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INTRODUCTION

ABOUT THE BOOK

The question. Are you a gambler. That taboo word associated with bread lines and threadbare clothes. And I say, what is the definition of gambling? What makes a gamble?

I have my definition. Gambling is when you have a vested stake in the outcome of an occurrence, an outcome that has not yet been resolved. You may know the likelihood of that outcome, and you may know the stake you have vested and the reward and loss for the possible outcomes, but that outcome has not happened yet. In my mind, this is a gamble.

Taken like this, almost everything in life is a gamble, and I prefer to think in terms of whether or not something is a good bet. It’s a bad bet to go for a suntan in Chernobyl. It’s a bad bet to play poker in Panama. In Atlantic City, while craps may not be a good bet, it is a fair bet, or almost an even gamble.

I may go through life as a gambler. And though I may have made plenty of bad bets in my time, I do not go through life looking for bad bets. What I am on the lookout for is good bets.

This book is written first for people who want to gamble for fun, and second, for people who want to gamble for profit. But the thing is, in order to gamble for profit, you must have two things. You must have skill, and you must have knowledge. And there is no way to acquire these two things without study and practice. No way at all.

Who the hell cares if you’re a gambler.

This book took a lot out of me. For this book I was hugging a toilet, racking with heaves. For this book I was twenty hours in a blackjack seat, stuck to the gills. For this book I have been insulted by floormen, laughed at by dealers, and hustled by pimps. My pledge was that I would not recommend or criticize something without firsthand experience, and I held that ideal alight, if at times letting other components of the book’s construction skip to the wayside. Sometimes notes are my memory. Details are my brain. If the accuracy of any of my claims suffered, know it is not a lapse in honesty. Put it down to logistics, to checking your bag in Moscow and finding it returned drenched in vodka and broken glass. To arriving in Buenos Aires in the pouring rain with no map and no hotel reservation on a Sunday. To walking into a Panama City pool hall too late at night. And to deciding to play just one more hundred at the craps table. At least I been there.

WHAT’S IT LIKE?

People want to know what it’s like to be in action every day. What it’s like? It’s a different way of looking at life. Because you see, then life becomes the poker game, one series of hands coming right after another, even when you’re outside the casino.

When I first proposed the idea to a publishing company about a no-nonsense guide for gamblers the world over, I said I would never consider writing about or reviewing a casino without actually gambling in it, real gambling being necessary to properly evaluate each locale. Toward that end, I proposed that in addition to an advance, the publisher would provide me with full traveling and hotel expenses, and a modest gambling stipend for every casino. They came back and said, in essence, are you drunk?

While the book sounds interesting, we’re not paying for the research. We’ll give you half of the advance you asked for, you have to pay for all your travel expenses, and you have to fund all of your own gambling experiences. Now, no sane person would accept that deal, but I was unemployed, broke, and I figured I could count on a little ace up my sleeve that I hadn’t told the publisher about, a little piece of information that every gambler knows. Simply put, it’s this: If you gamble all night long, then you don’t have to spend money on a hotel room.

But with a very limited budget and so many casinos to experience, I realized that good money management was going to be essential. What I did was, I divided all my money up into different envelopes, a big white envelope for each country. Then in each of those white envelopes I divided the money up into smaller colored envelopes. A different sealed envelope for each gambling game or traveling expense. Red envelopes for blackjack, green envelopes for craps, orange envelopes for food and hotel money. By adhering strictly to my expense system and using the envelopes only for what they were intended in the country they were intended for, I thought that I could modestly gamble on every game, have a place to stay and food to eat, and return safe again with the travel information for the guide.

My first destination was Las Vegas. I arrived in Las Vegas at approximately 11:35 P.M. on the Wednesday evening before Super Bowl Sunday and hit the town running. By Saturday morning I had been up fifty-nine hours in a row, played golf, been to fifteen or sixteen casinos, and gone through the envelopes. And I spent the next eight weeks traveling through Central and South America with one small light blue envelope that was to have been for laundry money.

And the point of this story is that a gambler needs to be flexible.

Flexibility is a key ingredient in the makeup of a gambler. One card, one word, or one bet can change an entire night, and small decisions can affect an entire vacation. I really never know what to do next. When traveling, my general rule of thumb is adapt on the fly and don’t ignore your first instincts. Consider how I came to leave Mar del Plata, for example. I am a blackjack player, new to the game but full of gusto. I put in the time before my trip with the books and the simulators, memorizing the charts and practicing the strategies, and even though I had managed to lose $20,000 to my computer in the month before I left, I felt ready. After all, my only realistic goal was to break even. I mean, given that I had to visit twelve countries I’d never seen before and gamble every night in every one with no expectation of finding more than a few poker games, breaking even was quite a mountain to climb in the first place.

I had found myself in the beachside resort of Mar del Plata, a town on the coast of Argentina, where I’d come to take some sun and check out the biggest casino in South America. While I’m charmed by the happy-go-lucky vacationing families, the late nights, and the all-you-can-eat parrilla joints where the entire cow, pig, and chicken are sliced up and put on the grill, the $20 minimum in the casino is just a little steep for my meager bankroll. And while I enjoy the blackjack conditions, my luck is something less than fortunate. So after only four days in the town I check out of my hotel and head over to the bus station to catch a ride back up to Buenos Aires. Alas, everyone else has the same idea as me, and no seats are available before late afternoon. This won’t bring me into Buenos Aires until after midnight, a little late to find a hotel and get good value for a night’s sleep. I decide to take this turn of events as a sign, so I purchase a ticket for a midnight bus that will get me into Buenos Aires in the early morning, put my luggage in a locker, and figure that fate wants me to return to the casino for one more day of gambling.

