Lucky

Lou Buckner slid his chubby fingers over the two cards laid out face down before him.  Using his thumb to carefully turn the corners up, he studied the suits which now stared up at him.  Two kings.  A heart and a club.  Lucky, as he was known to all, displayed no emotion whatsoever.  At least not on the outside.  Inside, he was beaming. 


He had already seen his pair of kings.  He looked at his cards first when they had been dealt to him, and looked again after the flop.  This last peek, after the turn, was in fact the third time he had seen them.  It was an old habit though, to look at his cards before each bet.  When the cards were bad, he’d flip them each time hoping to see something different.  When they were good, as was the case this time, he looked to make sure they hadn’t changed on him.  


Gambling was only partially about the cards.  It was also about habits.  All gamblers had them.  You were fooling yourself if you thought you didn’t.  Failing to recognize your own habits was as suicidal as a bad poker face, just as learning to read the habits of others was an invaluable skill.  


The pot was up to fifteen thousand.  Lucky had another seven in front of him.  Old Gil Ross, who was sitting directly across the table was the only other player left in the hand.  He had four thousand dollars in his pile.  


The other players seated around the table sat quietly, their eyes shifting back and forth from Lucky to Gil.  Watching, Lucky thought, Trying to learn habits.  


Bobby Hill, who was known as “Fingers”, was seated to Lucky’s right.  He was an old con who Lucky had known and played cards with for a long time.  They had worked together on a couple of scams throughout the years, most recently a card counting scheme at an Indian casino upstate, but both generally preferred to work alone.  Fingers, who had thrown his cards in after seeing the flop, sipped a gin and tonic and rolled a blue chip across the knuckles of his left hand. 


Next to Fingers was Kip Munro, a young scruffy-looking kid who Lucky didn’t trust.  Kip folded right after the deal and now sat with his arms crossed and his eyes hidden behind his ever-present dark sunglasses.  


The chair to Lucky’s left was currently empty.  Ollie Dean, who had sat there prior to tossing in his cards, had since made his way up to the bar on the far side of the room.  It hadn’t been a good day for Ollie Dean.  He had lost close to twenty grand in the last two hands and now resigned himself to trying his luck in a bottle of Old Granddad.  


Next to Ollie’s chair stood Vern, who had been dealing cards in this obscure, hidden venue for as long as Lucky could remember.  He knew very little about Vern, other than that the thin, wizened man only spoke when necessary and seemed never to age.  


Lucky had been coming here to play cards for nearly ten years.  The place, “Pop’s” it was called, had been introduced to him by his cousin Monty, who had since passed away.  Pop’s was hidden away on the second floor of a run-down building, above a barber shop in Brooklyn.  Its proprietor, Jimmy “Pop” Wilson, had turned his clippers over to his nephew a long time ago, but could still be found on most days mingling with the small-time crooks and hardcore gamblers who made their way to the secret oasis on the second floor.  Pop would sit in the corner smoking a cigar in an old leather easy chair.  He was removed from the action but still seemed to know everything that was going on at one of the room’s three gaming tables.  It was customary to make your way over to Pop to say hello before calling it a day, and Lucky always made sure to do this, if only out of respect.  Even on days when he lost and just wanted to get the hell out of there, he’d make the time.  Again, respect.   


Aside from Pop and Vern, there were a few other “employees” as Lucky referred to them for lack of a better term, who dealt cards, tended bar or just kept the peace.  One such was Rusty, a burly thug from the Bronx who was currently refilling Ollie Dean’s shot glass.  Rusty’s two most intriguing features were the two-inch scar below his right eye and the tattoo of the name “Phil” on his bulging, oversized bicep.  Lucky was curious about both, but never thought it wise to ask about either. 


