember leaving his chair. He
should put out the lights and try to deep. But the terror would come back. Not a mental fear, but a
physica panic that hisbody could not fight off even as his mind stood by and wondered what was
happening. There was no choice. He had to go back down into the casino. He threw the check for fifty
thousand into his suitcase. He would just gamble his cash and chips.

Jordan scooped everything off the bed and stuffed his pock-ets. He went out of the room and down the
hail into the ca-sino. Thered gamblerswere at the tables now, in these early-morning hours. They had
made their business dedls, fin-ished their dinnersin the gourmet rooms, taken their wivesto the shows
and put them to bed or stuck them with dollar chips at the roulette whedl. Out of traffic. Or they had
gotten laid, blown, attended a necessary civic function. All now freeto beattle fate. Money inhand, they
stood in the front rank at crap tables. Pit bosses with blank markers waited for them to run out of chips
s0 they could sign for another grand or two or three. During the coming dark hours men signed away
for-tunes. Never knowing why. Jordan looked away to the far end of the casino.

An degantly royd gray railed enclosure nestled the long ova baccarat table from the main casino floor.
An armed se-curity guard stood at the gate because the baccarat table dealt mostly in cash, not chips.
The green felt table was guarded at each end by high towered chairs. Seated in these chairs were the two
laddermen, checking the croupiers and payouits, their hawkish concentration only thinly disguised by the
evening dress dl casino employees wore insde the bac-carat enclosure. The laddermen watched every
motion of the three croupiers and pit boss who ran the action. Jordan started walking toward them until
he could see the distinct figures of the croupiersin their forma evening dress.

Four Saintsin black tie, they sang hosannas to winners, dirgesto losers. Handsome men, their motions
quick, their charm continenta, they graced the game they ruled. But be-fore Jordan could get through the
roya gray gate, Cully and Merlyn stepped before him.



Cully said softly. “They only have fifteen minutesto go. Stay out of it.” Baccarat closed at 3AM.

And then one of the Saintsin black tie called out to Jor-dan, “We' re making up the last shoe, Mr. J. A
Banker shoe.” He laughed. Jordan could see the cards al dumped out on the table, blue-backed, then
scooped to be stacked before the shuffle, their inner white pal e faces showing.

Jordan said, “How about you two guys coming in with me?1I’ll put up the money and we' Il bet the limit
ineach char.” Which meant that with the two-thousand limit Jordan would be betting six thousand on

each hand.

“Areyou crazy?’ Cully said. “Youcangoto hdl.”

“Jugt gt there” Jordan said. “I'll give you ten percent of everything your chair wins.”
“No,” Cully said and walked away from him and leaned againgt the baccarat railing.
Jordan said, “Merlyn, stinachair for me?’

Merlynthe Kid smiled a him and said quietly, “Yeah, I'll Stinthechair.”

“Y ou get ten percent,” Jordan said.

“Yeah, OK,” Merlyn said. They both went through the gate and sat down. Diane had the newly made
up shoe, and Jordan sat down in the chair beside her so that he could get the shoe next. Diane bent her
head to him.

“Jordy, don't gamble anymore,” she said. He didn’t bet on her hand as she dedlt blue cards out of the
shoe. Dianelogt, lost her casino’ stwenty dollars and lost the bank and passed the shoe on to Jordan.

Jordan was busy emptying out all the outside pockets of hisVegas Winner sportsjacket. Chips, black
and green, hundred-dollar notes. He placed astack of hillsin front of Merlyn’s chair six. Then he took
the shoe and placed twenty black chipsin the Banker’sdot. “You too,” he said to Mer-lyn. Merlyn
counted twenty hundred-dollar billsfrom the stack in front of him and placed them on his Banker’ sdot.

The croupier held up one palm high to halt Jordan’ s dealing. Looked around the table to see that
everyone had made his bet. His pam fell to a beckoning hand, and he sang out to Jordan, “A card for the

Payer.”

Jordan dedlt out the cards. One to the croupier, one to himsaf. Then another one to the croupier and
another one to himself. The croupier looked around the table and then threw histwo cards to the man
betting the highest amount on Player’ s. The man peeked at his cards cautioudy and then smiled and flung
histwo cards face up. He had anaturd, in-vincible nine. Jordan tossed his cards face up without even
looking at them. He had two picture cards. Zero. Bust-out.

Jordanpassed the shoeto Merlyn. Merlyn passed the shoe on to the next player. For one moment Jordan
tried to halt the shoe, but something about Merlyn’ s face stopped him. Nei-ther of them spoke.

The golden brown box worked itself dowly around the table. It was chopping. Banker won. Then
Player. No conse-cutive wins, for either. Jordan riding the Banker al theway, pressing, had lost over ten
thousand dollarsfrom his own pile, Merlyn till refusing to bet. Findly Jordan had the shoe once again.



He made his bet, the two-thousand-dollar limit. He reached over into Merlyn’s money and stripped off a
sheaf of billsand threw them onto the Banker’ s dot. He noticed briefly that Diane was no longer beside
him. Then he was ready. He felt atremendous surge of power, that he could will the cards to come out of
the shoe as he wished them to.

Camly and without emotion Jordan hit twenty-four straight passes. By the eighth passtherailing around
the bac-carat table was crowded and every gambler at the table was betting Bank, riding with luck. By
the tenth pass the croupier in the money dot reached down and pulled out the specid five-hundred-dollar
chips. They were abeautiful creamy white threaded with gold.

Cully was pressed againg therail, watching, Diane stand-ing with him. Jordan gave them alittle wave.
For thefirgt time he was excited. Down at the other end of the table a South American gambler shouted,
“Maestro,” as Jordan hit histhirteenth pass. And then the table became strangely silent as Jordan pressed
on.

He dedlt effortlessly from the shoe, his hands seemed to flow. Never once did acard sumble or dip as
he passed it out from his hiding place in the wooden box. Never did heaccidentaly show acard’ spae
white face. He flipped over his own cardswith the samerhythmicmovement each time,without. looking,
letting the head croupier call numbers and hits. When the croupier said, “ A card for the Player,” Jordan
dipped it out easily with no emphasisto makeit good or bad. When the croupier called, “A card for the
Banker,” again Jordan dipped it out smoothly and swiftly, without emotion. Findly going for the
twenty-fifth pass, helost to Player’s, the Player’ s hand being played by the croupier because everyone
was betting Bank.

Jordan passed the shoe on to Merlyn, who refused it and passed it on to the next chair. Merlyn, too, had
stacks of goldfive-hundred-dollar chipsin front of him. Since they had won on Bank, they had to paythe
five percent house commission. The croupier counted out the commission plagues againgt their chair
numbers. It was over five thousand dollars. Which meant that Jordan had won a hundred thousand
dollars on that one hot hand. And every gambler around the table had bailed out.

Both laddermen high up in their chairs were on the phone cdling the casino manager and the hotel owner
with the bad news. An unlucky night at the baccarat table was one of the few serious dangersto the
casino profit margin. Not that it meant anything in the long run, but an eye was dways kept on natural
disasters. Gronevelt himself came down from his penthouse suite and quietly stepped into the baccarat
en-closure, stlanding in the corner with the pit boss, watching. Jordan saw him out of the corner of hiseye
and knew who he was, Merlyn had pointed him out one day.

