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THERE’S THE ONE WHERE THE WOMAN THROWS
you her baby and you have no choice but to
catch it and when you do she grabs your wallet
and runs. There’s the one where a
moneychanger adds another zero to your
withdrawal and keeps the extra money for
himself. I have heard about all kinds of scams.

I was in Kuta on Bali less than a day when
a man approached me on the street and started
a conversation. When he found out I was
from America, he was thrilled. He had a
daughter moving to Miami to go to med
school. He asked me some questions about life
there: cost of living, transportation, weather.

Then he asked me to go with him to meet
his daughter in Denpasar, twenty minutes away.
I didn’t have time, I told him. It won’t take
much time, he said. He just wanted me to tell
her about the U.S.. I've found myself in the
position of moving to a strange place where I
would have liked someone to tell me some
things about the place. Plus, I would get the
chance to see actual Balinese life, rather than
the surf shops that line every corner in Kuta. I
said I would go, but to be safe I told him I had
to be back in an hour and a half to meet my
friends.

I got in his new SUV. There were three
others already in the car: Two other daughters
whom I sat between in the backseat and a

driver of about twenty years old. The
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daughter on my right took control of all
conversation because she spoke the best
English. They asked quite a bit about me—
where I was from, the weather there, my age,
why I didn’t have a girlfriend when I was so
handsome. They were friendly, and laughed a
lot.

They had a good-sized, modern place,
with wood floors and high ceilings. There was
quite a bit of work being done on the house:
walls being painted, plastic everywhere, wires
visible in some places. There was very little

furniture, and some rooms were completely

empty, but everything was new and clean. I sat

down in the family room and everyone
disappeared. After a few minutes, the father
returned with his brother-in-law, who I will
forever remember as Spider. He was tall,
skinny and had an overgrown moustache that
hugged his lip.

Spider asked me a few questions about the
U.S. cost of living, transportation, weather.
“My niece i3 moving to Florida,” he said, and
then changed the subject. “Have you ever
been to Las Vegas?” he asked.

“I’'ve been there many times.” He asked
about my gambling skills, knowledge, and how
the casinos are run there. Spider then asked if
I won. He seemed disappointed when I said,
“Yes, I usually do,” which I admit is more

about being lucky than being Johnny Chan.
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He said that he was a casino dealer on a cruise
ship. I asked which one. He didn’t expect the
question, and answered quickly, which I think
he later regretted. ““T'he Star Princess,” he
said, and showed me his I.D. card without

thinking. I had been on the Star Princess

What 1n the
had just happened

What kind of Balinese
had T just witnessed

about six months before on a trip to Alaska,
and started asking him questions about it.
Avoiding the subject, he said I was lucky to
have met him. There are two types of people
in a casino, he told me. There is the little guy;,
like the two of us, and then there is the high
roller. The casinos don’t care about the little
guy. They make their money from the high
roller. He told me about a woman from
Macao named Miss Lee, who lived in
Singapore. Miss Lee was a high roller. He told

me how rude and greedy she was. She would
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win tens of thousands of dollars, and only tip
him afterwards a couple of hundred. He
wanted to take her for some money. Not rob
her blind, but if he took her for fifty grand or
so it would mean nothing to her. She bet

hundreds of thousands every time she played.

hell
1;56

He said that if someone like me sat at the table
with her, he would be able to stack the deck so
I would win. If it were a family member or
another Indonesian, she would know the gig. I
looked around, and there was still no sign of
the daughter.

We went into the back room with the
father and the flirty sister. It was a small bare
room with just a bed at one end and a small
table at the other end with plastic seats. We sat
down and he got out his cards and showed me

his tricks. He gave me any card he wanted



without being obvious. He could stack the
deck quickly and quietly. He explained to me
how to beat Miss Lee. We would play
blackjack. Whenever there was a ten or face
card next he would fold his hands. With just a
little bit of money, we could rake in tens of
thousands of dollars in just a few minutes. He
would give me ten percent for helping. What
he kept would go a long way in Bali. He asked
if, in the heat of the moment, I could be cool
and calm. I said of course. I would be just like
we were then. Cool.

That was before Miss Lee came in the
room. It was all just fantasy to me until that
point; I had no idea he meant here and now.
She came to play Mah Jong, she said. Others
were to be arriving shortly. I thought it was
strange that high stakes games were being
played in this tiny back bedroom with
temporary furniture, but didn’t ask any
questions. Spider told her that I was there
playing blackjack, and that the money from the
practice game, $400 in chips, was still on the
table. I was staying in Bali for a while and
wanted to buy a car from him. I was a wealthy
American who owned a large apple farm in
the Midwest. She agreed to play a few hands
before the other Mah Jong players came. She
handed him a big wad of cash, and he gave
her a stack of chips that dwarfed mine. Not

knowing what to do, I went along with it.