I’m the first one in when Casino Central opens its doors at three o’clock, and wouldn’t you know that it happens to be the first day that the casino has decided to lower its minimum bet to $10 instead of $20. Armed with these extra bets and the winds of change, I manage to win $500 over the course of the next five hours, when I figure it’s a good time to escape for a leisurely dinner before my bus. But even though not much has changed, now everything has changed. Who wants to leave town in the midst of a winning streak? I’m a gambler, and I figure fate has dealt me a new hand, and I must act accordingly. So I eat my $25 bus ticket, recheck into my hotel, and figure now I’m gonna win all the money in town.

Over the next two days, I manage to lose back my $500 plus $1,100 more. I go to the bus station and just like the time before, there’s no seat until late afternoon, too late to get into Buenos Aires and get good value for a hotel room. But I still believe a gambler has to rely on fate, because what the hell else do you have to go on?

If my grandma had wheels she’d be a trolley car. If I had only bet black. If I hadn’t sat in that seat. If I had put it all on Denver. If my grandma had wheels she’d be a trolley car.

Every gambler knows all the permutations of if. Intimately. We’re faced with it every day and every bet, and while some people hold a belief that small actions can spin their lives in a million directions, the gambler lives with it all the time. It’s just that in gambling you’re faced with so many decisions, and while they are muddy at the time, often it is only seconds or minutes before the effects of those decisions become crystal clear, and while a gambler is free to take it all with an impassive equanimity, there’s no way to keep from thinking about it, from lying awake at night caught in a half reflex and trying to will your hand to move those chips over to the number seventeen black and away from all things red.

Everything in gambling is like that, should I or shouldn’t I? Will it or won’t it? What the hell to do next? And with little or almost no practical input from the world around us, on some level we all have to resort to our own personal brand of voodoo, religion, or decision-making.

Let me tell you my friend Steve’s story about the history of religion. Back in the day, back in the old days, man decided it was time to stop being a hunter-gatherer and develop some roots, so he settled down in the Tigris–Euphrates River Valley and started to grow crops. And as every farmer knows, once you start to grow crops, you begin to rely on the whims of the rain like the randomness of the little steel ball. And every few years, the rains would stop for a while, a drought would develop, and the crops would be in jeopardy. And don’t you know those farmers would try anything they could think of to make it rain. They’d jump up and down. They’d pray. They’d dance in a circle. And whatever worked, whatever made it rain, that became their religion. And like the random distribution of points on a short bell curve, some things, say the sacrificing of young lambs, always brought the rain for a period of hundreds of years, while other things, like the building of mud towers, never worked and so they never seemed to attract any followers and died out. Random but effective. Nothing works, but yet some things do work.

And so it is with the gambler. Nothing works, but superstition is our middle name and we’ll go down dying with it as long as it works. Some folks have lucky underwear. Some people know it helps to close their eyes when they make a big bet. Others never change their socks on a winning streak, or only play with a certain dealer. We’re always on the lookout for signs, I personally am willing to consider any and every minute piece of random information as the basis for changing my mind or determining even the largest decisions in my life.

But we’ve got free will. We do. Oh, there are consequences, you better believe it, and we may not know what they are or what they will be. But value your decision-making process, because, baby, you’ve got free will.

I realized this when I checked out of my Argentine hotel and went to the bus station, but the next bus wasn’t for four hours, so I put my bags in a locker instead and went back to the casino, and because I won I decided to go get my bags and check into another hotel, because who could leave town on a major heater? But over the next two days I lost everything I had won plus twice as much in addition and then I broke even for a day and on the fourth day I checked out of my hotel and went back to the bus station and again there was no ticket until the evening, so I put my bags in a locker and went back to the casino and went on a ten-hour winning streak and got back about three quarters of what I had lost and then sat in a restaurant and tried to figure out if I should check back into a hotel again, because who can leave town on a major heater?

Anyway, I went and got on that bus and rode out of town and into the sunset, and now I’m here to tell you that you’ve got free will, and don’t believe what some other Joe schmo will tell you about how life is out to get him and he can’t do nothing right and how everything he touches turns to rotten pineapples in his path. Because even though that may be true and fate may just have it in for him, you tell him, son, value your decision-making process, not the decision but the process, because you’ve got free will. You really do.

Sometimes, the most profitable thing you could ever do is to lose a little bit. You’ll never realize it at the time. At the time, all you want to do is to get even. You just want to get even and you don’t care how long or how much money it takes you and you’re just glued to your seat as the hours fly by, but later on, and trust me, later on, you’ll realize that the most profitable thing you could ever do is to lose a little bit. Life ain’t about always going forward, it’s hills and valleys, and sometimes chasms.

Addiction. I call it passion, loosely. Without passion, you’re a dead fish. With passion, you have to deal with addiction. It’s a paradox, because what you love kills you. We, the lovers of life, are the passionate addicts of all things, whether they be romance or sports, gambling or drugs, eating or drinking. What you love to do can kill you. Those are the demons of passion. Gambling is a more dangerous passion than most. It can wipe you out, tear your heart away, and make you grovel. It can get you high, lift you up, and bring you cash, the god of material pleasures.

