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To anyone who wants to do something that makes no sense—just work harder than everyone else.
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DISCLAIMER


The stories in this book are taken from my experience and recollection of events. Some names have been changed for privacy.

This book is not meant to glorify gambling. Gambling is risky, and you can lose your money, even when you’re playing with an edge. I do not recommend it.




“I remember a psychiatrist once telling me that I gamble in order to escape the reality of life, and I told him that’s why everyone does everything.”

—Norm Macdonald








PREFACE
I’m an Artist, The Dealer Is My Muse



I had a first-base game at Sam’s Town, a casino on Boulder Highway, on the east side of Las Vegas. From my seat at the first spot at the table, all the way to the dealer’s left, I could see the dealer’s hole card. I didn’t need to cheat—like use a mirror or partner up with the dealer. I never do. I just had to sit there. He didn’t know he was flashing his card. Neither did anyone else. Except me.

In the game of blackjack, the dealer is dealt two cards: One is face up and the other, the hole card, is dealt face down. The hole card is meant to be hidden until the players have all acted on their hands, but as a hole-card reader, I can see the dealer’s card before it’s turned over. And when I know what their hole card is, the house no longer has an edge—I do.

When I think of games that I could read from first base, I think of a blackjack dealer named Sharon at John Ascuaga’s Nugget in Reno, Nevada. Sharon looked like a woman who barely made it out of the 1980s. She was coarse, dealt fast, wasn’t there to entertain, and she would unknowingly flash her hole card to the first-base seat. For a few years, the West Coast hole-carding community would follow Sharon throughout her shift to try and get the first-base seat at her table. Because the Nugget dealers were on a rubber band—they moved through a predetermined rotation of the same three tables throughout the night—we could always predict which table Sharon would be dealing, and at what time.

When I say “West Coast hole-carding community,” I’m referring to about six people who knew to drive out to the Nugget on swing shift to look for Sharon in 2004. We were part of a loosely affiliated group of hole-carders who mostly played in Las Vegas, better known to the advantage-play community as the Las Vegas Hole Card Mafia, or LVHCM. We weren’t a team but our lists of sloppy dealers often overlapped. Sometimes we’d partner up for games and other times we’d be in friendly competition, taking turns playing dealers based on who got to their table first.

You’d think that as a professional gambler I have a great memory. I don’t. In the last year I’ve had my phone turned off twice because I forgot to pay the bills. I have to write “check the mail” in my calendar so I remember to check the mailbox thirty feet from my front door before it’s so full my mail is taken to the post office. But I can remember details about most of the dealers I’ve played regularly over the last two decades. Not always their names, but I can recall their faces and styles vividly, even though there have been hundreds.

There was Curtis at Arizona Charlie’s East, a locals’ casino in Las Vegas. He was a typical third-base game—nothing special, he just didn’t protect his hole card, flashing it to the last spot at the table. He dealt slowly and didn’t speak much but had an incredibly sweet nature. He’s one of only two dealers I’ve ever refused to play. I couldn’t forgive myself if I got him fired. The other was an old white man at another local spot, Boulder Station. He looked like he was knocking on the door of ninety. No way was I going to let the casino figure out he was giving up his hole card on my watch. Dealers almost never get fired for unknowingly exposing their hole card, but people like Curtis and the octogenarian already had a hard enough time getting and keeping jobs that I didn’t want to risk it.

Hole-card games come in all shapes and sizes. I’ve read the hole card from every seat at the table at one time or another.

To keep track of dealers and their different dealing styles, I take notes. If I find someone who flashes their hole card in Tunica, Mississippi, and I’m not going to be back for three months, I need to know what type of game I’m walking into when I see them again. Besides their name, I write down what they look like and the best angle to get their hole card. Small details like “a little to the left,” “chair in the pit,” or “low and to the right” tell me what position I need to be in to get the flash.

There was a middle-aged Indian man with a big belly on the graveyard shift at Trump Plaza in Atlantic City. He was a center-field game. I could only see his hole card from the middle seat at the table if I wore a big winter coat and looked like I was betting table minimum all morning to keep from sleeping on the boardwalk. Head hung low, sad, and despondent for eight hours.

I had a Russian mom at South Point, on the south Las Vegas Strip: center- field game, and I needed my chair moved slightly to the left. I also needed a full table of players to open her body up, so that when she dealt, her arm would be further from her chest than if she were only dealing to me. This way she’d give a greater flash of the corner of her hole card when she pulled it off the top of the deck. In order to get the flash, I had to do a slight dive forward when I picked up my second card at the same time she was tucking her hole card.

One of the most memorable dealers I’ve ever played was a Polish girl named Eliza at the Horizon Casino in South Lake Tahoe. She fully protected her hole card until right before it hit the table, then she’d bend it in half, flashing the entire card to the third-base seat. I’ve never seen another dealer like her.



