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The dead man’s hand, aces and eights is . . .  
 

Cold-Decked – In Spades 

 
 

By Allan K. Echols 
 

PRING CREEK was overflowing with 
ranchers and cowboys who had gathered 
from a hundred miles around to celebrate 

the annual Spring Creek Roundup and Rodeo. The 
town’s one street was ankle deep in dust and 
packed with rangemen. Half a mile out, the rodeo 
grounds were surrounded with the covered camp 
wagons from the outfits that had brought stock to 
exhibit or had come to participate. 

At sundown, Page Newton went over to the 
pens and took care of his Hereford bull that was a 
three times prize winner, and bedded him down 
himself, because Bud hadn’t showed up to do it. 
He hadn’t finished his job when Jap Taylor came 
up and leaned over the planking of the pen. 

“Thought you might like to know Bud’s in a 
poker game up at Wheeler’s,” he said. “Real 
money.” 

Page looked at his neighbor sharply. It 
wasn’t like his friend to be a bearer of tales. There 
must be something more to it. 

“Thanks,” Page said. “How’s he makin’ 
out?” 

“Not so well,” Taylor said. “From what the 
boys say, he’s lost two thousand already. There’s 
four in the game, but one of ‘em is a dude that 
they say Wheeler imported to take all the boys 
durin’ the rodeo. Gambler from down on the Rio, 
and a mean hombre besides. He’s cleanin’ up, but 
he’s too slick for any of the boys to catch doin’ 
any cheatin’. An’ besides, I reckon nobody would 
want to come out an’ face his guns by callin’ his 
hand.” 

Page Newton crawled out of the pen. 
“Thanks a lot,” he said. “Reckon I’ll go over and 
have a look.” 

“I wasn’t meanin’ to tell tales—” 
“I know you wasn’t, Jap,” Page answered. 

“But Bud an’ me can’t afford to be took for a lot 
o’ money. We got debts to meet, an’ that money 
Bud’s got is what we got to meet ‘em with.” 

Page strapped on his gun and rode up to 
Wheeler’s Hotel and Bar, a rambling frame 
building, crowded now with visitors. He milled 
through the loitering crowd in the lobby and went 
into the bar at the rear. While he bought a drink he 
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looked over the room. 
There were several games going. In the far 

corner there was a large round table, and it was 
there, among four other men, that his younger 
brother sat. The kid had a bottle and a glass before 
him. 

“That an open game?” Page asked. 
The bartender winked at him. “Open as a 

clam. You can save a lot of time, though, by just 
goin’ and handin’ Rio Padgett yore dough an’ 
walkin’ out. He’ll get it anyway.” 

Page thumped across the room and dropped 
into a vacant chair at the table, laying a pile of 
bills in front of him. There was a stir among the 
circle of men who stood around the players, 
watching the game. 

Rio Padgett was dressed in cowboy clothes, 
but right there his likeness to a cowboy ended. His 
clothes were too clean, and too flashy. And the 
handles of his guns were of shining pearl—flashy 
weapons. His face was lean and white, and his 
eyes like black agate, and as expressionless. It was 
difficult to tell by his face whether he welcomed 
the new man in the game, or whether he even saw 
him sit down. 

But Newton’s eyes were roving, anxious. 
Page saw that he was drunk. His hands trembled 
as he looked at his cards. He threw a resentful 
look at Page, like a small boy caught in mischief, 
but did not speak. Nobody spoke. The onlookers 
felt the strain, and they were quiet. 

“Deal me in,” Page said. “Stud?” 
Rio Padgett was dealing. The cards riffled 

like lightning in his white, slender hands, then 
fluttered out, one before each man, face down and 
one before each face up. Stud. The cards flew as 
though guided by their own intelligence, 

Padgett’s handling of the cards was pure 
poetry of motion, smooth and rhythmic, the result 
of years of dealing, and so fast that his handling of 
the individual cards could not be seen. Those 
cards simply flew off the deck and into their 
proper places on the table, while Padgett’s hand 
quivered over the deck like a hummingbird over a 
flower, delicate but incredibly fast. 

Page Newton threw in his cards when the 
first betting got to him, and during the rest of the 
hand he watched Padgett deal. There was no 
question about it, if Padgett were dealing cards off 
the bottom of the deck there was no way to tell it, 

no way to catch him at it, simply because he did it 
so fast that it couldn’t be seen. What a man he 
must be with a gun. Newton had never seen such 
dexterity. 

Padgett won the pot and the deal went around 
again, passing to each of the four remaining men. 
The pile of money in front of young Bud Newton 
was low, and Bud’s hands were trembling at every 
bet. Sweat was popping out on his face. He 
dropped out when Page dealt. 
 

