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ONE




JUDITH MCMONIGLE FLYNN staggered out of the car, dumped a foil-lined paper cup of cigarette butts into a big stone ashtray, and found herself looking up at an imposing white-haired Native-American man who was wearing more gold braid than General Douglas MacArthur.

Im Bob Bearclaw, the doorman here at the Stillasnowamish casino, the big man announced in a deep, pleasing voice. Welcome to our resort. May I help you, young lady?

Judith smiled. You can help my mother. Shes in the backseat and is rather crippled. Shell need a wheelchair, if you have one available.

Of course we do, Bob replied. Ill get it right away. He snapped his fingers and made a complicated gesture with his hand. A young valet with a long black braid nodded deferentially before racing inside the casino.

Joe Flynn had finished speaking with a bellman who was now unloading the familys luggage from the Subaru.

Theyre getting a wheelchair for Mother, she told her husband.


Joe scowled. You mean we have to let her out of the car?

Dont be mean, Judith scolded. We dont want to get off to a bad start on our vacation. Im the one who could hardly breathe with Mother smoking her head off in the backseat.

And bitching the whole way because there wasnt an ashtray there, Joe grumbled. She should have thanked me for fixing that cup for her.

Judith refused to argue further. Besides, Joe had to deal with the parking attendant as well as the bellman. And Judith had to deal with her mother.

A wheelchair is on its way, Judith said, poking her head into the smoky car.

Dont let Lunkhead push me around in it, Gertrude Grover snapped. I wouldnt let him haul me from a burning building.

Dont mention that! Judith exclaimed. And stop calling Joe Lunkhead. Hes the one who had to load the car and drive for almost two hours to get to Lake Stillasnowamish.

Gertrude hadnt budged from her place in the backseat. In fact, she was lighting another cigarette. Two hours, my foot. What was he doing, pedaling with his feet? I can move faster with my walker. It used to take us only an hour and a half to get to the family cabin. And that was before they put in the freeway.

It was the freeway construction that held us up, Judith replied, gnashing her teeth. Besides, were ten miles from the cabin. She glanced behind her where the doorman was approaching with a shiny yellow wheelchair. Here, Mother, I can help you.

No, you cant, Gertrude retorted. Youll pop your phony hip. At least my joints are the originals. Not that I couldnt use a few spare parts.

The reference to the artificial hip rankled with Judith. It had been over a year since the replacement surgery, and though she had to be careful not to dislocate it, Judith felt she was getting back to normal. Gertrude, however, liked to remind her daughter that she wasnt normal and never had been.

Judith felt a gentle tap on her shoulder.

Mrs. Flynn, isnt it? Bob Bearclaw asked. Seeing Judith give a jerky nod, he leaned into the car. Then you must be Mrs. Grover. Wait until you see the speedy little number Ive got for you. Here, let me help you get out.

A moment later, Gertrude emerged, still smoking, but far from fuming. Youre a good boy, she said to the doorman, who was probably close to seventy. Your mother must have raised you right.

With remarkable ease, the doorman put Gertrude into the shiny yellow wheelchair and began pushing her up the handicapped ramp. Joe finished his business with the attendants just as his mother-in-law disappeared inside the glass doors of the casino. Judith took a deep breath and surveyed her surroundings.

The Lake Stillasnowamish Resort Casino was located in a spectacular setting. In early March, the cottonwood, alder, and vine maples were just beginning to bud. But the stately evergreens were reflected in the jade-green lake that nestled in the bosom of Mount Nugget. Although Judith had never visited the resort complex before, she knew the area well. Every year until her first marriage, she and the rest of the Grover clan had spent their summers at the family cabins ten miles west of Lake Stillasnowamish. In those days, no one would have dreamed of a gambling establishment in the area, let alone one owned by members of the Stillasnowamish tribe.

Are you ready? Judith asked Joe, who was putting the luggage and parking receipts into his wallet.

Lets wait, Joe said. If we stay out here for another, oh, twenty minutes, the casino might have raffled off your mother.

Joe! Judith exclaimed, but her exasperation was halfhearted. Please stop making those remarks. You know I didnt want to bring Mother with us, but we had no choice since the toolshed is being renovated along with the bed-and-breakfast. She couldnt stay with Aunt Deb. We tried that once, and they almost killed each other.

It was sheer perversity of the Rankerses to go to Palm Springs in March this year instead of January or February, Joe declared, referring to the Flynns next-door neighbors. Carl and Arlene actually enjoy your mothers company. Ive never been able to figure out why. Thats perversity, too.

Theyre good people, Judith said, starting up the stone steps to the casino entrance. Besides, they had a problem with the time-share. Thats why they had to change their plans.

Why, Joe mused, cant they have places to board old people when their kids want to get away? You know, like a kennel. When the Steins on the corner take a trip, they always put Rosie in a boarding

Rosie is a dog, Judith broke in. Please stop. As for our neighbors, theyve had to put up with a lot of inconvenience during the B&B construction. Of course its been hell for us trying to live in the house since the fire last fall, but it hasnt been easy on anybody in the cul-de-sac, she continued as they entered the lobby. I dont know why contractors cant keep to a schedule or at least start whenOh, my! She caught her breath as she took in the casinos glorious glitter.

The Lake Stillasnowamish complex was one of the newest and reputedly the most lavish of the Native-American-owned establishments in the state. The brochures didnt do it justice. Described as a Wondrous Wilderness, the trees and waterfalls and streams were unlike anything else in Mother Natures treasure trove. Fir, pine, cedar, and spruce trees were covered with gold and silver lights. The ceiling was the sky with moving clouds, twinkling stars, and an amber moon. Rainbow and Dolly Varden trout swam in gentle streams and reflecting pools. The gaming area was divided into the four seasons with artificial snow falling at intervals in the Big Buck Bonanza section. Judith was so enthralled that she didnt realize Joe had already gone to the knotty-pine registration desk.