My dealer at Sam’s Town, Jerry, dealt Mondays and Tuesdays. It was a dream scenario for me. The casino was mostly dead, all low-key locals grinding their red chips away. I never had to wait long for the seat. Unlike Sharon in Reno, who switched between tables all night, Jerry was a returning game—he dealt on the same table all night. I didn’t have to chase him around. Once I got the seat at his table, I could camp out all night. I’d dress homely, look depressed, and grind my red and green chips with the rest of them—a look on my face that said, “I’m miserable. I’m here to escape. Don’t ask me for my name: I want to lose my money without being bothered, while I suffer quietly inside.”

It wasn’t a stretch.

In 2019, during the time I was playing Jerry, I had joint custody of my son, which meant I didn’t have him with me on Mondays and Tuesdays. On those days I’d work sixteen hours, mostly driving the perimeter of Vegas, scouting dealers and hustling slot machines in between.

I was in a custody fight in family court and forty pounds overweight, had no social life, and was sleep-deprived—despondent and detached at Sam’s Town wasn’t that far from reality.

Jerry was an easy-read, low-pressure game where my expected value for a shift, the amount of money I was expected to win based on the edge I had and the amount I bet, was anywhere from $600–$1,500. My stop win, the amount I could look like I was winning before the casino began to pay attention to my play, was about $1,000.

To stay under the casino’s radar, I rat holed part of my winnings, secretly palming chips off of my chip stack and filling my pockets with red ($5) and green ($25) chips. Because nobody noticed, the casino would attribute the chips missing from the dealer’s chip rack to other players jumping in and out of the game. I could win $1,000 without attracting unwanted attention, but by rat holing and concealing how many chips I really had, I could win more.

Local casinos were my best bet for getting down solo hole-card action. It wasn’t hard to find games and I can easily blend in as a local. To go to the Strip and find a game somewhere like the MGM or the more elegant Bellagio meant I’d need to at least put a little effort into an act. I’d have to chat the dealer up with why I was in town. If I was betting more than the table minimum, I’d be hounded by the floor person supervising games to give my identification to get a players card and have my play rated, which was something I didn’t want to do. Gamblers get rated to qualify for casino comps—complimentary dinners, rooms, shows. The highest of the high rollers get Super Bowl tickets and private jets that whisk them to and from the casino. Rating a player helps the casino determine whether a gambler is worth offering incentives to, and what incentives will bring them back in the door. Most of a floorman’s job is to track how much and how long someone plays. Not wanting to get rated is often a red flag—who doesn’t want free shit?

I can’t give my real name to some of the bigger casino chains in Las Vegas without the system alerting them that I’m an unwanted customer, even if I’ve never been formally asked to leave. I wasn’t in the mood to use a players card in another name, whether it be a real or fictitious person. I didn’t want to deal with it. I already had the crushing stress of family court on my shoulders. Being a local at a locals’ casino, betting small enough to stay off anyone’s radar, suited me just fine.

Playing Jerry also kept me out of the more dreary slot aisles. I don’t mind hustling slots, it’s an easy earn. But if you give me the choice between shuffling through slot screens, looking for edges left behind by civilian gamblers who didn’t know a bonus was about to be rewarded, or sitting on a hole-card game, there’s no contest. I’ll choose the game every time.

Winning on a hole-card game is never guaranteed. The extra information gives me a mathematical edge over the house, but like how a civilian can get lucky playing blackjack on the square, the casino can get lucky against me. Given enough time though, the math will even out, the civilian will lose, and as long as I play within my bankroll, I will profit.

Jerry was a sweet spot. The rules at Sam’s Town weren’t bad: blackjacks paid traditional odds of 3:2. You could double down on any two cards, meaning that after getting any first two cards, you could double your bet in exchange for one more card. You could also double after you split. If you were dealt a pair, you could split them into two separate hands, then have an option to double down.

Because the overall mood was apathetic, I only needed to use loose cover. I could stray from the civilian gambler’s basic strategy and play my hands with aggressive hole-card strategy.

Basic blackjack strategy assumes the dealer’s hole card is always a ten because there are more ten-valued cards in the deck than any other card value. When the dealer has a high card face up, the basic-strategy player goes on defense and tries to improve their total. They hit their hand to get closer to a total of twenty-one. Taking more cards puts them at risk of busting. When they bust, they lose.

When the dealer has a high card face up and I know the hole card is low, 2 through 6, I play hole-card strategy and I stand on my hand, never risking going over twenty-one.

I could stay on my total of twelve when Jerry had a 10 showing, an unconventional play to anyone who knows the game, without any fanfare from him or the other players because everyone else in Sam’s Town on a Monday at 11:00 p.m. was as bad if not worse off than me.

Even though Jerry was a low-pressure spot, I still needed to be on alert. One night I saw a veteran member of the Las Vegas Hole Card Mafia, Crazy Pete, roaming around the casino floor and I had to sprint away mid-deck. If Crazy Pete saw me, he’d know Jerry was a game without even seeing him deal, just because I was sitting there. He’d then be my competition, as would any other players he told or who saw him playing. He’d blow up my spot.

Crazy Pete has looked like he’s in his fifties since I started playing blackjack over twenty years ago. He nails the local, disheveled, and disarming look. Crazy Pete is highly risk averse. I’ve seen him bet $20 a hand on the same hole-card games I’ve bet hundreds of dollars a hand on without getting any heat—negative attention from the casino. It isn’t because he isn’t skilled. He’s just a conservative player, much more than I’ve ever been.