How does a person deal with this, with the danger, with the demons? You have to be strong. First, you must study your opponent. Know what battlefields you can attack him on, where his weaknesses are. Know your own weaknesses. Be aware of where your opponent will attack you, when he will come calling with his lights and bells and shiny promises. Playing the game is to be on the edge, but the better you know that edge, the more secure it becomes. And then sometimes there is no foothold at all. Sometimes there is no foothold at all, you can’t rest no matter which way you turn and the rock is crumbling away at your feet and every step is a landslide, a landslide. Then you must get out. You must just get out. Because down there is a pit of no return. Addiction? It’s tough out there.

A common mistake of most gamblers is that they figure that just because the odds are slightly in their favor, there’s no way they can lose. Brother, I’ve lost more money with the odds slightly in my favor than any reasonable person has the sense to admit. Don’t worry, I’ve also lost plenty of money with the odds against me, but that’s not the issue here. What I’m trying to say is that when the odds are in your favor or when the odds against you are greatly reduced, that’s all it is. Nothing more than that, and as to what the outcome of any individual wager will be, only fate can say. Those odds only mean something when they get pounded over the course of a thousand or a million or ten million bets, and what I’m trying to say is that there is no substitute for bankroll, no substitute at all for having the cash to withstand the losses. And that’s why most players get ground into the Nevada dust.

And I just keep trying to tell myself the same thing, over and over. Cards have no memory, the cards have no memory. Yeah, my ass they got no memory. On my right is a deaf mute. Hell, I didn’t know he was a deaf mute, I just thought he was crazy, he’s over there waving his arms and speaking tongues at me every goddamn hand giving me the hand signals when he doesn’t like my decisions, which is just about every hand.

And he’s jumping up and down out of his seat and waving his arms at me like a windmill, and I move all the way over to the other side of the table ’cause I figure he’s off his goddamn rocker, and believe me, even for a deaf mute he’s a little goddamn weird and he’s drinking beers to boot and for a guy who can’t talk he’s making so much noise and doing so much waving and pointing that I got a goddamn earsplitting headache and meanwhile I’m trying to keep track of the count, the cards spitting out of the shoe by some hotshot dealer who’s trying to show off by how fast he can deal, and I tell you I’m losing it.

Meanwhile, over on my left is a voodoo Chinese fellow betting either $50 or $100 each hand who looks like he’s ready to punch me because every time I take a hit with my $3 hand, I take the dealer’s bust card. And even though it’s a hit by the book and if you know the count, it ain’t no hit according to the voodoo way they play Canal 21, and I’ve probably cost the guy about $800, which is most of his stake, and he’s slamming the table and cursing me in Chinese and I’m just thinking, brother, I know exactly how you feel.

Because I was on the other end of that just the night before when I’m playing the dealer head up and just when the count hits Jesus Christ mode and I plop down a $70 bet, some fifteen-year-old Panamanian kid comes over and buys in for eight singles and plops four of them down in the spot next to me and then he has to go ahead and hit twelve into the dealer showing a six and take my double down ten and instead, when I double down my ace-eight into the dealer’s six I end up with seventeen, and the dealer goes ahead and makes nineteen and I lose 140 smackers all in one hand which is the last hand of the shoe with the running count at about plus thirty and all my money on the line and it’s just because good Leroy has gotta hit twelve into a six and I’m just shaking my head and saying, the cards have no memory. Brother, if you don’t think about even a little voodoo, then there isn’t nothing but ice water in your veins, because the shit is just turning me white, and I thought when it came to gambling that I’d seen it all.

There was twice in the Casino Central in Argentina when I’m playing third base (the last seat) with a thirteen or fourteen and the entire table sticks on between twelve and sixteen with the dealer showing a face card, and I hit. I get twenty once and twenty-one the other time, and the dealer gets twenty and nineteen, so I push once and win once, but both times the whole table lost and glared at me. And a Chinese lady with eighteen who would have beaten the dealer’s seventeen if I hadn’t taken a card, she let out a yelp like a wounded puppy when I said, “Carta.”

It doesn’t matter where you sit. They’ll curse you from the first seat, they’ll curse you from third base, they’ll pound the table when you’re sandwiched in the middle and mutter in Spanish or jabber in Cantonese. It’s tough to take a lot of cards and be popular.

Hell, you’re a moron if you don’t think about it. The problem lies somewhere along the lines of if a tree falls does it make any sound. The simple idea is this. In Central and South American blackjack, the dealer waits to take his second card until the whole table has acted on their hand. In Las Vegas, the dealer takes two cards at the same time as everyone else, but in Argentina the dealer waits until the players have busted or stuck until he takes his second card from the shoe. And what this means is, this means that whatever the last card is taken by someone at the table as a hit, whatever that card is would be the dealer’s second card if the player sticks. And the question is, does it matter?

The answer, the simple answer, is no. The cards have no memory, and even though if you stick, then the dealer can take your bust card, even though it doesn’t matter. And me, I just call it voodoo.

If you really want to think about it, it can keep you up nights. I’m not sure the human mind is programmed to conceptually get a hold on it. The only people that don’t play the voodoo game, the ones who hit all those cards because they understand it, they’re all book players, got to believe in the book because they ain’t got nothing else to grasp onto. Like Bible thumpers, they sound unreasonable, it makes no sense, but they’ll die clinging to what that book says if it’s the last thing they do. When I put it in that light, it makes me want to be a voodoo player. At least it seems to make sense because I can see it. I can see that if I had stuck then I wouldn’t have taken the dealer’s bust card and the whole table would have won. I can see that.

