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I was sitting in Nicky's when I first saw her. There was nothing special about her. I wouldn’t say she was beautiful. Dark eyes, short hair, not a woman I would normally find all that attractive, but with a cool, confidence that’s hard to forget.

She came over and sat down beside me, a little closer than I’m used to, with her hand delicately grasping her wine glass, a sly smile playing about her lips.

"Are you a player?" she asked.

"A player?"

At this her smile grew a bit wider. My first thought was that she was trying to pick me up. It had been a long time since that had happened, and quite a bit of time had gone by since I’d been with any woman. Not so very long ago I had gone through a painful split-up. Let's just say it was behind me, and I was glad for that.

The barroom was empty on this evening. The bartender was down at the one end doing one thing or another with the television, the single TV in the place. It was one of the reasons I had started coming there. It was quiet, not with dozens of sets blaring sports at all hours of the day, a place I had started fleeing to after work a few days a week, not so much to drink as to collect my thoughts. 

My job as a newspaperman was on the brink. You could see it playing out everywhere, with downsizings in the industry, and people being let go from every paper between Boston and San Diego. You might say I came to Nicky's a lot just to think.

"So,” she said. "Your move."

"I don't know what the hell you mean," I said.

She looked away then. I wasn't sure if she was flustered or resigned to what I'd just said. Maybe a little of both. I felt a stirring in my loins. She was not gorgeous, as I said, but far from unattractive. She had on one of those dark dresses cut a bit low in the front that exposed just enough cleavage to make your eyes linger a bit too long. 

"I asked you if you were a player?" She was looking directly at me now.

It occurred to me that I could quite easily take her in my arms right then, or if the mood struck me and I wanted to break the tension, perhaps use both of my hands to pinch her cheeks. She looked like she might get a kick out of something like that. I don't know, I just wasn't used to having strange women come up to me in bars and make provocative conversation. 

She turned away and dug gently into her purse. She slid a card across the bar toward me. It said simply, "Swingers." There was a phone number and an email. Nothing else. She was looking at me again with that smile. Finally, she said, "If you’re interested in meeting some people, some very interesting people, I can arrange for it to happen."

"What is this?" I asked, picking up the card and examining it, as if trying to decipher some secret code, although by now I had a pretty good idea what Swingers was all about.

"Some of us are single, some married. We have a nice place up on the Summit. You might, like I said, find it interesting." 

When I didn't pick up the card she put it back in her purse. She tossed a five dollar bill on the bar and stood up. I couldn't help but notice her body. I guess it was nothing really special. She was not a big woman, and her breasts were small, but the dress, the pretty face, her direct nature with a trace of frivolity‒a suggestion of secret delights‒almost made me beg her to stay. 

"Maybe I'll see you around," she said.

I watched her walk to the swinging doors leading out to the very front of the bar.

"Wait. What's your name?"

"Jamie," she said, peering over her shoulder with that mysterious, yet playful smile, just before disappearing through those swinging doors.

I went back to Nicky's every night for the next week. I told myself it was work, the lousy weather, I was escaping. This was in mid-November, and it had been gray, dismal, dreary. I think the late great Herman Melville had the most appropriate words. I had been sitting at that same damn bar stool every night, doing what I always do, nursing my couple of beers for two hours, chatting up the latest sports with Nick, the owner and bartender, and just trying to get on with things. At least that's what I told myself. What I was really hoping was to catch up once again with Jamie. Who was she? And what was that stuff about a swingers club? Over the past several days I'd tapped into the Internet and made a few half-assed searches for swingers clubs in the area, but my search had turned up nothing. I'd also queried a few people.  

My job as a reporter gave me more than a few contacts over the years with cops, city leaders and business people‒the types you have to be wary of too. The few queries I'd made were done in that joking, "just heard this rumor, don't know if it's true" kind of way I often used as a reporter. But the few people I'd asked‒a political aide, a colleague in the newsroom, knew nothing about a swingers club. 

"What are you doing?" asked Mel, the Daily City Mirror city hall reporter and my one close friend at the paper, "some investigative piece on sex in the city?" 

Mel seemed to blush as he said it.

"Nah. Nah. Just some rumor I heard about."

"Okay," he said. "So how's life after marriage?"

"I'm broke," I said.

"Hah. You were broke when you got married. What are you talking about?"

"Yeah. What we need is a union."

We both laughed. It was a standing joke between us. Mel and I considered ourselves the last liberals of the newsroom, a place that we'd sadly watched over the years, as we grew older, lapse into complacency. We had watched almost helplessly as the paper continued to defend the status quo, cowering to the chamber of commerce and the business community. The two of us pretty much saw ourselves for who we were, a pair of aging dinosaurs taking our final breaths in a business that had become increasingly unrecognizable to us, walking among the ruins of a world that had long ago crumbled. Just before my divorce the latest round of layoffs had gobbled up and spit out several more newsroom employees. That Mel and I had survived seemed nothing short of miraculous. 