When I saw Crazy Pete scouting the carnival games, the poker-inspired casino games next to blackjack, I immediately turned my back to him, pulled my chips from the betting circle, and announced I’d be right back. I darted toward the bathrooms and hid behind the slots in front of the cashier cage. While I spied on Crazy Pete, I could tell he was looking for a known dealer. Instead of moving from game to game, scouting dealers to see how they dealt, he was looking at faces.

Crazy Pete is a professional. He wasn’t going to walk out the door until he saw his lucky dealer was on the wrong game or until after the push, when dealers rotate in and out of the break room, and he confirmed if they were there or not. It must have been the former, because after Crazy Pete walked around the pit a bit, he didn’t wait for the push. He just left.

On another night with Jerry, three suits took court directly behind me in hushed and muffled conversation. My first guess was that they got a call from surveillance and took their position to try and see what I saw before they backed me off from the game or told me to leave the casino. If that was the case, I had less than a minute before I got the tap on the shoulder. Maybe they were standing there waiting for a security officer to arrive before they approached me, standard procedure in some casinos.

I didn’t turn around, but from where I was sitting I could see one of the men’s shoes, and it didn’t look like it was pointed in my direction. In the advantage-play bible, Beyond Counting: Exploiting Casino Games from Blackjack to Video Poker, James Grosjean wrote, “Whenever there is any doubt, there is no doubt.” As far as heat in the casino is concerned, that’s mostly true. If you think they’re onto you, they probably are. Getting out of a casino unscathed, without being asked to leave or, worse, being thrown in a back room, makes a big difference in your future at that property as well as other properties that they share information about undesirable players with.

When I enter a casino that I know I’m not welcome in, I want outs. If I’ve been previously detained in the back room, there’s definitely a paper trail and I have no defense when I claim I was never told not to come back. On the other hand, if a boss asks me to leave as I walk away, who’s to say that actually happened? And if I walk or sprint out without any warnings, as far as I’m concerned, nothing happened and I have carte blanche to come back in.

Though the bosses directly behind me seemed like a heat situation on the surface, I wasn’t fully sold that their meeting was about me. It felt off.

As I sat there, shuffling through the possibilities in my head, I saw another suit and two security guards on the other side of the pit. They were coming to the aid of a woman who had just fallen. Bingo! The huddle behind me, though it seemed like heat, wasn’t about me. They were surveying the scene across the way.

I continued to play Jerry for a few months. I averaged two sessions a month. Every Monday and Tuesday at the start of swing shift at 8:00 p.m., I’d be in Sam’s Town to look for my guy, and if he wasn’t on a handheld blackjack game, I’d find something else to do for the night.

After three weeks of not seeing Jerry, I sat with another dealer and chatted her up.

“Hey, what happened to that dealer Jerry? He’s so nice and I never see him in here anymore.”

This isn’t the kind of chitchat you can do when you’re at the MGM and your story is you’re in town for the Phish concert on Halloween, but this is the type of conversation you can naturally get away with at a local casino, where the dealers have seen you come and go and regard you as a regular.

It turned out Jerry was laid off, but he did get a job across the street at the Wildfire. There went my $20,000-a-year paycheck from Sam’s Town. I popped into the Wildfire twice to try and find my guy, but I never saw him. The casino had two blackjack tables and even in my most depressed and unshowered state, I would stand out. I play the understated role well but the Wildfire was too small for me not to be noticed—an attractive female, alone. And betting anything over $15 would be big action.

My game was dead and that’s just what happens. Luckily it was of natural causes and had nothing to do with me.



I’ve been a professional gambler my entire adult life. I’ve made a living playing casino games better than the casinos that offer them. This is the story of how casinos shaped me from childhood, how gambling became my education, and how that education has guided me in every aspect of my life.






Part One
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1
Out For Blood



The first memory I have of my unrealistic ambition is hiding upstairs with my brother in a large house on Long Island trying to listen in on the conversation below between my dad and two strange men who had just arrived. They were there to threaten my father over an unpaid debt. I don’t remember the words that were exchanged, but I remember picking up the context. I wasn’t scared or uncomfortable. When they left, I told my older brother that I would save money for our dad to pay off his debt. This was completely reasonable to me. I was seven years old.







2
New York



The sun was going down as I ran from trash can to trash can on a Long Island beach collecting discarded cans and bottles. I could smell drops of beer on my fingers along with the cigarette ashes. I had with me a large black trash bag. My brother must have been doing the same thing, but I don’t remember because I was having too much fun. Easter egg–hunting kind of fun.

In our 1968 turquoise-blue Mercury Cougar, my family drove directly to the recycling plant to collect our fun money. A nickel for each can. It felt like a fortune.

We played the game to pay for gas and dinner.

My family was made up of me, my older brother, and Mom and Dad.

My dad, Edward Elio Frank Fiore, married my mother when he was forty-five years old and she was twenty-four. After he was released from Lewisburg Penitentiary in Pennsylvania, he moved to New York and got a job in my grandfather’s butcher shop, where he met my mom. I knew my dad had been in prison from the time I was very little. I was an expert eavesdropper. But I didn’t know why and nobody would tell me. I’d ask my dad and he’d say, “Gina, don’t worry about it.” My mom would answer, “When you’re older.”