The shoe traveled around the table and remained a coyly Banker’ s shoe. Jordan made a little money.
Then he had the shoe in hishand again.

Thistime effortlesdy and easily, his hands baletic, he ac-complished every baccarat player’ s dream. He
ran out the shoe with passes. There were no more cards | eft. Jordan had stack on stack of white gold
chipsinfront of him.

Jordan threw four of the gold and white chipsto the head croupier. “For you, gentlemen,” he said.

The baccarat pit boss said, “Mr. Jordan, why don't you just it here and we' |l get al this money turned
into acheck?’

Jordan stuffed the huge wad of hundred-dollar billsinto hisjacket, then the black hundred-dollar chips,
leaving endless stacks of gold and white five-hundred-dollar chips on the table. *'Y ou can count them for



me,” he said to the pit boss. He stood up to stretch hislegs, and then he said casually, “ Can you make up
another shoe?’

The pit boss hesitated and turned to the casino manager standing with Gronevelt. The casino manager
shook his head for ano. He had Jordan tabbed as a degenerate gambler. Jor-dan would surely stay in
Vegasuntil helogt. But tonight was his hot night. And why buck him onhis hot night? Tomor-row the
cardswould fal differently. He could not be luckyforever andthenhisend would be swift. The casino
manager had seen it dl before. The house had an infinity of nights and every one of them with the edge,
the percentage. “ Close the table,” the casno manager said.

Jordan bowed his head. He turned to look at Merlyn and said, “ Keep track, you get ten percent of your
chair swin,” and to his surprise he saw alook amost of grief in Merlyn'seyesand Merlyn said, “No.”

The money croupiers were counting up Jordan’ s gold chips and stacking them so thattheladdermen, the
pit boss and the casino manager could also keep track of their count. Finally they were finished. The pit
boss looked up and said with rev-erence, *Y ou gottwohundred and ninety thousand dollars here, Mr. J.
Youwant it al in acheck?” Jordan nodded. Hisinside pockets were still lumpy with other chips, paper
money. He didn't want to turn themiin.

The other gamblers had |ft the table and the enclosure when the casino manager said there would not
be another shoe. Still the pit boss whispered. Cully had come through the railing and stood beside
Jordan, as did Merlyn, the three of them looking like members of some street gang in their Vegas Winner
sportscoats.

Jordan was really tired now, too tired for the physical ex-ertion of craps and roulette. And blackjack
wastoo dow with itsfive-hundred-dollar limit. Cully said, “'Y ou' re not playing anymore. Jesus, | never
saw anything like this. Y ou can only go down. Y ou can't get that lucky anymore.” Jordan nodded in
agreemen.

The security guard took trays of Jordan’s chips and thesignedrecei pts from the pit bossto the cashier’s
cage. Diane joined their group and gave Jordan akiss. They were al tremendoudly excited. Jordan at
that moment felt happy. Heredlywas ahero. And without killing or hurting anyone. So eesily. Just by
betting a huge amount of money on thetumingof cards. And winning.

They had to wait for the check to come back from the cashier’ s cage. Merlyn said mockingly to Jordan,
“Y ou' rerich,you can do anything you want.”

Cully said, “He hasto leave Vegas.”

Diane was squeezing Jordan’ s hand. But Jordan was staringat Gronevelt, standing with the casino
manager and the two laddermen, who had come down from their chairs. The four men were whispering
together. Jordansaid suddenly,” Xan-aduNumber One, how about deding up ashoe?’

Gronevet stepped away from the other men, and his face was suddenly in thefull glare of thelight.
Jordan could see that he was older than he had thought. Maybe about seventy, though ruddy and healthy.
He had iron gray hair, thick and neetly combed. Hisface wasredly tanned. His figurewassturdy, not yet
willowing away with age. Jordan could see that he had reacted only dightly to being addressed by his
telephone codename.

Gronevelt smiled at him. He wasn' tangry. But something inhim responded to the challenge, brought back
hisyouth,when he had been a degenerate gambler. Now he had made hisworld safe, his lifewasunder



control. He had many pleasures, many duties, somedangersbut very rarely a purethill.It would be sweet
to taste one again, and besides, hewanted toseejusthowfar Jordanwould go, what made himtick.

Gronevelt said softly, “Y ou have acheck for two hundredninety grand coming from the cage, right?’
Jordan nodded.

Gronevelt said, “I’ [l have them make up a shoe. We play one hand. Double or nothing. But you haveto
bet Player’s, not Banker’s.”

Everyone in the baccarat enclosure seemed stunned. The croupierslooked a Gronevelt in amazement.
Not only was herisking a huge sum of money, contrary to al casino laws, hewasaso risking hiscasno
licenseif the State GamingCommissongot tough about this bet. Gronevelt smiled at them. * Shuffle those
cards,” he said. “Make up the shoe.”

At that moment the pit boss came through the gate of the enclosure and handed Jordan the yellow
oblongragged-edged pieceof paper that was the check. Jordan looked at it for just one moment, then put
it down on the Player’ sdotandsaid smiling to Gronevelt, “ Y ou got a bet.”

Jordan saw Merlyn back away and lean up againg theroya gray railing. Merlyn again was studying him
intently. Diane took afew stepsto the side in bewilderment. Jordan was pleased with their astonishment.
Theonly thing he didn'tlike was betting againsthis own luck. He hated the idea of dealing the cards out of
the shoe and betting againsthishand. He turned toCully.

“Cully, dedl the cardsfor me,” he said.

But Cully shrank away, horrified. Then Cully glanced at the croupier, who had dumped the cardsfrom
the canister un-der the table and was stacking them for the shuffle. Cully seemed to shudder before he
turned to face Jordan.

“Jordy, it'sasucker bet,” Cullysaid softly asif he didn’t want anyone to hear. He shot aquick glance a
Gronevelt, who was staring at him. But he went on. “Listen, Jordy, the Bank has atwoand a half percent
edge on the Player dl thetime. Every hand that’ sdedlt. That’ swhy theguywho bets Bank hasto pay five
percent commission. But now the house has Bank. On abet like this the commission doesn’t mean
anything.It’ s better to have the two and a half percent edge in the odds on how the hand comes out. Do
you understand that, Jordy?’ Cully kept hisvoice in an even tone. Asif he were reasoning with achild.

But Jordan laughed. “I know that,” he said. He almost said that he had counted on that, but it wasn't
redlytrue.“How about it, Cully, ded the cardsfor me. | don’'t want to go againgt my luck.”

Thecroupier shuffled the huge deck in sections, put them al together. He held out the blank yellow
plastic card for Jordan to cut. Jordan looked at Cully. Cully backed away without another word. Jordan
reached out and cut the deck. Everyone now advanced toward the edge of the table. Gam-blers outside
the enclosure, seeing the new shoe, triedto get inand were barredby the security guard. They started to
pro-test. But suddenly they fell slent. They crowded around out-side the railing. The croupier turned up
thefirst card he didout of the shoe. It was seven. He did seven cards out of theshoe, burying themin the
dot. Then he shoved the shoe across the table to Jordan. Jordan sat down in his chair. Sud-denly
Gronevelt spoke. “ Just one hand,” he said.

