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I had read a bit about St. Stephen’s Green park, through which I was now walking, during my journey across the Irish Sea. First created in the 1600’s, it was once only accessible to local residents. However, long-since opened to the public, it is home to some 700 trees of an array of varieties, a formal garden, large duck pond with an artificial waterfall and even a garden for the blind with scented plants which are labelled in Braille. At the merest hint of sunshine, crowds flock to the park to take some time out, eat their lunch on the grass or just to soak up the sun and pleasant surroundings.

I had just finished my third circuit of the perimeter track, and although I had taken it at a fairly leisurely pace, my laboured breathing reminded me of how unfit I was. As if I needed reminding.

Ever since I was in my early twenties I had avoided regular exercise like the plague. Actually, that’s not quite true. There was a time when I used to work out. More for something to do than anything else. The cardiovascular stuff I found boring, and only managed to endure it because I knew the steam room and sauna would follow. Then a dip in the jacuzzi and a few lengths in the pool (with a quick breather at each end, of course).

My girlfriend once said to me that when she used to put her head on my chest it was firm and there was little give. I had just given way to something of a smug smile when she added that since I had stopped with the gym things had changed quite significantly. Now it was like resting her head on a fluffy marshmallow! True, the words bothered me. But not so much that I started working out again. They were only words after all.

I would not attempt to work out how many pizzas and pints I had got through since that moment. My body carries no reminder of those days sweating it out on the treadmill; I’ll put it that way. Still, I am not in bad shape really. Thirteen stone, not too bad for my height of five foot ten.

Throwing my empty coffee cup into a nearby bin, I remembered the free chocolate I got with it and pulled it from my pocket. The heat had got to it and it was stuck to the cellophane bag. It certainly looked nothing like the fine delicacy I had chosen from the neat display while waiting for my coconut latte to be prepared.

I thought again about my breathing, still faster that it should have been. I remembered my ‘fluffy marshmallow’ chest, and the hundreds of portions of fish and chips I must have consumed. With my arm outstretched I waited, the mushy chocolate swinging gently back and forth above the bin. Then with a quick shrug I threw the messy goo in to my mouth, tossed the bag into the bin and set off again.

It was just over fifteen years since I first began working in a casino. Following the usual training in roulette and blackjack I became a croupier, a title I was kind of proud of. I felt that somehow I had joined an elite group; a specialist team who used the thirty-five and seventeen times tables, among others, to calculate bets and to handle fortunes in chips and cash while most of the world was asleep. And although there is some truth in that, an elite group or specialist team was far from accurate. Casinos worldwide were churning out trainee dealers like a chimney blows out smoke, and God only knows what happened to most of them. Didn’t like the hours, I guess.

Weekends and night shifts are not for everyone. But, going back to my own mind, I thought I was great.

And gradually I began to forge a career for myself.  I worked hard. I never turned down a request for overtime, even if it did not suit me. In fact, it rarely did. I soon began socialising with some of the management, I was on all the work do’s and it was generally accepted that I would ‘go places’. Eventually I became the senior pit boss, like a kind of floor manager in charge of the tables, and was earmarked for the next manager spot.

However, that all came to an abrupt end when a punter said the wrong thing at the wrong time and I spun on my heel and punched him. It was bad timing. Not that I am making excuses. But I should not have been at work. Saturday night, plenty of people fuelled by drink and God knows what else, all shouting and roaring and generally having a good time. My mind was in a spin thinking about some news I had received earlier that day. Family stuff. I won’t go into it but it was heavy duty and I felt sad and just wanted to be alone and to deal with the news in peace. However, being at work seemed better than hiding in a bottle of something or other so I reported for duty and carried on as best I could.

So this guy was upset after a decision I made about a disputed bet and said something about my Mother as I turned to walk away. That was it. I am no violent man, far from it, but I spun to him and lashed out. Three times. I know that sounds terrible. Three times. Saying it makes it seem so much worse than it actually was. In fact, at least two of the blows barely caught the guy, so they should not really count. Although I do admit that the reason they barely caught him was because he was pretty stunned after the first blow and was already heading for the carpet.

In my disciplinary hearing I explained about the news I had received and this was met with sympathy and plenty of understanding and compassion. Of course, they understood how I wanted to come in to work to distract my mind; and fair play to me for turning up when I knew they were already short-staffed. I was a loyal employee who could (until that point) be trusted to do the right thing and to put the business first. But none of this was enough to shield me from the result of my own actions and so that was that. Despite my hard work, the hours spent studying the laws in relation to gaming, and even the vast amount of bullshit I had had to put up with from senior staff as I slowly ascended the ranks, my promising career crashed around me. I was kicked out of not just my casino but also the industry. Although no conviction followed my moment of madness, my gaming licence was gone forever. And no licence meant no job. At least in the UK.

I was too late for opportunities in South Africa and Greece; the market was awash with gaming staff from the rest of the European Union; and the cruise ships had never appealed to me. Not that I expected to sail (no pun intended) into any of those jobs. My misdemeanour from that fateful Saturday night (okay three misdemeanours) were going to haunt me forever, whichever part of the world I tried to turn to.

But then a funny thing happened. And it just goes to prove how life can suddenly present unexpected opportunities (just as quickly as it can take them away – I have to add).

​

Andrew Carrot had been a friend of mine since school. He was not the sort of kid other pupils warmed to and would often be found enjoying his own company in the yard. That said, he was no victim and he did have a few friends. I guess I was the closest to him though. We often spent time together fishing, kicking a ball around or generally doing boys’ stuff to pass the time. Later, we jointly discovered the pleasure offered by alcohol and the pain of the hangovers which followed.

But then when I started in casinos I guess we drifted apart. He worked days and I was on nights for most of the time. Back then I rarely had weekends off and Andrew had to be up early when I had rest days during the week. As a result, I began socialising more with the casino staff. It is a common story in ‘the business’. Often relationships with non-casino friends become difficult to maintain and simply fade away.