Now I ask you, what makes more sense, what you can absolutely see would have happened, or the notion that it doesn’t matter because the odds are completely random and it could have just as easily have been another card in there? But it wasn’t. I’d like to be a voodoo player, but I can’t. My self won’t let me. Not after all those months of studying the books and practicing blackjack on the computer. I need Stanford Wong to be right, just like a guy who’s gone through four years of private college needs to believe his education was just worth $100,000. Because if he’s wrong, then he’s a big fool. Better to drown with a sinking ship than get washed up on shore, naked and homeless. Anyway, I find plenty of places for voodoo. I save it for roulette and baccarat. Craps is something else all together. That’s what I save my octane for.

I still don’t know if they thought I cut a dashing figure in my charcoal suit, or if they liked the fact that I played different than everybody else at the table and had the perversity to ask for a card with sixteen when the dealer showed an eight. But I do know one thing, if they weren’t voodoo players before they saw me, then they sure went home voodoo, because I busted all of them, every last lady who backed me, and a good part of the rest of the table while I was at it. And lying here now in my $18 a night hotel room, with my back propped up against the wall giving me serious pain on account of my sunburn and the fan on high clicking its way through the night into the sultry morning, I’m just glad to have gotten out of there even. And I haven’t sweated so much or felt so much gamble in me since I was playing $200 and $400 and was throwing the chips around like a machine on water. It takes balls to gamble in Argentina.

The Luma Kid told me one thing. The Luma Kid told me a lot of things. But he said, he said one time, a good sleep after a big win? Ain’t nobody who can sleep well after a big win. But when hammered, man, when you’re broke, you sleep like a baby. Nothing can make you appreciate a big meal and a good sleep better than being flat busted on your ass. He’s right, of course.

JESSE’S BESTIES

I just drank six cups of double espresso, I could tell you about anything. I could tell you about watching the Lennox Lewis–Evander Holyfield fight in a sports bar in Curaçao with three hundred Caribbean natives screaming in Papiamento and drinking sea-water-distilled nine-ounce Amstel Lights and the riot that ensued when they declared it a draw, I could tell you about being holed up in a private poker club in the middle of Costa Rica playing no-limit Hold’em with a local whorehouse owner who always wears a Yankees cap and smiles crookedly at you every time he raises a pot. I could tell you about going toe to toe with a bunch of Argentine maniacs who can eat an entire grilled cow at 1 A.M. washed down with their own bottle of wine and then gamble all night and still look rosy-eyed come 8 A.M. and time to hit the beach. Or I could tell you about going to Vegas with Morty the Hammer, who wears a pinkie ring, smokes Cuban cigars, bets $5,000 a hand, and drinks three bottles of Dom Pérignon a day before spending all his nights at the Olympic Gardens strip club, or I could tell you about Chuck, grizzled and gnarled Vegas denizen since the forties, who watched a town grow from one-horse to a one-eyed monster, and through it all Chuck was always in action and watching everybody who’s anybody come and go.

When I let on about my mission, to visit every casino in the world and come out alive, the question I’m asked again and again is the same. Which is the best casino in the world? If it were that easy, my friend, the book could just be two pages long, I’d be out of a job, and there’d be no need to travel. Variety is the spice of life and I would no more want to spend the rest of my life in one casino than I would never to gamble again or be forced to survive on only bread and jam. Different casinos are good for different things, and the true gambler, the connoisseur, will take my advice. Certain places are better for certain things. I would never play craps in Argentina and I would never go to Costa Rica looking for a slot machine, but to satiate the truly impatient quick fix gambler who needs everything broken down into X’s and O’s and needs the short list, here is my attempt at the ultimate ratings, Jesse’s Besties:

Best cocktail: the Bloody Mary at the El San Juan, Puerto Rico

Best casino for blackjack: Casino Curaçao Resort, Curaçao

Best casino for craps odds: Wild West Casino, Atlantic City

Best casinos for craps ambiance: Trump Taj Mahal, Atlantic City; the Bellagio, Las Vegas

Best casinos for service and luxury: El San Juan; Caesars Palace, Las Vegas

Best casinos for gambling high: the Bellagio; Casino Cosmos, Moscow; Trump Taj Mahal

Best casino for sweating a basketball game: Colonial Casino, San José

Best casino for a sauna and wet steam when fighting a hangover: Caesars Palace

Prettiest waitresses and dealers: San José Palacio, San José; Casino Cosmos

Best place to get robbed: Panama City, Panama

Flat-out best food: Mar del Plata, Argentina

Best room service: Caesars Palace

Best place to get free alcohol and cigarettes while spending no money: Colonial Casino

Best place to pick up free women: El Pueblo, San José

Best place to pick up professional women: Night Flight, Moscow

Best strip club: Olympic Gardens, Las Vegas

Best booze and cigars: El San Juan

Best site for a honeymoon: the ocean suites at the El San Juan

The best gamblers: the European Tour

MY PERSPECTIVE

What makes this book different? Well, first of all, it’s written by a gambler. I am not a pawn of the casinos, a stooge propped up by casino dollars to promote their industry, nor am I some quack promising a get rich winning system that’s made me $1 million and now I’m selling it to you. I’m a gambler, pure and simple, and I’ve won and lost with the best of them. And I’m telling it to you straight.

I am pro gambling, but I am not promoting gambling. If you are going to gamble:


1. You should be aware of the rules.

2. You should be aware of the odds.

3. You deserve to be treated like a gentleman.

4. You should be in a place where you will get the most value for your gambling dollar.

5. You should be able to rely on the absolute integrity of the game.



I’ve spent a lot of time in casinos. If you put a quarter in my mouth and pull my arm, my eyes will spin.

