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Chapter 1

 


I pulled my seat belt tighter and stared out
the window. Flying through a canyon of billowing clouds, my
commuter jet seemed completely at the mercy of the heavy turbulence
we had encountered since leaving San Jose.

The seat belt was wrinkling my new dark
green linen suit, but that didn’t seem important right now, even
though it had taken me weeks to find it. It was perfect for the
first day of my new job: stylish, sophisticated and horribly
expensive. It showed off my slim body, and its rich color perfectly
accentuated my green eyes and dark red hair.

I smiled to myself, satisfied.
Some things are worth whatever they
cost.

The captain’s voice belonged to one of those
astronaut-types who would sound calm while notifying you that both
engines had just fallen off: “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your
captain speaking. We’re running just ahead of a severe storm front,
but at this time the South Lake Tahoe airport is still open. It’s
going to be a bit bumpy, but we’ll be there right on time.”

I glanced down at my hands, which held the
arm rests of my seat in a death grip. There they were, those white
knuckles I had always heard so much about.

I slipped off my high heels, curled my left
leg up under me, and sat on my ankle. I always felt more secure
with my shoes off. I smiled as I recalled the many times in college
I had crawled on all fours under desks, looking for a missing shoe
I had kicked off when presented with a really tough question.

Nothing bad can happen to
you when your shoes are off.

Twenty minutes later the plane began its
bumpy descent. It banked hard to the right, then banked again and
leveled off. I stared out the window in vain for a glimpse of the
famous alpine lake, but could only see patches of its choppy gray
surface through the heavy cloud cover.

My reflection in the window caught my
attention. I examined my new haircut, and with a feeling of relief
decided it had been a wise decision to cut three inches off the
back. I desperately wanted to look smart when I met my new
employer.

The plane banked sharply to the left, then
began losing altitude. “I hope he can see better than I can,” I
muttered.

“Excuse me?” the man next to me said.
He calmly folded his newspaper, which he had been reading since San
Jose.

“Sorry, I’m just trying to help the
pilot set this thing down.”

“Oh, not to worry. Only the most
experienced pilots are allowed to fly into this airport. It’s a
very dangerous place to land: thin air, mountains, downdrafts, that
sort of thing.”

I thought about “that sort of thing”
for a moment, then turned my head to look out the window again.
With a start, I realized we were flying lower than the tops of the snow-covered trees
outside my window!

As that alarming thought went through my
head, the plane touched down. My view was swallowed up in a cloud
of snow as the pilot reversed the engines. With a mighty roar the
aircraft shuddered and began to slow. When it finally turned off
the main runway and began taxiing back to the terminal, I sat back
in my seat and slowly exhaled.

* * * *

The cold air took my breath away as I
stepped through the hatchway and carefully descended the portable
steps. I walked the twenty yards or so to the terminal with my head
down against the wind, which was suddenly laced with stinging
snowflakes. I came to the instant realization that I was
definitely not dressed for
Lake Tahoe. I recalled my aunt’s reminder: “Be sure to take your
tweed coat, Maggie.” But to me that coat represented my past, and I
was only interested in my future. Now, in this freezing wind, I
remembered my glib reply: “Oh, Aunt Amy, how cold can it
get?”

Once inside I waited briefly for my baggage,
then stepped on to the escalator and began my ascent to the main
terminal floor. I glanced at a large clock on the wall. Ten-thirty,
and I was just a few miles away from my very first job! I felt a
ripple of excitement and anticipation go through me.

At the top, I stepped off the escalator and
looked around. A small gathering of limousine drivers held their
signs aloft, each bearing the name of their incoming customer.

I searched the crowd, then saw my name on a
sign held by a pleasant, trim-looking woman in her early forties. I
waved. The woman hurried up to me and, with a warm smile, extended
her hand. “Maggie McGuire? I’m Wendy Statler, Mr. Canfield’s
secretary. Welcome to Lake Tahoe!”

“Hi, Wendy! Thanks for meeting me,” I
said. “I’m really glad to be here.”