At seven years old, I didn’t know that Lewisburg was a high-security and notoriously violent prison. I romanticized that my dad was there because he was in the Mafia. Nothing specific—like a hitman or loan shark. Just something Mob related. Living in an Italian family in New York in the 1980s meant the Mafia was a familiar topic, and for me Mafia life looked theatrical. The nightly news would often show Mob boss Vincent “the Chin” Gigante roaming the streets of Greenwich Village in a bathrobe, incoherently muttering to himself. There’d be open debates on whether he was truly crazy or if his act was a ploy to keep himself from going to trial for Mafia-related crimes. The media nicknamed him “the Oddfather,” a play on the infamous Mob movie The Godfather. My parents knew he wasn’t crazy. My dad knew Gigante from his stint at Lewisburg. When my family needed money, my dad reached out to his network. I don’t know if anything ever came of it. My eavesdropping skills only got me so far.

John Gotti, another famous Mafia boss, was a regular topic in our household. Head of the Gambino family, the most powerful Mob family in New York, Gotti, unlike the Chin, was outspoken and flashy. He wore expensive suits and silk ties and had trademark slicked-back silver hair. Gotti had the aura of a movie star, not a dangerous criminal. Filmed in and out of court, he welcomed the paparazzi-like attention.

Known as “the Teflon Don” because charges against him never stuck—like food residue sliding right off a Teflon pan—John Gotti was admired by many New York Italians, including my parents. They took pride in seeing one of their own beat the government’s charges, even when those charges were for murder.

In my view the Mob wasn’t violent, it was fascinating.

Added to my dad’s lore were the many visits we made to the courthouse. My mom, my brother, and I would stand outside and wait for him to come out after he was done doing whatever it was that had to be done. They never told us why he had to go to court. For my and my brother’s entire lives, our parents kept most things secret from us. Either by omission or simply by lying to us.

When she met my dad, my mother, Theresa Strianese, had just graduated from Hofstra University with a bachelor’s degree in education. I don’t think my mother ever had a romantic relationship before she met my dad, and they were quickly engaged. My grandparents were so opposed to the idea of this forty-five-year-old ex-con, who abandoned a wife and two kids when he went to prison, becoming their son-in-law that my parents were forced to elope. They married in Illinois without any of my mother’s family present. They came back to New York and my grandparents had no choice but to accept that their youngest child and only daughter was married.

My father had an entire life before he met my mom. He married his high school sweetheart and had two children he left behind in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, when he was sentenced to Lewisburg—a daughter and a son with cerebral palsy. To make matters more depraved, my older brother was born less than a year after our father’s first son died at the age of thirteen. I was born on the same day as my half sister, eighteen years later in 1978. Most of what I know about my dad’s past comes from her. She’s been nothing but nice to me when I’ve sent her sporadic emails over the last decade asking for answers. She’s the one who told me that my father went to Lewisburg for grand larceny—specifically, stealing $30,000 in bonds from his first wife’s parents. Before that, he’d been arrested several times for petty crime. I was relieved to know his crime wasn’t violent while at the same time disappointed he was an incompetent thief.

After they were married, my mother taught elementary school. I can remember sitting in the backseat of our Cougar waiting for her to come out of the school after work. My dad had a company that imported and exported meat from and to Italy. He had no formal business education, and as far as I know he didn’t know anything about meat other than what he learned working at my grandfather’s butcher shop. If I had to bet, I’d wager that my father was not just importing and exporting meat. Whatever he was doing, it didn’t last long. And neither did my mom’s teaching career. By the time I was six years old, my mother wasn’t teaching and my father’s company was no longer in business. We went from taking vacations to Disney World and the New Jersey shore, having dinners with extended family, and having a room full of toys to living out of suitcases and collecting cans.

My parents borrowed money from everyone they ever knew and time and again didn’t pay it back. They didn’t have many friends and they’d often burn bridges with our extended family. With their lack of employment and family support, we had little stability. We used recycling money for basics. Every time a new Domino’s Pizza opened, we’d go in for free slices. I lived in eight different places by the time I was eight years old.

The first I can remember was 69 Cromer Road, Elmont, New York. That was home. That’s where I had coffee in the kitchen with my dad, heavy on the milk and sugar. It’s where he taught me the days of the week on the recliner in the living room. Cromer Road is where my mother rubbed my back before bed, and where she set up a star chart in the bathroom to reward me when I brushed my teeth—one star each night. I forgot to brush my teeth one night and my mother told me if I brushed twice the next night, she’d give me two stars to make up for it. It didn’t matter. The monthly star chart was ruined for me. At four years old, that extra, undeserved star felt like one of Barry Bond’s steroid-induced home runs in the record books. It came with a footnote.

My brother and I shared a room, we each had toys, and there was a train set in the attic. My parents were friendly with our neighbors. I remember that they’d let me pick cherries from their cherry trees. The older boys on the street would play catch with my brother and me. Then one day we left our home with nothing more than what would fit in our car.