Still Andrew and I managed to keep in touch and caught up the odd time. We had been out for a few pints, on one of the rare occasions when I could have a weekend off. The night was going well until about ten o’ clock. I don’t know quite how it started but suddenly we were arguing. Not just a crossed word but a full-on row. I don’t remember it all but at one point we were hurling insults at one another. We got thrown out of the bar we were in. I know that much.

I woke up the next morning wondering what had kicked it all off between us. I still didn’t know. I just had a feeling that we had crossed a line and said too much to be able to easily repair our friendship. Sadly, that was that.  

It was a couple of months later, I had just been fired from the casino and I guess I was looking for a friend to talk to. But Andrew was not answering his phone, not to me at any rate. I tried his apartment but there was no reply so I went to the place where he worked. His boss told me had quit a few weeks back, said something about travelling. I asked if he had any idea where and he replied that Andrew often spoke about a trip to Ireland.

That was my only lead. Andrew had no family that I could check in with as he had been brought up in the care system. It was something he never really talked about. Just said it was fine and we all have our problems, no matter how perfect our life appears to others. And I certainly agreed with him on that.

So it was some days later when I was having lunch with an old colleague who was also in the gaming business. I told her about my incident and how I had lost my job. She suggested the Republic of Ireland. Just like that. I did not even know there were casinos in Ireland. I sat there thinking this was some enormous coincidence while she thought I was just surprised at her suggestion.

‘I have been there,’ she said, emphasising her words with her hands. ‘It’s a lovely place, with great people. Everyone I met was just great fun. They call it ‘having the craic’ (pronounced ‘crack’).

Patiently, and with enjoyment, I listened to her recount her tale of when she visited Dublin. It certainly sounded like she made the most of her few days there. It seemed like her whole time had been a continuum of tourist stuff and partying. Talking about bars opening up at six in the morning and nightclubs where wine was only served by the bottle, I was ready to suggest it was lucky that she remembered anything about her holiday. She had just reached an intriguing part about when she met a guy in a club and he asked her back to his place when she suddenly stopped her story and sat back, wagging her finger from side to side.

‘Well I’m not telling you anymore about him. That’s for sure. Let’s just say, I nicknamed him “horse.’’’

We both found that highly amusing and for a minute or two we focused once more on our lunch. I had just stuffed a forkful of tuna and lettuce into my mouth when she swallowed hard and leaned forward as though she was going to whisper, although she spoke normally when she went on. ‘And listen to this. They don’t have regulated casinos, at least not yet. Not having an up-to-date gaming licence might not be a problem. If you get my drift.’

And so the seed of an idea began to grow.

I had no idea how I might find Andrew if I crossed the Irish Sea. But following my recent sad family news (that which contributed in part to me needing another job) I had decided that life is too short to waste. Whatever had caused the rift between him and me could surely be sorted out. At the same time I needed a job, and may just have discovered a route to getting one.

And now just weeks later here I was, enjoying the sunshine and welcome warmth of an early-Spring day, taking in the surroundings of this beautiful park in Dublin’s fair city.

It was by chance that I chose the correct path to exit ‘The Green’. There are several and I had lost track of which was which as I drifted along in my own world. Emerging from the cover of the trees, I passed though the space in the iron railings and surveyed my surroundings. I could see the enentrance to the lane I was searching for almost directly opposite.

Beyond the wide footpath where I was standing, across the Luas tracks and then another footpath at the far side, the lane looked about big enough to accommodate a small truck (I also read about the Luas on my journey over. It is a speedy city-tram system which began operating in 2004).

With a little trepidation I walked slowly along Proud’s Lane, aware that I was the only person going this way, despite there being plenty of people on the walkways around St. Stephen’s Green and a whole hoard of them inside the park. And as if to add to the atmosphere created by the sudden quiet which now surrounded me, I was also aware of a drop in temperature as the buildings which towered over me at each side blocked out the pleasant warmth of the sun.

I was almost at a bend in the lane, to where it turned to the right and joined another thoroughfare, and a seed of doubt was growing in my mind. Maybe I had the wrong place altogether.

But then suddenly there it was; the modest entrance I was looking for. On the left side of the lane and no more than eight feet across, an arched entrance of grey stone gave way to an enclosed passageway, which quickly narrowed to no more than six feet in width. This gloomy tunnel teased slowly to the right and vanished from sight. This was like no casino I had ever been to. And I have to admit, I was more than a bit unsure about it. But, at the prospect of a desperately-needed job, I entered the alley, my footfalls echoing all around me.

For years there were just one or two small casinos, situated in Dublin city and close to the centre. Then early in the new millennium more places opened up. People realised that anyone with enough capital could get one started up quite easily. They spread to other cities. Even some of the smallest ‘one-horse-towns’ had a couple of roulette and blackjack tables in the back room of a pub or perhaps above a shop on the high street.

And in Dublin the industry was flourishing. Soon they were scattered all over the city. And some were dodgy as hell, and were open one minute and gone the next. Staff would turn up for work only to discover the business no longer existed. I heard a particular story which reflected how unstable the industry was due to lack of legislation (from my friend who recommended Dublin to me in the first place). One day the staff turned up for work and found the front door locked. They looked in through a window to see everything had gone; tables, chairs, roulette wheels, the whole shebang. Even the pictures had gone from the walls. Not one of them received the month’s pay which they were owed.

But gradually things began to settle. After first declaring casinos illegal and vowing to shut them down, the government relented and promised legislation. In the meantime, they would gradually introduce laws in relation to anti money laundering and problem gambling, so they were at least acknowledging the rapidly-growing sector and addressing some of the major issues involved with this line of business. And that was the state of affairs when I turned my attention to Ireland. 

And surely out of all those casinos, of which there were still plenty at the time of me treading my way quietly along that empty passage, there must be one or two currently hiring staff and prepared to give me a chance.

However, as I had already discovered, some Dublin casinos did actually care about such details as whether I held a current UK gaming licence and would my previous casino rehire me. You see, I had already tried a couple of the regular, more established casinos.

They were still running gambling clubs within a ‘grey-zone’ of the law but it was generally accepted that they were operators. They were registered private members’ clubs and complied with current legislation as I mentioned above. And they had been very obliging when I applied for a position. But following the standard table test, to make sure that I could actually do the job, they had asked if I could supply references and a copy of my licence. With a smile I said it was no problem and slipped away. I certainly had no intention of answering my phone if they called back.