I took in Wendy’s dark brown suit with
matching fur-lined boots and hooded tan parka. A little voice in my
head chided, “Oh, Aunt Amy, how cold can it get?” Then it added
derisively, “That’s how cold,
stupid!”

“I’ll bet you are glad to be here! A rough flight, I’m sure,”
Wendy said as she took one of my bags and walked away into the
crowd. I hurried after her. Over her shoulder Wendy said, “They’re
closing the airport; your flight was the last one in. This is going
to be a big storm, Maggie,
even by Lake Tahoe standards!”

“Really! Well, that was lucky! Does
this sort of thing happen often?”

“Oh my yes. Lake Tahoe is an
absolutely beautiful place to live—like living in the middle of a
picture postcard, actually—but you never know what the weather is
going to do from minute to minute.”

We stepped outside into a worsening storm.
The snow was now driven by a fierce wind. We hurried across the
parking lot toward a white Jeep Cherokee bearing a Silver Pines
Resort Hotel and Casino crest and lettering. The car was already
covered in snow.

We put my luggage into the back and quickly
got inside. Wendy turned on the heater and defrosters and rubbed
her hands together vigorously before putting the car into gear.
Pushing her hood back, she fluffed up her damp, short blond hair,
then flashed a smile. “Your heels look great, but you’ll soon learn
to carry boots wherever you go.” She laughed. “Some people say
there are only two seasons in Lake Tahoe, early winter and late
winter, but that’s not entirely true. Summer here is absolutely
magnificent—it’s just very short.”

Wendy glanced over at me. “We haven’t much
time. It only takes about twenty minutes or so to get to the hotel,
so I’ll quickly fill you in on the pecking order at the Silver
Pines. Beau Canfield is the director of marketing, so your job
falls under his supervision.” She smiled, her eyebrows raised, an
exaggerated, approving smile on her face. “He is, in a word,
wonderful. You’ll just love him—everyone does. He’s thirty-five,
six-one and one-hundred-ninety pounds, with blond hair and blue
eyes to die for.”

We laughed together like gushing school
girls. “Oh my, is it suddenly warm in here?” Wendy said. “He does
that to you.” We laughed again. Undaunted, she continued: “He
finished at the top of his class at Stanford. He’s intelligent and
quick, and has a wonderful sense of humor.”

Wendy seemed suddenly aware that she
was on the verge of babbling. “Sorry, Maggie. I seem to be a
regular old magpie today.” She glanced out the window at the storm.
“This one is going to be awesome.”

 



Chapter 2

 


Beau Canfield was standing at the
reservations desk when we walked through the rear entrance of the
Silver Pines. He offered his hand as Wendy introduced us, and with
a warm smile said, “Nice to meet you, Maggie. I’m sure you’ll like
it here. We’ll get together later today.”

I smiled and accepted his hand, mumbling
something about being happy to be here. As he walked away, Wendy
gave me a sly smile. “Did I mention he’s also very handsome?”

I realized she was waiting for my reply with
more than a passing interest. I also suddenly realized she was in
love with Beau Canfield.

“Oh, I’m so nervous I really hadn’t
noticed,” I said. A look of relief flooded across her face, then
abruptly disappeared, replaced by her ever-present
smile.

But of course I had thought about it. What a smile! And Wendy
had been right about his incredible blue eyes. They matched his
blazer perfectly. I also realized he was a man who appreciated
women. For some reason, I found the thought unsettling.

“Come on, Maggie, I’ll take you to
your office. Staff meetings are every Thursday, sometimes twice a
week if Mr. Morgan is unhappy with the way things are
going.”

“And how many have we been having
lately?” I said.

With a mischievous little smile she said,
“Oh, about two a week.”

It was all I could do to keep from ohhh’ing
and ahhh’ing as we walked through the lobby. The resort was
beautiful: high, open-beamed ceilings, elegant oak furniture; walls
decorated with large baskets of greenery and dried flowers, and
original paintings of the Old West. The dark green carpeting was
spotless, although traces of melted snow were evident.

We got off the elevator on the fourth floor.
As we walked down the hallway, Wendy said, “I’ll show you the
casino after the staff meeting, Maggie. We’re a bit short of time
right at the moment.”

