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DOUBLE DOWN

I scurried away from the table, but not before tossing my last $82 to the dealers. A sarcastic tip. I then walked out into the dazzling sunshine. After more than fifteen hours in the casino, the brightness was blinding. I sat by the pool in a lounge chair, still wearing my damned Hard Rock sweatshirt and my khakis, the way you see gamblers drying out poolside at any Vegas resort, like fish at a market. I closed my eyes and focused on the sounds of the kids splashing about in front of me, playing Marco Polo. I envied their innocence.

Passing snippets of conversation intruded, particularly that of one woman in the Jacuzzi, who told her husband, “I’m so excited to be ahead $120 for this trip, honey, do you think I should stop?” This made me want to cry. Since my last meal, I had lost $22,500, an incomprehensibly vast sum when contemplated out here by the pool, in the light of day, surrounded not by inveterate gamblers but by wholesome vacationers.

I had to go to bed.
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I knew for certain, and had made up my mind long before,
that I should not leave Roulettenburg unchanged,
that some radical and fundamental change would
take place in my destiny.

—Alexey Ivanovitch
Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Gambler
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book describes the author’s experiences in Las Vegas and reflects his personal reaction to, and impression of, those experiences. In some instances, names and identifying characteristics of individuals mentioned in the book have been changed to protect their privacy.


PROLOGUE
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April Fool’s Day, 1998

[image: ] “The computer is down,” the teller said nonchalantly, “so the most we can give you is five hundred dollars.” Unbelievable. This was to have been my finest hour as a Chase customer, the first time (and the last, it’s safe to assume) I would withdraw $50,000 from my account, an amount that dwarfed my average balance by $49,600, give or take a few hundred. You’d think the branch manager would have whisked me to some back office and served me champagne while minions scraped together such a tidy sum. That’s how I’d pictured it, anyway. Instead, I was rebuffed by a bored teller after waiting in line behind a gaggle of British tourists seeking to change their pounds sterling.

“You don’t understand—I leave for Las Vegas tomorrow, and I need the money,” I moaned. This got me a raised eyebrow and a suppressed grin. “Sir, you can check back in a couple of hours, but right now our systems are down,” she said, unmoved by the nobility of my cause.

I walked back out to Park Avenue, only to be drenched by a spring shower. New York rain has a cleansing, pleasing quality to it, unless you are stuck in midtown without an umbrella. I darted across Park and into the Waldorf-Astoria, settling down to a beer and the Financial Times.

It then occurred to me that this might all be a sham. Perhaps Chase Manhattan’s formidable computer was doing just fine, thank you, but was the scapegoat of choice when the bank deemed it prudent to delay. I hadn’t seen others muttering to themselves on the way out, and Chase had every reason to be suspicious.

For one thing, most customers looking to withdraw fifty grand don’t wait in line with the masses to see a teller. They presumably have someone they call, someone who sends them a Christmas card and knows the names of their kids. Private banking, I believe it’s called, as opposed to my all-too-public imploring. I had tried hard not to say “Fifty thousand” too loudly, lest the people in line behind me think I was bragging, or, worse, get any ideas.

The other interesting factor, at least from Chase’s perspective, was that I had never even shown my face at this particular location before. There were probably a dozen branches between it and my apartment. I’d gone to the Park Avenue branch because I was told it was the only one to stock $1,000 traveler’s checks. I hadn’t been too keen on signing five hundred of the things, if you know what I mean.

Still, some problems are worth having, and this was definitely one of them. I had to laugh at my “predicament,” ensconced in a bar in the middle of a weekday, waiting to get at the $50,000 that had been parked in my account for less than a week. Then another suspicion arose in me: Was it possible that my loving wife, Kathy, had phoned Chase and prevailed upon the bank to give me no more than $500—a more than suitable gambling allowance, to her mind?

Kat had lobbied for keeping the money where it was. “Why don’t you just write your book about Vegas, but keep the advance?” she had asked that morning, not for the first time, as I’d struggled to keep Trotsky, our neurotic cat, out of the suitcase while I started packing. What do high rollers wear these days, anyway?

“I’ve told you, Kat, the publisher gave me the fifty grand to chronicle a gambling spree; no gambling, no advance,” I’d finally responded, for my own benefit as much as hers. It was a lot of money to blow. “It’s a chicken-and-egg thing,” I added.

“It also would have made a nice nest egg,” Kathy said, playfully alluding to Albert Brooks’s hilarious movie Lost in America, which we’d recently seen as part of my crash course on all things Vegas.

When I returned to Chase a couple of hours later, the computer was still down. Once again I was offered $500 on my word of honor; anything more would have to be vouched for electronically. This despite the fact that I look like a boyish (though now out-of-school and out-of-shape) Richie Cunningham. I’ve always envied people whose features suggest mischief.

It was a good thing my flight wasn’t until the next evening. If the computer was still down then, I’d be forced to call my editor from the airport and tell him there had been a slight change in the terms of our deal. “Hi, Bruce, Martinez here at Kennedy just to let you know that I’ll only be risking five hundred bucks instead of the full fifty grand, which my bank won’t let me get at—same difference, really.” Kat would love that.

The next morning I did get my money, fifty crisp $1,000 traveler’s checks. But even with the computer working, the teller and her nervous supervisor had remained suspicious. First, they grilled me. Social Security number? Mother’s maiden name? Super Bowls won by the Steelers? Teacher you had a crush on in the fifth grade? That sort of thing. Then they did a lot of staring—at their computer screens, at the stack of checks, at all my forms of identification, and at me. Finally, they surrendered, realizing they had no valid excuse to continue depriving me of my money, no matter how fishy it seemed to them that this Martinez character, with his pathetic paycheck-to-paycheck history, had somehow stumbled across fifty grand. They didn’t even wish me good luck.

[image: ] Because life is nothing if not a series of gambles, colorful gambling terms have long found their way into mainstream slang. We wear poker faces before passing the buck, determined never to cash in our chips, always looking for where the action is. We ante up for blue-chip investments, trying to stay out of the hole while remaining aboveboard. Sometimes we even lay all our cards on the table.

The blackjack term “doubling down” is on the verge of spilling over into popular culture, following many hallowed poker terms. It has an immediacy and power lacking in the more common but passive expression “double or nothing.” In blackjack, to double down is to double your bet before taking a third card, preferably from an 11, hoping to reach the desired 21. In life, to double down is also to raise the stakes when the going seems good.