“NO, THANK YOU”

You may wonder at the proliferation of prostitutes, drugs, and other deeds of mortal sin throughout this book. You may question my morality, integrity, and general lecherousness. But I am not interested in preaching my personal views about these issues. Those are for me. Make up your own mind.

It’s just a fact that when you’re around gambling, there’s a lot of other things you’re gonna be around. It just happens. Prostitution, alcohol, drugs, money lenders and borrowers, I neither advocate nor condemn the existence of all of these things.

Gamblers move in a circle where there are always large amounts of cash money on hand. And cash money attracts everything. Like flies. It’s all there when you’re gambling, and, brother, it’s all dangerous.

It’s just like this. These are the things that you encounter in the gambling world. Be prepared. Be prepared to make your own choices, because if you’re gonna travel, if you’re going to move in the circles that gamblers do, every step is a trap, pitfalls are common. You must know yourself, and be prepared to say no, thank you.

People can be very insistent. My advice? Just repeat these words over and over in a firm but polite voice: “No, thank you.” Don’t be belligerent or overaggressive. Just say, “No, thank you.”


GLOSSARY OF
BASIC TERMS
USED IN THIS BOOK

BACCARAT A card game played between the player and the bank, where the object is to make a hand totaling as close to nine as possible.

BANKROLL The total funds that you have to gamble with.

BIG WHEEL A casino game featuring an upright spinning wheel. A simplified version of roulette, but with odds that are more to the casino’s advantage.

BLACKJACK A card game played against a dealer where the object is to get a hand with a point value as close to twenty-one as possible, without going over. Aces can be used as a value of one or eleven, picture cards have a value of ten, and numbered cards have their own face value.

BLIND (1.) A bet that is made without seeing your cards. (2.) A forced bet to begin the action in a poker game.

BUST A blackjack hand that totals more than twenty-one.

BUSTED Out of money.

CAGE The place in a casino where you exchange chips into cash money.

CARIBBEAN STUD A simplified version of poker in which you play against the house rather than other players.

CHOP GAME A game impossible to win at in the long run because of the large amount charged by the house to play. A chop game is not illegal, nor is it cheating.

COME, DON’T COME, THE FIELD Craps betting options that are available after a point has been established by the shooter.

(THE) COUNT A number, usually expressed as an integer, that reflects the ratio of high cards to low cards remaining in a blackjack shoe.

CRAPS A game played with two six-sided dice. Players wager on whether or not the person rolling the dice will roll an established number (the point) before he rolls a seven.

DIME $1,000.

DOUBLE DOWN Doubling your blackjack bet after you’ve seen your first two cards, in exchange for receiving one and exactly one more card.

DRAW (1.) An incomplete hand in cards, a series of cards needing one more to make a complete hand. (2.) To take an additional card.

HEADS UP One on one. Competitive between two people, excluding everyone else.

HIT To draw a card to a blackjack hand in order to increase your point total.

HOLD’EM A variation of poker. Every player gets two cards facedown, and then five community cards are turned faceup. The object is to make the highest-ranking five-card poker hand out of seven available.

HOLE CARDS Cards that can’t be seen by any player except yourself. Your facedown cards.

HOUSE The casino.

LINE BET The craps bet you make on whether the dice will pass (roll the point), or don’t pass (roll a seven before the point).

MONEY IN THE DITCH A game in which it is impossible to ever win.

NATURAL A two-card blackjack total of twenty-one consisting of an ace with a face card or ten.

PASS AND DON’T PASS The two opposing betting options that constitute the basis for a craps roll.

PIT The place in a casino where the table games are located, usually blackjack and craps and roulette.

(THE) POINT The number established at the beginning of a craps roll that must be rerolled before a seven in order to make the dice pass. The point is either four, five, six, eight, nine, or ten, depending on what has been established on the come out roll.

POKER A card game where the object is to make the highest-ranking five-card poker hand. Poker has many variations, including Hold’em, Omaha, and stud.

PUSH A tie. A dead heat.

RAKE The amount of money that the house takes out of a pot as a charge for running a card game, usually poker.

ROMMY A variation of blackjack played in Costa Rica.

ROULETTE A casino game in which a steel ball spins around a wheel divided into thirty-seven sections numbered zero through thirty-six. American roulette features an extra section numbered double zero.

SHOE The rectangular holder for multiple decks of cards, used primarily in baccarat and blackjack.

SHOOTER The one who is rolling the dice in a craps game.

SLOTS Slot machines.

SOFT (AS IN “SOFT SEVENTEEN”) A two-card blackjack hand containing an ace. A soft total cannot be busted (go over twenty-one) with one card, because an ace can be used as a value of one or eleven. A soft seventeen is an ace with a six, it can be counted as seven or seventeen.

SPLIT A PAIR A blackjack option offered when your first two cards are the same in value. You double your bet and play two hands, each card of the pair becoming the first card of a new hand.

STAND To decline your option of taking more cards.

STRIPPED DECK A deck of cards that has had the cards numbered two through six removed from the deck, leaving thirty-two cards.

STUCK Losing. Behind money.

SURRENDER A blackjack option of resigning your hand after you’ve seen your first two cards for a return of half your bet.

TOKE A casino employee’s tip, usually given in appreciation for a winning bet.

VIGORISH (VIG) The house edge, the odds that are in the casino’s favor.