AGE finished his deal and passed the deck on 
to Padgett at his left. Padgett picked up the 

cards and riffled them in dance time. And once 
again, like magic, the first two cards of the stud 
hand sailed through the air with the grace of a 
covey of doves and each of the players had his 
cards before him. 

Page found a deuce for a hole card and 
dropped out again. Bud bit his lips and opened the 
pot with a king showing. The next two men 
dropped out and Padgett stayed with an eight 
showing. Then he flipped out a card to Bud and 
another to himself. 

Page leaned over with his elbow on the table 
and his chin in his hand, and stared in fascination 
at Padgett’s work in dealing. His eyes were within 
a couple of feet of Padgett’s hands. 

After Padgett had dropped the cards to Bud 
and himself, his expressionless eyes turned to 
Page for a moment, then back to his work. It was 
like a silent warning that he would consider it 
rude for a man to watch him too closely. It hinted 
at distrust. 

Bud’s card was a four-spot, Padgett’s another 
eight. The pair of eights in sight beat Bud’s king-
four, and Padgett threw fifty dollars into the pot. 
Bud’s hand nervously picked a fifty-dollar bill off 
his stack, held it in the air in front of him for a 
moment. The end of the bill shook. Then Bud 
dropped it into the pot—calling Padgett’s bet. 

Page slid over closer to Padgett as the 
gambler picked up the deck to deal out the next 
two cards. And as again Padgett’s hands flew out, 
sailing a card to Bud’s hand and one to his own, 
Page’s face was within six inches of the deck, his 
eyes glued to Padgett’s flying fingers. 

Padgett finished and, holding the deck in his 
hand, he turned his eyes slowly and looked long 
and coldly at Page. Despite the lack of expression 
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on his frozen face, there was a controlled fury in 
the gambler at this overt suspicion of his dealing. 
That warning look should have cautioned 
anybody. 

Page glanced at the new cards face up. Bud 
had caught another king, showing him a pair of 
kings and a four exposed. He did not look at his 
hole card again. 

Padgett drew an ace, giving him a pair of 
eights and an ace exposed. He did not look at his 
hole card. “Kings bet,” he said without 
expression. 

The bartender came up and shoved through 
the crowd of onlookers. “Got a message for you, 
Page,” he said, touching Newton’s shoulder. 

As Page Newton got up to follow the 
bartender, he heard Bud say, “The pair of kings 
bets two hundred.” 

And Padgett’s voice, “Raise you five.” 
Out of the crowd, the bartender said to Page 

in a low voice, “Don’t be a fool, Page. That 
Padgett is lightning with a gun. An’ you’re just 
begging for him to use it when you keep starin’ at 
his hand when he’s dealin’. That’s a plumb open 
insult he couldn’t ignore if he wanted to. His face 
don’t show it, but he’s ragin’ like a bull, inside.” 

“Just what I wanted him to do.” 
“You’re beggin’ for a bullet,” the bartender 

said. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. You ain’t got a 
chance with a fast gunman. You ain’t no killer.” 

“I know it,” Page answered. “That’s why I’m 
tryin’ to even up the odds. Thanks for tellin’ me, 
though.” 

He went back to his chair, just in time to see 
Bud put his last thousand dollars in the pot, 
calling a raise that Padgett had made during his 
absence. 

Page looked at the two exposed hands. “You 
could have a mighty good hand already,” he said 
to Padgett. “Now if you had an ace in the hole, 
you would have aces and eights, the dead man’s 
hand. Ain’t superstitious, are you? Most gamblers 
are.” It seemed that Page had suddenly become 
very talkative. He kept on as Padgett picked up 
the cards. 

“You’re the fastest dealer I ever saw work. I 
been watchin’ you. Can’t hardly see whether the 
cards come from the top or bottom. Good dealin’. 
Now if Bud was to draw another king or four he 
might have a king-high full house, and if you 

already had a dead man’s hand and then was to 
deal yoreself an ace this time you’d have an ace-
high full. Let’s see if you can deal yoreself an ace. 
I think there’s one on the bottom. Reckon you can 
draw it?” 

There came an uneasy stir from the crowd 
around the table. Men moved away uneasily. This 
was a forthright insult, one that couldn’t be 
ignored. It fairly begged for gunplay. 
 

ADGETT’S baleful black eyes blinked 
behind drooping lids. He turned and glared at 

Page. Page leaned over the table and seemed not 
to see him. He was looking at the deck with the 
intensity that a scientist might gaze into a 
microscope. 

Padgett’s hand holding the cards trembled for 
the first time. The corners of his mouth went 
down, his thin lips tightened. His self-control was 
weakening under these taunts. And yet he was 
fighting for it—it was necessary for him. Once his 
rage got the better of him he would be at the 
mercy of it. 