I could imagine the reference – Great staff member, reliable and trustworthy, showed lots of promise. Lost control and punched a guy, although he had regained consciousness when the ambulance arrived. Would not touch him with a barge pole - even if the law permitted. Please don’t hesitate to contact me for further details.

I had finished speaking with one of the managers in the last place, had just had the old ‘can you supply references?’ conversation, when a dealer at a nearby table called me over. He said that if I was having trouble getting a job, he might be able to help. I hinted at him that a reference was not so easily obtained and he said that it might not be important as all that. He knew of a place which may be prepared to overlook that kind of detail if the candidate was the right person for the job.

And here I was. Now giving my fingertips a quick lick to remove remnants of the chocolate, which tasted just as good as when I ate the scrumptious delicacy itself, I wiped them on the material inside my trouser-pockets and straightened my posture. I had walked the length of the alley, which was about twenty feet, and now it eased to the right and opened up into some kind of courtyard.

There, looking slightly out of place among the surrounding high walls of plain, grey concrete, stood the casino entrance. And there was no mistaking that I had the right place. The casino’s name, although not illuminated in the bright sunshine which somehow managed to find its way down into the drab enclosure, was boldly spelled out over the doorway in big letters of emerald green.

With a nervous clearing of my throat, I pushed aside the butterflies which had suddenly taken flight inside my lower intestines, and climbed the four steps of clean white granite which would take me into The Green Bullion Club.

I don’t know what I was expecting. But I was pleasantly surprised when the steps took me through a glass partition and into an airy reception area lined with rich red carpet. And no sooner had I taken in my comfortable surroundings when a lady dressed in white blouse and cherry-red scarf appeared behind a long desk of gleaming cream marble and gave me a big smile.

This was it. Possibly my last chance to stay in the country, at least if I wanted to remain in the gaming sector. Returning her greeting, I stepped forward. ‘Hi. I am here for an interview. My name is James Foxby.’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

First Night
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It was good to start off on a quiet night, or at least quiet so far. I was on an empty blackjack table. A few feet across from me was a roulette game. Three oldish boys, looking to me like they might be farmers, were playing away in almost silence for relatively small stakes.

Other than the game opposite, the rest of the tables were not within view from where I stood. They were arranged in pairs, one roulette and a blackjack, sectioned off and pretty much hidden from sight behind screens of fake foliage or tightly-threaded trellises of rich wood that might be cherry. I had been given the tour. There were four roulettes and four blackjacks, paired together, and a couple of 3 card poker tables over near the door.

The low, black-painted ceiling was unusual, spattered with dozens of tiny sparkling lights. My eyes drifted back and forth across it, almost falling for the illusion it created. It could have been the night sky if not for the bright spotlights that were positioned over the tables. And of course, the camera domes were there too. One camera per table by the looks of things. Overall it was a cosy atmosphere, and the deep carpet of ruby red, exactly the same shade as the soft upholstery on the players’ chairs, added the perfect finishing touch to the comfortable warmth of the place. 

I couldn’t see it from where I stood but the cage was tucked into a corner, somewhere over to my left and well away from the front doors. It was pretty much standard to keep the cash desk tucked within the depths of the casino. Apart from trying to deter thieves, the idea was that after cashing out their chips players would have to fight the pull of temptation as they passed by the tables on their way to the door.

To the left of the cage, again on the furthest wall from the entrance, stood a set of high doors of dark wood, the tops of which I could just make out behind me. I had been told that beyond these doors were a series of private rooms. Presumably this was for the bigger players or maybe those who preferred to keep their gambling habits a little more secret.

The casino where I had worked in the UK did not have a private room, a ‘Salon Prive’, but for some reason I had always wished it had. The thought conjured up images of James Bond types dressed in tuxedos, and stunningly beautiful women in sparkly dresses, playing for ridiculously high stakes. Silly really, I suppose. The reality of modern-day casinos, certainly in my limited experience, was far from the illusion created on the TV.

Gradually my curiosity waned. There was not much for me to see from where I was currently standing. And I had spent what must have been an hour observing and taking in my surroundings (I was estimating the passing of time here as dealers are not permitted to wear a watch).

I cast my eyes to the small sign of moulded black plastic set to the side of my table. The minimum bet was five euro with a maximum of two hundred. Pretty much standard as the lower end, I guess. From there the minimum bet went up and the maximum increased to match. I had asked at the interview how high the limits went in this casino but the only response I got was a kind of secretive smile from the manager. I guess he wasn’t ready to tell me that much.

The guy who interviewed me was called Kyle Pidman. Mid to late fifties, with fairish hair that was styled straight at the sides and on the top, with some product or other holding it in place. The at the front it was on the long side, un-styled and messy.To me it looked like he got ready for work in a hurry and didn’t get to finish off his hair-do. In fairness to the guy, maybe that was the image he was going for. Or then maybe he was only just out of bed. Going from a night shift to an early start had that effect on some people. That dishevelled, slightly stunned appearance, brought on by a confused body clock, was something I had seen a lot of since joining the industry.

I had been shown to the ‘coffee lounge.’ An area of about eight feet square with red floor tiles, as opposed to carpet like the rest of the casino, and with half a dozen square tables covered with cloths in red gingham. Small laminated menus on each table showed a basic snack menu which was served for pretty much the whole time the casino was open. A nearby counter had what you might expect to find in a small café – coffee machine, water boiler and a display cabinet with a surprisingly extensive selection of cakes and pastries.

Dressed in a tuxedo, Kyle Pidman introduced himself as the manager on duty and ordered us both a coffee which was duly delivered by one the waiting staff.

‘It’s nice to see you are wearing a tie,’ he said as he took a sip of his cappuccino. ‘A lot of people don’t even bother nowadays. Standards don’t mean a thing to some. Even when they are trying for a job.’

