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Chapter One

 


Montana Slim was third out on the taxi stand.
The tall hulking towers of the 'Come On Inn' jutted skyward next to
the stand, casting it in evening shadow. Slim was attired in a
white Stetson Hat and brown polished leather Justin Boots with
square toes. He wore faded blue jeans and a denim, Sherpa lined
jacket against the chill autumn air. The dusk slowly graduated to
evening darkness, which grasped the city in the claw of night.
Streetlights came on to create pools of light, which mingled with
the headlights of passing traffic, while dry brittle leaves rattled
noisily across dirty pavement in the humid wind.

A paperback book was propped against the
steering wheel of the taxi. When the darkness fell, Montana Slim
turned on a small lamp, which was powered by a cord to his
cigarette lighter. The lamp illuminated the wisdom of George Percy
from his book, "Seven Card Stud--The Waiting Game." Slim had
ordered it through the mail from the GBC in Las Vegas. That was
where he was planning to go, Las Vegas, Nevada.

Outside the hotel on the main highway, an old
battered black Plymouth careened across several lanes of traffic
and screeched to a halt at the curb. It was an independent cab. The
door opened on the driver side and out jumped The Floater. He was a
square, heavyset man in his thirties, with rumpled brown hair, long
sideburns and a broad friendly face. A short unlit cigar stub was
firmly clenched between his teeth.

The Floater moved quickly in spite of his bulk.
Leaves swirled around him in the autumn wind as he approached. He
walked to the passenger side of Slim's cab, opened the unlocked
door and climbed inside. Montana Slim put down the poker book and
looked at The Floater.

"Still reading that book, are you?" The Floater
asked. "Why don't you forget this Las Vegas idea?"

"There's nothin' wrong with Vegas."

"It'll cost you a bundle just to get there.
It's several thousand miles away. We could take that dough to the
track and make money on the horses. Or we could go to Atlantic
City. Why not stay in your own back yard?"

Slim looked at the big man next to him. He knew
The Floater could handicap, all right. The Floater made more on the
ponies than he did behind the wheel of his cab. He was one of the
few horse players who was actually ahead of the game.

"Why don't you rustle up some cash and buy a
radio for that junker cab of yours?" Slim chided him.

"It ain't the price of the radio. The
Dispatcher fee's too high," snapped The Floater. "I'd have to hump
a lot of extra fares just to cover the fee. That rummy dispatcher
ain't worth the dough. Gets drunk every night in the office.
Besides that, they file the call records for the Infernal Revenue
Service. Can't hedge on your taxes, if you take fares off the
radio, Slim."

High Pockets was the night cab Dispatcher. You
couldn't tell from the conversation, but he and The Floater were
friends. Slim got back to the topic of poker. The game was never
far from his mind. "I'd like to see what they do in Vegas. They
play the best poker in the world there."

The Floater gave a disgusted snort. "They play
a tighter game in Las Vegas. If won't help you much with the games
here, where everybody draws to longshots. Those Vegas pros sit
around mucking all the marginal hands and wait for good cards. If
they think you've got the best hand, they'll fold in a second. Not
only that, you might run into a bunch of colluders."

"The casino management is supposed to watch out
for that. There's probably more cheating in home games."

"Yeah. But casinos rake the pot. And the
cheaters in Las Vegas are better than the amateurs around here.
They have to be."

Slim disagreed. "I hear most of the games are
honest. They get to know the cheats after a while and ban them from
the poker rooms."

"Don't count on it. It's rough to beat the
rake, too. And the competition is tougher. You'll win more here at
home."

"I won't lose that much. I'll avoid the no
limit games. I'll just watch those from the rail. This is a
one-time deal. A once in a lifetime dream."

"You're dreaming, all right," said The Floater.
"Who's this guy Sklansky you were talking about? What's all this
about semi-bluffing and game theory? Sounds like one of those
college professors. I already know how to four flush. That's as old
as the game. I don't need a textbook to bluff with a four
flush."