WHALE A gambler who has the capacity to win and lose very large sums at one time. A gambler who gets the highest level of service from casinos.
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CHAPTER ONE
SAN JOSÉ, COSTA RICA

LAY OF THE LAND

“Ten thousand to you sir …” The dealer’s voice brings me out of my reverie, I was staring at the cocktail waitress and thinking about her short dress and my mighty fine Chilean wine. I look at the raiser, a heavyset bearded man with an impatient twitch, and then down at my cards, where a jack and a six lay side by side like clothes that don’t match. “Mala suerte,” I mutter as I return them to their rightful place in the muck.

[image: ]

Sweat two basketball games on twin big-screen TVs over beer and a chicken sandwich. Enjoy fresh fish and then step next door to a nightclub with three rooms for three different types of dancing. Play live-action no-limit Texas Hold’em for only $18. Have a swim before meeting your date. San José has a lot of action. Costa Rica has a lot of beauty, but San José has got the action.
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A graying New York wise guy sits behind a counter talking on a portable phone, spitting out lines to someone on the other end. Behind him, a white magnetic chalkboard lists all the sporting events taking place and the line for each one. On the seven TVs spread across the room, Latrell Sprewell and the New York Knicks are fighting a losing battle against the Miami Heat. The Knicks are -4. A scattered crowd of varied Americans wearing tropical button-down shirts lounge in the deep armchairs and sweat their day’s bets in the cool comfort of the air-conditioned room. It might as well be Vegas, but we’re in San José.
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San José, Costa Rica
 GENERAL INFORMATION

YOU’RE NOT IN KANSAS ANYMORE It’s amazing there aren’t more people going to Costa Rica. It’s amazing that salesmen all over aren’t ringing up their bosses and talking about the sales potentials down in that part of the world, because you could do a lot worse than to take a sales trip down to San José.

Costa Rica has now developed as a tourist and American expatriate destination in such a way that you not only begin loosening your tie on the airplane ride down there, you take it off altogether and stuff it in a side pocket in your suitcase.

WHERE Costa Rica is located in Central America, wedged between Nicaragua and Panama. The capital, San José, is in a hilly area where it may be warm in the daytime, but evenings are cool and you don’t need air-conditioning because there’s always a breeze blowing through.

WHEN It’s always nice to visit San José. Costa Rica’s high and dry season is from December 20 to February 28, so expect rooms to be more expensive during that period. Dry season is best if you’re visiting rain forests or beaches.

CLIMATE The weather in San José is extraordinarily pleasant. The temperature averages between seventy and seventy-five year-round. Humidity is not terrible, but it always helps to wear shirts that breathe. The only tickle is that between May and October, there’s about eight inches of rain per month.

TELEPHONES International phone code for Costa Rica is 506. To dial from the U.S., 011-506 + number. Calling cards are available on the streets of San José, usually from the same guys selling the lottery tickets. These can be put into a public phone and used for international calls. Calls to the U.S. are expensive. Don’t expect to be able to talk for longer than ten minutes internationally on any one card. Calls within the country don’t cost much at all.

CURRENCY The colón is the Costa Rican unit of currency. At the time of this writing, $1 = 275 colones. The colón is fully convertible in the country, as in you can just walk into a casino and get dollars for it. Don’t expect to reconvert colones from outside Costa Rica, however.

There are 10,000-colón notes ($36) all the way down to little raggedy old torn, ripped, and dirty 100-colón notes ($0.36). Beware of ripped money. People are constantly trying to pass off old or torn money to you, casino cashiers notwithstanding. Once you get old or torn money, good luck getting rid of it yourself. I don’t even think a bank has to take it. Don’t be too meek to not accept torn or old money when cashing out of the casino cage. That’s one place I don’t mind being insistent.

ATMS There are ATMs in Costa Rica, but they are not conveniently located in casinos or hotels. All casinos, however, allow you to charge chips directly to your credit card, a service which usually allows you to receive more chips without having to leave the table.

¿HABLA ESPANOL? There is a lot of English spoken in San José, enough so that you won’t really have a problem. But you will find some basic Spanish very helpful. Spanish is the official language of the country.

SAFETY It’s basically safe to walk around in the downtown area at all times, if you’re not a fool. I carried money around in a money belt with little fear. Cabs are safe, the most they’ll try to hustle you for is about $3 extra. I spent a lot of time out at night and had no problems. I talked to one fellow who had been approached and hassled by a group of women who had surrounded him and begun to reach for his pockets. He ran.

There are always policemen in the large park next to the Gran Hotel Costa Rica, making it a fairly safe proposition to stroll down Avenida Central at 4 A.M. Of course, I’d still prefer to be in a taxi.

WHAT THEY WEAR People don’t wear shorts in San José proper, they just don’t. You’ll be far more comfortable in khakis than jeans. Lightweight sport shirts with collars are the way to go. You can pick up some nice shirts along the pedestrian mall at Avenida Central that are a good value at 5,000 colones ($18), come in short or long sleeves, and seem to provide the perfect combination of style and comfort in a tropical setting. I picked out six shirts when I was down there and just wore them. Who needs a suitcase?

None of the casinos are very elegant with the exception of the Camino Real, but you could dress up to go there and there would be no one there! I usually find the best thing is to wear nice but comfortable clothes to the casinos, and if you feel like dressing up, go to El Pueblo.

TIPPING Cab drivers don’t need a tip because the fare’s negotiated, but a small one for good service doesn’t hurt. Some restaurants have the service included in the bill and some don’t. Check your bill and tip accordingly. In some luncheonettes, tips are not expected.

INTERNET AOL has local access number. Most hotel phones support modem hookup. Internet Café located in shopping plaza right next door to Gran Hotel Costa Rica.