The croupier held up hisarmand said carefully, “Mr. J., you are betting Player’ s, you understand? The
hand | turn up will be the hand you are betting on. The hand you turn up as the Banker will be the hand



you are betting againg.”
Jordan smiled. “I understand.”
The croupier hesitated and said, “If you prefer, | can ded from the shoe.”

“No,” Jordan said. “That's OK.” Hewas redlly excited. Notonlyfor the money but because of the
power flowing from him to coverthe people and the casino.

Thecroupier said, holding up hispam, “Onecard to me, one card to yourself. Then one card to me and
one card to yourself. Please.” He paused dramatically, held up his hand nearest Jordan and said, “A card
for the Player.”

Jordan swiftlyand effortlesdy did the blue-backedcards from the dotted shoe. His hands, again
extraordinarily grace-ful, did not fater. They traveled the exact distance across the green fdt to the
waiting hands of the croupier, who quickly flipped them face up and thenstood stunned by the invincible
nine. Jordan couldn’t lose. Cully behind him let out aroar, “Natura nine.”

For the first time Jordan looked at histwo cards before turning them over. Hewas actually playing
Gronevet’ s hand and so hoping for losing cards.Nowhe smiled and turned up his Banker’s cards.
“Naturd nine,” he said. And so it was. Thebet was a standoff. A draw. Jordan laughed. “I’m too lucky,”
hesad.

Jordan looked up at Gronevelt. “Again?’ he asked.

Gronevelt shook hishead. “No,” he said. And then to the croupier and the pit boss and the laddermen.
“Close down thetable.” Gronevelt walked out of the enclosure. He had en-joyed the bet, but he knew
enough not to stretch life to adangerouslimit. Onethrill a atime. Tomorrow he would have to square
the unorthodox bet with the Gaming Commis-son. And he would have to have along talk withCullythe
next day. Maybe he had beenwrongabout Cully.

Likebodyguards, Gully, Merlyn and Diane surroundedJordan and herded him out of the baccarat
enclosure. Cully picked up the yellow jagged-edged check from the green felt table and stuffed it into
Jordan’ s|eft breast pocket and then zipped it up to make it safe. Jordan was laughing withddight.He
looked at hiswatch. It was 4A.M.The night was dmost over. “Let’ s have coffee and breskfast,” he said.
Heled them dl to the coffeeshop with its yellow uphol stered booths.

When they were seated, Cully said, “OK, he'sgot closeto four hundred grand. We have to get him out
of here”

“Jordy, you haveto leave Vegas. You'rerich. Y ou can do anything you want.” Jordan saw that Merlyn
waswaetching him intently. Damn, that was getting irritating.

Diane touched Jordan on hisarmand said, “Don't play anymore. Please.” Her eyeswere shining. And
suddenly Jordan redlized that they were acting asif he had escaped or been pardoned from some sort of
exile. Hefdt their hap-pinessfor him, and to repay it he said, “Now let me stake you guys, you too,
Diane. Twenty grand apiece.”

They weredl alittle sunned. Then Merlyn said, “1'll take the money when you get on that plane leaving



Vegas”
Dianesad, “That' sthe dedl, you have to get on the plane, you have to leave here. Right, Cully?’

Cully was not that enthusiastic, What was wrongwith tak-ing the twenty grand now, then putting himon
the plane? The gambling was over. They couldn’t jinx him. But Gully had aguiltyconscience and couldn’t
speak hismind. And he knew thiswould probably be the last romantic gesture of hislife. To showtrue
friendship, like those two assholes Merlyn and Diane. Didn't they know Jordan was crazy? That he could
sneak away from them and |ose the whole fortune?

Cullysaid, “Listen, we have to keep him away from the tables. We got to guard him and hogtiehimuril
that plane leavestomorrow for LA.”

Jordan shook hishead. “I’m not going to Los Angeles. It hasto be farther away. Anyplacein the
world.” He smiled at them. “I’ ve never been out of the United States.”

“Weneed amap,” Dianesaid. “I’ll call the bell captain. He can get usamap of the world. Bell captains
can do any-thing.” She picked up the phone on the ledge of the booth and madethe call. The bell captain
had once gotten her an abortion on ten minutes’ notice.

The table became covered with platters of food, eggs, bacon, pancakes and small breakfast steaks.
Cully had or-dered like aprince.

Whilethey were eating, Merlyn said, “Y ou sending the checks to your kids?’ Hedidn't look at Jordan,
who studied him quietly, then shrugged. He redly hadn’t thought about it. For some reason he was angry
with Merlyn for asking the question, but just for amoment.

“Whyshould hegivethe money to hiskids?” Gully said. “Hetook care of themprettygood. Next thing
you'll be say-ing he should send the checksto hiswife.” Helaughed asif it were beyond the relm of
possibility, and again Jordan was alittle angry. He had given awrong picture of hiswife. She was better
than that.

Dianelit acigarette. She wasjust drinking coffee, and she had adight reflective smile on her face. For
just one moment her hand brushed Jordan’s deeve in some act of complicity or understanding asif hetoo
were awoman and she were dly-ing hersalf with him. At that moment the bell captain came persondly
with an atlas. Jordan reached into a pocket and gave him a hundred-dollar bill. The bell captain dmost
ran away before Cully, outraged, could say anything. Diane tarted to unfold the atlas.

Merlyn the Kid was till intent on Jordan.“ What doesitfed like?’ he asked.
“Gresat,” Jordan said. He smiled, amused at their passion.

Gully said, “Y ou go near acrap table and we re gonnaclimb al over you. No shit.” He dammed his
hand down on the table. “No more.”

Diane had the map spread out over the table, covering the messy dishes of half-eaten food. They pored
over it, except Jordan. Merlyn found atown in Africa. Jordan said camly he didn’t want to go to Africa.

Merlyn was leaning back, not studying the map with the others. He was watching Jordan. Cully
surprised them al when he said, “Here satown in Portugal | know, Mercedas.” They were surprised
because for some reason they had never thought of him asliving in any place but VVegas. Now sud-denly



he knew atown in Portugdl.

“Yeah, Mercedas,” Cully said. “Nice and warm. Great beach. It hasasmal casino with afifty-dollar top
limit and the casino isonly open six hoursanight. Y ou can gamble like abig shot and never even get hurt.
How does that sound to you, Jordan? How about Mercedas?’

“OK,” Jordan said.

Diane began to plan theitinerary. “Los Angeles over the North Pole to London. Then aflight to Lisbon.
Then | guessyou go by car to Mercedas.”

“No,” Gully said. “There€ s planesto some big town near there. | forget which. And make sure he gets
out of London fast. Their gambling clubs are murder.”

Jordan said, “I haveto get some deep.”
Cullylooked at him. “ Jesus, yeah, you look like shit. Go

up to your room and conk out. We'll make dl the arrange-ments. We' Il wake you up before your plane
leaves. And don'’t try coming back down intothecasino. Me and the Kidwillbe guarding thejoint.”