She hurried to join him in the line of arriving guests. Its gorgeous, she enthused, holding on to his arm. Its every bit as spectacular as Vegas.

They feature a magic show, Joe said as they moved up a few paces. It must be terrific. Theyve already made your mother disappear.

What? Judith gasped, looking in every direction. Oh, good Lord! Where is Mother?

Joe was unperturbed. With any luck, they wont be able to reproduce her when we check out Saturday.

Please. Abruptly, Judith let go of Joes arm and stepped out of line. She scanned the lobby, but couldnt spot Gertrude. Moving quickly, she went past the carrental kiosk, the show-ticket booth, the specialpromotions area, and the recreational directors desk. At last, in an alcove by a bank of telephones, she saw Gertrude sitting in her wheelchair and looking angry.

Mother! Judith cried. I thought we lost you!

Lost is right, Gertrude shot back. Ive already lost money here. She clutched her purse with both hands. You know me, I only like to play the single-nickel machines. These things want thirty-five cents. Well, I decided to get risky and put in seven nickels, but I didnt win. What a gyp!

Mother, Judith said, pushing the wheelchair back into the lobby, those arent slot machines, theyre telephones.

Gertrude scowled at her daughter. Telephones! You know I hate telephones! Why didnt somebody warn me?

I told you, Judith said, you need new glasses.

I need new eyes, Gertrude retorted. Not to mention new ears, new

Judith didnt hear the rest of her mothers usual litany about body parts. Joe had finished the registration process and was beckoning her toward an archway that led to the guest rooms.

Did you ask if Renie and Bill had checked in yet? Judith inquired as they found the elevators that went to the Summer Tower.

They havent, Joe replied, punching the elevator button. Theyre probably still at the cabin, seeing what the contractors up to.

Judith glanced at her watch. It was almost one. The Joneses had left more than half an hour ahead of the Flynns. But Judith knew from her own recent and harrowing experiences with building contractors that dealings with them were often difficult.

The elevator arrived. Joe started to push Gertrude inside, but she waved him off. I got a motor on this contraption. Look, I can go by myself.

Gertrude managed the motor nicely, but she forgot about the brake. Fortunately, the elevator was padded in leather. The collision was a gentle one.

Okay, okay, Gertrude grumbled. I need a little practice, thats all. Hey, I learned to drive on one of those cars you had to crank. If I could do that, I can run this thing.

Youll be fine, Mother, Judith said, patting Gertrudes shoulder as the elevator purred up to the fourteenth floor. Can you reverse?

Lets see. Gertrude fumbled with the controls. At last, she moved the shift to the right position. The wheelchair all but sailed out of the elevator. Luckily, this time she found the brake. What did you say about the cabin? she asked as they progressed down the long, lushly carpeted corridor.

The cabin? Judith was glad that she was standing behind her mother lest the old lady notice that her daughter was taken aback. Gertrude sometimes heard conversations that werent meant for her deaf ears. OhRenie and Bill thought theyd check things out. They havent been up to the cabin in several years.

Who has? Gertrude retorted as Joe opened the door with his key card. The place has probably fallen down by now. I blame all of you kids for letting that property go to pot, she added, zooming into the room and stopping just short of the windows. Lazy, thats what your generation is. Your grandfather and your grandmother and your father and Uncle Cliff and Uncle Corky and Uncle Al worked every spare minute to build those four cabins on the river. Times were hard, it was the big Depression. People were living intent cities, shantytowns. We had to scrimp and do without just to have our own summer vacation place.

Judith had heard the lecture many times. Long ago, shed stopped reminding her mother that four hundred feet of riverfront property for the purposes of rustication had been quite a luxury back in the thirties. Not that any of the Grovers had ever been wealthy, but at least theyd been employed during the lean years. And, because it was the Depression era, the four lots theyd purchased had cost a hundred dollars apiece. Unfortunately, a flash flood had swept away three of the cabins almost fifty years earlier.

Huh. Gertrude stopped her tirade as she gazed around the spacious room. This is kind of pretty.

It was more than pretty, Judith thought, it was beautiful. The rooms theme was Pacific Northwest wildflowerstrilliums, ginger, rhododendrons, jack-in-the-pulpit, foxgloves, and several varieties she didnt immediately recognize.

The room is designed for handicapped guests, Judith explained as she indicated the bathroom off the entry hall. Well be next to you. She pointed to another door. That leads into our room.

Before Gertrude could reply, a knock sounded on the outer door. Joe went to answer it, and let the bellman in. After depositing Gertrudes two suitcases and her walker, the young man received a generous tip from Joe.

Shall I put your luggage in the room next door? he asked, pointing to the suitcases on the cart.

Sure, Joe said, all but racing out of his mother-in-laws room. We dont want to delay winning fabulous riches any longer than necessary.

Judith was torn. She didnt know whether to follow Joe or help her mother unpack. Joe was able to handle the Flynns chores, but Gertrude could use some assistance. Dutifully, Judith stayed behind.

Honestly, Mother, she exclaimed as she opened the first of Gertrudes suitcases, how much underwear did you bring?

You mean my bloomers? Oh, twenty, twenty-five pairs, I guess.

For six days? Judith asked in disbelief.

Gertrude shrugged. At my age, you never know.

Mittens? Eight pairs of mittens?

Gertrude continued to sit at the window enjoying the lake-and-mountain view. Its early March, its still winter, were in the mountains.

Do you plan to go skiing?

You never know about that, either. The old lady turned the wheelchair around. Does that TV have cable?