The System

I found out about the system by accident—honest. I mean, it was my last day in Costa Rica, Lord knows how I went so long without finding out. And I only found out about it because when I went to check out of my hotel, I noticed that there were three extra $18 charges on it. “What are these charges for?” I asked the cashier.

“For the ladies,” she said, and she laughed. I laughed too. It was a funny joke.

“What ladies?” The señoritas … It turns out that prostitution is legal for women over the age of eighteen. Prostitution is so legal, in fact, that every hotel has its own staff of hookers, and guests are encouraged to charge them to the room (how’s that for a business expense!). And not only had someone ordered three women and charged them to my room on the same night, they were of the $18 variety.

My taxi driver Coco called it “el sistema.” He said he was forever having to drive prostitutes back and forth from hotels and they always wanted to know if he wanted to be paid in cash or sex. “Cash, it’s safer,” he said with a laugh.

Finding an escort in San José is like finding a needle in a sewing shop. If you’re willing to pay, stay at one of the nicer hotels and talk to the concierge. Talk to the concierge at any hotel, for that matter. And don’t forget your condoms.
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I’ll Walk There Barefoot
 TRANSPORTATION ISSUES

LEGAL Americans need only a valid passport to enter for ninety days, and judging by the number of Americans who are down there, extensions are not difficult. Arrival is free, but they’ll charge you a $17 departure tax, which is basically bail money.

FLIGHTS Juan Santamaria International airport is twelve miles outside of San José and is your number-one gateway to the country. American cities with direct connections are Los Angeles, Miami, New York, and Houston. I had no complaints with Lacsa, the Central American airline. Request the fruit plate. For very cheap fares try www.expedia.com or Sunday paper bucket shops. Continental and United also run regular flights. Reconfirm or risk being bumped.

It doesn’t seem possible for a gringo to get anywhere from the airport for under $15, but isn’t that like all airports anyway. The airport taxis are altogether different animals than local taxis. Different cars, different colors. Airport taxis are bright orange and usually Nissans, and as far as I can figure, there’s no way to avoid getting ripped off by them. Flying into San José, just accept that it’ll cost you $15 to get anywhere from the airport.

STREETS Downtown San José isn’t that hard a place to find your way around in. The streets are in a grid. Avenidas run essentially east-west and Calles run north-south. The twist is that going north from Avenida Central, you have Avenidas 1, 3, 5, 7, and so on. Going south, the Avenidas are 2, 4, 6, 8 and so on. It’s the same with the Calles. Heading east from Calle Central, the Calles number up 1, 3, 5, 7, and heading west from that spot are the even-numbered Calles. House numbers aren’t bothered with here, locations are determined by the cross streets.

WHERE THINGS ARE The only things that aren’t in the downtown area are most of the luxury hotels. The downtown area of San José is nice to walk around in, if only to get a feel for the city. The park abutting the Gran Hotel and the national theater is called the Plaza de Cultura (Avenida Central, Calle 3 & 5). It’s a prime people-watching place and a fine place to catch the sun. The same goes for Parque Central, located around Avenida 2, Calle 2.

TRANSPORTATION AROUND TOWN In San José, everywhere is just a cab ride away, and you would be wise to keep it that way. In a city where traffic lights are a guide rather than a rule and cars hurtle around corners with their klaxons bleating, where there are shortcuts to take and streets to avoid if it’s raining, if you want to gamble in the driving department, then it shouldn’t get beyond sitting in the passenger seat.

Notes about Costa Rican taxi drivers. First of all, only get in the red taxis with the signs on top. The drivers are registered and won’t roll you. I found all of these cab drivers to be friendly and reasonably honest. There are taxi meters, but they’re usually not used for the tourists. Agree on a price before you leave. Of course, if your driver is so kind as to turn on the meter, better for you. From town to somewhere on the outskirts of town is about 1,000 or 1,500 colones.

A great alternative to renting a car is to find a driver with a cellular phone who is available twenty-four hours a day. Coco (Jose Cascante) owns his own taxi, speaks English, and knows San José like a postage stamp. He’s cheaper than a rental car too. Taxi man Jose Cascante (Coco), cellular 506-390-1520.
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The Money Plays
 GAMBLING SETUP—THE QUICK FACTS

CASINOS With more than ten fully operational casinos, one private poker club, and more sports books in the woodwork than even the government dares to estimate, San José does provide variety for the gambler. All except for the Casino Colonial are attached to hotels and are privately owned affairs that lease out the casino space from the hotels.

HOURS Vary. The Casino Colonial and the casino in the Gran Hotel Costa Rica are open twenty-four hours. Other casinos close at 4 A.M.

ADMITTANCE No entrance fee. No dress code. Minimum gaming age is eighteen.

AMBIANCE AND AMENITIES The casinos are smaller than your Vegas casinos and tend more toward stately than fantasy themed. The Central Americans aren’t going for the gimmicks. That said, each of the casinos in San José has a distinct flavor.

All casinos provide free drinks and cigarettes to players. The Colonial and the Irazú provide snacks, the Holiday Inn has a buffet on Friday and Saturday nights, and the Palacio and the Colonial have the best liquor.

GAMES ON OFFER Canasta (roulette), Rommy (like blackjack), craps, slots, Tute (Caribbean stud), sports betting, poker (Texas Hold’em), Pai-Gow poker.

LIMITS From 500 colones ($1.80) to about $500. Higher limits are available at the San José Palacio.

MONEY Casinos allow you to play in either colones or dollars and cash out in same. Some casinos require you to cash in your chips at the table, for which you receive a check that you take over to the cashier cage. It works fine.