"Sklansky takes it a little deeper than that.
You should try reading him. It might improve your game."

The Floater was not convinced. "I do all right
now. Sklansky won't help me pick up on tells or memorize the cards.
Experience is the best teacher."

"If you like tells, you should read Mike Caro.
He wrote a whole book on tells with pictures."

I'm not wasting time on a book by anyone called
'The Mad Genius." I don't need any lessons on how to act
insane."

Slim was stubborn in his desire to visit Las
Vegas. "I still think that going to Las Vegas will sharpen my poker
skills," he said firmly.

The Floater shrugged and chomped his unlit
cigar. "All right, buddy," he said. "But don't blow a wad on the
slots or roulette. You can't win when the odds are against you.
There's no percentage in a game with a negative
expectation."

"I know that. But the slots pay back almost
twice what the lottery pays. The lottery only returns about half of
what they take in. They keep more than fifty-percent of the
gross."

"Yeah. But the lottery doesn't have cocktail
waitresses handing out free liquor. Just don't get drunk and haul
out the credit card. You get snockered and you'll lose way more
than you intended. The secret is to leave the credit cards at home
and quit when you're running bad. Don't start making desperate bets
to break even. Save it for when you're on a hot streak."

"Montana Slim nodded. This was good advice. "I
don't drink at all when I gamble. I want my mind to be clear. I
don't gamble the rent money, either. You can't play with scared
money."

The radio crackled to life on the dash. Slim
had the microphone on a bracket near the steering wheel, where it
could be easily reached. High Pockets came on the air with a series
of calls. The first two cabs on the stand responded. Each driver in
turn repeated the address, to ensure they had not misunderstood the
cryptic instructions of High Pockets, who spoke with the clarity
and distinctiveness of a communist machine gun.

The third call was for Montana Slim, who was
now promoted to first up in the queue. He reached for the mike on
the bracket and repeated the address. Then he added something
additional. "Got somebody here calling you a drunk," he told
Pockets. "Says you owe him a bottle."

High Pockets knew who that was. "Tell him to
ride by and I'll give him a swig," the harsh voice
replied.

The Floater took the microphone from Montana
Slim. "See you real soon, pal. Gonna bring some hookers with
me."

"I'll be waiting. Get two for me," the hoarse
voice said on the radio.

The Floater returned the mike to its spot on
the bracket. He opened the passenger door and prepared to leave the
taxi. "I'll look you up when you get back from Vegas. You might
find yourself in need of a loan."

"Hope not," Slim answered cheerfully. "Check
you later."

The Floater exited the cab and shut the door
behind him. Montana Slim drove off to pick up his fare. He was
planning to hand in his cab and leave for Las Vegas in the morning.
A few extra bucks worth of fares was welcome on the eve of his
departure.

Modern civilization has evolved from
Paleolithic Times to its current pinnacle of enlightenment.
Neanderthal man has vanished and the stone age is surpassed by
current computer technology. Yet within the breast of every
civilized man still lurks the raw adrenaline potential of ancient
atavistic urges.

The instincts of our remote cave man ancestors
linger on, thinly veiled by the pretense of civilized society.
Tribal and instinctual urges, sexual desire, despair and rage,
superstition and fear. From somewhere within this ancestral
potpourri, the desire to gamble was derived. It was this desire
that drove Montana Slim to embark on his long awaited journey to
the desert city of Las Vegas, Nevada.

 



Chapter Two

 


Montana Slim awoke early. It was still dark
outside the motel. He was adjusted to Eastern Time and could not
sleep. Back East it was already three hours later and the sun was
up and shining. He realized that his throat was painfully dry, with
the affliction known by performers as "Las Vegas Throat." Darn the
place anyway. Why did they have to build it in the middle of the
dry, dusty Mohave Desert? He expected heat and dryness in
Washington D. C. in the summer, but this was early
December.

He groped toward the nightstand beside the bed
in the darkened room. Pushing aside a stray piece of female
apparel, which his woman visitor had apparently forgotten, he
located a half-empty bottle of wine cooler. Sitting up in bed, he
tilted the bottle and drained it with one thirsty gulp. His parched
throat welcomed the moisture from the wine and he decided to get
up.