Diane said, “Jordan, you' || have to give me some money for thetickets.” Jordan took a huge wad of
hundred-dollar billsfrom his pocket and put them on the table. Diane care-fully counted out thirty of
them.

“It can’'t cost more than three thousand first class dl the way, could it?’ she asked. Cully shook his head.

“Tops, two thousand,” Cully said. “Book his hotelstoo.” He picked the rest of the bills up from the table
and stuffed them back into Jordan’ s pocket.

Jordan got up and said, trying for the last time, “Can | stake you now?’

Merlyn said quickly, “No, it’s bad luck, not until you get on the plane.” Jordan saw the look of pity and
affection on Merlyn’ sface. Then Merlyn said, “ Get some deep. When we call you, we' |l help you pack.”

“OK,” Jordan said and |eft the coffee shop and went down the corridor that led to hisroom. He knew
Cully and Merlyn had followed him to where the corridor started, to make sure that he didn’t stop to
gamble. He vaguely remembered Diane kissing him good-bye, and even Gully hadgrippedhis shoul-der
with affection.Whowould have thought that aguylikeGullyhad ever been in Portugd .

When Jordan entered his room, he double bolted the door and put the interior chain on it. Now he was
absolutely se-cure. He sat down on the edge of the bed. And suddenly he wasterribly angry. Hehad a
headache and his body wastrembling uncontrollably.

How dare they fed affection for him? How dare they show him compassion? They had no reason—no
reason. He had never complained. He had never sought their affection. He had never encouraged any
love from them. He did not desireit. It disgusted him.

He dumped hack againgt the pillows, so tired he could not undress. The jacket, lumpy with chipsand
money, was too uncomfortable, and he wriggled out of it and let it drop to the carpeted floor. He closed
his eyes and thought he would fal adeep ingtantly, but again that mysterious terror eectri-fied his body,



forcing him upward. He couldn’t control the vi-olent trembling of hislegsand arms.

The darkness of theroom began to run with tiny ghosts of dawn. Jordan thought hemight cal hiswifeand
tell her of the fortune he had won. But knew he could not. And could not tell his children. Or any of his
old friends. Inthelast gray shreds of thisnight therewas not a person in the worldhe wishedto dazzle with
his goodluck. Therewasnot one person in the world to sharehigoy in winning this greet for-tune,

He got up from the bed to pack. He was rich andmust goto Mercedas. He began to weep; an
overwheming grief and rage drowned out everything. He saw the gun lying inthesuitcase and thenhismind
was confused. All the gamblingbe had done in the last sixteen hours tumbled through his brain, the dice
flashing winning numbers, the blackjack tables with their winning hands, the oblong baccarat table strewn
with the pale white faces of turned dead cards. Shadowing those cards, a croupier, in black tie and
dazzling white shirt, held up apam, calling softly, “A card for the Player.”

In one smooth, swift motion Jordan scooped thegunup in hisright hand. Hismindicily dear. Andthen, as
surely and swiftly as he had dedlt his fabul ous twenty-four winning handsin baccarat, hesvungthe muzzle
up into the soft line of his neck and pulled the trigger. In that eternal second he felt asweet release from
terror. And hislast conscious thought was that he would never go to Mercedas.

Chapter 3

Merlyn the Kid stepped out the casino glass doors.Heloved to waich therisng sun whileit was il a
cold yellow disk, to fed the cool desert air blowing gently from moun-tains that rimmed the desert city. It
wasthe only time of day he ever stepped out of the air-conditioned casino. They had often planned a
picnic in those mountains. Diane had one day appeared with alunch hamper. But Gully and Jordan
re-fused to leave the casino.

Helit acigarette, enjoyed it with long, dow puffs, though he rarely smoked. Already the sunwas
beginning to glow alittle redder, around grill plugged into an infinite neon galaxy. Merlyn turned to go
back into the casino, and as he passed through the glass doors, he could spot Gully in hisVegas Winner
gports coat hurrying through the dice pit, obvi-oudy looking for him. They met in front of the baccarat
en-closure. Gully leaned against one of the ladder chairs. His lean dark face was contorted with hatred,
fright and shock.

“That son of abitch, Jordan,” Gully said, “he cheated us out of our twenty grand.” Then he laughed. “He
blew hishead off. He beat the house for over four hundred grand and he blew hisfucking brains out.”

Merlyn didn’t even look surprised. He leaned back wearily against the baccarat enclosure, the cigarette
dipped out hishand. “Oh, shit,” he said. “He never looked lucky.”

“We better wait here and catch Diane when she gets back from the airport,” Gully said. “We can split
the money from theticket refund.”



Merlyn looked at him, not with amazement, but with curi-osity. Was Gully that unfeding? He didn’t think
s0. He saw the sickly smile on Gully’ sface, aface trying to be tough but filled with dismay that was close
to fear. Merlyn sat down at the closed baccarat table. He felt alittle dizzy from lack of deep and from
exhaugtion. Like Cully, hefdt rage, but for adifferent reason. He had studied Jordan carefully, watched
his every movement. Had cunningly led him on to tll hisstory, hislife history. He had sensed that Jordan
did not wish to leavel.asV egas. That there was something wrong with him. Jordan had never told them
about the gun. And Jordan had aways reacted perfectly when he saw Merlyn watching him. Merlyn
reglized that Jordan had faked him out. Every fuck-ing time. He had faked them out. What made Merlyn
dizzy was that he had figured Jordan perfectly dl the time they had known each other in Vegas. He' d put
al the piecestogether but smply through lack of imagination had failed to see the completed picture.
Because, of course, now that Jordan was dead, Merlyn knew that there could have been no other
end-ing. From the very beginning Jordan wasto havedied in Las Vegas.

Only Gronevet was not surprised. High up in his pent-house suite, long night after night through the
years, he never pondered the evil that lurked in the heart of man. He planned againgt it. Far below his
cashier’ s cage hid amillion cash dollars the whole world plotted to stedl, and he lay awake night after
night, spinning spellsto foil those plots. And so coming to know al the boring evil, some hours of the
night he pondered other mysteries and was more afraid of the good in the soul of man. That it wasthe
greater danger to hisworld and even to himsdlf.

When security police reported the shot, Gronevelt immedi-ately caled the sheriff’ s office and let them
force entry into the room. But with his own men present. For an honest in-ventory. There were two
casino checkstotaling three hundred and forty thousand dollars. And there was close to one hundred
thousand in bills and chips stuffed in that ridiculous linen duster jacket Jordan wore. Its zippered pockets
held chips not dumped on the bed.

Gronevdt looked out the windows of his penthouse, at the reddening desert sun climbing over the sandy
mountains. He sighed. Jordan could never lose hiswinnings back, the casino had forever lost that
particular bankroll. Well, that was the only way a degenerate gambler could ever keep hislucky win. The

only way.