LEGALITY The casinos and sports books operate in the gray area of a 1920s gambling statute that forbids certain types of gambling. The law forbids blackjack, for example, so the casinos have Rommy, and the law prohibits roulette, so the casinos have introduced canasta.

TIPPING POLICIES IN THE CASINO Tipping in the San José casinos is sort of like if you want to then go ahead. It’s not expected. Most of the locals don’t tip at all, and in the poker games a small tip is included as part of the rake. The dealers do not keep their own tokes, there is some sharing system. I found that a 100-colón ($0.40) tip every once in a while did wonders for dealer morale.

AND … ON THE SQUARE Casinos that possess absolutely no reason to be visited include the Hotel and Casino El Presidente on Avenida Central across from the Balmoral and the Royal Dutch Casino. They’re small, never have any people in them, and don’t strike me as well heeled enough to sustain the kind of loss I’m looking to put on them. Some casinos will only welcome you if you lose. You know a good casino because they don’t mind if you win.

I mean it, I wouldn’t go to the El Presidente casino. In my mind it’s for the riffraff, and I find it hard to watch the cards and the dealer and keep all hands on my money at the same time.
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I’ll Take the Odds
 BREAKING APART THE GAME

CANASTA (ROULETTE) The only difference between canasta and roulette is that instead of spinning a small steel ball around a roulette wheel, they spin a steel cage with thirty-eight numbered Ping-Pong balls and draw one at random. The layout and the payoffs are the same. I want to believe there’s a bias. I mean, what if one of the balls gets dented?

CRAPS If you know that you want to play craps, try the Casino Colonial or the Aurola Holiday Inn.

PAI-GOW POKER Go to the San José Palacio for Pai-Gow poker played with cards.

TUTE POKER (CARIBBEAN STUD) Tute is one of those games that I sometimes watch in vain just to find a person who is winning at the game. It moves slow, and I guess it’s fun, and the best advice I can give is to find a table with a huge-ass jackpot, because if you do hit that thing, it had better be worth your while.

ROMMY It looks like blackjack, and it plays a lot like blackjack. But Rommy has enough different rules that a casual player sitting down at a table could fast become confused. No worries.

It’s at least as fun as blackjack, so it’s a shame that the average odds against
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Casinos and Lodging
 THE POINT

(BARCELO) SAN JOSÉ PALACIO






Casino









Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-220-2034
Casino Phone Number: 506-220-1310
Internet Address: www.barcelo.com
Location: Near the area called La Sabana Norte. Just outside of city central, a five- to ten-minute cab ride to town and fifteen minutes to the airport. In close proximity to both the Corobici and the Hotel Irazú.





















CASINO COLONIAL
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	PRACTICALITIES
Casino Phone Number: 506-258-2807
Location: Avenida 1, Calles 9 & 11. Located in the downtown area, right next door to the Hotel Del Rey.



















HOLIDAY INN AUROLA



Casino













Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-233-7233, or 1-800-Holiday from the U.S.
Casino Phone Number: 506-233-9490
Internet Address: www.ticonet.co.cr/hotel/aurola/aurola.html
E-mail: aurola@ticonet.co.cr, aurola@sol.racsa.co.cr
Location: Avenida 5 and Calle 5. On the north side of downtown, easy walking to any downtown location.













HOTEL HERRADURA



Casino










Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-239-0033
Internet Address: www.westnet.com/costarica/herra.html
E-mail: hherradu@sol.racsa.co.cr
Location: Three miles from the airport, about fifteen minutes by cab to downtown.














CAMINO REAL SAN JOSÉ HOTEL AND CASINO


Casino







Hotel





	[image: ]
	 
	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-289-7000, fax: 506-289-8930
Location: In Escazu. Fifteen-minute ride to downtown or the airport.






COROBICI HOTEL AND CASINO



Casino






Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-232-8122, fax: 506-231-5834
Internet Address: www.centralamerica.com/cr/hotel/corobici.htm
E-mail: corobici@centralamerica.com
Location: In an area called La Sabana Norte. A very close cab ride to town, fifteen minutes to the airport.






HOTEL AND CASINO IRAZÚ



Casino









Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-232-4811, fax: 506-232-3159
Casino Phone Number: 506-232-7910
Location: A few miles outside of town, just past the Corobici Hotel and the San José Palacio.






GRAN HOTEL COSTA RICA




Casino












Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-221-4000, from the U.S., 1-800-949-0592
Internet Address: www.centralamerica.com/cr/hotel/gran.htm
E-mail: gran@centralamerica.com
Location: Avenida 2 & Avenida Central, Calle 3. In front of the National Theater. The center of downtown and the tourist area.






HOTEL AND CASINO DEL REY




Casino








Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-221-7272, fax: 506-221-0096
Location: Avenida 1, Calle 9. Next door to the Casino Colonial.






HOTEL BALMORAL



Casino




Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-222-5022, fax: 506-221-7826, from the U.S., 1-800-691-4865.
Internet Address: www.balmoral.co.cr
E-mail: reservas@balmoral.co.cr
Location: Avenida Central, Calles 7 & 9. Nice downtown spot that fronts onto the pedestrian street of Avenue Central. Close to everything.






COSTA RICA MARRIOTT


Casino



Hotel
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	PRACTICALITIES
Hotel Phone Number: 506-298-0000, fax: 506-298-0011
Location: In an area called San Antonio de Belen. Close to the airport, at least a fifteen-minute ride to town.
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Entertainment and Nightlife

EL PUEBLO
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FOOD IN GENERAL
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