Judith found the remote and clicked on the set. The first screen welcomed them to the Lake Stillasnowamish casino. The second ballyhooed the Great Mandolini and his stupendous magic act. The third showed how to play keno from your very own private hotel room. Finally, Judith got to the regular stations that did indeed include cable.

Keno, Gertrude said as Judith shut off the set. I remember that game from the time your father and I went to Reno. He won six dollars. We had a steak dinner on that money.

A quick glance told Judith that her mothers eyes had grown misty. Usually, Gertrude was about as sentimental as a boxing referee. But the proximity to the family cabin, the memories of traveling with Judiths father, and the change of scenery appeared to have touched the old girl.


You and Daddy had some good times, Judith said, hugging her mothers frail shoulders.

That we did. There just werent enough of them. He went too soon. Gertrude was silent for a few moments. Judith was afraid her mother might actually cry. Instead, she propelled herself to the bed. I could use a nap. You go off with Lunkhead and try not to lose all your money.

Well be cautious, Judith promised as she helped her mother settle onto the king-size bed. We cant be otherwise with the work were having done to the B&B.

What about those big bucks you got from the movie people? Gertrude asked. Dont tell me youve run through that already.

No, we havent, Judith replied, but it wont last forever. Weve already spent the insurance reimbursement for the fire loss.

I wonder when Ill hear from Hollywood, Gertrude said as Judith tucked the floral comforter around her. Do you think I ever will or were they just leading me on?

Gertrude was referring to an offer for her life story as a member of the Greatest Generation. The idea had grown out of an ill-fated stay at Hillside Manor by members of a motion-picture company. An agent who had been part of the group supposedly was handling what was referred to as the treatment.

Whether Gertrude sold her story to the movies or not, the visitors had played a fateful role in Judiths life. Not only had the movie flopped, the producer had ended up dead in the kitchen sink. Then someone had maliciously set the house on fire. Luckily, most of the destruction had been from the water used to put out the blaze, but Hillside Manor had been forced to shutdown during two of its busiest months, November and December. The Flynns insurance had paid for the fire and the water damage. But when Judith had received a check from the studio for a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in order to avert a possible lawsuit and any ensuing bad publicity, she had decided it was time to make some renovations, especially to the kitchen.

As usual with such big projects, the work had dragged on. The house was livable, but only for the family. Judith had been out of business for over four months. The only good thingother than the money and the refurbishingwas that January and February were usually slow in the hostelry business.

But the changes in the kitchen had sent the Flynnsand Gertrudeoff the premises for at least a week. As long as the main house was undergoing major surgery, Judith had opted to expand Gertrudes living quarters in the toolshed. By chance, Renie hadagainst her willbeen forced to attend a graphic-design conference at the Lake Stillasnowamish Resort Casino. Judith and Joe had decided to tag along and make it a family affair.

By the time Judith reached her own room, Joe was unpacked and rubbing his hands together. Lets go kill em, he said. These people dont realize were in like Flynn.

Judith was admiring the decor, which was different from that of Gertrudes room. The wallpaper, drapes, and comforters theme wasnt wildflowers, but lush trees, berry bushes, opulent ferns, and various species of small animal life.

Look at this squirrel, Judith said, pointing to a little furry gray fellow painted on the headboard. Hes gathering nuts for winter.


Lets gather some money for living, Joe responded, already at the door. I think Ill try blackjack first.

For what stakes? Judith asked, eyeing her husband with suspicion. We have an agreement, remember? Fifty dollars apiece each day.

OhIm sure I can find a three-dollar table, Joe said, leading the way to the elevators. I mean, this isnt Vegas.

Lets hope not, Judith replied.

The elevator arrived. Moments later, the Flynns were on the busy casino floor. Coins jingled and bells chimed, and excited shouts could be heard from various parts of the casino. The players seemed to represent the entire socioeconomic population of the Pacific Northwest. Some were intense, others were laid-back, still others looked doleful. Judith, with genuine concern for her fellow humans, realized that this was a rich vein to mine for new types of individuals.

Joe started for the table games, but Judith stopped.

Im going to the front desk to see if Renie and Bill have arrived yet, she said. Im getting kind of worried about them.

Theyre fine, Joe replied. Did your mother ask any more questions about the cabin?

Judith shook her head. Somehow I cant bear to tell her were tearing it down and building a B&B. But its an idea Ive had in my head for years. Its so stupid to let that beautiful piece of land sit there with nobody enjoying it.

Well, Joe said, edging closer to the gaming area, if that project is anything like the one at home, Im sure its taking Bill and Renie a while to sort things out with the contractor.


Youre probably right, Judith said. Still, Im going to check on them.

Okay, Joe said, starting to walk away at a rather fast pace. See you around, Jude-girl, he called over his shoulder.

With some misgiving, Judith watched Joe disappear among the tables. But he was sensible when it came to moneyin some ways, even more than she was. With a shrug, she went to the front desk.

It was going on three oclock. Judging from the long line of newcomers waiting to check in, the postlunch crowd had arrived. The Joneses werent among them. All of the employees behind the counter were busy. Judith crossed the lobby to see if Bill and Renie had pulled up outside.

There was no sign of their Toyota Camry. There was a white Camry, a dark green Camry, a black Camry, and a pale violet Camry, but none was beige like the Joneses car.

Judith slowly walked down the stairs, trying to fend off her worries by enjoying the scenery. The air smelled so clean, so fresh, so redolent of the evergreens that surrounded the resort and lined the lake. Snow still covered most of Mount Nugget, which had long ago brought gold and silver miners to the area. A railroad had gone up to the mining sites and, at one time, before Judith was born, the train had passed along across the river from the Grover cabins.

A nearby rustling noise made Judith look up. She espied a flicker, poised to peck at a tall cedar tree. The speckled bird with its reddish head let out a series of slow, high-pitched cries. Once. Twice. Three times. Then it began to peck away at the wood.