But now Gronevelt had to get to work. The papers had to hush the suicide. How bad it would look, a
four-hundred-grand winner blowinghisbrains out. And he didn’t want rumors spreading that there had
been amurder so that the casino could recover its losses. Steps had to be taken. He placed the
necessary calsto his Eastern offices. A former United States senator, aman of irreproachable integrity,
was detailed to bring the sad news to the freshly made widow. And to tell her that her husband had Ieft a
fortune in win-nings she could collect for the estate when she collected the body. Everyone would be
discreet, nobody chested, justice done. Finally it would only be atale that gamblerstold each other on
bust-out nights, in the coffee shops on neon Vegas Strip. But to Gronevelt it wasredlly not that
interesting. He had stopped trying to figure out gamblers along time ago.

The funerd was smple, the buria in a Protestant cemetery surrounded by the golden desert. Jordan’s
widow flew in and took care of everything. She was dso briefed by Gronevet and his gaff asto what
Jordan had won. Every cent was met-iculoudly paid. The checks wereturnedover to her, and al the cash
found on the corpse. The suicide was hushed up. Withthecooperation of the authorities and the
newspapers.It would look so bad for theimage of LasVegas, afour-hundred-grand winner being found
dead. Jordan’ s widowsigned areceipt for the checks and money. Gronevelt asked her discretion but had



no worries on that score. If this good-looking broad was burying her husband in Vegas, not bring-ing him
home, not |etting Jordan’ s kids come to the funera, then she had afew jokersto hide.

Gronevelt, the ex-senator and the lawyers escorted the widow out of the hotel to her waiting limousine
(Xanadu' s courtesy, as everything wasiits courtesy). The Kid, who had been waiting for her, stepped in
front of them. He said to the good-looking woman, “My nameis Merlyn, your husband and | were
friends. I'msorry.”

Thewidow saw that he was watching her intently, studying her. She knew immediately he had no ulterior
motive, that he was sincere. But helooked just alittle too interested. She had seen him in the funeral
chapd with ayoung girl whose face had been swollen with weeping. She wondered why he had not
approached her then. Probably because the girl had been Jordan’s.

She sad quietly,“I’'mglad he had afriend here.” She was amused by the young man staring at her. She
knew she had a specia quality that attracted men, not so much her beauty asthe intelligence
superimposed on that beauty which enough men had told her was avery rare combination. For she had
been unfaithful to her husband many times before she had found the one man she had decided she would
live with. Shewondered if thisyoung man, Merlyn, knew about her and Jordan and what had happened
that fina night. But she was not concerned, shefet no guilt. His desth, she knew, as no one else could
know, had been an act of self-will and self choice. An act of malice by agentle man.

Shefdt jus alittleflattered by the intensity, the obvious fascination with which the young man stared at
her. She could not know that he saw not only the fair skin, the perfect bones benegath, the red, delicately
sensua mouth, he saw too and would aways see, her face as the mask of the angel of desath.

Chapter 4

When | told Jordan’ swidow that my name was Merlyn, shegave me acoal, friendly stare, without guilt
or grief. | recog-nized awoman who had complete control of her life, not from bitchiness or
sef-indulgence, but out of intelligence. | understood why Jordan had never said aharsh word againg her.
She was avery specid woman, the kind alot of men love. But | didn’t want to know her. | wastoo
much on Jor-dan’ s side. Though | had dways sensed his coldness, hisrgec-tion of al of us beneath his
courtesy and seeming friendliness.

Thefirgt time | met Jordan | knew there was something out of sync with him. It was my second day in
Vegasand | had hit it lucky playing percentage blackjack, so | jumped infor a crack at the baccarat
table. Baccarat is srictly aluckgame with atwenty-dollar minimum. Y ou were completdly in the hands of
fate, and | ways hated that fedling. | dwaysfet | could control my destiny if | tried hard enough.

| sat down at the long oval baccarat table, and | noticedJordan at the other end. He was avery
handsomeguyof about forty, maybe even forty-five. He had this thick whiteharbut not white from age. A



white that he was born with, from some abino gene. There was just me and him and an-other player,
plus three house shillsto take up space. One of theshillswas Diane, Stting twochairs down from Jordan,
dressed to advertise that she wasin action, but | found my-self watching Jordan.

He seemed to me that day anadmirable gambler. He never showed dation when he won. He never
showed disappoint-ment when he lost. When he handled the shoe, he did it ex-pertly, his hands eegant,
very white. But as| watched him making piles of hundred-dollar bills, it suddenly dawned on methat he
redly didn’t care whether hewon or lost.

Thethird player at the table was a“ steamer,” abad gam-bler who chased losing bets. Hewas small and
thin and would have been bald except that hisjet black hair was care-fully streaked across his pate. His
body was packed with enormous energy. Every movement he had was violent. Theway hethrew his
money down to bet, the way he picked up awinning hand, the way he counted thehillsin front of imand
angrily scrambled them into a hegp to show hewaslos-ing. Handling the shoe, he dealt without control
so that often acard would flip over or fly past the outstretched hand of the croupier. But the croupier
running the table wasimpassive, his courtesy never varied. A Player card sailed through the air, tilting to
one side. The mean-lookingguytried to add an-other black hundred-dollar chip to his bet. The croupier
said, “Sorry, Mr. A., you can’'t do that.”

Mr. A.’sangrymouth got even meaner. “What the fuck, | only dedlt one card. Whosays| can’t?’

The croupier looked up to the ladderman on hisright, the one sitting high above Jordan. The ladderman
gave adight nod, and the croupier said politely, “Mr. A., you have abet.”

Sure enough, the first card for the Player was afour, bad card. But Mr. A. lost anyway when Player
drew out on him. Theshoe passed to Diane.

Mr. A. bet Player’ sagainst Diane' s Bank. | looked down the table at Jordan. Hiswhite head was
bowed, he was pay-ing no attention to Mr. A. But | was. Mr. A. put five one-hundred-dollar billson
Player’s. Diane dealt out the cards mechanically. Mr. A. got the Player’ s cards. He squeezed them out
and threw the hand down violently. Twopicture cards. Nothing. Diane had two cardstotaing five. The
crou-pier called, “A card for the Player.” Diane dedt Mr. A. an-other card. It was another picture.
Nothing. The croupier sang out, “The Bank wins.”

Jordan had bet Bank. | had been about to bet Player’s, but Mr. A. pissed me off, so | bet Bank. Now |
saw Mr. A. lay down athousand dollars on Player’s. Jordan and | let our money ride on Bank.

She won the second hand with anatura nine over Mr. A.’sseven. Mr. A. gave Diane amalevolent stare
asif to scare her out of winning. The girl’ s behavior was impeccable.

Shewas very carefully neutrd, very carefully anonpartici-pant, very carefully amechanica functionary.
But despite dl this, when Mr. A. bet athousand dollars on Player’ s and Di-ane threw over awinning
natura nine, Mr. A. dammed hisfist down on the table and said, “Fucking cunt,” and looked at her with
hatred. The croupier running the game stood straight up, not amusclein hisface changing. The
ladderman leaned forward like Jehovah ducking his head out of the heavens. There was now some
tenson at the table.

| was watching Diane. Her face crumpled alittle. Jordan stacked hismoney asif unaware of what was
happening. Mr. A. got up and went over to the pit boss at the desk used for writing markers. He
whispered. The pit boss nodded. Every-one at the table was up to stretch hislegswhile anew shoe was
being assembled. | saw Mr. A. leave through the roya gray gate toward the corridorsthat led to the



hotel rooms. | saw the pit boss go over to Diane and talk to her, and then she too left the baccarat
enclosure. It wasn't hard to figure out. Dianewasgoing to turn atrick with Mr. A. and change hisluck.