This is the chronicle of two frantic double downs. The personal one is obvious: I took my advance from my publisher to Las Vegas for a month, enduring ten three-night stints at different hotels and gambling each and every day. The deal: What I win is mine; what I lose never will be. Who knows? I might learn a thing or two about human nature along the way.

On a grander scale, “doubling down” is a fitting description for what the city of Las Vegas is presently doing. This improbable tourist mecca—home to more hotel rooms than any other city on earth and visited by more than thirty million people each year—is not resting on its laurels. Instead, it is spending a staggering $7 billion in the millennium’s final two years to build a spectacular new generation of resorts, adding 21,000 rooms to its current total of 106,000. Not for the first time in its history, naysayers are out in force, saying that even Las Vegas cannot fulfill Las Vegas’s outlandish ambitions.

Me, I’m hoping both our double downs pay off.

The story of Las Vegas is less about hotel rooms and gambling than it is about American mythology. Las Vegas is our mirror out in the desert, all shiny like a mirage should be, reflecting our basest urges. What type of city did we build in the middle of a desert, a metropolis with no reason, beyond our willpower and playful imagination, to exist? And what does it say about us that this monument to American optimism and technological arrogance in the Mojave Desert has become the largest American city born in the twentieth century and its fastest-growing one going into the twenty-first?
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People should not get overly excited over the effects of the new gambling bill—conditions will be little different than they are at the present time, except that some things will be done openly that have previously been done in secret.

—Las Vegas Review-Journal editorial, 1931



Thursday, April 2

[image: ] All things being equal, I noted to the middle-aged woman sitting next to me on the plane before takeoff at Kennedy, people are in a better mood flying west. It must be some sort of primordial thing: the yearning for space, the call of the frontier. It’s like we all have a Manifest Destiny gene within us, I added, warming up. I hadn’t even gotten to the whole beating-the-clock issue. You know, fly for five hours, get three back upon arrival.

Not that all things were equal. There is something euphoric about sitting on a plane with fifty grand in your coat pocket. It was still there. I’d checked in the bathroom before boarding. But I didn’t want to get into that with Ms. 31B, who wore a nylon warm-up jacket from an Atlantic City casino and one of those “it’s going to be a long flight” looks. She didn’t buy my fanciful theories: “You ask me, I’d say people are just excited by the thought of all those free drinks awaiting them in Vegas.”

An hour into the flight, I pulled out my edifying reading: The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Gambling Like a Pro. I’d been shocked to find so many books at the Barnes & Noble down the street aimed at helping ordinary blokes like me make a killing in a casino. I hadn’t expected such specialization. Was I really supposed to buy separate guides to craps, blackjack, and roulette? This was a bad sign. Unless successful gamblers are an unusually literary and missionary bunch, the voluminous you-too-can-get-rich literature suggested that it must be easier to write about it than to do it. Down other aisles, scores of investment guides and peppy write-for-a-living books attested to the same principle.

Confronted by the befuddling array of choices, it was with some relief that I had reached for the gambling installment in the ubiquitous Idiot’s Guide series of orange manuals on life. A single tome would empower me to play any casino game: This appealed to the generalist in me. I didn’t see the point of reading more than a chapter on, say, craps. And while most gambling books claimed that their insights would help you win thousands every time you visited a casino, the claim on the Idiot’s Guide’s back cover—“a casino trip doesn’t have to make you feel like you’re completely luckless”—seemed disarmingly modest. Here was something you could read and remain partially luckless.

Ms. 31B didn’t read a thing during the entire flight. She didn’t sleep, either. Nor did she listen to music or watch the movie. She didn’t even get up to go to the bathroom. She just sat there, like the Rock of Gibraltar, looking rather content, neither bored nor tired. As you can imagine, this was driving me crazy. It was unnerving and inconsiderate, not to mention un-American. She sat there for five hours, one of thirty million people making the pilgrimage to the nation’s amusement capital this year, without making any effort to entertain herself. She wouldn’t even read the airline’s catalog, magazine, or safety card, the literature of the truly desperate. Other passengers nervously peered over at her as well. We all wondered: What was inside this woman that allowed her to forsake all external stimulation? A formidable inner tranquillity, or a vast emptiness?

I felt a surge of adrenaline as the 757 touched down at McCarran International Airport just past one o’clock in the morning, four A.M. my time. It’s always a thrill to arrive someplace exotic in the middle of the night, and under the circumstances this was an occasion befitting Churchillian melodrama. “I will grow this nest egg with blood, toil, tears, and sweat,” I would have growled to the assembled throng of dignitaries and media, had they shown up, as they had in the grainy newsreel of my imagination.

What did greet me upon stepping off the plane was a tinny, digital music—the sound of slot machines. Like the 24/7 metropolis it serves, the nation’s twelfth-busiest airport is a night owl, with more flights arriving and departing around midnight than at any other time of day. Slot machines and a barrage of loud plugs for sensual shows and bountiful buffets, which after a while were hard to tell apart, tantalized us incoming dreamers.

Tourism is a cruel mistress, forcing its new conquests and deposed lovers to cross paths at airports, train stations, and resorts the world over. Everywhere it’s the same. The excited new arrivals to paradise avoid looking those leaving in the eye. And Las Vegas’s frenetic brand of tourism is a particularly harsh mistress, to judge by the looks of McCarran’s departing wounded, worn out well before boarding their red-eye flights back to reality. A far greater number of people were crashed on benches, totally spent, than you’d find at the airport in, say, Cleveland. The very sight of them made me feel like a reinforcement arriving at the front.

I took one of the world’s shortest $8 cab rides to my first stop, the Luxor Hotel, which sits practically at the end of the runway, at the southern end of the fabled Las Vegas Strip. “In town for business, sir?” the driver inquired politely. “Well, yes,” I replied with a grin after what must have seemed a suspicious pause. “As a matter of fact I am.” As we pulled into the hotel’s driveway, past the columns covered with hieroglyphics, the driver said I should remember one thing, and one thing only, if I found myself with some time to kill in the casino:

“Endeavor to be as crazy on the upside as you are on the downside.”

That turned out to be the most prescient advice I was offered in Las Vegas by anyone. But at the time, untested in battle and exhausted from the long trip, I merely shrugged it off.

The entrance to Luxor is breathtaking, especially when you’re pulling in from the airport and have not yet had a chance to adjust to the town’s outrageous scale. We pulled up to the porte cochere underneath the sphinx’s belly, and I entered the cavernous atrium to see a life-sized replica of the temple of Ramses II, with the casino beyond. To the immediate right is a massive marble counter with thirty-three check-in stations, backed by bucolic murals of Egyptians in funky hairdos frolicking on the Nile. An efficient clerk assigned me to room 8029, gave me a safe deposit box for the bulge in my coat pocket, and wished me good luck.