Bob Bearclaw, who had just seen off a big white limo, approached Judith. You noticed one of our favorite birds around here, he said with his pleasant smile.

Yes, Judith replied. I havent seen a flicker at home in several years.

The citys gotten too big, Bob remarked. And has too many cats.

Judith thought of Sweetums, her ornery pet who was being cared for by their neighbors the Dooleys. Cats cant help but hunt. Its their nature.

Bob nodded. You cant interfere with nature. He watched the flicker fly off to another tree. My people have a special feeling for the flicker. We believe it has extraordinary powers, and sometimes predicts what is to come.

Hmm, Judith said. I wish it could predict if I can win some money.

It usually senses only ill winds. Bob smiled kindly. Wager wisely. Thats your best bet. And never gamble more than you can afford to lose.

Very wise, Judith agreed as three beige Camrys in a row pulled into the driveway. Oh! she exclaimed. I think my cousin and her husband are here. But those Toyotas are so popular, I dont know which one might be theirs.

Id better get back to work, Bob said, heading for the curb. Enjoy yourself, Mrs. Flynn.

Champagne was the official name according to the Toyota manufacturers, but Renie fondly called their car Cammy. Ever since the Joneses had nicknamed their Camry, Judith had threatened to call her Subaru Subby.

The passenger door opened in the last of the Toyota trio. To Judiths relief, Renie jumped out of the car in an excited if graceless manner. Judith knew that her cousin rarely gambled, but when she did, she got a little crazy. A moment later, Bill emerged from the drivers side, stretched his neck, and walked over to a valet-parking attendant.

Coz! Judith called to Renie.

Renie, who was about to open the rear door, looked around and waved. We made it, she said, turning back to the car.

Bill opened the trunk for a bellman. The parking valet had gone inside. As Bill supervised the removal of the luggage, the valet returned with a bright-blue wheelchair.

Puzzled, Judith saw that both Bill and Renie seemed perfectly mobile. Her cousin had had shoulder surgery at the same time that Judith had had her hip replaced. She shouldnt need a wheelchair.

Suddenly, Judith was enlightened. Renie was helping Aunt Deb out of the backseat.

Oh, no, Judith said under her breath. Not both of the mothers. Not the two of them. Oh, my!

It wasnt that Judith didnt like Renies mother. Indeed, she was extremely fond of Aunt Deb. But Gertrude and Deb didnt always see eye to eye. The sisters-in-law, who had married brothers, could hardly possess more different personalities. They did, however, share certain attitudes, belonging to the same generation and coming from similar backgrounds.

Judith kept out of the way while Bill and Renie dealt with the various hotel personnel. Bob Bearclaw was placing a smiling Aunt Deb in the wheelchair. After offering him the most gracious of smiles, she spotted her niece at the foot of the stairs.

Judith! Youre here in one piece! Come give your poor old crippled aunt a kiss!


Judith complied. Gosh, Aunt Deb, I didnt realize you were coming, too.

The smile evaporated on Aunt Debs face. I simply couldnt be away from Renie for so long. Day before yesterday, I felt one of my spells coming on. Renie suggested taking me to the doctor, but I didnt want to put her out. I told her that Id try to get through the week without her, and if I passed away before she got back, she should leave instructions for Mr. Hurley at the funeral home to keep me in a nice cool place.

Judith was spared a response by Bob, who gave the wheelchair a gentle nudge.

Oh, look at me! Aunt Deb cried, the smile back on her face. Im traveling in real style! This is much fancier than the one I have at home.

Dont bother to explain, Judith said to Renie, who had finally finished her duties with the parking attendant. Your mother told me. The usual martyrdom gig. Have you got a room for her?

Uhh Renie looked away. Well, yes. She raised her eyes to Judiths. They didnt have any more handicapped-accessible rooms, so we had toputherinwithyourmother.

Oh, good grief! Judith clapped her hands to her head and started yanking at her salt-and-pepper page boy.

I know, I know, Renie said. Its too awful. To make things worse, I didnt want to come to this wretched conference in the first place.

Judith was silent for a moment. Itll work out somehow. Itll have to. After all, we cant have this trip turn into a nightmare.

As the cousins walked into the casino, Judith suddenly stopped halfway through the door.


She thought she heard the distant cry of the flicker, not the usual slow cadence, but a rapid series of shrieks. Judith wondered if someone had brought a cat to the casino.

She should have been so lucky.







    

TWO




JUDITH HAD NO choice but to accompany Renie and Aunt Deb to Gertrudes room. Opening the communicating door from the Flynns side, they found Judiths mother watching keno numbers flash up on the TV screen.

Go away, the old lady said without turning around. Im busy.

Hey, Renie called to her aunt, are you actually gambling?

Gertrude jumped, then slowly turned around. Serena! What? She stopped as she saw Deb in the blue wheelchair. What in the world are you doing here?

The same as you, Gert, Aunt Deb replied, though I dont intend to spend money on foolish games of chance.

Then shut up and let me see if I got more than three numbers on this game, Gertrude rasped, turning back to the screen. Drat! I only got one. I lost a dollar.

I thought, Aunt Deb said sweetly, you never wagered more than a nickel. Except, of course, when you want to play for a quarter at bridge club. Or, she added archly, when you cant attend Mass, but can play bingo at the parish hall.


Bingos always on a Wednesday, Gertrude responded. Midweek days are my good ones. Besides, she said, pointing to the TV, Im not using real money. Do you see any dollar bills around here?

Judith grimaced. I hate to say this, Mother, but I think every time you play a TV keno game, they charge your room account.

Fiddlesticks, Gertrude snapped. How do they know what Im doing up here? They got those spy-eye things in the ceiling?