It took the croupiers about five minutes to make up the new shoe. | ducked out to make afew roulette
bets. When | got back, the shoe was running. Jordan was still in the same seet, and there weretwo mae
dhillsat thetable.

The shoe went around the table three times just chopping before Diane came back. She looked terrible,
her mouth sagged, her whole face looked asif it would fal apart, despite the fact that it had been freshly
made up. Shetook a seat between me and one of the money croupiers. He too no-ticed something
wrong. For amoment he bent his head down and | heard him whisper, “Y ou OK, Diane?’ It was thefirs
time| heard her name.

She nodded. | passed her the shoe. But her hands dealing the cards out of the shoe were trembling. She
kept her head down to hide the tears glistening in her eyes. Her whole face was* shamed,” | could think
of no other word for it. What-ever Mr. A had doneto her in his room was sure enough punishment for
her luck againgt him. The money croupier made adight motion to the pit boss, and he came over and
tapped Diane on thearm.She | eft her seet at the table and amale shill took her place. Diane sat at one of
the seats along-sde of therail, with another girl shill.

The shoe was still chopping from Bank to Player to Bank to Player. | wastrying to switch my bets at the
right time to catch the chopping rhythm. Mr. A. came back to the table, to the very seet where he had |eft
his money and cigarettes and lighter.

Helookedlike anew man. He had showered and recomb-ed hishair. He had even shaved. Hedidn't
look that mean anymore. He had on afreshshirtand trousers and some of his furious energy had been
drained away. He wasn't relaxed by any means, but at least he didn’t occupy space like one of those
whirling cyclonesyou seein comic gtrips.

As he sat down, he spotted Diane seated dongside the railing andhiseyes gleamed. Hegave her a
malicious, admon-itory grin. Diane turned her head.

But whatever he had done, no matter how terrible, had changed not only his humor but hisluck. He bet
Payer’sand won congtantly. Meanwhile, nice guys like Jordan and me were getting murdered. That
pissed me off, or the pity | felt for Diane, so | deliberately spoiled Mr. A.’sgood day.

Now there are guys who are a pleasure to gamble with around a casino table and guyswho areapanin
the ass. At the baccarat table the biggest pain in the assisthe guy, Banker or Player, who when he gets
hisfirgt two cards takes along drawn-out minute to squeeze them out as the tablewaitsimpeatiently for the
determination of their fate.

Thisiswhat | started doing to Mr. A. Hewasin chair two and | wasin chair five. So we were on the
same half of the table and could sort of look in each other’ s eyes. Now | was ahead tdler than Mir. A.
and better built. | looked twenty-one years old. Nobody couldguess | was overthirtyand had three kids
and awife back in New Y ork that | hadrunaway from. So outwardly | was a pretty soft touch to aguy
like Mr. A. Sure, | might be physically sironger, but he was a legitimate badguywith an obviousrepin
Vegas. | wasjust adopey kid turning degenerate gambler.

Like Jordan, | nearly aways bet Bank in baccarat. But when Mr. A. gotthe shoe, |went head to head
againgt him and bet Player’s. When | got the Player’ stwo cards, | squeezed them out with exquisite care
before showing them face up. Mr. A. buzzed his body around in his seet; he won, but he couldn’t contain



himsdlf and on the next hand said, “Come on, jerk, hurryup.”

| kept my cards face down on the table and looked at him calmly. For some reason my eyes caught
Jordan down attheother end of the table. He was betting Bank with Mr. A., but he was smiling. |
queezed my cards very dowly.

The croupier said, “Mr. M., you' re holding up the game. The table can’t make any money.” He gave me
abrilliant smile, friendly. “They don’t change no matter how hard you squeeze.”

“Sure,” | said and threw the cards face up with the disgust-ed expression of aloser. Again Mr. A.
smiled in antici-pation. Then, when he saw my cards, he was stunned. | had an unbegtable natural nine.

Mr. A. said, “Fuck.”
“Did | throw up my cardsfast enough?’ | said politely.

He gave me amurderous look and shuffled his money. He still hadn’t caught on. | looked down to the
other end of the table and Jordan was smiling, aredly ddighted smile, even though hetoo had lost riding
with Mr. A. | jockeyed Mr. A. for the next hour.

| could see Mrr. A. had juicein the casino. The ladderman had let him get away with acouple of “clam
agent” tricks. The croupierstreated him with careful courtesy. This guy was making five-hundred- and
thousand-dollar bets. | was bet-ting mostly twenties. So if there was any trouble, | wastheonethe
house' d bounce on.

But | wasplaying it just right. Theguyhad called me ajerk and | hadn’t got mad or tough. When the
croupier told meto turn over my cardsfaster, | had done so amiably. Thefact that Mr. A. was now
“steaming” was his gambler’ sfault. It would be atremendous loss of face for the casino to take hisside.
They couldn’t let Mr. A. get away with anything outrageous because it would humiliate them aswell as
me. As apeaceable gambler | was, in asense, their guest, entitled to protection from the house.

Now | saw the ladderman opposite me reach down the side of his chair to the phone attached to it. He
meadetwocalls. While watching him, | missed betting when Mr. A. got the shoe.| stopped betting for a
while and just relaxed in the chair. The baccarat chairs were plush and very comfortable. You could St in
them for twelve hours, and many people did.

Thetension at the table relaxed when | refused to bet Mr. A.’sshoe. They figured | was being prudent
or chickenshit.

The shoe kept chopping. | noticed two very big guysin suits and ties come through the baccarat gate.
They went over to the pit boss, who obvioudy told them the heat was off and they could relax because |
could hear them laughing and tell-ing jokes.

The next time Mr. A. got the shoe, | shoved atwenty-dol-lar bet on Player’s. Then to my surprise the
croupier receiving the Player’ stwo cards didn’t toss them to me but to the other end of the table, near
Jordan. That wasthefirst timel ever saw Cully.

Cully had thislean, dark Indian face, yet affable because of hisunusually thickened nose. He smiled
down the table a me and Mr. A. | noticed he had bet forty dollars on Player’s. His bet outranked my
twenty, so he got the Player’ s cardsto flip over. Cully turned them over immediately. Bad cards, and Mr.
A. beat him. Mr. A. noticed Cully for thefirst time and smiled broadly.



“Hey, Cully, what you doing playing baccarat, you fucking countdown artis?’
Cully smiled. “ dugt giving my feet arest.”
Mr. A. said, “Bet with me, you jerkoff. Thisshoeisready to turn Bank.”

Cully just laughed. But | noticed he was watching me. | put down my twenty bet on Player’s. Cully
immediatdy put downfortyon Player’ sto make sure he would get the cards. Again he immediately turned
uphiscards, and again Mr. A. beat him.

Mr. A. caled, “ Attaboy, Cully, you' re my lucky charm.Keep betting againgt me.”