It took me fifteen minutes of wandering around the circular casino to find my “inclinator.” The four elevators, tucked in the corners of the massive pyramid, are wonderful techno-kitsch, traveling at a 39-degree angle. “The more you drink, the more lateral the movement seems,” a young man slurred knowingly, clutching a bottle of beer. One of the things you quickly become accustomed to in Vegas is the sight of people carrying liquor all over the place. It’s a spring break for all ages.

Las Vegas builds in spurts. Along with the MGM Grand and Treasure Island, Luxor was one of three massive resorts to “come on line”—the local tourism-as-industry jargon—in 1993. Its thirty-story black glass pyramid, guarded by a ten-story sphinx and boasting the world’s largest atrium, instantly became one of the city’s landmarks and was pictured on the cover of Time the following January, when America’s sober newsweekly of record proclaimed Las Vegas the new “all-American City.”

From the pyramid’s pinnacle, the world’s most powerful light beam—everything in this town is either a superlative or in danger of being blown up—beckons the world’s gamblers to come pay homage. Such is the breakneck pace of growth in Las Vegas that a mere three years after it opened, Luxor deemed it necessary to build two additional twenty-two-story towers alongside the pyramid. Evidently 2,900 rooms weren’t enough.

In a painful illustration of the airline-like pricing elasticity at Las Vegas hotels, Luxor was charging me a different rate each night, ranging from $59 to $169. The room was surprisingly tasteful. I hadn’t expected much from a hotel with 4,476 rooms—a hotel, at that, with a vested interest in keeping guests downstairs, in the casino. But the cherry wardrobe and the bed’s headboard were art deco in styling, with Egyptian etchings on them. Then there was the slanting glass wall of the pyramid. All very cool in an Indiana Jones kind of way.

This being Las Vegas, my view was of a construction site: the Mandalay Bay Hotel nearing completion next door, on the site where the Hacienda long stood (until it was brought down during a New Year’s Fox TV special) as the southernmost major resort on the Strip. The $950 million South Seas–themed Mandalay Bay—it’s considered rude in this land of conspicuous consumption not to mention a hotel’s price tag—will be a sister property to Luxor, owned by the same parent, Circus Circus Enterprises. Mandalay is one of four mammoth casinos that will be opening within the next year as part of the city’s latest $7 billion investment in pleasure palaces. Mandalay, which will have a wave pool suitable for surfing competitions, is the one that sounds like the most fun, as the other three—Bellagio, Paris, and the Venetian—will all celebrate staid European civilizations, reflecting Las Vegas’s ongoing quest for respectability.

Circus Circus generally caters to folks on modest budgets, but in a nod to the gentrification craze sweeping the city, Mandalay Bay will include a posh Four Seasons hotel within the larger hotel. The Red Square vodka palace and the Rumjungle bar will appeal to Vegas’s changing demographics. And—this too is a growing trend—Mandalay Bay is turning to famous eateries from elsewhere to provide the eats: among them, New York’s snooty Aureole and China Grill, plus the trendy House of Blues chain. Another sign of the times: Circus Circus ditched its goofy name to become the Mandalay Resort Group after the new hotel opened.

All trendiness aside, the current building binge has given rise to quite a bit of angst. Construction workers had barely started on the foundation for the Venetian Hotel in 1997, in the largest continuous concrete pour in U.S. history, when the economy of East Asia, home to the world’s highest rollers, began free-falling into its own deep hole. Having put their borrowed money on the table, Las Vegas’s casino moguls are haunted by a single question, which hovers over this desert oasis like the film of dust that makes its air the third dirtiest of any city in the country: This time, have we gone too far?

Glenn Schaeffer, Mandalay’s president and chief financial officer, doesn’t think so; he remains one of the new Las Vegas’s more convincing boosters. He calls Las Vegas an “entertainment megastore,” a place where people come to see what’s new, and where visitors will explore the “most talked-about buildings in America at the start of the new millennium.” This vision of Las Vegas as something more than a mere gambling town, as an all-around “gratifier central,” is taking shape. This year, for the first time ever, market research showed visitors picking “entertainment” over “gambling” as the city’s main draw.

[image: ] Before turning in for the night, I took a quick shower. I had a good laugh as I picked up Luxor’s plastic shampoo bottle—shaped like an obelisk. I’m easy.

Nest egg: $50,000

Friday, April 3

I ventured down to the Pyramid Café (entered from the casino, of course) for a late breakfast of huevos rancheros, eggs with beans and Mexican sausage. Being in the Southwest has its culinary privileges. While waiting, I read over the day’s Las Vegas Review-Journal. Writing a book entails heavy research, and every foreign correspondent worth his salt knows that “heavy research” involves reading the local press and repackaging it for the folks back home, who picture their intrepid foreign correspondents wading through jungles, instead of crowded cafés, to get the scoop.

Two stories immediately caught my eye. First, a small electrical fire had caused about $1 million in damage at the Las Vegas Hilton, Elvis’s old stomping grounds, and a familiar locale to anyone who suffered through Indecent Proposal with Robert Redford and Demi Moore earlier this decade. Come to think of it, that’s the amount Redford offered Woody Harrelson to spend the night with Demi, and what should have been offered audiences to sit through the movie. What makes the Review-Journal story intriguing is this: The fire was started by an overflowing toilet.

I realize an overflowing toilet can be unpleasant, but a fire hazard? A fine liberal arts education topped off with a law degree has left me completely incapable of comprehending how this could be, and the article was no help.

The second piece was what editors call a trend story. In this case, a bad trend: “LV Boom Causes Suicides,” read the headline. Actually, minus the suicides, the boom would be a good trend. The Clark County coroner, Ron Flud, reported that 272 people had killed themselves in 1997, which was 19 more than in 1996. More people, more suicides; makes sense. But, at 22.2 per 100,000 people, Nevada’s suicide rate is almost double the national average.

But it’s not what you’re thinking, the story admonished. Gambling rarely plays a role in southern Nevada suicides, according to Flud. And to counter recent studies showing a disturbing correlation between the spread of gambling and a rise in suicide rates, Frank Fahrenkopf, president of the American Gaming Association, the casino industry’s chief lobbyist in Washington, trotted out the Wyoming defense. “You can take Nevada and Wyoming and both have suicide numbers that are high, yet Wyoming doesn’t have any gaming,” he told the Review-Journal. And thank God for that. In other words, it’s more of a gun-lovin’-desolate-West kinda thing. (But if the critics persist, I’d advise the AGA to adopt the following slogan: “Slots don’t kill people, guns kill people.”)