"I tell you what the mayor did?" Mel was forever gathering nuggets of juicy information from his city hall beat. And then he recounted for me the latest political shenanigans involving the mayor and his most recent fight with city council over budget problems and the police department and how he hoped Mel would do his best to make him look good in the paper.

My desk sat next to this big pillar at the far end of the newsroom. I could look far across the room, which had increasingly taken on the look of a morgue with its share of empty desks, and gaze into the office of the city editor and just to the left, the glass enclosed enclave of managing editor Robert Winkles, or Bobby, as he was not so affectionately known. Winkles' rise at The Mirror had taken him from newspaper delivery boy, to printing plant worker, to sports stringer, to copy editor to his now lofty position as leader of our news department. That he had somehow managed to achieve such dizzying heights giving him full rein over our news gathering efforts without having been a reporter was perhaps testament more to his staying power than talent. That no one else ever seemed to want the thankless job of managing editor may have played a part too. With Winkles in charge, The Mirror had assumed a rather timid approach to news gathering with reporters acting more as stenographers taking down the words of local leaders and politicians rather than the real journalism involving digging deep for the behind-the-scenes shenanigans, the cover-ups, the corruption that plays out in all communities.

As young reporters under a tough old editor named Mugsy McCracken, Mel and I had learned what good old journalism was all about. McCracken, a hard-drinking Irishman, knew all the crooks and bastards and wanted his reporters to be willing, even eager to ferret out the graft and make the big boys in city and county government pay. In my first five years with the paper, I was teamed with Mel on various assignments in which we lowered the boom on some of the monkey business going down in city government and other local operations. The fun we had rifling through public records to expose leaders about the expensive junkets they'd taken on city funds or the political candidates who'd failed to pay their taxes was the kind of small time investigative stuff that whetted our appetites for bigger action. 

By the time we uncovered corruption in the police department‒a sordid and sorry affair involving a handful of cops re-selling drugs they confiscated on drug raids resulting in top state journalism honors for two young intrepid reporters‒I was polishing off my resume and gathering my best news clips in preparation for that plumb reporting job on a metropolitan daily. It wasn't long after the six-part series hit print and we were taking our bows as the Mirror's hotshot young reporters that McCracken pitched forward at his desk from a heart attack. The story goes that the police scanner was screaming in the background about some drug raid and McCracken yelled for Ledbetter, The Mirror's rotund reporter "to get the hell down to G Street and find out if the Goddamn cops are stuffing bags of cocaine into their pockets."

Needless to say, the newsroom was never the same after McCracken's death. The paper had been run for years by two sisters, a pair of dowagers who were unafraid to pour money into it to ensure a decent news operation. But soon after McCracken died they sold the paper to a chain with its eye more on the bottom line than top-notch news gathering. The investigative journalism, such as it was, went the way of smoky newsrooms and hard-drinking editors. Mel and I found ourselves covering more school board meetings and ribbon cuttings instead of working on uncovering corruption. "The death of us both," Mel called it. 

For one reason or other the plumb job with that metro sheet in Philly or Baltimore never happened. I like to think the guys in the big cities were unaware of the talents of a young news guy and what he could bring to their papers, that as a white male I was the victim of some quota system, that my relative youth and lack of seasoning were holding me back. But when I beckon to those halcyon days, I see someone who probably didn't push quite hard enough, someone who was perhaps a bit reluctant to leave his hometown.

Years later, when you're on the downside of your forties with fifty not too far behind, and you come to realize you've been in the slow lane for longer than you like to admit, and your marriage has collapsed, and you’re fighting a losing battle with booze, you begin to wonder if there is something more out there. But what? Jamie? I couldn't get this woman out of my mind. Why had she approached me that night? A recruiting effort for a sex club or couples swapping thing up on the Summit? Like I said, I kept going back to that bar every night for a week, but as Thanksgiving approached and Jamie never re-appeared at Nicky's, my interest began to wane, but only a bit.
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Like me, Mel was single. Unlike me, he was a lifelong bachelor. The two of us had no real family to retreat to for the holiday. As it was, we both had the whole long holiday weekend off, not an altogether common experience for two reporters in the news business. Our plan was to hit Atlantic City for a few days of gambling. Mel liked blackjack and for a time had actually made a kind of living playing cards in that sordid city by the sea. Atlantic City had opened up to legal gambling in the late '70s when Mel was just a young guy out of college and eager to avoid the "nine-to-five crowd," as he put it. In those days he’d been a regular visitor to that seedy, seaside resort. 