They do on the casino floor, Renie said, to watch out for cheating. But I dont think theres one in your room. Keeping track of your bets is probably done by a computer.

Gertrude scowled at her niece. Computers! Theyre a big nuisance. And as usual, you dont know what youre talking about, Serena.

Now, now, Aunt Deb said in gentle reprimand, dont speak like that to my little girl. Shes really quite smart.

You couldnt prove it by me, Gertrude harrumphed. Now my daughter here doesnt have much sense, but shes got enough brains to run a B&B. Which, the old lady added with a hard look at Judith, is kind of funny when you think about it, because she can put a bunch of strangers in all those bedrooms, but cant find a place in the house for her poor old mother.

Hey, Judith all but barked, thats your choice. You never wanted to live under the same roof as Joe.

Im proud of you, Aunt Deb said to Renie. Your little drawings are very clever, even if I dont always understand what they mean.

Thats because, Renie said for what she estimated was about the four-hundredth time, sometimes they arent really drawings. Theyre designs and concepts.

At least, Gertrude declared, when you were married to Lunkhead the First, I could live in my own house. Course you never let me come visit you in yours.

That was Dans idea, Judith retorted, not mine. He wouldnt let any of the family or my friends visit. The only guests we ever had were his drunken cronies from the Meat & Mingle.

The word concept has always bothered me, Aunt Deb said. I understand the meaning, but people seem to use it these days as sort of a substitute for what they really mean.

Since Aunt Deb had been a legal secretary, Renie understood her mothers concern with exactitude in language. Its an idea, Renie explained, which takes in the

Im surprised you had any company out in that dump on Thurlow Street, Gertrude said. Luckily, I never saw that place. Didnt you have rats doing the rumba inside the walls? Or did you have walls?

Of course we had walls, Judith said. And yes, we had rats. But they never bit

I honestly dont see why, Aunt Deb said in a familiar fretful tone, when you work alone, you have to attend these conferences. They sound silly to me.

I wont argue that point, Renie responded. I wouldnt go if the gas company wasnt sending me. But theyre one of my best clients, so Im stuck. Its all a bunch of blah-blah, and whats worse, I have to wear a name tag. I hate name tags. If you cant remember a

Its no wonder Dan croaked when he was only forty-nine, Gertrude said with asperity. He was as big as a house. Maybe not your house, but he weighed over four hundred

He drank too much and ate too many sweets, Judith said, a sudden pang in her breast. Dan would have loved the casino. He had loved to gamble. Unfortunately, during the times he was actually employed, he had often spent his paycheck on the last three races at the nearby track. Like Dan himself, the horses he chose were losers.

But you get to meet so many new people, Aunt Deb pointed out. Like her niece, Aunt Deb loved people. Id think you might enjoy that.

Then, Renie said, her patience eroding, its too darned bad you arent the one attending the conference. A wicked gleam sparked in Renies brown eyes. You know, thats not a bad idea.

What, dear? Aunt Deb looked puzzled.

With a sheepish smile, Renie waved a hand in dismissal. Forget it. Lets get you settled in so that I can go out and win millions.

Gertrudes attention was caught by the remark. Settled in? As in where?

Here, Aunt Gertrude, Renie said, her smile now as bright as a new silver dollar. You dont want to be all alone for the next few days, do you?

I sure do, Gertrude retorted. Unlike some people, she went on with a glare for Deb, I like my own company. And I dont like having my ear chewed off.

Now, Gert dear Aunt Deb began.

Judith held up her hands. Stop. Lets make some ground rules.

Like in hockey? Gertrude shot back. Get me a stick, I can bop her every time she opens her big mouth.


Puck you, Aunt Deb said under her breath. But she smiled.

Gertrude whirled around in the wheelchair. What was that?

Deb kept smiling. I said, poor you. I know I can be a trial. She stopped smiling and hung her head.

A knock sounded at the door. Judith and Renie almost trampled each other to answer it. Renie, being faster afoot, got there first. A tall young waiter stood behind a cart bearing covered dishes and a coffeepot.

Room service for Mrs. Grover, he announced.

Room service? Judith echoed. Its not even four oclock.

Thats not supper, Gertrude asserted, beckoning the waiter to bring in the cart. Thats my snack. You never bring me snacks at home.

Judith started lifting the lids from the plates. Smoked salmon? Trout pt? A prawn cocktail? Pickles?

Gertrude jabbed Judith in the backside. Where are the crackers? Wheres the cheese?

Its all here. Judith sighed. Okay, enjoy it. And share it with Aunt Deb. You cant possibly eat all this.

I could, Renie volunteered, snatching a prawn from the cocktail glass. Yum!

Judith grabbed Renie by the arm. Were going now. Get along, you two.

Fine, beat it, Gertrude said. Deb can get herself unpacked. And tip the kid on your way out, okay?

After Renie had nipped into their room on the other side of the Flynns, the cousins headed for the casino.

Bills unpacked everything, Renie said. He must be downstairs, studying the table games.

What do you mean, studying? Judith inquired.


Renie poked the elevator button. Bill has a philosophy that he strictly adheres to when we go to Reno or Vegas or Tahoe. He believes that the only way to beat the house is to make three bets and then quit. So he always eliminates the slots because he says you never win. Instead, he studies the table games. Not just the games themselves but the players, the dealers, the stickmen, the croupiers, the pit bosseseverybody. Then, when he feels that everything is right, including his own attitude, he makes his bets.

Does his system work? Judith asked as they stepped into the elevator.

No. But you know Billhes very methodical.