After breakfast, I made my way up to the Luxor’s sprawling attractions level, ground floor to the world’s largest atrium, one floor up from the three-acre casino. According to my informative “Luxor passport,” you could stack nine Boeing 747s in the pyramid’s atrium. There’s enough here to make the most jaded of kids go nuts: an IMAX theater, a VirtuaLand Sega games arcade, and one of those rattle-in-place rides with computer animation that are all the rage, “In Search of the Obelisk,” which I don’t advise taking within twenty-four hours of eating huevos rancheros.

I enjoyed King Tut’s Tomb & Museum next door, a replica of Howard Carter’s astounding 1922 archaeological discovery. “Isn’t Caesars Palace also Egyptian, Mom?” a young boy ahead of me on the Walkman-guided tour asked his mother. “Only Cleopatra’s Barge,” Mom answered without missing a beat, referring to that hotel’s nightclub. Who says a trip to Las Vegas can’t be educational? For how many of its more than 27,000 monthly visitors is this museum-within-a-casino the improbable spark of an avid interest in antiquity? Picture an eminent Egyptologist decades from now telling his grandchildren, “I was just another aimless high school student interested in nothing but football and chasing girls when one summer my family—Dad had this thing for video poker—took a road trip to Las Vegas, and …”

Tut was buried with an amazing number of toys, in the belief he could continue enjoying them in the afterlife. The chamber looked like a basement in need of serious spring cleaning—here a wooden boat, there a throne, all exactly where Mr. Carter had stumbled across them. A gilded shrine contained some of the king’s embalmed organs, minus the brains, which were pulled out through the corpse’s nose and discarded before mummification, as Egyptians believed the heart dictated one’s thinking. This gory nugget was much appreciated by the boy ahead of me. This being Las Vegas, I’d expected to be attacked on the hour by either mummies or Islamic fundamentalist terrorists wielding machine guns, but no such luck.

Naturally, we exited the museum via a gift shop offering not only Vegas souvenirs, but a selection of books and videos on ancient Egypt. I resisted buying a book on Carter’s work, vowing instead to acquire a cheesy souvenir at every hotel along the way. And with that, I set off to walk the Strip.

[image: ] On my way out of the hotel, I dodged dozens of camera-crazed tourists, all trying to capture each and every five-year-old Luxor hieroglyphic on film. I am not usually one to bash tourists (I’d be one full-time, if I could get away with it), but there was something pathetic about this scene. At one point I saw a mother snap at her posing child, who couldn’t have been four: “We can’t take your picture there, honey, there’s nothing behind you.” The girl cried.

Americans, it was readily apparent, do Vegas the way they do Europe, armed with film and a checklist of sights. The only difference is that here the sights are megaresorts, instead of megachurches. In time, that difference may be academic. A few centuries from now, archaeologists studying the ruins of our civilization will no doubt determine that Las Vegas was an important religious center, boasting dozens of massive temples to which pilgrims from afar brought bountiful offerings.

[image: ] The Strip, or Las Vegas Boulevard, is what you picture when you think of Las Vegas, with its massive, gaudy casino hotels lined up, each new one trying to outdo the others in size, design, and crowd-attracting gimmickry. Excalibur, another Circus Circus creation, is Luxor’s neighbor on the intersection of the Strip and Tropicana. It would be a masterful rendition of a medieval castle if the only building materials on hand were Lego blocks. From afar, it looks great; up close, it looks like “the granddaddy of all miniature golf castles,” as architectural critic Alan Hess described it in his wonderful 1993 book, Viva Las Vegas: After-Hours Architecture. Inside, the Camelot theme is well executed. A fair rich in Merlins and roving storytellers makes this a favorite with families, and a particularly pernicious place to critics like Ralph Nader who suppose only Satan would want to make Las Vegas appealing to kids.

I lingered on one of the pedestrian bridges—accessible from the sidewalk by escalators—that link the intersection’s four gigantic hotels, Excalibur, New York–New York, Tropicana, and the MGM Grand. This one intersection, locals will tell you with perverse pride, offers more rooms than does the entire city of San Francisco. The festive throngs of people crossing the bridges, gawking at New York–New York’s roller coaster overhead or at the MGM’s bronze lion, reminded me of Fifth Avenue Christmastime crowds in the real New York. But this crowd, surprisingly, might have been more diverse. Midwestern families showed off their matching Hard Rock T-shirts; Japanese tourists their white polos; L.A. surfers their tans; trophy wives their Prada, Versace, and silicone. Washed-up gamblers just squinted in the bright sunlight.

As much as their diversity, what was striking about all these people was that they were, well, walking. After all, the Strip, the old Los Angeles Highway, had developed in the postwar era as the automobile age’s answer to the compact, pedestrian-friendly downtown casino area. It was here that the noted Yale architect Robert Venturi came in the late 1960s to study what he called the “archetype of the commercial strip, the phenomenon at its purest and most intense,” whose study was “as important to architects and urbanists today as were the studies of medieval Europe and ancient Rome and earlier Greece to earlier generations.”

In his 1972 book, Learning from Las Vegas, Venturi earnestly described the low-lying casino hotels and oversized neon signage along the Strip, set back from the gas stations and tacky commerce. Venturi noted that the more densely built and pedestrian-dominated downtown area was more photogenic, whereas visitors on the Strip drove between neighboring casinos, the distance between them being so great and unremarkable.

In the past quarter-century, Venturi’s Strip has disappeared. The poster child of commercial drags transformed itself into one of the nation’s most vibrant pedestrian venues, presided over by theatrical, ever-closer skyscrapers. To the millions of visiting suburbanites, the theme of a dense urban environment where one can walk between destinations (lugging buckets of quarters, no less) proves as exhilarating and exotic as the wonders of ancient Egypt. You see the same rush—“Look, Ma, I’m walking ten blocks”—among tourists in New York.

Unlike Excalibur, the New York–New York hotel, a whimsical rendition of my hometown’s skyline that opened in early 1997, is endearing up close. Past the Statue of Liberty and a tugboat shooting water into the air (Vegas’s zoning laws must require casinos to at least appear to be wasting water), the façade becomes an intricate streetscape as you walk north along the Strip. Running parallel to this walkway is a replica of the Brooklyn Bridge. It’s one-fifth the original’s size, but is walked across by 4.8 million more pedestrians a year. A far cry from the casinos Professor Venturi described as mere “decorated sheds,” New York–New York is a grand pavilion in what’s become a 24/7 World’s Fair.