It was a Tuesday afternoon, a relatively slow time at Pop’s.  Cards were only being played at one of the three tables, and only one of the poker machines was in use.  Lucky didn’t recognize the man at the poker machine.  It was, unfortunately, becoming more and more common for him to glance around the room and find an unfamiliar face.  That hadn’t always been the case.  A few years back there were no strangers at Pop’s.  Everyone knew everyone.  It was a family, albeit a dysfunctional one, and Pop’s provided the backdrop for the daily, weekly or monthly family reunion.  More than a few good cons were planned and shady deals done in the smoky darkness above the barber shop.  Lately however, there were more and more fresh faces appearing each day.  Word was getting out and this worried Lucky a bit.  He was pretty sure that the cops knew about Pop’s, but so far they had left it alone.  That was because, he supposed, most of the clientele were old cons like himself.  They were small-time, those that even worked anymore.  The police had bigger issues to deal with.  They weren’t going to kick up a fuss for a few old crooks playing poker.  


But this new blood was different.  They were careless.  And violent.  They were reckless and refused to follow the old “Code of Thieves” that men like Lucky and Fingers had lived their lives by.  Their presence at Pop’s made it dangerous for guys like him.  When they started showing up, he knew the cops wouldn’t be far behind.  


“Your bet, Gil,” the stoic Vern told Lucky’s opponent.  Lucky and Fingers both shifted their eyes to Gil Ross.  Lucky supposed that Kip Munro did as well, but the dark shades made this only speculation.   

Gil Ross squirmed in his chair and moved his stack of chips into two smaller piles.  Gil was a squirrelly looking fellow of about fifty.  He had a black bushy mustache which matched his black bushy eyebrows.  He was balding on top and Lucky could see small beads of sweat glistening on his bare dome.  Insurance fraud was Gil Ross’ specialty.  


Lucky surveyed the four cards laid face up on the table.  These, along with one card yet to be shown, were combined with the two blind cards dealt to each player to make the best poker hand.  The first three, called the “flop”, were a two of diamonds, a king of diamonds and an eight of hearts.  The fourth, called the “turn”, was an ace of clubs.  Lucky used his thumb to carefully turn the corners of his cards up toward him.  Still two kings.  Along with the king of diamonds in the flop, this gave him a high three-of-a-kind.  Good cards.  Damn good.  


He tried to imagine what Gil could have in his hand that was keeping him in the game.  If it was two aces, then Gil’s three-of-a-kind, made with the ace from the turn, would beat Lucky’s.  Otherwise he had to be waiting for a card.  There were two diamonds showing.  Gil could have two in his hand and need a fifth for the flush.  Or, he could have some combination of a queen, jack and ten.  With the ace and king showing, Gil could be one card away from a straight.  And if that was the case, then Lucky wasn’t worried.  He’d wager his three kings against a prayer anytime.  


“Gil?” Vern spoke again, clearly growing impatient.  Lucky watched closely as Gil finally made his bet.  


“One thousand,” he said.  He tapped his middle finger twice on his stack of chips, then tossed the top two into the pot.  There it was: the tap.  Lucky felt a tingling sensation run up his spine.  It was Gil’s one old gambling habit.  When he was waiting for a card, he’d tap his chips before placing his bet.  When his hand was already made, there was no tap.  He’d just throw his bet in.  


Lucky had picked up on this a few hands ago, but this was the first opportunity he’d had to use it to his advantage.  And he planned to do just that.  If he was right, then his hand was better than Gil’s.  There would be only one card that could beat him.  Gil needed a miracle.  


“The bet is a thousand to you, Lucky,” Vern informed him.  The eyes, the focus shifted back to Lucky.  He began to fidget with his own chips, not wanting to seem too anxious by placing his bet quickly.  After allowing what he felt was an appropriate amount of contemplation time to pass, he made his move.  


“I’m bringing you all in, Gil,” he said, sliding four thousand dollars worth of chips across the table.  This matched Gil’s bet of a thousand and raised the pot by another three.  If Gil wanted to stay in the game, it meant coming in with everything he had left.  


Texas Hold ‘Em was an intense game to begin with, but there was always an added sense of excitement when it meant potentially putting another player out of the game.  Bankrupting them.  Sending them home with only their dick in their pants.  