She stopped outside an office door. With a
little flourish, she opened the door and presented my office. I
walked past her, then stopped in my tracks, somewhat awed as I
looked around the room—my very first office. It was big and bright.
An enormous window offered a panoramic view of a winter storm the
likes of which I had never seen.

“It’s just magnificent,” I said. I sat
down in the high-backed leather chair and placed both hands on the
top of the oiled oak desk, my
oak desk! I ran my fingertips over the gleaming new computer.
“Everything is just so . . . First Class!” I could hear the awe in
my voice.

“Not bad for your first office, would
you say?” Wendy’s kind but amused look made we wish I sounded less
like what I really was, an easily-impressed young woman straight
out of college.

Wendy’s voice snapped me out of my reverie.
“You’ll like Jake, though you’ll find him a bit intimidating at
first. Sometimes he’ll look up from his beloved spreadsheets and
you’ll swear you’re looking at Ebenezer Scrooge. Then he’ll turn
around and give you anything you want, if he thinks it will make
your job easier.”

Next to Beau Canfield, Wendy had talked at
length about Jake Morgan, the general manager at the Silver Pines
Resort Hotel and Casino. It was obvious she had tremendous
affection for the old gentleman.

“He’s part of a dying breed in the
casino business, if you want to know the truth,” Wendy said. “These
days most gaming properties are run by accountants and consultants.
Jake hates them all. He says they know the cost of everything and
the value of nothing. He’s ‘Old Nevada’ and he’ll never change.”
She looked momentarily sad. “But he’s fighting a losing battle, and
he knows it.”

“A losing battle? Even
here, at the Silver
Pines?”

“I’m afraid so. The owners don’t know
much about the casino business. Their consultants constantly come
up with ridiculous cost-cutting ideas. It gives Jake
fits.”

“Oh, no . . . I knew this was too good
to be true.”

“Maggie, this sort of thing goes on in
every industry. It’s just a little more intense in the casino
business, probably because the money is so visible. You’re aware of
it more than in most businesses.”

She glanced at her watch. “The staff meeting
starts in fifteen minutes.” She pointed to a door at the far end of
my office. “That door leads to your private rest room. Don’t be
late, now! And try to relax. Just bring your clipboard and write
down what happens. You won’t be bored! Jake is a splendid old
warhorse to watch in action.”

She stopped in the doorway and turned to
face me. “Actually today’s meeting should be fun. The owners have
sent a team of consultants to present their marketing plan for the
Silver Pines. Jake is not a happy man.” And with that she
disappeared through the doorway.

After Wendy left I sat frozen to my chair
like the proverbial deer in the headlights. My first staff meeting!
I stood up and went into my restroom for a quick parts check.

The restroom was small, but elegant. On the
counter was a color brochure of the Silver Pines. I flipped it
open. A beautiful model wearing an elegant black lace nightgown sat
on a king-size bed, running one palm sensuously over the bedspread,
smiling (no doubt in anticipation).

I wondered if Beau Canfield had hand-picked
her. “Get real, Maggie—and get going!” I said aloud. I quickly
examined myself in the mirror. Eyebrows, hair, nose, eyes, lips—all
the parts were there. Okay then. I scooped up a clipboard and pen
and headed for the doorway.

* * * *

Jake Morgan signaled for everyone to quiet
down. He wore cowboy boots that must have cost a week’s pay, a
western-style business suit, and a long-sleeve shirt with a western
bolo at the neck. “Old Nevada,” Wendy had said. Well, so far
nothing she had told me was an exaggeration.

Jake raised his hand. “Settle down, please.
We’ve got another new director of special events. I’d like you all
to meet Maggie McGuire, fresh out of Duke University. Give her all
the help you can.”

I hesitated, my mind racing. Jake
Morgan’s statement was not lost on me: Another new director of special events? Was I
supposed to stand and acknowledge the introduction, perhaps even
say a few words? I received a few indifferent smiles and a nod or
two. I was about to stand when their eyes turned back toward the
general manager. My palms were suddenly perspiring; it seemed very
warm in the room.