Across the Strip and next to the radioactive-green MGM Grand Hotel, the largest anywhere, the world’s most recognizable trademark—a gigantic Coke bottle leading into the World of Coca-Cola museum—speaks volumes about Sin City’s transformation into a mainstream, corporate showcase. So does the neighboring M&M’s store, where kids can bag the candy in psychedelic colors that have been rejected for mass consumption. Then you’ve got your All Star Café, owned by local wonder André Agassi and some other jocks, which shouldn’t be confused with the Harley-Davidson, Motown, and Rainforest cafés, all within a two-block radius. Whatever happened to restaurants where food is the main attraction?

“Voilà, ça c’est l’Amérique,” I overheard a backpack-toting Tocqueville tell his girlfriend, pointing at the jarring juxtaposition of retail and gambling monuments across the Strip. Michel and Céline, from Paris, had arrived in town that same morning from the Grand Canyon. “Isn’t that national park, too, the essence of America?” I asked them hopefully. “No, that was a geological accident,” Michel replied.

[image: ] Back at Luxor, after relaxing a bit in the room, I ran into Bob from Montana on my way down to dinner. “You winning?” he asked, the way strangers inquire about the weather in other cities. “I’m doing real good,” he told me with a thumbs-up as we inclinated downward. “Roulette,” he added, as if suggesting a fine restaurant. I had always thought of roulette as a dainty game, but Bob looked like a tough guy. “You know, it’s really not that hard to win,” he told me as we parted ways.

After dinner at the Dead Sea Room restaurant overlooking the casino, it was time to do battle. But first, I obtained my all-important Gold Chamber card at the casino’s promotions booth. This is Luxor’s equivalent of a frequent-flyer card. Computers track how much you gamble, and on that basis you accrue freebies—“comps,” in the local patois. My pale blue plastic Gold Chamber card has a magnetic strip for slot machines to read and an account number under my name, making it look ominously like a credit card.

Inspired by Montana Bob’s infectious optimism, not to mention the size of my bankroll, I determined to dive in headfirst instead of first sticking my toe in the shallow end of the pool. I walked over to my safe deposit box—I had one key and the management the other, as in the movies—and grabbed five of my checks. I cashed three at the casino “cage” and was set to go. Tightly clutching my impressive wad of C-notes, I headed straight for the “High Limit Gaming” temple in the middle of the circular casino, past rows of slot machines, an escalator down to the all-you-can-eat buffet, cash machines that screamed “NOW EXCEED YOUR ATM LIMIT!” and a ring of $5 blackjack tables.

At the entrance to the temple stands a faux limestone wall with carvings that depict a fellow walking like an Egyptian, birds, serpents balancing circus balls on their heads, what looked like cross-country skis, and the ankh, or key of life. In other words, it was Joseph’s interpretation of Pharaoh’s dream—you know, the one that made his career: Stay away from blackjack for seven years.

It was fitting to begin my quest for unspeakable gambling riches surrounded by these motifs from an ancient civilization, for gambling has been a constant human obsession since time immemorial. From their respective soapboxes, morality-peddling conservatives and elitist liberals, eager to protect “ordinary” people from themselves, bemoan the fact that we Americans wager more in a year—upwards of a half trillion dollars—than we spend on movies, baseball, and apple pie. But don’t let them scare you into thinking America’s current love affair with Lady Luck is something alarmingly new.

Hadn’t Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades rolled dice for shares in the universe (Zeus won, getting the heavens) in the ultimate high-roller showdown? Didn’t the Roman soldiers cast lots for Christ’s robe? Historians have traced the symbols on playing cards back to the eighth-century Chinese T’ang dynasty; in ancient Egypt, where archaeologists have found loaded dice among certain pharaohs’ buried treasures, compulsive gamblers were forced to hone stones for the pyramids; the Pilgrims financed their journey to America with a lottery. Pascal and Fermat advanced our understanding of math because they were avid gamblers, not because they were seeking tenure somewhere. And let us not forget the sandwich, invented by an earl of that name who was too engrossed in his gambling to leave a game to eat properly.

Blackjack, the most popular of table games in American casinos, is derived from the venerable French game of vingt-et-un. According to my Compass guidebook to Las Vegas, the American version of the game got its name early this century in the backroom gaming dens of Evansville, Indiana, where dealers paid a $5 bonus for a two-card hand of 21 when one card was either the black jack of spades or clubs (the other card, of course, being an ace). Today, any 10-value card plus an ace makes that sweetest of hands, a blackjack, paying out one and a half times your bet.

Backed by all this history, I proceeded into the temple where few dare enter, despite the knot I felt developing in my stomach. It was refreshingly uncrowded; the $100 minimum bet tends to thin the crowds. Relax, I told myself in an effort to breathe normally, this isn’t really your money. But then why were the bills damp when I handed them over to the dealer, auspiciously named Kathy?

Casinos are all about rituals. First, you don’t hand dealers anything. Bills must be placed on the green felt table, Kathy explained. She counted the money, laying out the bills in neat rows of five, while her supervisor, the pit boss, hovered behind her. “It’s all for the eye in the sky,” she said, motioning to the black bubbles in the ceiling, which concealed security cameras. She then prepared six stacks of black chips (which Nevada’s exacting gaming regulations stipulate must be .130 inches thick and 1.55 inches in diameter), chirped, “Three thousand,” over her shoulder, and awaited the green light from her supervisor, colorfully called the “pit boss.” The bills were stashed into the locked “drop box” attached to the table, which is taken after each shift to the infamous “count room.”

“Good luck,” Kathy said, pursuant to corporate policy, when shoving over the stacks of plastic chips picturing obelisks, pyramids, and the beautiful Queen Nefertiti. The colorful chips, so playful and smooth to the touch, were most welcome after all that scary cash. I began to relax.

Initiating my quest for fame and fortune, I placed a chip in the betting circle. It was 7:28, Pacific Time. Kathy dealt me a 10 and an 8 from the plastic “shoe” containing six decks of cards. Not bad. But her “upcard” was a king, which in this game counts as a 10. I had to pass on taking another card, or stay, but with a sinking feeling. You are always to assume the dealer’s hole card, the one dealt facedown, is a 10, though the reasoning behind this escapes me, given that only sixteen cards are worth 10 in blackjack, out of a deck of fifty-two.