Mel picked me up Thanksgiving morning at my small apartment I rented downtown, just a few blocks from the paper. It was raining yet again, and I think we were both looking forward to leaving behind us the gray, dismal Daly City of our lives.

We checked into one of those motels along the White Horse Pike and then drove into the city to the Boardwalk. There was a time when I had made regular trips to Atlantic City. My ex-wife Tanya loved the place for some reason. She especially liked the club acts. The bigger the name, the more she liked them. Bette Midler, Don Rickles, any star funny girl or guy especially attracted her. The Atlantic City trips, the excitement of being in the same room with a celebrity, even if she was sharing space with hundreds of other strangers, always seemed to gear her up for some of the best sex of our marriage. No sooner would we return to our hotel room, usually it was in the Resorts or some other hotel right on the Boardwalk, when she'd be ripping my clothes off. I always wondered what it was about those comedy acts, or Atlantic City, that made her so crazy for my body. Tanya, while far from a prude, rarely embraced such sexual fervor at home. I was thinking back to those times as we drove toward the lights of the casinos. Those glittering lights that seemed to spread across the dark Atlantic always held such promise, if not sin and excitement. Beside me in the car, I could see Mel just staring with a loopy grin at those lights. Ah Atlantic City, a city of deceit and bad dreams. 

By the time we reached the Boardwalk Mel was furious with anticipation to hit the blackjack tables. As I said, Mel had actually made a kind of living at blackjack years earlier. He still played cards, but now was inclined to get into some big stakes poker games with the local boys around Daly City. He'd also become a serious sports gambler, laying down big bets on professional and college games. We laughed that he might well have a problem and that Gamblers Anonymous would be a good thing to check out. Once or twice I’d mentioned it with a straight face. 

"What the hell are you talking about? I enjoy poker with the guys, low stakes at that. You should have seen me in the old days buddy."

"I did," I said.

I insisted we stop off at the Joker’s Wild first for a drink. 

"Oh. All right," he sighed. "I guess those blackjack tables aren't going anywhere."

Every trip to Atlantic City meant a stop at Joker’s Wild. It sat right on The Boardwalk not far from some of the casinos. A former girlfriend worked there. I say former girlfriend, even if we'd never officially called it quits. I'd met Elissa about ten years earlier during one of my Atlantic City trips with Mel when I was going through some marital problems. As it turned out, I ended up falling into one of those long-distance affairs, the only time I'd strayed during my twenty-plus years of marriage with Tanya. Elissa was working the bar, as usual, when we arrived, an unlit cigarette hanging from her mouth‒her strategy for trying to kick a long-standing nicotine habit.

Elissa's dream was to bag Joker’s Wild and set up shop with her own bar and restaurant. "Somewhere where it's warm," she often said. "And where half the people, at least, aren't strung out on gambling." 

"You guys just get into town?" she asked as she put a draught beer before Mel on the bar. She straightened up and gave me a puzzled look. "You too?"

When I nodded, she quickly turned to get me a beer as well. Elissa, as much as anyone save perhaps Tanya, was well aware of my on-again, off-again love affair with alcohol. These days I was drinking just beer, my way of trying to convince myself that I had the spirits under control. I had been making progress of late, not exceeding my self-imposed quota of a couple of beers a night, perhaps one or two at lunch. I had shunned every self-help program to get off the sauce, including Alcoholics Anonymous, and while I had no reason to argue with the program's long-held view that the addict can only beat the bottle by shutting off the flow of liquor for good, I felt I could do it my way.

The fact that I'd been trying to do just that unsuccessfully for more years than I cared to count had not deterred my efforts. I felt something had to give by tapering off after stints of heavy drinking. Perhaps my body chemistry with age would eventually reject the need for heavy doses of bourbon‒my real choice of drink over the years. Elissa had never tried to judge me or reform me. Perhaps that wasn't such a good thing. Let's face it: Love or whatever you call it needs a stronger foundation than simply two people finding comfort with each other along with a heavy dose of physical attraction and sex thrown into the mix. It didn't hurt that Elissa was no slouch in the looks department. At thirty-five she could still make heads turn. 

"So you guys down here this holiday weekend to play or what?"

Mel looked down at his drink and smiled in a half-embarrassed kind of way. More than a few times over the years Elissa had asked Mel about his love life, or lack of one. She espoused the theory that Mel fell into that category of serious gamblers who so worshipped the thrill of gambling, that he gave women hardly a thought. "I've seen them all," she said. "The overwhelming need to win money eclipses everything, especially when the fever grabs 'em. Sex, food, even work. Hell. Forget about it."

"So what's up with you Elissa?"

"Still single Tracer. Waiting for that successful guy to swoop in here some night and take me away from the dregs of Atlantic City. What about you?" she asked, looking directly at me now. "The divorce final?"

"Sure is," I said.