We moved into a house with a walk-up. There was little furniture: I remember only a couch. Whenever I had a fever, my mother would put a towel on my forehead with the perfect amount of perfectly cool water. I was lying on that couch, under a blanket with a cold hand towel on my head, when men came in asking for money. My mother was sitting with me and said to them, “Please, just let us stay until my daughter isn’t sick.”

We quickly moved into a neighbor’s house across the street. They must have taken pity on us because they certainly weren’t friends of ours. I was excited because I got to have ice cream with the girl who lived there and sleep on the floor, like an adventure. Everything felt like an adventure to me.

One night we came back to that house, maybe after collecting cans, and my brother almost broke the screen door while we were walking in. He instinctively, as a child would, said to our mother, “It’s okay, I’m all right.”

She said, “I don’t care about you, I care about the door.”

Every single time my mother complained about my brother not calling or visiting her when we grew up, I would think of that screen door.

My favorite home after Cromer Road was a large house on a bay where my brother and I weren’t allowed in most of the rooms. The scant belongings we had were piled in boxes in a foyer downstairs. We were in that house on September 27, 1985. I know because that’s where we were when Hurricane Gloria hit Long Island.

There was a huge weeping willow tree across the street from the bedroom I slept in. I’d sit at the window and stare at the tree for what felt like the whole day. I’ve thought of that tree my entire life when I’ve wanted to relax my mind. After men came to that house asking my dad for money, we left.

The last place we lived in New York was the Freeport Inn and Marina in Freeport, New York. Judging by the current photos online, the layout of the rooms is still the exact same—air conditioner under the windows and a small square space under a table connected to the wall. I practiced lip-synching Elvis Presley’s “Jailhouse Rock” for my second-grade talent show curled up in that small, covered corner. A few weeks before the show I told my mom I didn’t want to do it. She thought it was because I didn’t want to wear boys’ clothes but really it was because I didn’t know what I was doing. Nobody helped me. My only practice was sitting under the counter alone listening to “Jailhouse Rock” on a Walkman. Weeks later I sat in the audience and watched a classmate sing “Tomorrow” from the show Annie. I vividly remember sitting in the auditorium upset that it wasn’t me onstage—that I wasn’t good enough to be in the show.

The motel room had two queen beds. My brother and I shared the one by the air conditioner. I always had to sleep head at the bottom, feet up top, opposite my brother. Every night I’d complain that he got to sleep at the top. My brother was thirteen years old and had so much more to complain about than me.

My parents weren’t concerned with our whereabouts. Sometimes I’d spend time with the maids while they cleaned rooms. They’d always let me spray the bottle of glass cleaner. The clerk in the office would also let my brother and me hang out with him. He’d give us candy and tell us that the motel owner’s kids were jealous that he played with us and not them. He was an attentive audience for me and my yo-yo. When I confidently told him I could do a move where the yo-yo would spin at the bottom before I pulled it back up, and declared that “I’d bet my life on it,” then failed, he lifted me in the air like a baby, as if he’d actually won. I didn’t like it but I didn’t say anything: I just stopped going into the office.

Some Sundays my parents would drop me off at my grandma’s house in Oceanside. They wouldn’t get out of the car; I’d walk to her door alone. I loved spending time with my grandmother. She had a tire swing hanging from a tree in her backyard garden, where I could pick cherry tomatoes. I’d ask for the “exploding tomatoes,” because with one small bite they’d explode in my mouth. “Your eyes are like two big olives,” she’d say to me. And often she’d threaten to throw me in the garbage can, which I found absolutely hilarious. To my mother’s dismay my grandmother would let me have butter on my pasta instead of sauce. My mother protested, but her house, her rules.

The best though was the zeppole she would make for me every time I was there. Fried dough tossed with powdered sugar in a brown paper bag.

The days of Sunday dinners with the entire family at Grandma’s house were gone around the same time we left Cromer Road. On my solo visits, my grandmother and I would always walk to the corner store, where she’d give me a half dollar. On one of our last walks she asked me to ask my mother when she would pay her back the money she loaned her. As soon as I got in the car to leave her house I dutifully asked my mom, and she replied, “Gina, don’t worry about it.”

On the day she died, my grandmother called my mom to come to her house. By the time we arrived she was dead. Her body lay on the couch in the living room. I sat on my uncle Tony’s lap, my godfather who’d also cut ties with us before that day, and I cried uncontrollably.

With my grandma gone and my parents cut from her will—she left the money from the sale of her house to my brother and me when we reached eighteen years old—my family left New York and the Freeport Inn and headed to my aunt Edie’s house in Springfield, Illinois. The same place my parents eloped. The motel’s owners came to our room for payment more than once, so I have to imagine that someone lent us money for the trip. We didn’t say goodbye to anyone. I left New York with a plush pound puppy, a brown teddy bear, and a few dollars I saved from birthday money and maybe a few cans. Any other toys I had and everything else we owned stayed behind with the Mayflower storage company.