It was an interesting start to my interview. But he was right. I did look smart. My medium-brown hair was short and neat, with just a hint of paste to keep it the way I wanted. My goatee was short and straight, and I had shaved the rest of my chin of any other stubble just before I left the hotel. I was not wearing a suit. Mainly because I did not have one. But I still looked the part in my clean white shirt and black pants.

He eyed me curiously for a second and then grinned. ‘You know, once I did a table test for a bird. She must have only been about twenty. She was dealing blackjack to me and each time she burped all I could smell was lager. I could have ignored that, in fairness she knew her job and her pretty face would have gone down great with the male clientele. But the fact that she dropped a loud fart just as we were wrapping up put me off.’ He gave a shudder. ‘These things happen but there was just something creepy when she let out a noise like a duck sneezing and just smiled at me.’

‘Did you hire her in the end?’

Swallowing some coffee, her shook his head violently. ‘I did in me arse.’ An interesting reply from someone conducting an interview. ‘So tell me, where did you work in the UK?’

I hoped he had not noticed me tense up. I knew it would come but the question still gave me the jitters. Carefully I repeated what I had rehearsed so many times during the last couple of weeks, and even as I had done my circuits of St. Stephen’s Green, just before attending the interview. Stating facts, I spoke casually and without going into too much detail; fifteen years in the business, experienced in most games, have served my time inspecting (supervising), quite capable of running the floor. I added plenty of fluff about big players, in-house training and even threw in a bit which I had not rehearsed about some training course I went on about eight years ago. It sounded like a good story, if I say so myself. Despite the added waffle.

He told me he had been half expecting my job application after hearing from a manager friend of his from one of the other Dublin casinos where I had already applied. ‘So what about references?’ he asked. ‘I heard you were a bit cagey when you were asked about them. You had to have been fired if you can’t produce a reference.’ His expression hardened. ‘Where you on the take?’

I swallowed quickly. No one would touch a dealer who had been caught stealing, or even one that was suspected of such. How could they trust them to protect a chip float worth thousands, let alone the cash that would pass through their hands on a daily basis? Okay, so my sin was not stealing; I am honest and trustworthy. But would I be viewed in the same light?

With a deep breath I prepared for the worst and went for it. ‘I hit a punter,’ I said simply.

His expression was unwavering. ‘Right. Did he deserve it?’

The question threw me, as did his casual attitude. This was not the reaction I was expecting. Cautiously, I gave him the details, making sure to include the fact that I had received some news which had me feeling down.

I studied him as he mulled it over, plucking thoughtfully at his chin. His eyes, tired and watery, suggested he did not get enough sleep. That comes with the job too, I guess.

‘Okay,’ he said at last. ‘Here it is. I will give you a chance.’ His finger appeared and wagged at me. ‘We don’t put up with any of that crap here though. If you have an attitude you will be out on your arse.’

Elation flooded over me. I had my foot in the door and could start earning money again. But then a thought – what about a table test? Did he not want to see that I could actually deal?

‘No need. You were tested already today, at the other place. And if my friend says you can deal, it’s good enough for me.’ Breaking into a big yawn, he went on without waiting to finish it. ‘One table test is enough for anybody. Right?’

I readily agreed. No matter how long in the job, a table test is a daunting experience.

‘Now, if you can tell me your sizes, I will arrange a uniform for later. It’s the traditional black trousers, white shirt, black bow tie. Come back at eight o’ clock tonight.’

I thanked him a little harder than necessary. This news was far better than I had been expecting. Not the most orthodox way of hiring staff but I was not complaining.

He checked his watch. ‘Okay. We’ll see how you get on. Give it a few days and if you work out, we’ll add you to the roster and you will be paid for the time you’ve done. If things don’t go so well, we will say bye-bye and you don’t get paid. Just put it down to experience. Okay?’

So that was it. No table test, no request for a CV or references. There was still the possibility that more questions would come before I was officially hired. But this was a great start. 

‘Oh, one more thing,’ he said as he slid his cup and saucer to one side and leaned over to me. ‘And don’t take this the wrong way. It’s just that we don’t know you, right? You could be anyone. For all I know you could be the worse news since I met my wife. Just don’t help yourself to the float. Of all the things in this club, and we put up with a lot, stealing is something we don’t tolerate.’

I was quick to assure him I would never dream of stealing and had never done so, and was just about to launch into a story about morality and integrity when he stopped me by holding up his hand.

‘That’s all great. I am just saying though. Don’t do it. Other than that, you can consider yourself hired. At least on a trial basis.’ Now as he shook my hand and gave me a big open-mouthed smile, which made me think he did not like dentists, he got to his feet and I did the same. ‘Come back tonight then and we’ll sort you out. Oh, and welcome to the team.’

I thanked him again and we shook hands for the third time since meeting. That was the easiest interview I could have hoped for. And Kyle seemed as happy as me that it was over. Certainly he was all smiles as he called the waitress and ordered another cappuccino for himself.

As I said goodbye and made for the way out, I wondered if all the staff at The Green Bullion Club were hired so easily. Or perhaps it was just a lazy approach adopted by this particular manager which had allowed me to get a foot in the door so easily. Either way, I had overcome the first hurdle.

I looked back when I reached the small corridor which would lead me to reception and the way out. Kyle Pidman was back in his seat, leaning back with his arms folded, laughing with the waitress who could not have been much more than half his age. Was she laughing because she liked him? Or maybe she was laughing because he was the boss and everyone is meant to laugh at the boss’s jokes. Or then perhaps he was a genuinely funny guy. And maybe I had him all wrong.

It is actually unusual for me to take a disliking to someone I just met. I believe in giving everyone a chance and getting to know them before deciding what kind of person they are. You can’t judge a book by its cover and all that.

But I have to say, in Kyle Pidman’s case I was prepared to make an exception. I did not like him at all.

Eight o’clock came soon enough. I made my way once more towards the grey arch which would lead me into the passageway and towards the courtyard which housed the casino entrance.

There were two guys; security, bouncers, call them what you like, but with one standing to each side of the grey arch and carefully eyeing each person that came close, there was no mistaking their role. They said nothing when I made the turn and entered the alley although I thought one was going to speak. However, he chose not to and merely flicked up his eyebrows by way of acknowledging my presence.