The good news: Kathy’s other card wasn’t a 10. The bad news: It was a 9. Kathy swooped up my chip and placed it in the neat rows before her. It was all over in a matter of seconds. Then the pit boss, the only guy in the place wearing a suit, walked over. Now what? “Would you care to be rated, sir?” he asked. I hesitated, picturing an electronic scoreboard somewhere flashing the word “mediocre” next to my name, until he made clear he was asking for my Gold Chamber card to track my betting.

Then a blonde wearing a Cleopatra-esque skirt straight out of a ninth-grader’s fantasy paraded about, making the sweetest casino sound known to man. “Cocktailzzz?” By the time she came back with my Heineken, I was up $1,600. Alone at the table, I’d found the pace of the game dizzying. I’d get 20, the dealer would get 19. The dealer would show a 10, I’d bust. I’d alternate between betting $100 and $200. We were playing two or three hands a minute. That means I was betting at a rate of some $18,000 an hour. It didn’t really feel like it, of course, given the game’s affinity to trench warfare—advance, retreat, advance. At times I even played two spots, because I saw a serious high roller at the table next to mine do it.

My big break came when Kathy dealt me two 8s and showed a 7. I obediently “split” my 8s—always split 8s, I’d read on the plane—into two separate $200 hands. This is what gets the adrenaline flowing in blackjack. Kathy then dealt my first 8 a 3, which was beautiful. Now, from an 11, I could double down, which meant coughing up an additional $200 for a single card, preferably a “monkey,” which is what veterans call any face card. Not even close; it was a 2. My other hand drew an additional 8, which I again split. Would you believe I got yet another 8? So again I split. At this point the wary pit boss was looking at me and what were now my four hands with a pitying eye, as if he knew, from experience, that this could not end well. Then again, pit bosses, immunized from tips and concerned with the house’s bottom line, don’t exactly root for the player.

From an initial $200 bet, this had escalated into a $1,000 confrontation. My first hand, the one I’d doubled down on, was ugly. My next two 8s were topped off by a 10 and a 9. Groovy. On my last 8, I was dealt a 4, for a 12, which I “hit”—always with a hand signal for the camera—and got a 5, for a total of 17. If things went by the book and Kathy had a 10 under her 7, this would all be much ado about nothing. I’d win two hands, lose the double down, and tie, or “push,” the last one. But this hand didn’t have a by-the-book feel to it; the pit boss’s eyebrows were fully arched, and I was feeling pretty numb.

Kathy sighed deeply, saying something nice about “our” needing some help, and unveiled a 9 from under her 7. Yes! The dealer must take a card at 16—it said so right there on the felt—and Kathy busted with an 8.

That’s when my Heineken arrived. I tipped the waitress a couple of bucks for my “free” drink and massaged my impressive stack of chips while Kathy shuffled. Only twenty-six minutes had gone by since I first sat down, and I’d already made more money than I’d ever been paid for a week of honest work. And at none of my previous workplaces did scantily clad women make rounds offering cocktailzzz. This would be a sweet month, I decided, trying not to break into a stupid grin.

As if on cue, Sam sat down to my left. He was old, sunburned, and in a wicked mood. “I’m getting my ass kicked,” he told no one in particular. There’s a lot of mumbling in casinos. You’ll walk by a guy murmuring about “those $&%#*! bastards getting a %$&* twenty-one after showing a six,” and you’d never guess that one hand was played out days ago.

Sam brought no cash to the table, but asked for a $2,500 “marker.” More cool rituals ensued. The pit boss took the gentleman’s Gold Chamber card, studied the computer screen, and printed out what looked like a check. Sam signed it, the dealer signed some form, chips were lined up in plain view of the gods in the sky, and all the paperwork was stashed in the drop box.

A marker is essentially an IOU that a player with an established line of credit signs over to a casino. Patrons have a month to pay it off at no interest, though their aspiration is to win enough to buy back their marker with chips at the cage, rip it up (this is a very public, very satisfying ritual to a gambler), and walk away with their profit. Markers are how high rollers avoid carrying a lot of cash. Only someone (that is, yours truly) gambling way over his credit-worthiness, or someone needing to do some serious laundry, would carry fifty grand into a Las Vegas casino.

Kathy shuffled up and was relieved by another dealer. I came to love this changing of the guard, the peculiar way the departing dealer claps, raises her hands, and twists them, magicianlike, to show the eye in the sky that she has nothing up her sleeves. Later, back in New York, one sign that I’d spent way too much time in casinos was that I was mimicking this ritual to Trotsky, our cat, whenever I wanted to let him know I was done bugging him and he could now sleep in peace.

No need to read the new dealer’s name tag. R-A-M-O-N, his bracelet spelled out. “I am Cuban,” he told me, and we broke into Spanish. I figured I’d appeal to his sense of Latin solidarity. Ramon is a handsome guy, probably in his late twenties, all slick jet-black hair. He fled Cuba on—get this—a makeshift raft in 1991. Incredibly, he was picked up by a Carnival cruise ship. I presume Kathie Lee wasn’t on board, because Ramon didn’t swim back to Havana.

Chatting with Ramon was expensive. He hit a hot streak, but tried to pretend nothing untoward was happening. Only sulking Sam remained fixated on the game. “Dammit, that’s the fourth seventeen I get in a row. It’s the mother-in-law of all hands—you want to hit it but you can’t,” he slurred. He was downing Jack Daniel’s.

I focused on my own dwindling stack of chips. It was a sign of Ramon’s luck that 17s were giving my playmate ulcers; against a dealer who doesn’t bust, that’s not going to be a winning hand. I raised my bet to $300 for the first time and got a blackjack, which was electrifying, until I realized Ramon had done the same. What should I have expected from a guy who managed to escape Fidel Castro’s regime and take his first luxury cruise in the same week? “It would appear that I am lucky,” Ramon told me in Spanish. I caught his drift, and decided to go for a walk.

It was still only 8:45 and I was down to nine chips—down $2,100 from my original buy-in and down a gut-wrenching $3,900, about what I used to earn in a month, from my high. Stunned, I paid a visit to the temple’s marble bathroom—I’d earned the use of real towels—and stocked up on fruit from the adjacent high-roller lounge. Then I set off for the crowded general casino area.