Before we left, in our room at the Freeport Inn my mother cut off my prized pigtails. I’d told her and anyone else who’d listen that I wanted my hair as long as singer Crystal Gayle’s—I wanted it to touch the floor. Instead, my mother took regular household scissors and with an unkind hand she butchered it. Wearing my brother’s hand-me-downs combined with my new haircut, I looked like a boy.

Each night on the way to Springfield we’d drive from motel to motel comparing prices. I’d run into the lobby of a motel and ask how much two queen beds were, then I’d run back to the car and report to my parents. The $5 and $10 differences in price mattered.

If my parents were running from something, or someone, if they were living in a constant state of stress, I didn’t know. We were on a road trip, seeing sites and eating McDonald’s every day. We stopped in Hershey, Pennsylvania, and took a tour of the chocolate factory. We went to the Indianapolis 500, where we got to walk on the track. At every stop my dad and I would swim in the motel’s pool. After swimming with me he’d lay out on a motel lounge chair soaking up the sun, smoking an unfiltered Camel cigarette while I yelled at him to watch me do handstands underwater.

In less than a week we were in Springfield. Aunt Edie didn’t pretend to like any of us. She was cold when she talked at us and we couldn’t touch anything in her house. Her home wasn’t lived in—it was as cold as she was. Her living room was a couch with perfectly placed pillows, an empty coffee table, and matching lamps. It didn’t seem like anyone ever sat in there. Even though I would have preferred having a home instead of a motel room, Aunt Edie’s house wasn’t more comfortable. When I was older my dad told me she preferred his old family. The one he left before he married my mom and had us.

A few days after we got to Springfield, we left. I can’t imagine anyone wanted us to stay.







3
Reno–Tahoe International



In July 1986, with only a couple of suitcases, we flew to Reno, Nevada, to start our summer vacation in Lake Tahoe. A laid-back ski town surrounded by the Sierra Nevada Mountains and with one of the deepest and clearest lakes in the world, Lake Tahoe was nothing like Long Island. My dad’s other sister, Aunt Mary, met us at the airport. I had never met either aunt before that week. I’m not even sure I knew they existed. We landed late at night and Aunt Mary met us at the gate with a bucket of dollar coins. She took me straight over to a slot machine in the terminal, put a coin in, guided my hand to the lever on the right, and instructed me to pull. It was the first bet I ever made.

Exhausted, I slept in the car on the ninety-minute drive from the airport. When I woke up the next morning, I didn’t recognize anything.

Pine trees towered over everything. The driveways were dirt and the air was clean. Heavenly Ski Resort was to the right; the lake was to our left. I was curious and excited to be on summer vacation. Where we planned to head when it was over, no one told me.

Within two days of arriving I became sick. Some sort of a flu. My mom tried her best to make me comfortable in an old, green chair with an ottoman in the living room. Leather peeling from all ends, and an old, scratchy crocheted blanket draped around me. She gave me Tylenol and the standard cold hand towel on my forehead. I was comfortable in that chair. I didn’t complain or ask for anything. Yet I could feel the annoyance of my aunt and her husband, Uncle John. They weren’t concerned with me getting better. They didn’t say anything to me. They just walked around me like I wasn’t there.

I didn’t have to try to be invisible, I just was.

Maybe because I was eight years old when we left New York, and that’s the time in one’s life when memories begin to strengthen, meeting my dad’s side of the family was the first time I remember anyone besides my older brother being annoyed with me. On the rare occasions we spent time with my mom’s family in New York before those bridges were burned, my uncles, their wives, and their kids treated me like something to celebrate. I was always the baby in a large gathering of loud and happy Italians. I was who everyone was excited to see. I never had a problem with teachers or kids at school. When I was out with my mom, at the grocery store or running errands, people would comment on how cute I was with my pigtails. The maids at the Freeport Inn liked when I cleaned rooms with them. But in Illinois and Tahoe, I was in the way.

When I was over the flu, I couldn’t hide my boredom. I didn’t have friends, activities, or toys. There wasn’t even a television for us to watch. My uncle John frustratingly suggested my parents do something.

And they did. They found me a bike; an old, barely usable, banana-seat bike from Goodwill. I loved it.

When we left New York, I didn’t have any friends to miss. My brother and I didn’t go to friends’ houses to play, or have them come to ours when we had one. We might have played with kids on the street of whatever home we were in, catching fireflies in jars or throwing a baseball, but no one whose name I could remember. More often I bothered my brother to play with me, which he usually declined. Five years apart, we didn’t have the same interests. So I’d learned to entertain myself. My dad taught me to play handball, but with no one to play with, it was just me throwing a ball against a wall and trying to catch it. My mother taught me how to play solitaire. I’d play alone on the floor for hours, imagining I was playing against the devil because that’s who my dad told me my opponent was.

After a couple of weeks in Tahoe I made friends in the neighborhood. Araceli, her sister Hilda, and a girl named Reena were the first friends in my young life that mattered. We would try to all fit on the banana-seat bike and fall over laughing. We spent hours riding in the neighborhood trying to get lost. We had a street map that we wouldn’t take out until we’d gotten to unfamiliar territory. Then we’d use the map to find the way back home. As usual, I was unsupervised. My parents’ only rules were that I wasn’t allowed to cross Ski Run—the large street at the edge of our neighborhood, leading to Heavenly—by myself and I had to check in with them during the day. Checking in meant that every couple of hours I’d drop my bike in the driveway, run up to the porch, stick my head in the door, and yell, “I’m checking in.” Then I’d get back on my bike and leave again.