Although still bright enough outside, the glow of the sun had been gone for some time, vanishing behind a blanket of heavy cloud and staying there. But the alley was not in total darkness, now illuminated by a series of opaque bulbs, secured to the walls in cage-like frames of black metal, about 8 feet from the ground. The glow from each was not quite strong enough to meet the next, and the resulting effect as I passed through alternating light and dark was strangely unnerving.

However, something of a Christmassy atmosphere greeted me when I left the gloomy tunnel and entered the courtyard. The surrounding walls were no longer dull concrete but glowed brightly, benefiting from an array of multi-coloured fairy lights which criss-crossed back and forth above me.

And the casino entrance, already impressive with its white granite steps and red carpet, appeared even more so with burning torches attached to the wall at either side, the large yellow flames rocking gently back and forth in the disturbed air. The neon was turned on too, the glowing green letters adding to the lighting display and proudly announcing that this was The Green Bullion Club.

I returned the polite nod offered to me by another rather large guy in the doorway as he stepped back inside to allow me to approach the desk. There the same receptionist I had seen earlier glanced up from her marble desk and gave me a broad smile.

My thoughts were still on the pretty receptionist when a movement caught my attention. My mind had been so far away it took me a second to remember where I was.

Reaching my table, a smartly-dressed man of around sixty manoeuvred himself carefully onto a seat and was joined by a woman, maybe a third of his age. As she removed her small jacket and tossed it onto the chair next to her, it was hard not to notice her ample figure, struggling to escape over the top of her dress.

I was so busy trying to look anywhere but at the lady that I half missed his introduction, although he had spoken so quietly that he may well not have been addressing me at all.

I smiled, a little uncomfortable. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that. Doctor what was it?’

The man held my gaze, a subtle confidence in his face. ‘Just call me The Doctor.’ He placed a speckly hand on the young lady’s shoulder and smiled. ‘And this is my daughter.’

Fighting an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach, I gave what I hoped was a polite acknowledgement and turned to see another staff member as he arrived to watch the game. ‘Inspectors’ are generally staff of a slightly senior rank to the dealers, whose job it is to simply watch the game to make sure that it is dealt correctly. They are the first line of discipline for the dealer, and report to the pit boss in relation to activity on their particular table.   

As I had only been given a uniform and then put straight onto the table, I had not had the opportunity to meet any of the other staff. This guy who was inspecting was about twenty-five, short, jet-black hair, fresh-faced and keen. Hands behind his back he greeted the player and his ‘daughter’ before asking me my name and telling me his was Kieron.

A moment later a pile of fifties hit the table, nine hundred euros worth, and my first stint of dealing in my new job got under way.

The place closed at six in the morning and I was crossing the Luas tracks before ten past. Already the day was bright and warm, promising to be another good one.

It had been an interesting first night overall. The thought of ‘The Doctor’ bothered me more than it should. He was fine with me; we had shared small talk during the few minutes it took to shuffle the cards each time. His humour remained constant despite me taking the best part of two thousand from him in the space of an hour.

But when he had got to his feet and said to his companion that it was time they got to bed, I had been filled with a mixture of revulsion and pity. It happens, of course it does. And theirs was not the first ‘relationship’ of this kind which I had encountered in my life. Perhaps it was the resigned look on her face, or the hint of anticipation on his. Either way something from that moment was still with me, and it was not pleasant.

On the plus side, I had got through my first night without a hitch. Once The Doctor had departed, four young blokes joined the table. They were a decent bunch and easy enough to get along with. And my other stints had involved two tame roulette games and an hour on 3 card poker. Easy.

The staff seemed friendly enough, although I had only really chatted to one or two of them. Kieron, the guy who inspected my game with The Doctor, had offered me the chance to stay at his place for a few days. I was in a hotel at the minute but it was not cheap and my funds were limited. Strangely though, Kieron had kind of hinted I would soon be in my own place. Yet he had no idea if I had any cash for a deposit for an apartment, let alone money for the first month’s rent upfront. And I had heard that Dublin rents were frighteningly high. We had agreed I would remind Kieron in a few days if I needed somewhere to stay. He said I could move in within a week if need be.

The sausage rolls I grabbed from a place near the start of Grafton Street were gorgeous so I turned back and got two more. Then a cup of tea back at the hotel and I would be fit for bed.

But sleep did not come as readily as I expected, despite me being tired after the first night shift I had done in weeks. Perhaps I was overtired. Or was feeling unsettled in the strange bed. Or maybe it was something else altogether. Something I was reluctant to open my mind to.

Flinging myself onto my side I hauled up the covers, pulling them in tight around my neck. Even with my eyes closed I could see the light creeping in around the closed curtains. Outside the city was coming to life. The hum of traffic had become constant and not two minutes went by without someone giving a hefty blast of the horn.

Eventually sitting up, I rubbed at my tired eyes and tried to figure out what was bothering me. And then it came to me. Dimly aware of the bursting spots of colour appearing on the bare cream wall from where I had been at my eyes, I explored my thoughts. It was the casino itself that was bothering me. But as to exactly how it was bothering me, I was not sure. Certainly though, I was already beginning to wonder if accepting this job had been the wisest move I had ever made.
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People – Regular and Otherwise
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Over the years I have talked to many people involved in casinos. Most of them, regardless of their time served or position, started out as a dealer. True, I have known many staff from a security / front of house background, and a fair few involved in the various aspects of catering. And they too have their experiences to share. But the dealers, those on the front line, working right at the coalface, they tend to be the ones with the funny stories.

And I don’t just mean funny stories about particular incidents. I am referring more to the characters that seem to find their way through the empty night and land in a casino somewhere, often becoming regular to the point of being regarded almost as part of the furniture.

Generally speaking, I think us night owls tend to be somehow different from those who live and work in the ‘normal’ hours of the day. Maybe we don’t get enough sunlight or maybe our hormones are a bit jumbled up, but I have always thought this.