I cashed the other two $1,000 traveler’s checks in my pocket, vowing to make the money last. I then wandered through the Giza Galleries, a shopping promenade off the casino. The store peddling casino wear seemed to be doing brisk business. A group of Japanese tourists were taking pictures inside the store. More intriguing was the Treasure Chamber, which was near the furry talking camels and sold genuine Egyptian antiquities. For those wondering, a sign on the wall disclosed that every item in the store was lawfully obtained outside of Egypt. My favorite trinket was a 2,300-year-old piece of limestone with lion-worship hieroglyphics (and “later Greek graffiti” from around the time of Christ) for $9,500. Too bad I’d already bought my Luxor souvenir, a deck of “used in actual casino play” cards.

I next chose a $25 blackjack table in the main casino area. The guys already there all seemed to be in a lousy mood—few people betting more than $5 a hand ever look as if they’re on vacation—as did the French dealer who grimaced every time the player farthest to her left, sitting in what’s termed the first-base position, puffed on his cigar. After a few hands I realized what the jerk (a surgeon from Texas, he volunteered, more than once, as if trying to drum up business) was doing. The better the dealer’s hand, the more blatantly he blew smoke in her face. Piss off the dealer: Now, there’s a strategy.

She consistently came up with 20s and 21s, the hard way. She’d be showing a 5 or 6 at the outset, presumably her weakest cards, then draw four or five more small cards and inform us her hand was a 20 or 21 before we could add it up—it can get pretty hard with an ace thrown in the mix, not to mention all the Heinekens. We all just stared, as if witnessing a magic trick.

Dr. Texas ran out of money. Flat out. Five times I saw him throw “one last” $300 on the table, which he’d peel off a rubber band in his shirt pocket. I thought this a bit uncouth; only later would I learn that serious gamblers call such rubber bands Vegas money clips. Thus reinforced, he would stack four of his green $25 chips, grumbling “This’ll change now,” watch the dealer do her magic, and then lean forward to exhale. She checked her watch every time he fumbled for money; she was bored silly. The routine came to an abrupt end when he went to his pocket the sixth time and came up empty-handed. “Shit, I’m out,” he said in a heavy drawl. He then asked the pit boss to direct him to the credit office. As he left, the dealer tersely wished him better luck next time. Corporate policy.

“How fascinating this work must be,” I said to the dealer, wearing my most earnest smile, “to have a front seat at fortune’s amphitheater, to see human nature in its rawest form, stripped of all pretense, to witness the ultimate agony and the ecstasy.”

“Yeah, it’s not so bad,” she replied, glancing once more at her watch with the ennui of the salaried. “We get a break every hour.”

Certain lessons were beginning to gel in my impressionable mind. For a game in which the house should beat you fifty-two times out of a hundred (if you know what you’re doing), blackjack seemed awfully streaky. The dealer had been on a serious roll for almost an hour, and we just sat there, as if we had no choice. A casino is no place for defiance. It’s best to identify who’s got the momentum, and act accordingly. Increase your bet or take a walk. It’s not as if you’re ever forced to make a bet.

So much wisdom, so little money. By 10:30 I was down to a mere $350. Somehow, in three hours I’d gone through almost 10 percent of the nest egg. I walked back in a huff to the high-stakes temple. Incidentally, by then I’d consumed five beers, my average monthly consumption. Guess what happened?

Fifteen minutes later I asked the pit boss for a pass to Ra, the new nightclub off the casino that’s taken the town by storm. This, too, was imitative behavior; I’d seen someone else ask him for one. “My pleasure, Mr. Martinez,” came the response, and he handed me a slip of paper to wave to the goons manning the door, holding back what must have been seventy-five people in line to get in. Amazingly, the velvet cordon bouncers are so fond of was lowered and I was in. I didn’t even have to pay the $10 cover.

I’d never accomplished such a feat at haughty clubs back in New York, which is one of the reasons I stopped going to them during the Bush administration. Standing in the cold forever until someone in a purple jacket and a black mock turtleneck decided I looked presentable enough to be ripped off was never my idea of a good time. But for a mere $5,000, Luxor was revealing to me how gratifying it is to be among the chosen.

Ra, named after the canine-looking sun god, is wild, with a futuristic, industrial décor. An imposing eagle towers over the dance floor. It looked especially creepy when enveloped by the disco fog discharged on the dance floor. Scantily clad women danced in cages along the side, though it was unclear whether they did so for business or pleasure.

I lit up a Baron de Rothschild—this is a cigar town, to be sure—by the bar and nursed a scotch. I was standing next to seven collegiate types from Kansas City. It was a bachelor party; the wedding would take place the next day at one of the kitschy chapels at the northern end of the Strip. “Stan is so lucky,” one of the guys told me, “she’s gorgeous and she cooks.” Utter bliss. I bought Stan a drink, wished him eternal happiness, and headed for the exit. Ra, I’d quickly determined, was no place to be alone—or over thirty, for that matter. I was starting to feel like a lecherous old conventioneer.

I was shocked by how much I’d already gambled—mainly because I’d lost. I’d been psyching myself up for this for weeks, talking myself into the fact that I would be gambling heady sums of money and should do so from the outset of my odyssey. But no pep talk could have prepared me for the crushing reality that I had lost $5,000 in the time it takes to have dinner and see a movie. Winning it back seemed like the only way to alleviate the guilt. It was only midnight, after all, which in a crowded Vegas casino feels like six in the evening. So I signed back into my safe deposit box to retrieve ammo: five more $1,000 checks.

The next four hours were a blur. A triumphal, drunken blur. I was doubling down, splitting cards left and right, doing God knows what, tipping the cocktail waitresses liberally and generally kicking ass. The pit bosses were learning my name. By four I had dug myself out of the hole. I made my way over to Nefertiti’s Lounge with roughly $3,000 in cash and ten yellow $1,000 chips in my pocket, and there I chatted with a gay Spanish couple while downing a Bailey’s. The bar was still busy at this hour, which I found intoxicating (not that I needed any help). I’ve long relished the anonymous romance of a grand hotel, the electrifying bustle produced by so many people on the make, freed from the burdens of their everyday lives. Inspired, travelers yearn to tell one another why theirs is a particularly noteworthy journey but usually succumb to modern notions of privacy. It is this palpable but unshared excitement that make hotel bars—not to mention casinos—fantastic people-watching venues.