He would walk over to the strip and get one of
the bargain priced 99 cent breakfasts which proliferated among the
casinos in the late 1980's, especially during the early morning
hours. He switched on the lamp and ignited a cigarette, a habit
which he hadn't been able to kick. Someday he would have to give it
up. It was a nasty and costly addiction with no positive benefits.
He had plenty of other addictions anyway, like gambling.

All he got from smoking was brown stains on his
fingers, blackened lungs and shortened wind. Montana Slim put on
his clothes and pulled on the square toed Justin Boots. He stepped
outside onto the balcony in the predawn night.

The air was chilly, less than forty-degrees. It
would easily be up over sixty by noon, once the Las Vegas sun got
to work. To the South he could see the glowing runway lights of
McCarran Airport, which illuminated great silver Boeing passenger
jets. Looking West and North, he could see the famous strip. Tall
hotels were lit by neon casino signs in the late night predawn
morning. Montana Slim could see The Landmark Tower and The Las
Vegas Hilton on the Eastern side of Las Vegas Boulevard. The Hilton
was not actually on the strip itself. It sat back away from the
other casinos in self-imposed isolation.

Twenty minutes later he stood on the corner of
Las Vegas Boulevard and Pelican Avenue, waiting for the
international pedestrian sign so he could cross eight lanes of road
that lay between him and a place called The Pancake Casino. It had
been constructed in an area once known as Pancake Flat. Hence the
name. He was attracted by the cheap 99 cent breakfast, which was
served from eleven pm to seven am.

Several hours further into the day, a well fed
Montana Slim wandered past rows of colorful slot machines and lines
of mostly empty Blackjack tables and arrived at the Pancake poker
room. A ten to twenty limit seven card stud game was in progress at
one of the tables. Another table hosted a spread limit one to four
game and the other tables were empty. Montana Slim took the last
vacant seat in the higher 10 to 20 game.

One of the players was instantly noticeable. He
looked like a middle weight fighter in full contact karate. His
neck was thick like a weight lifter and there were cauliflower
wrinkles on his ears. Scar tissue adorned his eyes. Looking around
to size up the game, Montana Slim spotted a fast talking hustler
and a sharper--the type who might nick the edges of high cards or
even palm them, like a hand mucker. An obvious "live one" was
perched across the table from the fighter. He was wearing a pair of
wide fashion glasses which made him look like a Martian.

A hand was in progress. The mountain of chips
in the center of the table resembled a poker room version of Mount
Everest. Three players were still in the hand on sixth street. The
live one's board showed four cards of an ace to five wheel, which
is the lowest possible ranking straight in seven card stud. The
live one paused to peer carefully at his hole cards. He needed a
three to complete the straight.

"Let me help you," the karate fighter said
patronizingly. "You need a three to make the wheel."

"You're right. I could definitely use a three
here."

The player to the live one's left had paired
his door card, showing two kings, which raised the possibility of
trips. He checked and the Hustler bet out quickly with a confidant
motion. The live one raised. The player with the kings folded to
the double bet and the Hustler called the raise.

The river cards came and the Hustler checked.
The live one bet again. The Hustler called.

"Hey man, you got the straight?" the Hustler
asked.

"Sure do," the live one said. He flipped over
his hole cards and the river card to reveal not one, but two of the
necessary threes. The Hustler looked perplexed.

"I also paired aces and threes," the live one
told the dealer, but I don't think that would have been good
enough."

"Let's line this up," the male dealer said. He
proceeded to spread out the wheel cards in order, from ace to
five.

Next the dealer turned to the Hustler, who
flipped over his down cards. He had three nines. He had been rolled
up from the beginning, but had failed to improve. The dealer
awarded the pot to the live one, who flipped him a healthy
tip.