The money croupier paid off the Banker’ sdots and then said respectfully, “Mr. A., you're up to the
limit”

Mr. A. considered for amoment.“Leit ride” hesad.

| knew that | would have to be very careful. | kept my face impassive. The dot croupier running the
game had his pam up to hdt the dealing of the shoe until al bets had been made. He glanced down
inquiringly a me. | didn’t make amove. The croupier looked to the other end of the table. Jor-dan made
abeton the Bank, riding with Mr. A. Cully put a hundred-dollar bet on Player’s, watching me dl thetime.

The dot croupier let hishand fal, but before Mr. A. couldget a card out of the shoe, | threw the stack of
billsinfrontof me on Player’s. Behind me the buzz of voices of the pit

boss and his twofriends stopped. Opposite me the laddermaninclined his heed from the heavens.

“Themoney plays,” | said. Which meant that the croupier could count it out only after the bet was
decided. ThePlayer’s cards must cometo me.

Mr. A. dedlt them to the dot croupier. Thed ot croupier threw the two cards face down across the green
fet. | gave them aquick squeeze and threw them over. OnlyMr. A.could see how | made my facefall
dightly asif | had lousy cards. But what | turned over was anatura nine. The crou-pier counted out my
money. | had bet twelve hundred dollarsand won.

Mr. A. leaned backand lit up acigarette. Hewasredly steaming. | could fed hishatred. | smiled at him.
“Sorry,” | said. Exactly like anice young kid. He glared & me.

At the other end of the tableCully got up casudly andsauntered down to my side of thetable. He sat in
one of thechairs between me and Mr. A. so that he would get the shoe. Cully dapped the box and said,
“Hey, Cheech, get on me. Ifed lucky. | got seven passesin myrightarm.”

So Mr. A. was Cheech. An ominous-sounding name. But Cheech obvioudly liked Cully, and just as
obvioudy Cully wasa man who made a science of being liked. Because he now turnedto me as Cheech

made a bet on the Bank. “ Come on,Kid,” he said.”Let’ sdlbresk thisfuckingcasino together. Ride with
rTe”

“Youredly fed lucky?’ | asked, just alittle wide-eyed.

“I' may run out the shoe,” Cullysaid. “I can't guaranteeit,butlmay justrun out the shoe.”



“Let’'sgo,” | said. | put atwenty on the Bank. Wewere dl riding together. Me. Cheech, Cully, Jordan
down on the other far side of the table. One of the shillshad to take the Player’ shand and promptly turned
up acold six. Cully turned over two picture cards and on his draw got another picture for atotal of zip,
zero, the worst hand in baccarat. Cheech had losta thousand. Cully had lost a hundred. Jordan had lost
fivehundred.lhad lost ameady twenty. | wasthe only one toreproachCully. | shook my head ruefully.
“Geg” | sad,“there goesmy twenty.” Cully grinned and passed me the shoe. Looking past him, | could
see Cheech' sface darkening with rage. A jerkoff kid who lost atwenty, daring to bitch. Icould read his
mind asif it were adeck of cardsface up on the green felt.

| bet twenty on my bank, waited to dide the cards out. The croupier in the dot was the young handsome
onewho had asked Dianeif shewas OK. He had a diamond ring on the hand he held upraised to halt
my dedl until dl the betswere made. | saw Jordan put down his bet On the Bank as usua. He wasriding
withme.

Cully dapped atwenty on Bank. He turned to Cheech and said, “Come on, ride with us. Thiskid looks
lucky.”

“Helookslike he' sl jerking off,” Cheech said. | could see dl the croupiers watching me. On hishigh
chair the lad-derman sat very till and straight. | looked big and strong; they were just alittle disappointed
inme

Cheech put three hundred down on Player’s. | dealt and won. | kept hitting passes and Cheech kept
upping hisbet against me. He called for amarker. Well, there wasn't much left of the shoe, but | ran it
out with perfect gambling man-ners, no squeezing of the cards, no joyous exclamations. | was proud of
mysdalf. The croupiers emptied the canister and assembled the cards for anew shoe. Everybody paid his
com-missions. Jordan got up to siretch hislegs. So did Cheech, so did Cully. | stuffed my winningsinto
my pocket. The pit boss brought the marker over to Cheech to sign. Everything wasfine. It wasthe
perfect moment

“Hey, Cheech,” | said.“l’'m ajerkoff?’ | laughed. Thenl started walking around the table to leave the
baccarat pit and made sure to pass close to him. He could no more resst tak-ing aswing at methan a
crooked croupier pam astray hundred-dollar chip.

And | had him cold. Orl thought | did. But Cully and the two big hoods had miraculously come between
us. One hood caught Cheech’sfigt in hisbig hand asif it were atiny bal. Cully shoved his shoulder into
me, knocking me off stride.

Cheech was screaming at the big guy. “Y ou son of abitch. Do you know who | am? Do you know who
| am?’

To my surprise the big hood let Cheech’ s hand go and stepped back. He had served his purpose. He
was a preven-tive force, not a punitive one. Meanwhile, nobody was watching me. They were cowed by
Cheech’ svenomous fury, dl except the young croupier with the diamond ring. He said very quietly, “Mr.
A.,youareout of line”

With incredible whip like fury Cheech struckout and hitthe young croupier right smack on the nose. The
croupier staggered back. Blood came billowing out onto hisfrilly white shirtfront and disgppeared into
the blue-black of histuxedo. | ran past Cully and the two hoods and hit Cheech a punch that caught him
in the temple and bounced him off the floor. And he bounced right up again. | was astonished. It wasdl
going to be very serious. Thisguy ran onnuclear venom.



And then the ladderman descended fromhishigh chair, and | could see him clearly in the bright lamp of
the baccarat table. Hisface was seamed and parchment pale asif his blood had been frozen white by
countlessyears of air condi-tioning. He held up aghostly hand and said quietly, “ Stop.”

Everybody froze. The ladderman pointed along, bony fin-ger and said, *“ Cheech, don’'t move. You are
invery big trou-ble. Bdieve me.” Hisvoice was quietly formdl.

Cully was leading me through the gate, and | was morethan willing to go. But | wasredly puzzled by
some of thereactions. There was something very deadly abouttheyoung croupier’ s face even with the
blood flowing from his nose. Hewasn't scared, or confused, or badlyhurt enough not to fight back. But
he had never raised ahand. Also,hisfellow crou-piers had not cometo hisaid. They had looked on
Cheechwith a sort of awestricken horror that was not fear but pity.

Cully was pushing me through the casino through the surf-like hum of hundreds of gamblers muttering
their voodoo curses and prayers over dice, blackjack, the spinning roulette whed. Finally we werein the
relaive quiet of the huge coffee shop.

| loved the coffee shop, with its green and yellow chairs and tables. The waitresses were young and
pretty in spiffy short-skirted uniforms of gold. Thewallswere dl glass; you could see the outside world of
expensve green grass, theblue-sky pooal, the specialy grown huge pdm trees. Cully led meto one of the
large specia booths, atable big enough for six people, equipped with phones. He took the booth asa
naturd right.