Jake Morgan launched into another topic
without so much as giving me a second glance. I tried to
concentrate, with little luck. I had come close to making a
complete fool of myself. But a little voice inside my head was
clamoring for attention. Another new director of special events?
How many had there been?

I was suddenly aware of Jake Morgan’s voice:
“I’ll expect your action plan on my desk by 9:00 a.m., Maggie.”

My God, he’s talking to
me! I nodded dumbly. What
action plan? What’s the format for the action plan? What’s the
subject? I realized I probably looked
terrified.

I glanced around and found myself staring
into Beau Canfield’s amused blue eyes. He lifted one hand, wrapped
it around his throat, and made a choking gesture.

My first reaction was embarrassment, but
then I found myself angry. However, much to my chagrin, I also
found myself unable to maintain anger in the face of his amused
grin. He took his hand away from his throat, then held it palm down
and made a take-it-easy gesture. I took a deep breath and exhaled
slowly.

Jake Morgan turned to a trio of serious,
confident-looking men, identically dressed in three-piece business
suits. Just before the meeting, Boyd McElroy, the hotel manager,
had told me they were from the outside consulting firm of Bronson,
Farrell and Smythe, and had been brought in by the owners over
Jake’s objections. Boyd was a meek, harmless looking man in his
mid-fifties. He had literally wrung his hands in nervous
anticipation as he briefed me.

The room was suddenly eerily quiet. Jake
Morgan looked at the consultants for a few moments without
speaking. Then he said, “Gentlemen, we’ve reviewed the budget cuts
which, in your opinion, need to be made here at the Silver
Pines.”

The consulting firm’s senior partner
raised one hand, interrupting. “And in the owners’ opinion, Mr. Morgan.”

“Well,” Jake said, “I’m going to ask
each manager to tell me how these recommendations, if implemented,
will affect not only their department, but the Silver Pines as a
whole.”

Jake looked first at Boyd McElroy, who
seemed literally incapacitated with fear. I recalled the old
expression, “Never let them see you sweat.” Right now you could
wring water out of Boyd like a kitchen sponge.

Finally, unable to bear the silence, I
nudged his foot with mine. “Say something, Boyd!”

“Uh, you have something to add, Ms.
McGuire?”

I glanced up at Jake Morgan. There was not a
trace of a smile on his face. “No sir, I don’t believe I do.”

At least my prompting jarred Boyd into
action. He cleared his throat while he twisted his coffee cup in
his hands. “Well . . . I’m sure I can make the cuts, Mr. Morgan. It
will be difficult, but . . .” He straightened in his chair,
apparently suddenly aware he was vacillating. He struck a somewhat
theatrical pose. “. . . However, I am confident I can meet their
numbers. Yessir, I am.”

Morgan stared at McElroy for a moment,
disgust evident on his face. His gaze shifted to the conventions
and banquet manager, a trim brunette in her fifties, who sat
quietly writing on a yellow ruled pad. “Alice, surely
you have something to
say.”

Alice Dugan struck me as one of those
calculating, stone-faced, corporate-climbing female executives I’d
always heard so much about. She deliberately took her time to write
one more line, while the room waited in silence. Then she looked up
at Jake Morgan’s huge, imposing frame. “And if I give my
opinion, again, will it
change the final outcome, Jake?”

She turned her gaze to the trio of
consultants. It was obvious they knew only too well where she stood
regarding their recommendations. Alice smiled demurely, then went
back to writing on her pad.

Well! Unflappable!
I decided I liked this woman!

Jake Morgan’s eyes shifted to Beau Canfield,
who shoved his chair back from the table and got to his feet. Then
he walked casually over to the coffee pot and filled his cup. He
finally turned to face the general manager. There was not a sound
in the room.

I found myself holding my
breath. My God, is this an average staff
meeting?

Beau began to walk slowly around the circle
of chairs, holding his coffee in his left hand while he traced the
rim of the cup with his right forefinger. “It’s time to lay the
cards on the table,” he said calmly.

I found myself smiling.
What a lawyer he would have made!

Beau stopped behind the trio of three-piece
suits. He placed a hand on the shoulder of one of the consultants,
causing the man to jump, visibly.