"Thank you, sir," the dealer said. He tapped
the chip twice on the metal strip in front of the chip tray for the
eye in the sky and dropped it into an already bulging shirt
pocket.

"That's the biggest pot I've ever seen the
wheel win," crowed the karate guy. "Say, how long you been playin'
poker anyway?" He asked the live one.

"About a week," the live one
replied.

"About a week?" The karate guy was amazed. "You
mean you just came here a week ago and started playing?"

"That's what I did. First I played in one of
those low buy-in satellite tournaments, but I went out before I got
to the final table."

"You mean you were the last one out before the
final table?"

"Actually, there were three tables
left."

"So you got 24th."

"I'm not going to tell you what
got."

"How many people entered the
tournament?"

"Over a hundred."

"Over a hundred Las Vegas players and you
finished 24th. Not bad."

"I didn't say I got 24th."

"Okay, you didn't say that. Were there any good
players there?"

"Just your every day average Las Vegas poker
players. I don't think there were too many top pros."

"What do you think of the average every day Las
Vegas player? The boxer asked in a slightly annoyed tone. "Do you
think they're very good?"

"Not particularly," said the live
one.

"Not particularly!" the karate guy exclaimed.
"Hey, man. There's no need to get all conceited just because you
got lucky and made an inside straight. Do you have any idea what
the odds are of making an inside straight draw?"

"Not really. I just saw that big pot and
decided to try for it."

"Well, for your information, the odds of making
an inside straight draw are 11 to 1 against you. It's not a draw
you complete very often."

"Actually, I think the odds depend on what
street you're on," the live one stated.

"And also on whether any of the cards you need
have already shown around the board. "Do you have any idea how many
threes were left when you made that draw?"

"Well," thought the live one, "There must have
been a few left, anyway, seeing as how I ended up with two of
them."

"That's right. You did end up with two of them.
But if you keep making those longshot draws you're going to lose
money. Especially if you don't watch to see if the cards you need
are already showing in other people's hands."

"The trouble with you Las Vegas players is you
don't like it when you lose to somebody who doesn't know what
they're doing. All I did was buy a copy of 'Combat Poker' by Ace
Bruto before I came here and I'm already winning money."

"All right. Just keep drawing to those inside
straights and see where it gets you," sneered the karate
fighter.

"I wouldn't be afraid of Ace Bruto or Amarillo
Slim or anybody else in this game here," the live one shot back. "I
don't think these big time pros even know how to play in a limit
game."

"If that's the case, why don't you enter the
Grand Prix of Poker? Maybe you could win it. Hey, we've got a live
one here," he shouted across the poker room. "He says he can win
the Grand Prix of poker against Ace Bruto. How about it? Doesn't
anybody want to back him with the entry fee? He got 24th in a
satellite tournament."

The live one was unperturbed. "I never said I
got 24th," he said.

"Tell me. What did you get?"

"I didn't finish in the money. That's all that
matters."

During the conversation, several poker hands
had been dealt and played. The karate guy and the live one folded
their hands on third street each time and continued the
argument.

"Come on, man. Tell me the truth. Are you sure
you've never been to Las Vegas before?"

"Well, I was here once a few years ago. But I
never tried to play poker. I didn't know how to play poker
then."

"What did you do here, if you weren't playing
poker?"

"I played some Blackjack."

"May I ask how you did at
Blackjack?"

"Not really well, actually."

"What's the matter? Couldn't you figure out how
to play Blackjack? Why didn't you read a book?"

"I can play it, all right. In fact, I can beat
a four deck shoe, but they always put in six decks. I can't beat
that."

The dealer stopped shuffling at this bit of
news and raised his hand in some sort of signal. The live one did
not appear to notice.

"Hey. I'd get out of here, if I were you.
They're going to take your picture and put it in a little black
book."

"Why would they want my picture?"

"Because they think you're a card counter.
Can't you see the dealer giving the signal here? I'm warning you,
if you don't leave they'll take your picture and pass it all around
town and you'll never be able to get a job in a casino. They don't
like card counters."