We began to play. Spider dealt me a seven
and a four. When it was my turn to hit, he
folded his hands, and I hit. Twenty-one. I was
in. She kept throwing money in the pot and I
kept matching her. We turned the cards over,
and what do you know, I won. I had about
$2000 worth of chips now.

The next hand came. He folded his hands
again. I couldn’t believe she didn’t notice. I
had twenty and passed. She busted. I had
about $3000.

Miss Lee was irritated that I kept betting
small amounts, a few hundred dollars at a
time. “This amount of money is nothing to
me,” she said several times. I won several more
hands and was up about $5000. She didn’t
win once. How lucky I was, they both kept
saying,

The next hand, she went all in. I had
twenty-one, so I knew I couldn’t lose. She said
that because I didn’t have enough money to
match her bet, she won. Spider said that he
would front me the money, and with some
hesitation she agreed. I now had ten grand.
She then traded in another, even bigger wad of
cash.

The next hand I again had twenty-one,
and she had twenty. She went all in again,
about fifteen grand. Again, I was short. When
Spider offered to front me, she said she wanted
to see the cash. Spider and I went in the other

room to chat. He asked if I had any money on
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me to show her. I told him I didn’t have
anything. He made some calls and told me he
was trying to find some money to borrow that
we could use. He couldn’t. He asked if I had a
credit card. I hesitated, but said yes. He said if
I showed her that, maybe she would be
satisfied. I told him beforehand that there was
no way I would leave the card with her, that I
had little money to begin with. He swore on
his kids that he wouldn’t let that happen, and
to trust him. We went back in the room and
showed her the card. She wouldn’t accept it.
There were still no med school daughter or
any Mah Jong players.

Before I left the room, we put each of our
cards in separate, sealed envelopes locked in a
safe under the bed. She also wanted some
guarantee that I would be back. I agreed to
leave my camera in the safe, as long as I could
hold on to the key.

Spider and the father tried to take me to
the ATM, but I told him that I wasn’t going, I
admit there were moments that I was tempted
to go. I mean, I couldn’t have lost the card
hand. Then Spider said he wanted me to get
just some of the money, $4000-$5000, and he
would be able to get the rest. I told him I have
a limit of $100 per day on my account. It
wouldn’t even let me withdraw that much if I
tried.

I told him I felt like I was the one being
scammed. He said I shouldn’t feel that way. I
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think at that point he thought I knew it was a
scam, although he wouldn’t admit it. I told him
that there was no way I was going to the ATM,
and if I had to I would run in that room, grab
my camera and run out without saying a word.

He started using his cell, and I thought he
might be trying to secure some money from
somewhere else. I went back in the room and
sat down. Miss Lee told me that I was pushing
her around, and must not have a good hand.
She talked trash while I sat there, embarrassed,
waiting for Spider to come back in.

When he finally came back in, he said that
I forfeited the hand, so she won the pot. The
father said we should go. Spider stopped me
and asked if I could leave any money for the
driver for waiting all this time. “No,” I told
him.

“Maybe just $50 dollars or something?”

“Not a chance,” I told him.

“Anything?”

He was pathetic. I gave him about $5
worth of Rupiah and walked outside.

When I got back in the car, the people
who drove me there were as talkative and jolly
as they were on the first ride. The father
apologized for his brother, saying that wasn’t
his intention for bringing me there. He also
apologized for his daughter never showing up,
though I was never given a reason why.
Seconds later they were laughing, telling jokes,

and asking me about my travels.



I'd come to
Ball looking

for something
exotlc

and I.d gotten
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It happened in less than two hours. I

spent the rest of the evening bewildered,
unsure of what to do. I wrote down every
detail. Was it a scam? What if it wasn’t and I
had cost some poor family their well-being? If
it wasn’t a scam, why did they let me go? 1
didn’t leave my room all night. I couldn’t. I
didn’t know what was out there.

I’'d come to Bali looking for something
exotic, and I’d gotten it.

A few weeks later, I was at a rooftop bar in
Chiang Mai, chatting with a few people there.
I began to tell the story of the card game.

Only a few minutes into it, a British guy

walked up. “The same thing happened to me.
In Bangkok.”

I couldn’t believe it. He actually didn’t
look all that different from me: not rich, but
dressed nicely and at least enough money to
travel to Southeast Asia. I asked him a few
questions about his experience. The exact
same thing happened: the same signals, the
same order. There were different people who
organized it, and he had played against a man,
but otherwise it was a textbook scam. He fell
for it as far as the ATM. He withdrew his limit,
which was a few hundred dollars, and was told
that some dangerous people needed the money
when he got back to the table or everyone
would be hurt.

As traumatizing as it was, I admit it was
the cleverest scam I've ever been involved in.
They made me become a part of them; that’s
why it almost worked. They prey on your
courage and turn you into what you despise.

It’s the same all over the world.
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