Judith did know Bill, and had for thirty-five years. A retired professor of psychology, he still saw a limited number of patients and sometimes acted as a consultant to his former department at the university. He was exceptionally intelligent and highly perceptive. Renie deferred to his opinions and was wont to repeat them like a puppet. Her cousins attitude had always struck Judith as out of character. But, Judith figured, that was probably one of the reasons Bill and Renie had been married so long.

The elevator stopped two floors down to let in another passenger, a tall, leggy blonde with a curvaceous figure. Judith wondered if she was a showgirl. In addition to the magic act, there was also a Parisian revue and the ubiquitous Elvis impersonator.

To Judiths surprise, the young woman greeted the cousins with a cheery Hi.

Is this your first visit? she asked.

Judith said it was. But we know the area, she added. For years, our family has had property about ten miles from here.


Cool. By the way, Im Salome, the assistant in the Great Mandolinis act. You should see the show while youre here. Mandolini is fabulous.

We might do that, Judith responded. Ive always been intrigued by magic.

Illusions, Salome said as the elevator doors opened onto the casino floor. We dont call it magic. Magic is card tricks and pulling silk hankies out of your sleeve. Mandolini is all about illusion. Youll love it. She tossed off a wave and exited on her long, shapely legs.

It could be fun, Judith remarked as they moved toward the gaming area.

It could be dumb, Renie said. Bill and I avoid the shows in Nevada. It used to be different. They had real stars years ago. Now its a bunch of retreads whore even older than we are. She stopped in midstep. Shoot. Im supposed to register for the conference. Maybe I should do that now.

Ill wait.

Renie looked at her watch. I have until seven this evening. Ill do it later. Im hot to trot to the slot machines. Come with me, well win big bucks, and Ill tell you whats going on at the cabin.

Judith dutifully followed Renie through a maze of brightly colored, noisy slots. Some whistled, some played music, some made noises like pinball machines. Many had elaborate computer graphics, with colorful figures performing all kinds of antics, from landing fat fish in a boat to Cleopatra barging down the Nile. Judith couldnt help but gawk. She had never been in such a fancy gambling establishment. Unlike Bill and Renie, who had paid an annual visit to Nevada for most of their married life, Judith and Dan had never been able to take a vacation except for a couple of trips to visit her mother-in-law in Arizona. And somehow, even though Joe had a bit of the gambler in him, he and Judith hadnt spent time together at a real casino.

As always, the people fascinated Judith most. A woman sat in the dollar section with a Chihuahua on her lap. The dog was pushing the buttons with his paw. As the cousins passed by, the woman pulled the dogs ear.

You lost again, you little twerp. Im not giving you any more money if you dont come up with a jackpot on the next three tries.

Judith was amused, but Renie didnt seem to notice. She was moving like a running back, dodging a slot mechanic here, a cocktail waitress there, and making end runs around anybody else who blocked the aisles between the banks of machines.

Judith couldnt keep up. She would have lost Renie had her cousin not sat down at a quarter console in the Spring section of the casino where pink and white petals drifted down and dissolved upon contact. Fortunately, there was an open seat next to Renie.

Okay, Renie said, slipping a crisp twenty-dollar bill into the machine. Watch. Ive put in twenty bucks, itll register as eighty quarters. I play off the credits. It saves my shoulder from inserting coins every time. Always bet the maximum, which is two quarters on both these machines. If you dont play all the required coins, you cant win the big jackpot or any bonuses. As Renie explained, she pointed to the payoffs on Judiths machine. What weve got here are two different kinds of Farmer in the Dell machines. They pay and play the same, only the animals and other symbols are different. Got it?


Judiths head was whirling. I think so. Maybe Ill watch you first. I didnt realize youd been here before.

Just once, Renie replied, pushing a button. Drat. Nothing. She pushed the button again. Bill and I stopped in last month when they were razing the cabin. Phooey. She hit the machine a third time.

What were the contractors doing today? Judith asked as a raven-haired cocktail waitress in scanty buckskin attire sauntered by inquiring, Cocktails?

Renie turned to the waitress. A Pepsi, please.

Judith looked uncertain, then requested a diet 7-UP. Are the drinks free? she whispered to Renie as the waitress moved away.

Yes, but tip her at least a dollar. Renie was looking not just intense, but grim. Im down to sixty coins. Maybe we should move on. I never play a machine that doesnt start shelling out right away.

Judith stood up. If you move, Ill find you. Id like to see how Joes doing. Somehow, the idea of watching Andrew Jackson disappear into a dark hole made her nervous.

I wont be very far, Renie said, then let out a satisfied sound. I got twenty. Coins, that is. Ill stay here for now.

The table games werent that far from the quarter slots. There were long rows of blackjack tables, starting with a five-dollar limit. Judith figured they must go down in amounts, but after the first eight tables, she encountered ten-dollar limits, then twenty-five.

A feeling of unease overcame her. Had Joe been foolish enough to play in a high-stakes game? Maybe the three-dollar tables were on the other side of the pit. As she turned the corner, she spotted Joe, talking to a barrel-chested man with a handlebar mustache and wearing what looked like an expensive suit.

Joe! she exclaimed. Ive been looking for you.

Hey, Jude-girl, meet Pancho Green, the casino manager. He used to work in Vegas at Caligulas Palazzo.

Although Judith put out her hand, her face froze for just an instant. Caligulas Palazzo was where Joe had married his first wife, Vivian, while he was in a drunken stupor.

Hello, Mr. Green, Judith said, forcing a smile.

Mrs. Flynn, Pancho said with a grin that revealed dazzling white teeth. Joes been telling me all about you.

Really. Judith tried not to sound skeptical. Had Joe told Pancho how hed broken Judiths heart thirty years ago, leaving her pregnant? Had Joe mentioned that the woman hed married in Vegas had virtually shanghaied him onto an airplane? Had Joe revealed how both he and Judith had ended up married to a couple of alcoholics and suffered through their first marriages until finally meeting again more than twenty years later?