She removed the unlit cigarette from her mouth and dropped it on the bar as she continued looking at me. She gave a shrug. "Not that it makes a whole hell of a lot of difference to me." She walked off down to the other end of the bar where three young guys in New Jersey Devils hockey shirts were sitting watching the hockey game on one of the televisions. 

"What are you ever going to do with her?" Mel asked.

"What do you mean?" We both watched Elissa move between the bar and the beer tap to refill the glasses of the hockey fans. 

"I mean ... shit Tracer. She might be just the woman you need."

"Yeah," I laughed. "I'm sure she's all primed to move to Daly City and live the life of a newspaperman's wife."

Elissa was leaned against the bar, watching the hockey game, her back to the young fans.

"Let's see what’s up at the Trump Castle," I said.

Elissa gave us a half-assed wave as I threw a ten on the bar and we headed out.

We found one of those blackjack tables with a twenty-five dollar minimum. Mel said he felt really good tonight. 

"Holiday weekends always hold treasures beyond the imagination," he said with a wide grin, slapping his hands together as we slid into some open seats at the table.

I figured to play a few hands if nothing else. Twenty-five dollars may have been the minimum bet for Atlantic City blackjack, but it was still a bit steep for me. Still, if I could win a few hands right off the bat, I could maybe stick around and gamble a bit. For Mel, who had been doing pretty well back home in his poker games and betting on college and NFL football, he figured to play a while drawing from the hefty wad of cash he'd brought, enough he said to stake me for a few hundred or so if need be. I wasn’t comfortable with that prospect. Rarely did I borrow any money from Mel. I never liked the odds.

From the first hand we were each dealt I could see it was going to be a good night of gambling for both of us. Twenty and twenty-ones were coming up again and again. In fifteen minutes Mel went from an initial bet of two-hundred dollars to five thousand dollars. My winnings, while more modest, were enough to shoot me with orgasmic rushes of gambling fever. I was placing minimum twenty-five dollar bets, doubling down only on sure things. When I stopped to count my chips, I saw I had already amassed five hundred dollars in winnings. Mel was rockin' and rollin', moving in his seat to the rhythm of a phantom song in his head, singing The Beatles' Why Don't We Do It In The Road? Every so often one of these gorgeous waitresses in a glittering swim-suit type outfit would appear with a tray.

"Bring me a ginger ale," he said, flipping her a twenty-five dollar chip.

He turned to me, slapping his hands on the bar like a mad drummer. "Alcohol and gambling don't mix Tracer my boy." 

Suddenly, I lost three straight hands, and with some good cards too. Mel's luck, though, was still holding. It was time to get out of the game while I was still well ahead. Over the years, I'd fallen prey to the gambler's curse, lining up my chips for more bets to win back what I lost.  

"I've had enough Mel," I said.

He didn't seem to hear me. He was still drumming madly away on the table as the dealer slid him and the other players at the table their cards.

"Don't get drunk," he called out as I made my way toward the one-armed bandits and the bar on the other side of the casino, the sound of alarms and clinking coins filling my ears.

People were everywhere, feeding coins into the one-armed bandits, others moving quickly here and there to feed their gambling lusts. When Mel and I had first come to Atlantic City in the late '70s, the place had been a damn ghost town, an empty ghetto almost. Back then, when the two of us were young, the place was still trying to emerge from its ruins and establish itself once again as an East Coast resort mecca. Resorts was the only casino even open at the time. About the city emanated a feel that better days were to come, that the Phoenix was about to emerge from the ashes. Mel was already a gambler in those days. Before Atlantic City there was Vegas, where Mel had been stationed during a short hitch in the Air Force, and had found a home at downtown casinos in the desert city‒The Four Queens, The Pioneer. It was in Vegas where he began keeping meticulous records of his winnings in this little black book. 

"Most guys keep black books with women's phone numbers. Old Mel keeps his filled with dollar signs," cracked Elissa. "Do you think he masturbates with that book open?"

Mel had gotten into some trouble over the years with his gambling. Occasionally losing too much playing cards, but more often making gargantuan bets on Super Bowl games or the World Series or other sporting events. "I've tried to keep a check on things. Usually, I do, but sometimes I slip up. Just don't say I have a problem," he said.

The newspaper job gave him a steady, if not lucrative, stream of income. It was a job he was good at, when he wanted to be. The chase of a good story, he often said, couldn't rival that of a high stakes bet, but it was the closest thing to it.

I found a seat at the bar. It was actually kind of quiet in there, even with the din of the casino not too far away. The darkness of the bar seemed to swallow me up and smother out most of the noise. Even the beer tasted good. I was going to be a good boy though. It was only my second drink of the evening, and I planned to stop after this beer. I figured I could stop off at the Joker's Wild later, about the time Elissa was getting off work and see her home. Who knows
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