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 When Pigs Fly

So in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, at the end of 1925, which if I may remind you was in the middle of the Prohibition, there were two competing wire stores. A wire store is a place where you can set up a con job involving a so-called telegraph operator, a guy who thinks he’s betting on horses without the inconvenience of losing money at it, and someone to bring those two people together—a roper. Also there are a number of side characters, the kind that flesh out the crowd so a guy doesn’t feel so lonely while he’s getting fleeced. 

The general idea is that your “telegraph operator” gets the race results from Western Union, calls them over to the guy who doesn’t like to lose money—the mark, that is—so he can put a bet in, and then, like two minutes later, sends the results to everybody else. The mark, no dummy, can put a last-second bet on the race winner before everyone else finds out about it. 

So it doesn’t look like he’s getting something for nothing, the mark has to agree to give the telegraph operator a cut of the winnings.

A big one. 

This works out great for the mark the first time around. First you gotta give him a taste of winning if you want him to come back for more. After that it’s up to the team of cons to take as much money off the guy as possible, sometimes more than once. A real good wire store can leave it so the mark thinks that it was all just stinking bad luck that the deal didn’t go through. Leaving him literally begging for another chance to get ripped off again.

A couple of rules of thumb here.

First, don’t have two wire stores in one town. 

One of the things you gotta do with any kind of store, be it a wire or payoff store, or even one of the old fight and foot-race stores, is put the fix in—that is, to pay off the cops. If you got two stores in the same town (aside from big places like New York or Chicago), that means that the price of the fix goes up. And not just a little bit, either—you never know when the other guys are going to screw you over and hire the cops to bust you. So you’re constantly outbidding each other, which means you gotta take bigger risks during the cons. People get real emotional. People who get real emotional take stupid risks. Everything spirals outta control. It’s no good. 

Second, don’t take a mark from his own hometown. 

That one should be self-explanatory. When you’re outta town and somewhere new, it kinda feels like you’re in a foreign country. If you see something strange, you chalk it up to local customs. Which makes it easier for the cons to cover if somebody makes a mistake.

And nobody wants a sucker hanging around after the game is over. Some people fool so hard you couldn’t scrape ’em off with a stick.

· · ·

The two competing wire stores in Cedar Rapids in 1925 were run by a pair of Polish guys, which was less of a coincidence than you might think. 

The first store was run by Reggie Skurski, who’d come over to Chicago in the 1880s as a kid, learned the trade, and moved to Cedar Rapids in 1904. It’s not so far from Chicago to Cedar Rapids. You can make it in about seven hours if you have to, by touring car. Call it five hours in a speedster if you feel like outrunning the local cops. It was handy for trains, too. Lots of cattle started going through Cedar Rapids after the Sinclair meatpacking company set up shop in 1871. The only reason I mention this is that cattlemen make for good marks—they’re used to taking risks and losing their shirts, then doing it all over again. (I grew up on a cattle ranch but that’s neither here nor there.)

The second store was run by Dan Zanarowski, who was a second-generation immigrant and dressed like a Chicago mobster. He was young, about thirty-five or forty years old, and handsome. Had a wolfish look to him. Mothers would cross themselves and hide their daughters when Zanarowski went by. Shop owners would count the money in their cash drawers. You always had the sense that he was just about to pull a fast one on you. The scary part was the suspicion that he might make you like it.

Reggie Skurski was the first to come to Cedar Rapids. He was the one I worked for. Zanarowski was a Johnny-come-lately, but a good one. He’d had a store in Chicago but had been chased out by the Italians. 

I never did hear the real story. Just rumors. 

When Zanarowski came to town, word was that he told Reggie he was taking over the store, just like that. As if the rest of us would just hop from one owner to the other without a by-your-leave. There might have been a suitcase of money involved. There might have been a pistol involved. It was hard to keep things straight about those two guys, especially when they started shouting Polish at each other. Anyway there were insults and threats, that much was clear. And the result was that Zanarowski set up shop not three blocks away from Reggie’s store. 

Reggie’s store was in the basement of a drugstore-soda shop. During the day the basement was a wire store; at night it was a speakeasy. The basement was almost as pretty as the upstairs, all brass and colored tile and a white marble top. If Reggie was feeling fine, he might have someone bring down ice cream from upstairs and serve it up with bootleg booze poured over it. You’d stir it up and make it a milkshake. Reggie’s place had the best booze and the best music, too. He kept a rooming-house for Black travelers, which meant that a lot of good jazz musicians and singers came through. The place had a good reputation in either capacity. Some of Reggie’s marks, he got Christmas cards from. That’s how good he was. A real gentleman.

At first Zanarowski wasn’t much of a problem. Nobody would work with him unless he brought them over from Chicago. The cops stayed bought. His store was in an honest-to-god Western Union office. How he worked that setup, I ain’t got a clue. Seemed sloppy to me.

Then, little by little, things started to change. One or two guys changed sides. The cops started to waver. The price on the fix went up. Reggie started pushing for more customers, really laying it on us ropers to bring the goods in double-quick. Anyone caught taking a mark over to Zanarowski’s place was dead to Reggie. 

We started sending Zanarowski marks, the kind that could get him in trouble—Ku Klux Klan, Mafiosi, a couple of Chinese guys looking to set up a laundry with a little too much cash in their pockets, that kind of thing. Chicago cops’ second cousins. Any fish that stank landed on Zanarowski’s door. He had some close calls but stayed afloat, getting madder and madder at Reggie every time.

We crossed our fingers and waited. 

Zanarowski was gonna make a mistake that money couldn’t fix. We all knew it.

· · ·

My favorite spot to work was the cafeteria at the Union Station. I had a number of short tricks, not even cons really, that I could work while I was waiting to hook a fish. Card tricks including the three-card monte, cigarette tricks, sleight of hand, dice, you name it—I was even known to go home with a gent or two, or even a lady if she asked right, so it didn’t look too suspicious when I found the big marks and disappeared with them. I used one under-the-table profession to cover the other. I stayed friendly with the train station staff. If they thought I was no better than I should be, then at least they didn’t think I was worse than I was. If a passenger wanted to know where they could have a fun time in Cedar Rapids, the cafeteria girls sent them to me and I flashed my dimples.

So there I was. It was two days before New Year’s Eve and I didn’t have nobody to keep me warm—or to buy me a gin, neither. The snow was already thick on the ground. The day after Christmas there had been a real flour-paste kind of storm, the kind that knocks down trees and freezes the river so fast you can see fish stuck in the ice. Even though























































































































































































































































































































pigsflyintcover-2.jpg
DeAnna Knippling





cover.jpeg
A novelette of swindlers, dames,
and a millionaire with a pig.

DeAnna knippling