“I’ve looked over your
recommendations,” Beau said. “Very impressive. If we follow your
plan, our expenses will be lower than they’ve ever
been.”

All three consultants beamed smugly.

Beau Canfield looked at Jerry
Donnelly, the restaurant manager. “You know, Jerry, these boys
think you’re in the restaurant business. The restaurant business!”
Jerry looked totally perplexed. “But you’re not, Jerry. You’re in
the casino business. Your
restaurant is here to complement the casino. We’re not a pancake house, we’re the
Silver Pines Casino
Resort.”

I could not take my eyes off Beau Canfield.
He had the spotlight, and he was loving every moment.

“And Boyd, you’re definitely
not in the hotel business,” Beau
went on. “We’re not a Holiday Inn, either.” He pointed a finger
straight at Boyd’s chest. “You, my friend, are in the
casino business. Your rooms are here
to accommodate our gaming customers.” Beau looked around the room.
“We’re in the casino
business. That’s where we make our money.”

Beau took a sip of coffee and casually
placed it on the table. He looked at the consultants for a few
moments, then turned to face Jake. “If we follow their
recommendations we’ll be a very nice, very quiet little casino
which will not show a loss—but it won’t show much of a profit,
either, if any. We’ll simply no longer be competitive here on The
Hill.”

It occurred to me just how much I had
to learn about the casino business. I’m
going to have to do my homework.

“That’s not trying to win,” Beau
continued, “that’s trying not to lose! Speaking strictly for
myself, I want to be associated with an aggressive gaming property,
not one content to just open its doors and hope someone wanders
in.”

The senior member of the trio of
consultants stood, his face flushed. He looked at Beau Canfield and
said, “That’s ridiculous! The restaurant has to show a profit, just as your hotel
does.”

Jake Morgan cleared his throat, then stuck
his hands in his pockets and stared down at the floor for a full
minute or so without speaking. When he finally looked up, it was
obvious to everyone in the room he had made his decision. “We’ll be
handling our own marketing internally, gentlemen. Thanks for your
time. This meeting is adjourned.”

“Mr. Morgan, the owners will
—”

“— Good day, sir!”

The two men stared at each other. Without
another word, the consultant grabbed his briefcase and stormed out
of the room, following closely by his partners.

Jake allowed himself a small smile, then
said, “One more thing, people. The storm is right on top of us, and
there’s no let-up in sight. Kingsbury is already closed. If you
want to stay in the hotel tonight you’re welcome to do so.”

I turned to Boyd McElroy, who sat slowly
gathering his papers together, his face ashen from the
confrontation. “Kingsbury?” I said.

“Kingsbury Grade, the road leading
over the mountain to the Carson Valley. Didn’t Wendy rent a condo
for you at the top of Kingsbury? Looks like you’re spending the
night here, Maggie.”

I glanced at Wendy Statler, who stood in the
corner, a proud smile on her face, waiting to congratulate Beau
Canfield. She started to walk toward him, just as he turned toward
me with a wink and a triumphant smile. I shot a glance at Wendy.
She looked at me, unable to hide her disappointment. My heart sank
as she turned away, head down, and hurried out of the meeting
room.

 



Chapter 3

 


Beau Canfield stood at his office window,
staring out at the worsening blizzard. In the courtyard below, only
the tops of the cars were visible. For the past two days the storm
had been the main topic of discussion on every radio and television
station from Sacramento to San Francisco. The entire parking lot
would look like snow-covered sand dunes in another hour.

Personally he loved the big storms, but they
just killed business. Highway 50, the twisty, mostly two-lane road
out of Sacramento, was already closed by a small avalanche, and the
airport had shut down two days ago. Heavenly Valley reported zero
visibility; even the most daring skiers were grounded. Well,
nothing to do about it. One of the first things Jake Morgan had
told him about Lake Tahoe was to relax and enjoy it.

“Mr. Canfield, Mr. Morgan would like
to see you.”

“Mr.
Canfield? Something bothering you, Wendy?”

“Uh, no sir, I was just distracted . .
.”

Beau paused. Something was wrong. “Uh-huh.
Well, thank you; I’m on my way.

