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White noise! I needed white noise. The newly emptied bottle of Wild turkey, sitting on Grammy’s old 50s chrome and turquoise Formica table, mocked me. It hadn’t done its job. That little click that Tennessee Williams had made so famous in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof hadn’t come; that click that turned the hot light off and the cool one on.

I’d been running on barely three hours of sleep a night the last few weeks. I needed relief! My dreams...what a euphemistic term for the hellish life some of us endure when we close our eyes at night...my dreams were nothing but nightmares. Nightmares so evil and real that I was bolting erect at night in a wakened cold sweat, thanking God, again and again, that I had just been dreaming. How long it was going to take to flush the shit of this last case out of my mind?!

White noise would help drive the demons out, but my need for white noise is how this whole thing started. Maybe if I just talk it out with you, I’ll feel a little better. Those of you who have been with me on one of these rides might be a little disappointed, because that’s what this case was—mostly talk. I thought at the time that’s what I needed. I was tired of the fights and being shot at; tired of the new scar tissue they left behind on my proud black mind and body.

It had started out on a night like tonight...where I was awake and feeling sorry for myself, and more than a little lonely. I wasn’t in the mood for some fucking man and all his self-involved baggage; I just needed to retreat deep inside and find that little switch. That switch that would flood my brain with a tide of anesthetizing tranquility, washing away the shit from the streets that was stored in each tiny cell. But the shit never really went away; I was just white-washing it. One day it would all come back to haunt me...but not now...this moment in time was all I needed to get by.

My switch was difficult to find and because of that, I aptly named it Waldo. Right now, I needed to find Waldo...and peace. But he was camouflaged in a million excited neurons firing in my brain. More whiskey wasn’t going to help. I needed to focus inward, deep into myself.

Some people use select, recorded white noise in their everyday lives, to filter and mask the riot of distraction in their minds so that they can relax...and focus. My white noise is the all-encompassing discordant sound of the actual world. The more outside distraction—the better. It helps me to focus inward and escape the dissonance of my own mind. Even though it was late, I knew a place where the action was just getting started; a gambling boat with a cacophony of sound and action that would provide me with all the white noise I needed. Enough to help me find Waldo.

I thought about showering, it had been two days, but then I thought, if someone is going to be put off by just two days of my funk—fuck ‘em. I got up and padded into the bedroom to get dressed. The “hot” side of the clothing in my closet kept getting less used. I didn’t know if it was because I was getting older or the job or God knows what. It didn’t help my spiraling depression. Though most of the men where I was going knew me, and knew enough to stay away from me, there might be some new idiot tempted to fire on me. I decided to dress down in a waffle knit Henley sweater, Chinos and Mary Janes. I kept the legs and tits undercover. Like I said earlier, I didn’t feel like a man tonight.

I laid the clothes out on the bed, but hesitated putting them on. I didn’t care what other people thought, but I was still feeling grungy, so I took an “air shower”. I filled the air with mist from a can of Axe Anarchy and walked naked through it. There, that’ll hold me for the rest of the evening. I finished dressing, strapped on the Warthogs, covered them with a light windbreaker, and headed outside to the Buick.

It rumbled it to life and I felt the power of the Gran Sport vibrate through me; it wanted to wail. So did I, but first I had to find my click, and I knew just where to go. I headed toward the Big River.

The Buick crested a small rise and across the Big River, the brightly lit, crisp skyline of Saint Lawrence, that eclipsed her crippled, atrophying and dying little stepsister: East Saint Lawrence, beckoned me. But I was staying on this side of the river tonight.

Below me, sprawled the Savannah Belle Complex. Its main attraction was the large gambling casino sitting in the middle of an artificial moat. At one time there had been an actual boat there that had been a pretense to satisfy the lawmakers upstate. In the early days, the state had legalized gambling only on moving riverboats, then they were allowed to be moored, and then allowed to be fixed structures on the riverfront. 

Farther back from the river sat a half-empty, 18-floor hotel and the gated RV park. The complex had just received a recent renovation from a new investor and a plethora of new neon lights flashed everywhere helping to disguise the worn façade, like too much makeup on a grande dame in her waning years.

When the Savannah Belle first opened, it drew huge Saint Lawrence crowds from across the river, and big-time money rolled in. But when they legalized gambling on the Saint Lawrence side of the river, the big-money gamblers stayed over there. The Savannah Belle still attracted crowds and made money, not big-time money, but enough to stay alive. It changed hands several times, eventually ending up in the hands of its employees, predominantly black, who were trying to save their jobs. It would always be there. It filled a need. I like to use the phrase nature abhors a vacuum. It filled one of life’s vacuums.