Yes, Pancho replied. He told me that if he didnt win a dime here, he was still the luckiest man in the world.

Oh. Judith wondered if that was the truth or if Pancho was merely a smooth talker. He looked like it, with his custom-tailored suit, impeccably cut silver hair, and flashing smile. But maybe that was part of his role as a casino manager.

Joes own smile was unusually wide. Panchos given us four complimentary tickets to the dinner show for the Great Mandolini tonight. We wont have to wait in line. Our tables reserved. Ill tell Bill if I see him; you let Renie know.

Oh, Judith repeated. Yes, I know where Renie is. But what about our

Mothers? Joe finished for her, then looked at Pancho. We have Judiths mother and aunt with us. Theyre both in wheelchairs. Would that be a problem? They wouldnt have to sit with us, of course.

Not at all, Pancho replied, digging into a pocket inside his suit jacket. Ill make sure their table is wheelchair accessible. He handed Joe two more comps. Ive got to go back to work. Great to see you, Joe. Wonderful to meet you, Mrs. Flynn. The casino manager moved smoothly away.

Nice guy, Joe observed. I havent seen him in twelve years.

Judith looked surprised. Twelve years? Are you sure it hasnt been more like thirty?

Joes expression turned serious. That was the first time I met him. Hesort of took me under his wing. Then, just before we were married, Woody and I had to fly to Vegas to confer on a homicide case there that was linked to one of ours.

Woody was Woodrow Wilson Price, Joes longtime partner in the homicide division of the citys police department. But it wasnt Woodys name that had caught Judiths attention.

What do you mean by Pancho taking you under his wing? she asked as they moved toward the craps tables.

Well, Joe responded carefully, Pancho stood up for me at the quickie wedding to Vivian. Not that I remember much about it. But when I sobered up, I told him Id made a terrible mistake. He advised me to call you right away, explain everything, and try to get the marriage annulled. Joe shrugged. You know the rest of the story.

Judith knew it all too well. Joe had called her several times, but Gertrude had answered the phone. Shed informed Joe that Judith never wanted to speak to him again and didnt care if he were in Vegas or on Venus. It wasnt true, of course, but Gertrudes interference had cost Joe and Judith dearly. Despondent, Joe hadnt gotten the annulment. Abandoned, Judith had married Dan McMonigle on the rebound, not because she loved him, but because she wanted a father for her unborn baby. The story didnt have a happy ending for over two decades.

You never mentioned Pancho before, Judith said. How come?

That time in Vegas wasnt exactly a highlight of my life, Joe replied with a sour expression. Ive always tried to forget it, even while I was married to Vivian. He brightened suddenly. Hey, theres Bill at one of the craps tables. Im going to see how hes doing.

Hes studying, Judith said. Thats part of his system.

But Joe didnt hear his wife finish speaking. He was already hurrying over to the busy craps table. Sure enough, Bill was standing just behind the players, hands in pockets, a look of deep concentration on his face.

Judith started back to the quarter slots. But shed gone so far afield that she was confused. She seemed to be in the Summer section. There were quarter slots there, too, including a large rectangular platform with a sleek red Corvette displayed above the machines. Who Needs a Jet? the banner on the car read. Win This Vette! Judith smiled at the handsome car, which featured a blond mannequin seated behind the wheel, her wig blown by an unseen fan.

Judith was tempted to try for the car. Joes beloved MG was forty years old, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to get parts for it. The MG was also red. But for now, she had to find Renie.

It took over five minutes to get back to the Spring section. Sure enough, Renie was at the same machine, engrossed in the spin of the barrels.

Your sodas right here, she said without looking up. This is the darnedest machine. I keep getting three chickens and three lambs, but I never get the barns. Thats the big payoff. Still, Ive got enough credits to keep me going.

Judith sat down and took a sip from her glass of diet 7-UP. You never told me about the cabin.

Oh. Renie frowned as the machine showed a lamb, a pig, and a bale of hay. Theyre about to pour the foundation.

They were going to do that three weeks ago, Judith pointed out.

Armbuster or whatever his name is said there was still snow on the ground then. Renie smiled slightly as she got another trio of chickens. What is he, a brother or a cousin of the contractor whos working on the B&B?

A brother-in-law, Judith replied. His name is Dale Armstrong. The B&B contractor is Bart Bednarik.

I knew that, Renie said, pausing to drink some Pepsi. Did you find Joe?

Yes. Judith explained about the long-ago connection between Joe and Pancho.

Does that mean, Renie asked, well have to see the Great Mandolini with our mothers?


They may not want to go, Judith said. Anyway, Im looking forward to it.

Renie tapped her chin. It would also mean I could skip the social hour that officially opens the conference. Okay, well do it. Was Joe winning at blackjack?

I didnt get a chance to ask, Judith admitted. But he seemed upbeat. We saw Bill studying craps.

Good, good. Renie turned her attention back to the slot machine. Aha! Three bales of hay. Thats twenty bucks.

Maybe I should try this, Judith allowed. But frankly, it makes me tense.

Dont be silly. Renie waved a hand to take in all of her surroundings. This is a wonderland of opportunity. All things are possible. Its complete escapism from the rest of the world. Wrap yourself up in the excitement, the suspense, the drama, the wonder of What-If-I-Win-a-Million-Bucks? Why did you come here, if not to Renie stopped, pricking up her ears. Did you hear that announcement?

Judith shook her head. They make announcements all the time. I dont see how anybody hears anything with all the noise.

I thought it was a page for Judith Flynn, Renie said, still listening.

Really? Judith made a face. Could it be Mother?

You know she doesnt like the phone. Unless she keeled over and my mother is trying to reach you.