"You mean they put you in files just for
talking about Blackjack? That's really paranoid. I don't want a
casino job anyway. This is too much like the Russian KGB. That's
the kind of thing the communists do, keeping files on everyone. If
they're going to act like communists, maybe they should secede from
the city and form their own private fiefdom. They could build a
moat around The Pancake Casino and have knights in armor to guard
the drawbridge."

"I think they already have their own fiefdom
here," the karate expert confided in lowered tones. "I'm warning
you, if you don't pick up your chips and get out of here, they're
going to follow you when you leave here."

Montana Slim noticed that the other tables in
the poker room were beginning to fill up. The late breakfast and
early brunch crowd was through eating and ready to gamble. Many of
the newcomers wore ten gallon hats and cowboy boots.

The live one was growing agitated. "They better
not spy on me when I leave here," he said. "I'm going to walk
around for a while. If I see anyone spying on me, I'll duck into
McDonald's and get some ketchup. Then I'll dump it all over them
and stain their clothes. I'll fix those spies."

"Hey. You better not mess with the private
detectives. They carry guns and they might shoot you. Besides, they
might switch off when they follow you."

"I don't care if they switch off. Let 'em
switch off," the live one fumed. "I'll walk their tails off. We'll
go all over town until it gets dark. They're not getting my tag
number. I don't want them to identify me."

"Are you sure you know what switching off
is?"

"Sure I know," the live one said angrily. "Paul
Drake used to switch off on t.v. on the Perry Mason
show."

"Which hand did he switch off with?" the
Hustler smirked.

"I never saw Perry Mason switch off," the
karate expert said. "How did he switch off?"

"He used rough shadows and smooth
shadows."

"I never saw that on Perry Mason. Which one was
the smooth shadow?"

"Perry was the smooth shadow and Paul was the
rough shadow."

"I don't think you even know the difference
between smooth and rough shadows."

"Sure I do. The smooth shadow tails the rough
shadow. That way, if you notice the rough shadow following you and
ditch him, the smooth shadow takes over. You congratulate yourself
for losing the rough shadow, but you don't notice the smooth one.
You didn't see him following you in the beginning, so you're not
suspicious of him. It's an old police technique."

A casino man materialized at the karate guy's
elbow. "So he knows about that," he muttered quietly. He was a
middle-aged man with thinning black hair, immaculately dressed in a
charcoal gray suit. He signaled to a scantily clad blond who was
holding a tray. The blond approached the poker table with the tray,
which had a camera on top of it.

She bent forward to reveal an ample cleavage.
"Do you object if I take your picture, sir?" she inquired with a
friendly, promising smile.

The live one did not protest, but inadvertently
turned his head toward the gentleman seated next to him. When the
camera flashed, all it got was the back side of the live one's
head.

"Who's picture is being taken here, anyway?"
the gentleman next to the live one asked in an angry
voice.

The sexy blond smiled and inhaled. She leaned
even farther forward.

"You're not gonna say, huh?" the gentleman
continued. "Well, I object. I don't want you taking any more
pictures here."

"All right, sir." The voluptuous blond
departed, taking the tray and the camera with her.

The dealer began shuffling the cards. The
karate expert could not bring himself to leave the live one alone.
Apparently the insult to Las Vegas poker players had angered
him.

"Where are you staying?" the expert inquired.
"Are you in one of those fleabag places downtown?"

The live one went off on an unexpected tangent.
"No. I tried that the last time I was here. I got one of those low
cost weekly motels. It was okay for the first couple of days, but
it turned out to be a bad area."

"Couldn't you tell it was a bad area in
advance?"

"Everything seemed all right in the daytime.
But then one night these two guys started screaming and trying to
kill each other right outside my window. I moved out the next
morning, even though the place wouldn't refund my rent for the rest
of the week. I moved into a better place near the
airport."

"Why didn't you break up the fight? What's the
matter, were you scared?"

"I don't care if they kill each other. As long
as they stay outside and do it."

"What were you gonna do if they tried to break
in your door?"