And I believe that casinos, which because of their very nature operate when most businesses are closed, attract the self-same kind of people to which I am referring. And it can apply to both customers and staff alike. Of course, they are full of ‘normal’ people too. There are plenty of couples having a night out, night-workers who go to a casino to have a drink and wind down, or those seeking a place to continue a night out after the pub has closed. And there are many regular people who enjoy the social aspect and the adrenaline-pumping buzz of a casino atmosphere. But I do believe that casinos are a magnet for unusual and downright eccentric characters. And many of them help create extraordinary stories and moments, or are just extraordinary people themselves.

Some of the stories I heard were hilarious, especially in the environment where stories and exploits were being shared. But behind the laughter, and yes, a certain element of mockery, there was often a very human and sad truth.

I once heard a story from a lady in the UK who had worked as a pit boss in a particular club. There was a guy there every day from 2pm until 4am (casino opening hours were strictly limited to these times back then). This player had spent more money over the years than he could remember.  Once a very successful businessman, he had chipped away at his empire until the debts outweighed the assets. One day he found there was nothing left. It was all gone. He told the story regularly and to anyone who would listen. If they were prepared to pay the slightest bit of attention, and even if they had heard it just the day before, he would reel off his sad tale. Speaking in a low voice, his eyes would glaze over as his memory recalled the whole sorry affair. Afterwards he would sit in a chair in silence for a few minutes as though recovering from the ordeal of recounting it.

One night this man said he had had enough. He could take no more. So, after working his way around the casino floor and telling all those who cared enough to listen, he set off in the middle of the night for the river just a short walk away.

I imagined him standing on the embankment, staring into the darkness, pondering his decision and churning over all sorts of sad thoughts in his head. It is unknown as to exactly how long he waited before he jumped.

Considering that he was a regular visitor to the casino, one might take it for granted that he was local to the area. Maybe he was. And it could have been that he was not overly familiar with the immediate area near to the gambling club. Or maybe he just forgot that the river was tidal.

When the casino staff began leaving work, just after four o’clock that morning, they were greeted with the sight of two fire engines, lights flashing furiously like blue strobes at a dance club. And there, coming into view from beyond the embankment, was the unfortunate man who had decided to end it all, being safely hoisted out of the wet mud just in time before the next tide arrived.

The next day, as the casino opened its doors as usual, he strolled in, gave his details to the receptionist (although she knew his membership number by heart) and parked himself at the nearest roulette table.

Although at this point it would probably be expected that he would talk about his incident with the mud and fire brigade. He might have expressed sadness that his attempt to end his life had failed, or he may even have seen the funny side or been a little coy after the staff had observed him. But this was not the case. Once he had purchased some chips to play with, he simply brought out his old story of how he had lost a fortune and would never be the same man again.

Now it’s true, when I first heard that story the laughter erupted around the table like a cork popping from a shaken champagne bottle. But as the hilarity calmed down, allowing time for people to take a drink in time for the next anecdote to begin, I retreated a little into my own thoughts and felt deep pity for this man. We are all human at the end of the day, and all vulnerable. I felt some guilt too, that I was part of the industry which had led to his financial and mental collapse, to the point where he saw death as the most favourable option.

Anyway, not to be gloomy. Gamblers need help and support. I am all in favour of that.

But to return to my point. Casinos seem to be littered with unusual characters, on both sides of the table. And I thought I had met my share of noteworthy personalities, until I met the punters at The Green Bullion Club. They were something else.

On this particular shift, I think it was about midnight, I had returned from my break and reported to the pit boss. Grant was on duty for the night. With a dark complexion, he was a wiry kind of guy with a very sculptured look about him. The neatly shaved contours of his tight hair style seemed to be perfectly in line with his small, pointy beard, the symmetry creating something close to a perfect triangle. Enthusiastic and alert, he was clearly very tuned in to what was going on.

As I approached the desk, he lifted his face from the CCTV monitor and gave me a big smile. ‘I want you to go onto Roulette Two,’ he said, maintaining his expression. ‘It’s nice and busy on there so plenty to keep you going.’

I nodded, feeling somewhat puzzled. So what if AR2 (American Roulette table 2) was busy. It was odd that he would tell me that. I felt him pat me lightly on the back as I turned to go and heard him speak again behind me.

‘Enjoy.’

The fact that there was an inspector on the table suggested that either one or more of the players were troublesome or there was decent action on the game. But the table did not look particularly busy. I was surprised to see just three players gathered around it. And as the ball had just dropped and the dealer began clearing off losing bets, I noticed there were only a couple of hundred chips on the layout. A busy roulette game might have six or seven times that number.

Across from the dealer, who was a youngish guy who was more flustered than I felt was justified, was a couple I had seen the previous night. I had not dealt to them but had observed them from a blackjack table at which I was stationed for an hour.

The pair seemed like okay sort of punters; no fuss or noise, and certainly no signs of aggression. And as I thought about their play, I felt sure they were not big players.

That left the man standing next to the dealer. He was currently studying a roulette card (a single-sheet card with an image of a roulette wheel and layout of numbers on one side and an empty grid on the other. The idea was that players could use the grid to record winning numbers in order to try and find a pattern and so predict the next number. It’s total nonsense. They won’t find a pattern - ever).

The man must have been in his seventies, dressed smartly enough although he looked a little dated. Probably had the suit for years. Even from where I was standing, it was so worn that in places the pin-stripe was no longer visible.

Using his index finger to casually flick a grey curl of a fringe to one side he eyed me curiously over the top of his half-moon glasses. Then using both hands he pulled his stacks of blue chips closer to himself, about a hundred and sixty chips in all.

I didn’t mean to ignore him when he spoke. I did not hear what he said and was not particularly expecting him to say anything. But as no one else acknowledged him I presumed his comment was aimed at me.

The couple returned my quick smile and I turned to the man, asking him what he had said and apologising politely for not catching him the first time. His reply caught me by surprise.

‘You’re a funny fella. Go on. Say it.’

A quick glance at the inspector offered me no inspiration. She stood tall and tense, arms folded tightly, high on her chest. Her face told me she had been watching the game for long enough already and was in need of a break.

‘Just spin the ball,’ she uttered without any hint of friendliness in my direction.