Aswe were drinking coffee, Jordan came walking by us. Cully immediately jumped up and grabbed him
by thearm. “Hey, fdlah,” he said, “have coffee with your baccarat bud-dies.” Jordan shook hishead and
then saw me sitting in the booth. He gave me an oddsmile, amused by me for somereason, and changed
hismind. He did into the booth.

And that’s how we first met, Jordan, Cully and I. That dayin Vegaswhen | first sswhim,Jordan didn’t
look too bad, in spite of hiswhite hair. There was an dmost impenetrable air of reserve about him which
intimidated me, butCullydidn’t notice. Cullywas one of those guys who would grab the Popefor a cup of
coffee.

| was il playing the innocent kid.“What the hell did Cheech get sore about?” | said. “ Jesus, | thought
weweredl having agood time.”

Jordan’s head snapped up, and for thefirst time he seemed to be paying attention to what was going on.
Hewas amiling too, as at achild trying to be clever beyond its years. But Cullywasnot so charmed.

“Ligten, Kid,” he said. “ The ladderman was on to you in two seconds.Whatthe hell do you think he sits
way up therefor? To pick hisfucking nose? To watch pussy wak by?’

“Yeah, OK,” | said. “But nobody can say it was my fault. Cheech got out of line. | was a gentleman.
Y ou have to ad-mit that. The hotel and the casino have no complaint about me.”

Cully gave me an amiable smile. “Y eah, you worked that pretty good. Y ou wereredly clever. Cheech
never caught on and fel right into the trap. But one thing you didn’t figure. Cheech is a dangerous man.
So now my job isto get you packed and put you on a plane. Whatthe fuck kind of anameisthat anyway,
Merlyn?



| didn’t answer him. | pulled mysports shirt up and showed him the bare front chest and belly. | had a
long, very ugly purple scar onit. | grinned at Cully and said to him, “Y ou know what that is?’ | asked
him.

Hewaswary now, dert. Hisface hawk like.

Igaveitto himdow. “l wasinthewar,” | said. “I got hit by machine-gun bullets and they had to sew me
up likeachicken. You think I give a shit aout you and Cheech both?’

Cully was not impressed. But Jordan was amiling till. Now everything | said wastrue. | had beeninthe
war, | had been in combat, butl never got hit. What | was showing Cully was my gallbladder operation.
They had tried anew way of cut-ting that |eft thisvery impressve scar.

Cully sghed and said, “Kid, maybe you' re tougher than you look, but you’ re till not tough enough to
stay here with Cheech.”

| remember Cheech bouncing up from that punch so quickly and | started worrying. | even thought for a
minute about letting Cully put me on aplane. But | shook my head.

“Look, I'mtryingto help,” Cully said. “ After what hap-pened Cheech will belooking for you, and you're
not in Cheech’ sleague, believe mc.”

“Whynot?’ Jordan asked.
Cully gaveit back very quick. “Because thisKid is human and Cheech ain't.”

It'sfunny how friendships start. At this point we didn’ tknow we were going to be close Vegas buddies.
Infact, wewere al getting to be dightly pissed off with each other.

Cully sad, “I’ll driveyou to theairport.”

“You'reavery niceguy,” | said.“1 likeyou. We re bac-carat buddies. But the next time you tel me
you' re going to drive meto the airport you' Il wake up in the hospita.”

Cully laughed gleefully. “Comeon,” he said. “Y ou hit Cheech aclean shot and he bounced right up.
Y ou're not atough guy. Faceit.”

Atthat | had to laugh becauseit wastrue. | was out of my natural character. .And Cully went on. “You
show me where bullets hit you, that doesn’t make you atough guy. That makes you the victim of atough
guy. Now if you showed me a guy who had scars because of bulletsyou put intohim, I’ dbe impressed.
And if Cheech hadn’tbounced up so quick af-ter you hit him, I’ d be impressed. Come on, I’ m doing you
afavor. No kidding.”

Well, hewasright dl theway. But it didn’t make any dif-ference. | didn’t fed like goinghometo my wife
and my three kids and the failure of my life. Vegas suited me. Thecasino suited me. Gambling was right
down my aley. Y ou could he done without being lonely. And something was a-ways happening just like
now. | wasn't tough, but what Cully missed was that dmost literdly nothing could scare me be-cause at
this particular time of my lifel didn’t give ashit about anything.

So | saidto Cully, “Yeah, you'reright. But | can't leave for acouple of days.”



Now he redlly looked me over. Then he shrugged. Hepicked up the check and signed it and got up from
the table. “ Seeyou guysaround,” he said. And left me adone with Jor-dan.

We were both uneasy. Neither of uswanted to be with the other. | sensed that we were both using
Vegasfor asmilar purpose, to hide out from the real world. But we didn’t want to be rude, Jordan
because he was essentialy an enormoudy gentle man. And though | usudly had no difficulty getting away
from people, there was something about Jordan | in-gtinctively liked, and that happened so rardly | didn’t
want to hurt hisfedings by just leaving him aone.

Then Jordan said, “How do you spdll your name?’

| spdled it out for him. M-e-r-l-y-n. | could see hisloss of interest inmeand | grinned a him. “That's
one of the ar-chaic spellings,” | said.

He understood right away and he gave me his sweet smile.

“Y our parents thought you would grow up to be amagi-cian?’ he asked. “ And that’ swhat you were
tryingto be at the baccarat table?’

“No,” | said. “Merlyn’smy last name. | changed it. | didn’twant to be King Arthur, and | didn’t want be
Lanceot.”

“Merlin had histroubles,” Jordan said.
“Yeah,” | said. “But he never died.”

And that’ s how Jordan and | became friends, or startedour friendship with asort of sentimental
schoolboy confi-dence.

Themorning after the fight with Cheech,Iwrotemy dailyshort |etter to my wife telling her that | would be
coming homein afew days. Then | wandered through the casino andsaw Jordan at a crap table. He
looked haggard. | touched him on the arm, and heturned and gaveme that sweet smilethat affected me
aways. Maybe because | wasthe only one he smiled at so easily. “Let’ s eat breskfadt,” | said. | wanted
him to get some rest. Obvioudy he had been gambling al night. Without aword Jordan picked up his
chips and went with me to the coffee shop. | till had my letter in my hand. Helooked at it and | said, “I

writemy wife every day.”

Jordan nodded and ordered breakfast. He ordered afull meal, VVegas style. Melon, eggs and bacon,
toast and coffee. But he ate little, afew bites, and then coffee. | had arare steak, which | loved in the
morning but never had except in Vegas.

While we were egting, Cully came breezing in, hisright hand full of red five-dollar chips.

“Made my expensesfor theday,” he said, full of confi-dence. “ Counted down on one shoe and caught
my percent-age bet for ahundred.” He sat down with us and ordered melon and coffee.

“Merlyn, | got good newsfor you,” he said. “Y ou don’t have to leave town. Cheech made abig mistake
last night.”



Now for some reason that redlly pissed me off. He was still going on about that. He was like my wife,
who keepstelling me | haveto adjust. | don’t have to doanything.But | let him talk. Jordan asusud didn’t
say awor