* * * *

Beau entered Jake Morgan’s huge office and
dropped into a leather chair. Jake stood gazing out the window.

“This is a good one,” Jake said, “not
one of those little sissy storms, this time.”

Beau smiled and nodded in agreement. While
he got along very well with the old man—counting him as a close
friend, in fact—they did have their moments now and then. Jake
belonged to the never-give-’em-an-inch school, and Beau was
strong-willed and somewhat opinionated as well.

Jake turned away from the window and grinned
at Beau. “You didn’t like those fellas much, didja. Neither did
Alice Dugan. They really tried to gut her department.”

“I’m not very good at politics,
Jake.”

“Now there is an understatement. What impresses me
about you, Beau, I mean being as young as you are and all, is how
you’re so tuned in to this business.”

Jake began a slow stroll around the room,
examining the stuffed animals on his walls, trophies from countless
hunting trips. He was an old-fashioned sportsman, and he had hunted
and fished every square inch of Nevada since he was a boy. He
picked up an old spur off his desk and gave it a spin.

With a touch of sadness, Beau realized there
would soon be no more colorful men like Jake Morgan at the helm of
gaming properties of any size. They’d all be run by platoons of
accountants. And then the romance would be gone.

His thoughts were interrupted by Jake’s
heavy hand on his shoulder. Beau looked up into the familiar,
weathered face.

“Beau, I’m gettin’ out of here within
a year, before they have a chance to boot me out. I’m gonna take
myself out to the Ruby Marshes and fish every day until I die,
that’s what I’m gonna do. And when I walk through that door over
there for the last time, I’ll forget all about this
place.”

“You’re just feeling a little down,
Jake. I don’t know about you, but I’ve put in my normal twelve hour
day. What do you say we go down and liven up happy
hour.”

“First I’ve got something to
say.”

Jake sat down behind his desk and leaned
back in his chair. He said nothing for a moment, then: “Dan Farrell
was my best friend. I realized this morning I’ve been putting off
filling his spot ‘cause then I’d have to admit that he’s really
gone.”

Jake lapsed into silence, suddenly lost in
thought. Beau stood and walked to the window, uncomfortable with
the turn the conversation had taken. Dan Farrell had been the
senior vice-president of casino operations for the Silver Pines for
fifteen years before he died of a heart attack six months ago.

“Beau . . . I want you to have Dan’s
job.”

Beau stood motionless for perhaps a minute.
For the first time in his memory, Jake Morgan realized that the
younger man was at a loss for words.

Beau turned and look at Jake Morgan. After a
few moments he said, “Jake . . . I’m flattered you have that kind
of faith in me. I accept your offer, and I’ll make sure you’re
never sorry.”

Jake Morgan got slowly to his feet, walked
around the corner of his desk, and offered his hand. “I know that,
Beau, I know that.” He slapped the younger man on the back. “Now
let’s go show ’em how it’s done at happy hour.”

 



Chapter 4

 


As Beau and Jake Morgan walked down the long
carpeted hallway toward the elevator, Beau said, “I was surprised
you hired someone right out of college to be our director of
special events.”

“Maggie McGuire? I didn’t hire her. I
got a phone call from the owners telling me she was on the way. I
didn’t have a thing to say about that one.”

Beau frowned. “The owners” Jake spoke of
were the five men who owned the Silver Pines. They were a
mysterious bunch. He had only met one of them, and the man had only
stuck around for part of an afternoon before leaving in his private
jet for parts unknown. They were big players in a major Internet
search company, and that’s all he really knew about them.

“Apparently one of the owners owed a
favor to a close friend—Maggie’s father. She doesn’t know anything
about this. I had to promise not to tell her,” Jake
said.

Beau said, “Normally I’d hate a situation
like this, but I think she’s going to be a good one.”

“I don’t suppose those big green eyes
and that red hair had anything to do with it.”

“You noticed that, huh?”

“I’m old, Beau, not dead.”

* * * *

I stood at my office window and watched the
Silver Pines’ plows fight a losing battle against the giant storm.
The snow slanted in sideways, driven by a howling wind that came in
off the huge angry lake.