‘Place your bets.’ The ball left my fingertips and at that precise moment the man with the half-moon glasses went into some kind of betting frenzy.

Blue chips were flying at me. Sure, they were not thrown in the accepted sense of the word but he was flicking them across the green baize at an alarming rate, reeling off bets for me to place as he went. But his words did not only extend to telling me which bets he wanted placing. The list of place bets was interspersed with various expressions, which made absolutely no sense.

‘Six, seven, eleven, another on six. Don’t forget zero. Say it, go on. Did I do four? Never forget one, two and three. Cover the splits for me too. Say it. Say it. Go on. Say it.’

And while he was frantically throwing chips at me with one hand, his mouth working hard to keep up the speedy dialogue, his other hand was also hard at it, placing chips on the rest of the layout which was well within his reach.

With something like relief, I called no more bets and listened to the sound of the ball dropping a few moments later.

‘Seventeen black.’

‘All’s good in the church yard. Go on. Say it.’

The guy’s payout was 104 chips, which roughly equalled the amount he had staked. And then we were off again.

‘Place your bets, please.’

‘Six, seven, eleven, another on six. Don’t forget zero. Say it. Go on. Never forget one, two and three. Cover the splits for me too. Say it. Say it. Go on. Say it.’

No sooner had I called the winning number (number 23 on this occasion) than he began again. ‘All’s good in the church yard. Go on, say it.’ He even threw in a, ‘Rinky, rinky, rinky,’ (I have no idea where he got that from). Then he laughed out loud before going back to studying his roulette card and throwing me the odd glance over the top of his glasses.

It went on. Spin after spin he went through the same routine. He just didn’t seem to tire of it. But in truth, once I settled in to the routine, I actually began to enjoy myself. The bets he wanted placing were no big issue.

Sometimes he flung more at me than he actually wanted placing but I soon learned the best way to deal with those. Trying to return them to him just caused confusion for both of us; me trying to explain why I was giving him chips back while he just smiled at me and said, ‘Yes, you’re a funny fella. Go on, say it,’ over and over. And so I just stuck the chips somewhere on the first dozen where he was getting me to place bets for him anyway.

In fairness he was betting every number anyhow, along with most of the splits and a few corners, so what difference was it to him if I added the odd bet for him that he was unaware of?

I had looked to the inspector for some guidance. I thought maybe she had already dealt with this situation of him passing over more chips than needed, or at least she may give me some indication of what she would like me to do with them. She was the supervisor at the end of the day. But her stance was the same each time I caught sight of her; a perpetual state of rolling her eyes. Maybe it was at me, or perhaps the player. Either way she gave me the impression she was totally wound up, so I just got on with things and kept my eyes on the game. She could soon speak up if there was something she was not happy with.

I was kept so busy with this guy that I was not even aware of the couple opposite me leaving the game. I only realised they were gone when I happened to look across the table and saw nothing but empty seats. I wondered vaguely if they had enjoyed the show or if they left because this guy was doing their heads in.

‘How did you like Joe Muldoon?’ asked Grant, the pit boss, when I reported to him after being taken off the table for a break. ‘Did he keep you on your toes?’

Perhaps he expected me to be more fazed than I was, which kind of surprised me. Joe Muldoon was not a difficult man to deal to. But I was still the new guy and he obviously expected me to feel at least a little stressed out.

I began by placing my head in my hands and mumbling, loudly enough so that he could hear it but not so much that he would quite understand the words. Which was good because they made about as much sense as what Joe Muldoon had been coming out with. Then I spent a couple of seconds repeating some of Joe’s catchphrases while trying to appear exasperated.

All in all, I think I did a good job of convincing him because when I left him to head to the staff room, he patted me on the back again, face filled with understanding, and informed me that I would get used to Joe Muldoon eventually.

But what was there to get used to? The guy was a piece of cake. Anyway, as I said before, there are many characters to be found in casinos. And I had a feeling that the player I had just encountered was not the only unusual individual I would meet. And I was to be proved right much quicker than I anticipated.

The staff room formed an ‘L’ shape, with a door off each side for the ladies’ and men’s changing and locker rooms. Passing the doors and scattering of furniture I turned for the kitchen and almost bumped into Kieron.

‘I see you have been added to the roster,’ he chirped. ‘And seeing as your days off match mine I think it only right that we go out and get locked.’ He copied my frown.

‘Locked? As in locked up?’ The eruption of laughter from the half dozen or so in the room, including Kieron, made me blush. And I only made matters worse in my effort to remedy the situation. ‘Locked out?’

‘For fuck’s sake, man,’ said Kieron in between laughs. ‘You’re bleedin’ killin’ me.’ He composed himself and the laughter in the room faded away. ‘We will go out and get locked. It means pissed. Get me now?’

I was well up for a few pints and told him so. ‘I don’t know about getting pissed though,’ I added in a serious tone. ‘But I am up for a few jars. Just let me know where and when.’

Seeing his smile and something like a glint in his eye when I returned to the gaming floor, I presumed Grant was still amused at me having my first encounter with Joe Muldoon. He must have really fallen for my little act. The thought disappointed me. I had him down as a bit more tuned in than that.

Assigned to another roulette table, this time AR1, I arrived at my spot and quickly took in the scene. Just one player was on the table and no inspector. It should be tame enough.

The man, who could not have been more than five feet in height, was apparently intent on covering almost every betting position on the layout. With one leg actually up on the green baize and his chest somewhere near the 2nd dozen, he was quite literally on the table.

He seemed reluctant to move from his position, and it was only with a little encouragement from the dealer that he climbed down, just in time for the ball dropping. Noticing me for the first time, he made some kind of grunting noise which I presumed was his way of saying hi.

My heart sank when he grasped something from a brass drink holder set into the surrounding wood and stuck it in his mouth. It was a cigar, as yet unlit. The smoking ban prevented people from smoking in public places. Something for which I was very grateful. In my early days in the job, I used to stink to high heaven of smoke after working a shift.