As I approached the fenced entrance to the complex, I passed through a gauntlet of black and white prostitutes who were looking to be someone’s good-luck charm in the casino or “escort” at the hotel, often both. They reminded me of a story I’d been told by a grizzled Viet Nam vet before he passed. He’d been stationed at Fort Leonard Wood during the war when he got back from Nam. At that time Ft. Wood was one of the largest cities in the Missouri. On paydays, a hundred prostitutes would wait outside the main gate waiting to take G.I.s to one of dozens of brothels with fanciful names like Bronzeville, The Black and White Coffee Club and Rose’s Chicken Shack to name a few. They were old WW2 era, white, wooden 2-story barracks that had been sold off when Ft. Wood built their brick structures. They were set far back on dirt roads in the Ozark hills surrounding the Fort. And here at the casino, just like at Ft. Wood, the authorities looked the other way. Not because these working girls were a necessary evil, because they weren’t evil...just necessary.

As I drove through the gate, the guard in the security shack didn’t even look up from the pornography he was watching on the ipad propped up in front of him. I parked the Buick beneath one of the light towers. It was a warm night and I didn’t feel like carrying the pistols or wearing a windbreaker in the casino. I reached over to the passenger bucket seat and flipped the bottom of the seat forward, revealing a shallow safe, just big enough for the Warthogs. I raised the lid and placed the piglets inside and lowered the seat back down.

It sounds dangerous to leave the girls alone in the car, but the Buick was very secure. Timmy and Stanley had put in a heavily modified Ravelco anti-theft system. Once I pulled the 16-pin male plug, all kinds of fun things would happen. This is just an aside, but the boys put in a lot of time and thought, and I like to give them their props.

Once the pin was pulled, a GPS system would be activated and levers would be thrown on a manual (the boys didn’t like the use of inline solenoids) 4-wheel brake line lock and fuel line lock, and chromium cylinder bolts would set into crowbar-proof receivers on the hood and gun safe. A perimeter warning would be activated 5 seconds after I left the car and would sound if someone neared the car. If they gained entry, an alarm would sound until the plug was put back in place. If the car were somehow moved from its GPS location when the plug was pulled, the alarm would sound and GPS would begin tracking them. If any of the safety measures were activated, alerts would be sent to my two cell phone numbers: the standalone watch on my wrist and my regular cell phone. Everything 0perated off a power bank, a second deep cell battery the boys had hidden in the car. I pressed down hard on brake pedal and pulled the plug.

Inside the casino, feeding on the Savannah Belle’s offerings, was an amalgam of life: Poor and middle-class whites and blacks looking for a little luck in their lives, a few high rollers from the Saint Lawrence side who were looking for a change of scenery or luck, and older white women from both sides of the river, on the downward side of life and dressed in their finest, who were making weekly pilgrimages with cash in their hands from dead husbands’ pensions and social security. And to service these women, a horde of second and third string black Mack Daddies in every age, size and shape, were there to let them ride the black whirlwind, and have one last fling at life before the specter of nursing homes, wheelchairs and dementia claimed them. Oh, the older black women were there too, with enough money to buy some young flesh to satisfy their lonely hunger. For a few hours they would feel youthful and vibrant again.

White or black, these women usually wound up at the casino’s hotel at the end of the night. They’d wake up alone in bed with a hangover and picked clean. The smarter ones knew the routine and usually left their credit cards at home and only carried enough cash to get themselves picked up and through the night. I didn’t pass judgement on any of these women, white or black; there were too many nights that I had experienced their loneliness.

At its most base, the casino was simply a bustling bazaar of commerce; the white noise I sought. The food bar greeted me as I entered and, even though I was hungry, I gave it a pass. The casino served a free buffet that wasn’t much better than one of those all-you-can-eat, pig-trough chain restaurants that catered to poor, obese white trash.

I didn’t want to spend a lot of money while waiting for my Waldo, so I headed for the poker machines. Daddy, Arlene and I each had a gambling knack. Arlene’s was blackjack, Daddy’s was craps and mine was poker. Just by conservatively playing the odds, I could get a couple of hours of amusement with just $20. And, if you were playing, drinks were cheap. After five or six, I figured I came out ahead of the game.

Tonight, was unusually good for me and at the end of two hours I was $600 to the good. I thought about quitting while I was ahead. The Buick needed some work and the $600 would help. But during those last two hours, I had kept watch on a heavyset black woman sitting at a table, opposite a row of slots. She had been there, nursing a single drink, watching players come and go. She was waiting...and I knew why.

There were dozens of others just like her, cruising the casino 12 to 18 hours each day, watching the slots and the payouts. These were the real pros, with Hidden Figure minds that were mentally recording the slots’ history, and calculating when they were “due to drop”, and then moving in to play. They were skilled at their craft and if enough people came in and worked the slots ahead of them, they could go home with a few hundred dollars at the end of the night.

It looked like I was going to be able to make a little more money for the Buick. I printed my ticket for $600 and went and sat down at the first slot in the row being watched by the woman. I worked my way down the row of slots. They were all multi-denomination 5 reels with opportunities for free games, and I played small amounts on 3 lines, sometimes 5. It didn’t draw any reaction from the woman.

It was
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