When I was by myself I’d ride to the Safeway grocery store five minutes away, opposite of Ski Run. Outside the entrance of the store was a miniature merry-go-round with three horses. I’d park my bike and sit on the mechanical carousel waiting for other kids to join. Ultimately they would and their parents would pay the fifty cents it cost to turn the carousel on and I’d get a free ride.

One day I was stationed in my position when another girl took a seat on the horse in front of me. Her parents put the fifty cents in the machine and it began to go around. I could see the couple in quiet conversation, looking at me disapprovingly. They’d figured out my move. After just one ride they took their kid and left. A small pit grew in my stomach, like I’d done something very wrong. I was a good kid, the baby in the family, a teacher’s pet, a rule follower. The guilty feeling and especially the parents’ reaction toward me were both new. For all of the times I’ve exploited weaknesses in casino games, I never had the same feeling as I had that day. I’ll peek at dealers’ hole cards, play slot machines the casino mistakenly programmed with the wrong odds, and I’ll use fake names and make up background stories to fit, but I’ve never had the same guilty feeling as I had on the day I got a free ride on a miniature mechanical carousel outside of the Safeway on Johnson Boulevard in South Lake Tahoe, California.

At that same Safeway a few years later, my dad slipped on the ice by the entrance near the carousel, broke his leg, and sued the store. He really was injured but he played it up to work them for more money. My dad did not feel bad about his Safeway hustle.




Before we left New York, my parents had told my brother and me that we were going on vacation. But Tahoe wasn’t a vacation, and it was never meant to be. We rented Aunt Mary’s house at 1108 Bowers Avenue for six years. She owned it outright but charged us the going rent. I knew she wasn’t doing us a favor on the price because my dad would complain about it often. Regardless, my parents took care of our house like we owned it. Inside, my mother had hanging baskets of plants. Outside she planted flowers in boxes. My father always kept the grass cut and the porch swept. The inside of our house was clean and cozy, something we hadn’t had since we left Cromer Road.

It was the first time my brother and I each had our own room, truly our own, with new furniture, toys, and eventually our own TVs. My room was always neat, with my desk organized and my bed made. All of my toys had a designated spot. It was also the first time my parents both had jobs since my mom had stopped teaching. My mother worked her way up from change person on the casino floor at the High Sierra Casino to blackjack dealer. Having only ever worked for her parents and then as an elementary school teacher, she may have had an unfavorable idea of casinos and casino employees before Lake Tahoe. Not long after she started dealing, she made the comment that all sorts of people dealt cards for a living, even those with college degrees. I think that fact led her to feel her casino job was more sophisticated than it might look from the outside. My mom liked her new career, and for the first time I could remember she made friends.

The casinos were on the Nevada side of Lake Tahoe in Stateline. When I was ten years old I’d ride my bike to Stateline and go to the arcade at Harvey’s Casino. First though I’d run into the High Sierra and wave to my mother at the blackjack table while she was dealing. She would always smile and wave back, as would most of her customers.

Each night at dinner she’d tell us about the players she dealt to, mostly innocent and uneventful, but we were an attentive audience. Her stories were mostly superficial, like when she met the owner of a dry cleaner in town: “This guy was so nice,” she said. “His wife got sick with cancer and passed away, his daughter dropped out of college to help him, and oh my god, he was so nice.” Or “Every Sunday this old Jewish man comes in, he buys in $500 and bets nickels. He plays all day, orders gin and tonics, and puts a nickel up for the dealer every time he gets a blackjack.” Of course, she also had bad customers. One time, there was a group of young guys in town for a bachelor party who didn’t know how to play, blew smoke in her face all night, and didn’t tip anyone—not even the cocktail waitress when she delivered their free drinks. It was going to be a hard sell for my mom to dislike a customer who tipped, but if a player didn’t tip, she wouldn’t have much of anything nice to say about them.

Dad also worked at the High Sierra Casino as the food and beverage manager. His years at Lewisburg were long ago enough that they didn’t come up on background checks. He had a meat import and export company on his résumé, whether it was real or not, and according to him he held the record for selling the most Nathan’s hot dogs at Coney Island in a day. My dad had a lot of fantastical stories—he was a semi-pro football player, journalist, and record-breaking hot dog seller, and he came up with the idea of pantyhose but didn’t follow through. If he had, he could have been a millionaire.

The stories I know to be true he didn’t tell—taking care of himself after his mother died of breast cancer and his father left the family, his life of petty crime, his prison time, and being a small-time bookie for the Mob in the back of a pool hall he owned in Johnstown.

Living in Lake Tahoe was idyllic. We had friends, my parents had jobs, and we had a home. We took road trips again—Disneyland and once to Las Vegas. The casinos in Lake Tahoe were casual and had a mountain-town feel—wood trim on the walls of the High Sierra, photos of mountains and lakes, traditional furnishings—and the inside lighting was soft compared to a stereotypical Vegas casino’s.