"I had a chair wedged under the doorknob. I was
ready to phone the police if they started banging on the
door."

"You didn't happen to see these guys who were
fighting, did you?"

"Sure. I looked out. It was a couple of young
white guys."

"Would you remember them if you saw them
again?" the casino man asked. "You may have witnessed an unsolved
murder."

"I doubt it. That was a long time ago. People
are always getting killed in these cheap motels. They probably have
a whole list of unsolved cases."

"Where are you staying now, sir?"

"You don't need to know that. You just want my
name in your little black book. This guy here says you think I'm a
card counter."

"That isn't what we're concerned about," the
karate guy whispered to the casino man.

"Would you mind giving us your name, sir?" the
casino man asked.

"I don't have to tell you that. You don't have
the right to insist on identification."

"What would you do if you got arrested here?"
the karate guy asked.

"I'll call Albert Plumfield or J. Rooster Comb.
They'll sue the casino for you. They've won million dollar
lawsuits."

"You say these guys are called Plumfield and
Rooster Comb? Just who are they?" the Hustler asked.

"They're attorneys. You can look them up in the
phone book and they'll represent you."

"I'll look them up then," the Hustler
lied.

"Do you have anything against these attorneys?"
the karate expert asked.

"No. Why should I?"

"I wouldn't tell everybody their names,
then."

"Why not?"

"Because if everybody hears you say their
names, nobody will go to them. You'll ruin their
business."

"Really? Why?"

"You may not realize it, but everybody in here
thinks you're crazy."

"In that case, I better quit telling everybody
their names."

"Is that all you have to say?"

There was a horizontal cut, about an inch long,
on the live one's left cheekbone, just below the level of the
sideburns. It looked suspiciously like a knife cut. Something about
the live one did not seem to be quite kosher.

"How tall are you? About six feet?" the karate
guy inquired.

"No. I'm much taller than that."

"Are you sure?" asked the casino
man.

"Yeah. I'm sure."

"How much do you weigh?"

"None of your business."

"Have you been over to UNLV yet? They have some
good poker books over there."

"What's UNLV?"

"I think you know. I bet you've been over
there, too. By the way, did you drive here?"

"No. I flew. I have a round trip
ticket."

"When did you fly in? How long have you been
here?"

"I'm not saying."

"By the way. Where is that ticket? Did you
leave it back at the motel?"

Montana Slim had a sudden flash of insight.
They were trying to pin the recent crimes at UNLV on the live one.
The assailant had been described as a six-foot white male, with a
mustache. And the live one had a mustache. The cut on his cheekbone
and his unusual behavior had apparently convinced them that the
live one was a sinister felon.

"Actually, I'm not really staying in a motel,"
the live one admitted.

"Really? Then where are you
staying?"

"I have a bedroll out in the
desert."

"Do you keep extra clothes out
there?"

"No. I have them in a locker in the bus
station. I want them to stay clean."

"Where do you go to the bathroom?"

"Oh, that's no problem. The casinos are open 24
hours a day."

"Is that what you use the casinos for? A
bathroom? How about showers? Where do you take showers?"

"I rent a motel room once a week and take a
shower. Actually I take two of them. One at night and another the
next morning. Then I lie around and watch the t.v."

"Is that what you do?" The casino man was
patronizing. "What happens when it rains on you in the
desert?"

"I have a piece of plastic with my bedroll. You
know those big rolls of painter's plastic? They work great for
makeshift tents and they're completely waterproof." The live one
seemed to be totally without guile. Why else would he be answering
all these nosy questions?

"What type of ground are you camping on?" asked
the karate guy. "Do you stay on low ground to avoid flying
saucers?"

The live one was impervious to the insult.
Maybe he didn't even get it. "No. I would never camp in a wash. You
could drown in a flash flood, if it rained."

"So you know about flash floods. Don't the
other transients bother you out there? Did anyone try to rob
you?"

"No. I walk real far out into the desert. Most
people never go beyond a mile. I'm too far out for the other
transients."