This would have been a good time to go to bed, admittedly, but instead I pressed my luck. The consequences were unpleasant. In three hours, I gave back $6,200. A casino turns ugly in the wee small hours of the morning, after the band has packed up and the casual gamblers have gone to bed, and I don’t say that merely on account of my losses. It’s called the graveyard shift, after all, when these 24/7 establishments do most of their maintenance. People desperate enough to be gambling at five in the morning do not need to be coddled. They do not mind the vacuum cleaners at their feet, nor the spooky money trains with their armed guards that go from table to table collecting the house’s bulging drop boxes.

I called it quits at eight, when I realized that a lot of the people filing by me were no longer coming back from a night on the town, but heading for breakfast or the pool after a good night’s sleep. I wandered around hopelessly looking for that elusive inclinator number 2, serenaded by Celine Dion’s theme song from Titanic, which was playing in the casino for about the fortieth time since I’d started gambling, some twelve hours earlier.

Nest egg: $46,800

Saturday, April 4

Five hours later I was inclinating down to the casino level again. In Kingsley Amis’s hilarious Lucky Jim, the hero awakens from a night of drinking feeling as if he’s been “expertly beaten up by secret police.” My sentiments exactly. In my case, a secret police rather fond of mixing Heineken, scotch, and Irish liqueurs.

I walked around the hotel, allowing blood to irrigate my parched extremities. Kids were having a ball at the pools, running around the various Egyptian-themes statues and swimming under the waterfalls. Beyond, next to the hotel’s parking garage, an office marked “Employment Center” caught my eye. This being a Saturday, it didn’t appear open, but a group of people huddled by a bulletin board taking notes.

The job listings made for fascinating reading. Luxor was looking for the usual assortment of employees you’d find at a resort anywhere—busboy, spa coordinator, accountant, bartender, security guard, and so on. But you could also apply for such exotic occupations as “cage pit clerk.” Probably the most enticing listing was for a “poker proposition player,” preferably with a year’s experience. Where else can you be hired to play poker all day, even if it’s as the casino’s shill? The most demanding qualifications, oddly enough, appeared to be those for “coin wrapper,” for which applicants must have experience with both “numbers” and “heavy physical activity.”

I attempted to strike up a conversation with a kid studying the list. I formulated the words with care, but the previous night’s goons had pressed the mute button and all I could muster was a windy raspiness. My voice was shot. It hadn’t mattered; Alejandro didn’t speak English. It turned out he was from Chihuahua, in northern Mexico, where I grew up, so I switched to raspy Spanish and we talked about our old hometown. All conversations among Chihuahua exiles invariably start with the wistful observation that what makes the dusty place so darned special is, well, the people. With that out of the way, I asked, Why come to Vegas?

Alejandro’s uncle had been coming for about eight months out of the year for over a decade, he explained, and always returned home with a decent wad of cash. “He’s a roofero,” Alejandro explained, using a marvelous borderism, “and in good times in the construction business, well, they don’t always check papers.”

Alejandro had come up last winter with his uncle. But the work was grueling, and he fantasized about getting a job in one of the glittering casinos. “To work in a casino is very good, very elegant work, but I’m afraid they check papers,” he said sadly. They also check your blood, the board advised; drug tests are mandatory.

While elegance may be in the eye of the beholder, Alejandro was right about the money. The more than 170,000 jobs at Las Vegas hotels and casinos pay relatively well. The housekeeper who had come to clean my room earlier—painfully, I’d forgotten to hang the “Do Not Disturb” sign—told me she made in the neighborhood of $10 an hour at Luxor, twice what she’d made in Los Angeles, where the cost of living was a lot higher. When I asked her, as New Yorkers are prone to do, in which part of town she rented, she answered, rather indignantly, “I don’t; I own a home.” Must be nice.

Historian Hal Rothman of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, calls Las Vegas, among other things, America’s last Detroit, the last place where an unskilled worker can make a middle-class wage. Unions naturally get a lot of the credit. In a boomtown where most hotels have opted not to resist unionization, the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees Union local membership has soared to some forty thousand from eighteen thousand in the late 1980s. AFL–CIO president John J. Sweeney has taken to calling Las Vegas “the hottest union city in America,” and last month the union held its first executive council meeting in Las Vegas. President Clinton, Vice President Gore, and House Minority Leader Richard Gephardt all flew in to address the meeting and fawn over local culinary union members who’d staged a six-year strike at the Frontier Hotel on the Strip.

At a news conference during his stay, Vice President Gore, acknowledging that Las Vegas is now the fastest-growing major city in the country, told the union members: “The atmosphere of hope and opportunity brings people here searching for a better life, and they’ve got the gumption to say, ‘I’m not going to work for dirt wages. I want something that gives me dignity and the ability to raise my family and have a middle-class lifestyle.’ ”

That Las Vegas has become an exemplary union town is apt, given that before most commercial banks or Wall Street would have anything to do with Sin City, it was Teamsters money, often controlled by the Mob, that built the resort’s first generation of postwar casinos.

[image: ] Seeking to improve my own family’s lifestyle, I wandered back into the casino and parked myself at a $5 blackjack table. I bought in $200, asked for some coffee, and resolved to take it easy. I started playing $10 a hand, but soon eased my way up the color ladder as momentum swung my way, moving from red to green and finally venturing back into black territory. By the time I “colored in” and got up to leave the table, I was ahead $1,865 for the session.

I was quite pleased with myself. Without being able to point to any one spectacular moment, I’d walked away from the table with nine times more dough than I’d bought in for. But of course there’s no such thing as a perfectly satisfying gambling session. As I went up to my room, a small voice within me nagged: Couldn’t we (in my experience, pernicious thoughts invariably present themselves in first-person plural) just as easily have sat down with $20,000, instead of $200, played our sensible game for an hour and a half, and walked away with $180,000 instead of $1,800?

At five, eight on the East Coast, I went up to the room to call Kat. She was at her parents’ place in Connecticut. Unfortunately, she didn’t pick up. Judy did. I love my mother-in-law dearly, but I really didn’t want to talk to her just then. Maybe I was feeling a little ashamed. She’s no fan of gambling, to put it mildly, and probably couldn’t have thought of a less worthy subject for her son-in-law’s first book. I wasn’t keen to tell her that I’d spent my whole first evening (and dawn) in town boozing and losing dough in the casino. So I latched on to poor old King Tut the way President Clinton latched on to “the people’s work” whenever asked about his personal life.

“You know, ancient Egypt was a fascinating place,” I said, going on about the tomb for what must have been a half-hour. The fact that Judy has been to the real thing helped my cause. “Now, did you get to see the jars with Tut’s actual organs?” I asked. By the time she handed Kat the phone any worries she’d had about my becoming
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