Dont say that!

Theyll announce it again unless it was for somebody else and theyve already responded. Renie poked the Credit button again.


Id better check, to be sure. Judith stood up. Where should I go? The front desk?

There ought to be a house phone over by that wall, Renie said, gesturing with her elbow. Ah. More lambs.

Judith hurried off to find the phone. Renie was right. There was a house phone between the security desk and the change cage. She picked up the receiver and asked if there was a message for her.

Judith Flynn? the soft female voice repeated. Yes, a Mr. Bednarik called. Ill give you his number.

Damn! Judith swore under her breath. Did he say it was an emergency?

Yes, I believe he did, the voice responded. The phone memo is marked ASAP.

Annoyed by the contractors call, Judith remembered the pay phones by the registration desk. Unfortunately, they were on the other side of the casino. But the rest rooms were just beyond the change booth, and beyond that was a row of six public phones.

After getting out her credit card and Bart Bednariks cell-phone number, Judith went through the lengthy dialing process. Bart answered on the second ring.

Whats wrong? Judith asked without preamble.

Its that countertop stove you ordered, Bart answered in his lackadaisical voice. Its an odd size, and they cant get it in stock for another two weeks. We could get the standard size right away.

I dont want that, Judith said firmly. I need the biggest countertop thats available.

Its not, Bart said. I tried a couple of other places in town. Nobody has them in their warehouses.

Judith was rubbing her high forehead, trying to determine how she could cook for the family during the week after their return to Hillside Manor. Have you pulled the old stove already?

We did that yesterday, Bart replied. Its long gone.

There was always the microwave oven, Judith thought. How much did you get done this afternoon?

The fridge is out of here now, Bart said. We should have the new one delivered tomorrow. In fact, were knocking off for the day. Theres no point in starting something right before my guys go off at five.

Judith winced. If Skjoval Tolvang had been doing the job, hed have started before dawn and stayed until after dusk. But the octogenarian handyman wasnt on the insurance companys approved list, and was, as he put it, Damn glad of it, ya sure youbetcha. Furthermore, Mr. Tolvang didnt like tying himself down to big jobs, and despised subcontractors. Judith was stuck with Bednarik Builders. It didnt help that Bart Bednarik seemed to embrace obstacles, not to conquer them, merely observing, as if they were a spectator sport.

So what will you work on tomorrow? Judith inquired, holding her head.

The plumbing, Bart said. Its going to be a bitch. Some of its pretty old.

I had the kitchen replumbed before I opened the B&B, Judith asserted. That was only thirteen years ago.

Have you listened to those pipes lately? Bart sounded disgusted. Man, you must have done the job on the cheap.

Thats not true, Judith declared. Is the plumbing included in your original quote?

Only for the hookups, Bart said. Do you realize youve got steel pipes under the sink? Nobody uses steel anymore in a house. At least one of yours might have a leak. Thats a problem.

More problems, more obstacles. Bart must feel as if hed been awarded the Super Bowl of home renovation. It had all begun in early November, one problem after another. Too much rain to repair the roof. Too much wind to replace the gutters. Too much fog, too much frost, too little sun. Since it had been a fairly typical Pacific Northwest fall and winter, Judith wondered how Bednarik Builders ever worked on anything between October and April. When an earthquake had occurred at the end of February, she was certain that Bart would tell her the house was about to fall down and theyd have to start from scratch.

Fix the leak, Judith said. Frankly, I never noticed one.

Its a slow leak. Youd be better off with new pipes, especially since youre redoing the whole kitchen.

How much?

Ill have to figure out an estimate.

You do that. Let me know tomorrow morning. Please, Judith remembered to add.

Will do. Dont worry, were getting along just fine.

Judith felt like saying she didnt care if they got along, they could fight like savages as far as she was concerned, just so they got the job done by the oft-postponed deadline.

By the time she got back to Renie, her cousin had moved to the other side of the console.

Some old bat about the size of Godzilla tried to swipe my chair when I stood up to get a bucket for my coins, Renie said. I had to step on her foot to get her to let go.


Thats why you moved? Judith asked.

Renie shook her head. The Farmer in the Dell finally pooped out on me, but I didnt lose all my credits, which is why I needed the bucket. I cashed out with over ten bucks. Here, play one of these baseball slots. The jackpots three grand slams. The joker is the umpire.

I cant afford it, Judith grumbled. That call was from Bart Bednarik.

Call? Renie looked blank. Oh, the page? What did Bart want now?

They cant get the countertop for two weeks, Judith began, then noticed that Renie was back at it, pressing buttons. The plumbings shot in the kitchen, according to Bart, and Judith was almost certain that Renie wasnt listening. and the roof flew off and is being converted into a superferry out in the bay.

Thats a shame, Renie murmured. Ah! Three catchers masks. I got eight bucks.

Judith heaved a big sigh. So far, her vacation wasnt off to a very good start. It was bad enough that both mothers had come along, that the contractor was already on her trail, and that she suspected Joe of going beyond his gaming limit for the day. But when Renie ignored her in favor of a stupid slot machine, that was going too far. Judith and Renie were as close as sisters, and always had been. Theyd grown up together, theyd shared all sorts of trials and tribulations, joys and pleasures. Renie had always been there for Judith, and vice versa. But apparently not at the Lake Stillasnowamish Resort Casino.

To be fair, as Judith always was, this was a working vacation for Renie. She would have limited time to spend on gambling, which she obviously enjoyed.


And this evening, theyd attend the Great Mandolinis magic act. Judith was definitely looking forward to that. Shed find herself caught up in the art of illusion, and be able to forget her troubles for a couple of hours. Reality would be set aside for a fantasy world.

Judith had no idea how quickly her own illusions would be shattered.
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