Fingers smiled and gave Lucky an approving nod.  Kip Munro even removed his sunglasses and leaned forward to get a better view of the table.  


Gil Ross removed a handkerchief from his pocket and began to dab at his perspiring head.  If he folded now, the pot went to Lucky.  But Gil was a risk-taker.  And he had come too far to fold. 


“Fine,” he replied.  He tapped his remaining chips with his middle finger and tossed them into the pot.  With no further betting possible, Lucky flipped over his two kings for all to see and waited for Vern to deal the “river”, the fifth and final card.  Gil flipped his cards over as well:  a queen of hearts and a jack of diamonds.  He was going for the straight.  He needed a ten.  His habit had betrayed him indeed. 


Vern dealt the river, an eight of spades.  “Damn it!”  Gil slammed his fist onto the table causing the chips in the pot to briefly spring into the air.  Lucky allowed himself a deep sigh of relief.  Vern raked the pot over to Lucky’s side of the table.  Twenty-three thousand dollars.  Plus the three he still had in front of him made this a great day.  


“That’s it for me,” Lucky announced.  He quickly organized his winnings into several neat stacks, tossed a hundred-dollar chip to Vern and made his way to the bar to cash out.  Before heading out on his way, he settled in for a brief, obligatory chat with Pop, but all the while his mind remained on his winnings.  He planned on wagering at least three thousand on the Knicks, who were four point underdogs at home, and a few thousand would be stashed away to live off of for the next few weeks.  And tonight it was steak and merlot at Rizzo’s.  He may even invite Paulie, his cousin’s kid, to join him. 


Thinking of Paulie quickly reminded him of where the rest of his winnings were going; straight to Jerry.  Twenty thousand large, already spoken for.  


Lucky smiled and patted the wad of money in his coat as he made his way down the steps, past the men in the barber chairs getting a shave or a trim, and out into the street.  It was just over two years ago that Paulie had introduced him to Jerry.  

Posing as a repair man, Lucky had rigged one of the slot machines at Atlantic City’s Bourbon Street Palace to pay off at just the right time; later that evening when he was seated in front of it.  He walked away with over eight grand.  Free and clear.  Or so he thought.  As fate would have it, one of LeRoi Beaux’s henchmen made him.  Beaux owned the Bourbon Street Palace and was less than impressed with Lucky’s scheme.  His repayment terms were simple:  fifteen thousand dollars or Lucky’s left hand by the end of the week.  

All of the loan sharks that Lucky knew of in town were all too familiar with him and his gambling habit.  Borrowing from them was not an option.  With no where else to turn, Paulie offered to introduce him to Jerry.  

Jerry was a big shot in Paulie’s neighborhood.  He grew up there, knew everyone and commanded a lot of respect.  According to Paulie, Jerry dabbled in a lot of business ventures, none of which were legitimate.  He had been into bookmaking, loan sharking; there were even rumors of prostitution.  Jerry owned an electronics shop on the outskirts of the neighborhood that was renowned for selling hot goods.  Lucky had known more that a few characters in his life like Jerry.  Most were pretty reserved, pretty distrusting.  He didn’t think the chances of Jerry making a loan of that size to a complete stranger were too good.  That is, until he met Jerry.  

The two hit it off right away.  They met for drinks at a small dive bar called McCoy’s.  Jerry was fascinated by Lucky’s stories of some of the more elaborate scams he’d run in his day.  Lucky just found Jerry to be an affable fellow.  After a few hours Paulie retired for the evening, while Jerry and Lucky continued to play pool and shoot the shit.  At the end of the night, Jerry handed over a wad of cash.  Fifteen thousand dollars, to be precise.  

Two years had flown by.  Lucky had always repaid his debts and this time would be no different.  Jerry’s unexpected two year stint in the Westerville State Penitentiary had given Lucky a much needed grace period.  But now Jerry was out, Lucky had the money he owed him and that’s where he would be heading.  Tonight he dined in style.  But tomorrow, he was off to see Jerry.  