Page said, “How much have you lost to him, 
Bud? Put an IOU in for that much. We’ll gamble 
on whether he can pull an ace or not whenever he 
needs it.” 

“Three thousand besides what’s in this pot. 
There’s fifteen hundred of mine there on the 
board. Forty-five hundred in all.” 

“Put in a check for that amount,” Page 
ordered. “Padgett, you put that much more in the 
pot.” 

Padgett exploded. He slapped the cards down 
on the table and shouted, “Who the hell’s playing 
this hand? Damn you, you been insultin’ me long 
enough. Who the hell are you anyway?” 

“In case it matters,” Page answered evenly, 
“I’m this boy’s brother, and incidentally his legal 
guardian, he not bein’ twenty-one yet. So, if you 
don’t want to finish this hand, I’ll have to get the 
sheriff to make you give me the kid’s money 
you’ve won so far. But if you want to continue the 
game, you’ve got a chance to keep what you’ve 
won. Name yore play—right now.” 

Gone was Padgett’s cold self-possession, the 
first requisite of a good gambler or a good 
gunman. Page had taunted him into such a fury 
that he was shaking with anger, that his cold nerve 
had fled before his rage. Dead man’s hand! That 
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very statement dug deep into his naturally 
superstitious nature, and his fight to ignore it 
upset him more. 

Page said, “Get forty-five hundred more into 
that pot right now or else the game’s off and you 
pay back what you won.” 

Padgett saw that he still had a chance. He 
could still deal cards. And he could still shoot, if 
bad came to worse. And besides, he had a chance 
to double his money. 

Shaking with rage, he dug up the money and 
counted it into the pot. Then he picked up the 
cards. His hand trembled. 

Suddenly Page’s hand shot out and caught 
the wrist of Padgett’s hand that held up the cards. 
“Now deal ‘em slow,” he gritted. “Slow enough 
so we can see every move—slow enough so we 
can see that your card comes off the top of the 
deck. Deal!” 

Padgett roared a curse and jerked his arm 
free. With one motion he dropped the deck, 
knocked his chair over backwards and was on his 
feet, clawing for his pearl-handled weapons. He 
was roaring like a bull in his blind anger, and his 
hands were taut with hard muscles. 

His guns came out and sprang upward. 
One single shot halted them after they were 

out of their holsters. A lead slug knocked him 
back against the wall with the force of a mule’s 
kick. His white silk shirt was suddenly red in a 
rosette over his heart. 

His two armed hands sank, his knees buckled 
and his chin dropped onto his chest. He sank to 
the floor dead. 

Page Newton bolstered his smoking gun, 
then said to the bartender who had run up, “Joe, 
take that deck of cards and deal one to Bud and 
another to Padgett’s hand. Let’s see what they 
would have been.” 

The bartender wiped his hands on his apron 

and slid the cards off. Bud got another king, 
Padgett’s hand got a deuce. Page then turned up 
the hole cards. 

“That gives Bud a king-high full house, 
Padgett’s hand aces and eights—the dead man’s 
hand. Bud would have won that way. But let’s see 
what’s on the bottom of the deck. Turn it over.” 

Joe turned it over. There was a commotion 
from the onlookers. 

“The third ace which Padgett would have 
drawn instead of the deuce. He would have topped 
Bud’s full house.” Page picked up the card and 
examined it, then showed it to the crowd. 

“See that little punch mark in the corner? 
Probably done with the point of a horseshoe ring. 
Hardly noticeable, but deep enough for Padgett to 
feel and identify with his sensitive fingers that 
ain’t calloused from honest work. I’d say Bud 
won that pot fair and square, wouldn’t you, men?” 

There was a chorus of agreement. Then the 
bartender said, “It turned out all right, Page, but 
by rights you was due to lose and be shot, too.” 

“I reduced the odds,” Page said. “To be fast 
with gun or cards you have to have self-control. 
You can’t do nothin’ good when you’re controlled 
by anger. I just made him so nervous that he knew 
he couldn’t pull that ace without exposin’ his 
crookedness. And that made him so mad that he 
couldn’t even shoot fast when he decided to kill 
me for outsmarting him.” 

Then Page turned to Bud and said, “You 
gather up that money, kid, and go down and pay 
the bank. Save a couple of dollars and come back 
and play that nickel slot machine if you feel like 
gambling.” 

Bud looked at his king-high full house for a 
minute with longing. “It’s the first time I ever 
made such a hand in a stud game,” he continued. 
“And then I have to find it was stacked up for me. 
Reckon I’ll match pennies the next time.” 

 