But the laws of the land did not seem to apply in this place. Certainly the law against selling alcohol without a licence was flaunted on a daily basis. I had been told it was okay for the casino to give it away as long as they did not charge. And although there were plenty of freebies, I had seen many people paying for it. So I guess it would stand to reason that they would ignore the smoking ban too.

I put the player’s age around the fifty-mark. Although his jeans and suit jacket looked clean and pressed, and his hair was trimmed and had seen a comb sometime in the last few hours, he had something of an unkempt appearance. Maybe it was the loose hair of his fringe, constantly dropping across his eyes and making him flick his head vigorously to one side, which had an effect on his appearance. Or it could be the chewed cigar, which he now rolled over with his tongue from one side of his mouth to the other. He seemed oblivious to the bits which fell from it and stuck to his shirt or landed on the cloth of the table like flecks of brown snow. The front of his pale blue shirt was dotted with it. The garment looked like it was speckled brown by design.

The outgoing dealer stepped back and introduced us with a smile. ‘Paul, this is our newest dealer. James, meet Paul. You’ll get to know him and his ways soon enough.’ Then, after informing me that Paul was playing chips in four different colours (as opposed to playing just the one colour, which is the norm), he moved off and I was in control.

‘Woah, wait, hang on,’ the player called when I went to spin the ball. ‘Are you in a rush? Better give me some more colour.’ He threw me €200 cash in crumpled notes. ‘And give me chance to get some bets on.’

He must have had 200 chips already but who was I to argue. Giving him the requested chips, I hesitated. ‘Okay if I spin?’

He was busy plastering the layout and did not look at me when he replied. ‘Don’t wait for me, son. We don’t have all day.’

‘No more bets. Ten black.’ I was caught off-guard when he suddenly flung up a leg and used it to lever himself up onto the table. I could not even clear off the losing bets.

‘Not number ten. Why didn’t you hit number seventeen? Or six? Or thirty-four?’

I wanted to tell him the return he would receive for those numbers was almost the same as it was to be for number ten. Instead, I put on an understanding face and asked that he give me some room to work. ‘Maybe it will be one of those numbers next time,’ I said lightly as I prepared his payout.

‘Next time’s no bleeding good to me, is it? God knows where you got number ten from.’ His complaining went on but decreased in volume to a point where it was nothing more than subtle muttering.

As I spun the ball again, he lowered his head so that his chin was brushing off the table (it was not that much above it anyway) and eyed the layout carefully, moving the odd chip to get his

bets just as he wanted them. Then watching the ball intently, he withdrew the remnants of his cigar from his mouth and discarded the chewed mess in one of the drink holders.

‘No more bets.’

Before I even announced the winning number, he erupted again. ‘No, no, no. Not sixteen this time. What about number five? Look at it. Just look at it.’

I had no choice but do as he instructed as he had mounted the table once more, arm extended and finger pointing, holding it less than an inch from the said number. I put on a solemn face and agreed with him. It seemed the best thing to do.

Climbing down again, he stuck a fresh cigar in his mouth and cast me a dirty look. ‘Yeah. Number five would have been much better, dickhead.’

I silently acknowledged my understanding of the pit boss’s expression when he sent me to this table. After my experience with Joe Muldoon, Grant was now testing me further to see if I could handle it. Or maybe he just thought it was funny.

So this guy was a real charmer. And, like Joe, he went through the same spiel spin after spin. He varied it slightly, of course. Along with ‘dickhead’, I was also ‘knobhead’, ‘shit for brains’ and even ‘arse wipe’. But as crazy as it may sound, there was something strangely inoffensive in this player.

Perhaps it was because of his sloppy appearance. His gruff manner perfectly suited his attire but there was something else too. Whenever he threw an insult, he was only ever looking at the table. Well, most of the time anyway. And that somehow made it directed at the game and not at me.

The experience was not without humour too. There were two occasions when he smacked the table hard and shouted, ‘bloody shitballs’, loudly enough for everyone in the club to hear.

And his system of backing every number and split, piling chips everywhere until the last moment when I stopped him from betting, was not paying off for him. Spin after spin he received significantly less than he laid out. And cash was coming across the table at a steady pace.

This added pressure only increased his level of frustration each time the ball dropped in a number, irrespective of the financial outcome on the spin. I guess he must have given me about eight hundred when he suddenly realised he was down to his last fifty-euro note.

Passing him out the chips, I meant it when I wished him luck. I actually hoped he would get a decent hit this time and be able to keep playing. Better that than me having to stand around waiting for another player to come along.

I stared at the half-dozen numbers which he had not covered. He simply did not have enough ammunition to bet as he had been. In those last seconds as the ball began to slow down, preparing to bounce among the red and black pockets, I actually wondered which of us was wishing the most that he would hit a decent number.

Tension. The ball dropped.

Leaping at least a foot from the ground, he raised both his knees and smacked himself on the thighs. ‘Bloody bastardin’, bloody bastard shitballs.’

It was too much. My laugh burst from me as I tried to call out the winning number and place the dolly on the empty section on the table.

He laughed too. And the sincerity in his face made me laugh all the more. It was made even funnier by the way he laughed so hard with his teeth hanging on desperately to the chewed remnants of his cigar.

‘Sorry about that,’ I said once I was able to control myself. ‘You were unlucky.’

‘My own fault,’ he said in an offhand kind of way. ‘You didn’t make me play did you. I should know the way it works at this stage.’

‘No joy, Paul?’

I turned at the sound of Kyle Pidman’s voice approaching from behind. He stopped at the table, leaning with his hands on the dark green cushion surrounding it.

‘No joy at all,’ replied Paul, looking even smaller as he eased himself onto a stool. ‘I was never going to win though, not with this dickhead spinning the ball.’

His wink in my direction made me smile and I turned to Kyle. ‘He does have a point.’

Paul declined Kyle’s offer of a bite to eat, saying that he had to be getting off home. And as Kyle left us, he followed him with his eyes until he vanished behind a wall of greenery. Then he turned to me and gestured with his thumb. ‘Now that, that is a real dickhead.’

I must have been on the table for another half hour after Paul had run out of money. And as is often the case with people, once he had stopped gambling he was
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