"So you're too far out? I'll bet you
are."

"What motel do you go to when you take your
weekly showers?" the casino man asked in a concerned tone of
voice.

"I go to motel Trix."

"Where's that?"

"It's over near Tropicana."

"I guess we'll have to check with motel Trix,"
the casino man whispered to the karate man. Then, in a louder
voice. "Are you staying at motel Trix now?"

"No. I haven't been here a week
yet."

"How long have you been here?"

"About six days, now."

"We'll check with motel Trix tomorrow," the
karate man whispered stealthily to the casino man. His eyes were
averted from the live one.

The Hustler looked at the Sharper next to him.
Both of them were greasy, sleazy looking types. Montana Slim
wouldn't trust them with a rattlesnake.

"By the way, what motel are you staying at?"
the Hustler asked the Sharper.

"Oh, I have a bedroll out in the desert," the
Sharper mimicked. They both snickered.

Suddenly the karate expert sat bolt upright in
his seat. His body tensed and Montana Slim expected him to leap to
his feet and start swinging at the live one. Instead, he asked
another question.

"You have a gun, don't you? That's what that
lump in your coat pocket is. Hey, everybody, this guy here says he
has a gun with him," the karate expert yelled.

Montana Slim observed a small army of security
personnel edging cautiously toward the live one from behind, where
he couldn't see them. Each one had his hand on the butt of a
holstered revolver. There was no telling what the live one might be
capable of.

"I never said I had a gun," the live one
protested.

"You said you had something with you," his
antagonist insisted stubbornly.

"I made no such statement."

"How about it, sir? The casino man asked the
gentleman next to the live one. "Did you hear him say he had a
gun?"

"No," the man said.

"What's that lump in your coat pocket, then?"
The karate expert demanded.

"That's my Ace bandage. I carry that for
emergencies."

"What type of emergencies do you carry your Ace
bandage for? Do you carry it in case someone tries to attack
you?"

The security personnel were now quite close to
the suspect. He was oblivious to them. They stood poised like
panthers, prepared to draw their weapons and fire at the slightest
provocation. Montana Slim began looking around for the nearest
exit. He wasn't about to get caught in a crossfire. The casino man
was blocking his path.

"How about letting us search your coat?" The
casino man suggested.

"No way. If you search my coat, I'll call
Albert Plumfield and J. Rooster Comb and I'll sue this
place."

"If you don't have a gun, then why not let us
search you?'

"Forget it. You don't have the Constitutional
right for that. I'm sure you'd like to ignore the Constitution and
arrest everybody who wins money in the Pancake Casino. But you
won't get away with it."

"How about slot machine winners? Do you think
the casino wants to arrest them too?"

"No. You're allowed to win money in slot
machines. They even publicize the slot winners."

"Then why don't you go play the slots?" The
karate expert suggested. They were apparently trying to get him out
of the poker room.

"If I want something with flashing lights and a
sound track, I'll get a video game. Why should I feed a slot
machine that's set to pay back less money than it takes
in?"

"Some people win a lot of money in those
machines."

"Sure. About one in a million."

"Why not try it? Maybe you'll be one in a
million."

"You're definitely one in a million," the
Hustler added. The live one didn't seem to hear.

"What are we going to do?" The casino man asked
the karate man. "If we search him and he doesn't have a gun, he
could sue us."

"I have an idea. Why don't we get the guy next
to him to feel his pockets for us? Maybe he'll agree to
that."

"Excuse me," the casino man said to the live
one. "Would you object if the man next to you felt your coat
pockets for a gun?"

"Who? This guy here?"

"Right."

"Sure. As long as he doesn't open
them."

"How about it, sir? Would you mind feeling his
coat pockets for us? It would save us all a lot of trouble
here."

"All right. As long as you don't object," he
said to the live one.

"Go right ahead. I don't object."

The man felt the bulging coat
pocket.

"How about it, sir? What does it feel
like?"

"Like an Ace bandage. Just like he said it
was."

"Would you mind describing the contents of your
coat
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