While living in Tahoe we’d often take day trips to Reno, going to the mall and buying toys and baseball cards at Toys “R” Us. We’d always eat at the Circus Circus buffet for dinner, often standing in line for a half hour to get in, and at the end of the night we’d all play carnival games in the casino’s midway before driving back to Tahoe. Sometimes on the weekend my dad made breakfast menus for my brother and me and cooked whatever we ordered. My family watched Wheel of Fortune followed by Jeopardy! every night after dinner. We also watched Dallas together on Friday nights. I didn’t follow the storyline well, but when it was revealed that the previous season had all been a dream—that a character everyone thought was dead was suddenly alive again—the mood shifted, my parents were astonished, and I can hardly remember a time when they’d both been so invested in a shared interest.

Even though things had changed for the better since we left New York, a lot stayed the same.

My mother inherited migraine headaches from my grandmother. When one came on, she’d rub Bengay onto her forehead, wrap it with a bandana, and spend all day or night in her dark bedroom, depending on her work schedule. I know the strong smell of Bengay well. I use it now when I get the migraines I inherited from my mother.

She went through this routine for as long as I can remember. The only days she would take off from work were when she had a migraine. Disregarding her atrocious money management skills, my mother was responsible and timely. She kept track of all of our appointments, meticulously organized her coupons, and kept an up-to-date address book of everyone she’d ever known. She was the only one in the family who could program a VCR and she was the one reading the map on all of our road trips. When she was hit with a headache, she couldn’t do any of that. Her mood changed and she just wanted to be left alone.

In the mornings, after my brother left for his middle school bus stop, I’d sit at our kitchen table and have lemon zinger tea with an English muffin for breakfast before my walk to Bijou Elementary School. It was my mother who’d get up to get me ready for school. Neither of us was a morning person. There was never a happy send-off, she just dragged herself through the obligatory motions of getting me out the door. One morning I complained that I didn’t like my tea and I didn’t want my English muffin. I was tired of always having lemon zinger, I wanted a different flavor. My mother, whose worst offense at that point had been cutting off my hair, grabbed me by the back of my head and forcefully shoved the entire English muffin in my mouth. It was violent. I couldn’t chew because the ball of bread was almost half the size of my nine-year-old face. I didn’t see it coming. I didn’t know it was even a possibility. She didn’t say anything before, during, or after. Or if she did, I was in too much shock to hear her. After the muffin was shoved securely and fully in my mouth, she let go of my head and walked away. I sat at the table alone, lemon zinger tea spilled in front of me, trying to swallow the tightly packed bread down my throat. I didn’t cry. I got my backpack and left for school.

I carried an uncomfortable feeling with me the rest of the day. I pretended to be fine and went through my own obligatory motions of fourth grade. When I walked home after school I didn’t know what to expect. My family didn’t talk about hard things. We didn’t talk about most things. Everything our parents talked with us about was surface level, a good chunk of it lies, from telling us that Lake Tahoe was a vacation to saying that one day our things in storage in New York would arrive.

When I got home from school, it was like that morning’s violence didn’t happen. My mom didn’t mention it; she didn’t act differently. I never told anyone.

For years after moving to Lake Tahoe, if ever I saw a big truck in our neighborhood I’d excitedly tell my parents, “I think I see the Mayflower truck coming!” I wanted my baby photos and my baseball bat signed by Darryl Strawberry. I believed the truck would come one day until I was twelve years old. Eventually I realized it wouldn’t. It was never supposed to. My parents could barely pay for a motel room; they couldn’t afford a storage unit if there ever was one.

Even though I realized I was never getting my Darryl Strawberry–signed bat, it didn’t occur to me to question other things that my parents told me. The same year I had my revelation about the storage, I drew a sign for my dad’s fifty-fifth birthday. My dad was fifty-four years old when he had me. It was his sixty-sixth birthday.

“You’re as young as you feel,” he’d always say. He left out the other part: You’re as young as you tell people you are.

I didn’t know how old my dad was until he died. By the time I was twenty-four I wasn’t sure if he was born in 1919 or 1923. His driver’s license said 1923, so we went with that on the plaque on the niche where his ashes are.

In Tahoe my parents continued their habit of not paying their debts. At McMahon’s furniture store in Reno, my parents bought new furniture for our entire house on credit. When my parents eventually stopped making payments, McMahon’s started calling our house. They called our house for years. And I mean years. I know because I was the one answering the phone. While we were growing up my parents avoided answering the phone. Instead, my brother and I were given a script to say whenever McMahon’s or any other bill collector called. “They’re not home right now. May I take a message?” I recited that line hundreds of times between the ages of eight and eighteen.

Aunt Mary would call the house when we were late on rent money. My dad couldn’t avoid those calls. He’d put on his charm and have long conversations with her about how his and mom’s jobs were, how we were doing in school. He’d ask her how she was, giving full attention to any story she had. My dad made his way through life with charm and bullshit. Maybe violence, but by the time I was born that was behind him.

I’m unhappy that my father didn’t live long enough to work with me. He would have been an amazing BP, or big player, the person who bets the money on a blackjack game while I read the
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