I glanced at my watch. Six-thirty.
Most of my afternoon had been spent trying to come up with an event
for my action plan which hopefully would not bring gales of
laughter from my new general manager. I smiled to myself.
I may not know much about the business side of
the casino industry yet, but I know people—and gamblers.
My father, “Big Bill” McGuire, had been known throughout
Nevada as a premium player to be reckoned with. I wondered what
Beau Canfield would think if he knew I had been playing blackjack
and shooting craps since I was eighteen. He would also be shocked
if he knew I could count cards with the best of them.

These Nevada-types might
challenge some of my ideas, but they’ll soon find that I’m not just
some little piece of fluff. I have faith in my
imagination.

However, at the moment my imagination was
missing in action. My action plan remained basically a blank screen
on my computer.

My mind drifted back to Beau Canfield’s wink
and smile, and the devastated look on Wendy’s face. I shook my
head, sad at the turn of events, but I could not bring myself to
feel guilty. I hadn’t done anything wrong, I told myself.

To her credit, Wendy had not treated me any
differently than she had prior to the staff meeting. She was warm
and friendly, and extremely helpful. But the wistful, somewhat
subdued look on her face had kept me from completely enjoying the
rest of my first full day on this exciting new job.

“Is there anything I can do for you
before I go home, Maggie?”

I looked up to see Wendy Statler standing in
the doorway. I got up and walked quickly to her, extending my hand.
She took it, a surprised look on her face.

“I have everything I need, Wendy,
thanks to you. You saved my life today; I really appreciate it. Are
you staying in the hotel, too?”

“No, I live in South Lake Tahoe, just
a few miles from here. And I’ve got the Jeep. I’ll make it home
okay. You’ll be spending a lot of nights in the hotel, Maggie. You
should pack a bag and keep it here. This kind of thing happens
quite often.”

“I’ll do that. And thanks again,
Wendy.”

After she left I turned and took one more
look at my new office. Then, with a satisfied smile, I flipped the
light switch off and walked out, shutting the door behind me,
feeling like the luckiest young woman on the planet.

As I pulled my office door shut and turned
toward the elevator, I nearly bumped headlong into Jake Morgan. To
be more exact, into Jake Morgan’s chest. A larger-than-life
character anyway, his height—easily six-five or six—and his
substantial girth made his presence all the more imposing,
particularly in this narrow hallway.

“Whoa there, Ms. McGuire! You nearly
mowed me down!”

“Small chance of that, Mr.
Morgan.”

“Call me Jake, please. Come with us
and have a little chill-chaser in the lounge.”

I glanced at Beau Canfield, who stood next
to Jake. “C’mon, Maggie, you need to unwind a little,” he said.

* * * *

Walking into the Silver Pines lounge, I
sensed heads turning. We sat down at a small table. A cocktail
waitress immediately ankled toward us. She had to be over six feet
tall, with a tiny little waist, long legs and sensational breasts.
She had the high cheek bones of a model, big bedroom eyes, and
long, shiny black hair.

“She’s beautiful,” I said. I looked
around, amused. “Hmmm, I see they’re all beautiful. Who hires the cocktail
waitresses?”

“Beau,” Jake quickly offered. “Hires
the keno girls, too.”

“Just feel free to spill your guts
here, Jake. Besides, they all have great personalities.”

“Uh-huh, 38-C or better
personalities,” I noted.

As Jake opened his mouth to pursue the
subject, Beau ordered for the three of us. We talked casually over
drinks for fifteen or twenty minutes. Then Jake put his empty glass
down and got to his feet. “Have to get on home before mama throws
that pot roast in the trash.”

“How do you know it’s pot roast?” Beau
said.

“It’s Tuesday.”

“Are you sure you shouldn’t stay in
the hotel tonight, sir?” I said. The storm hasn’t backed off one
bit from what I can see. In fact, it seems to be getting
worse.”

“Naw, I can make it, Maggie. I just
live in Zephyr Cove, which is only a couple miles from here. But
thanks for the concern.”

Jake said his farewells, then ambled off
through the lounge, patting an occasional shoulder and giving a
“howdy” to one or two old customers.

Beau watched his friend leave, then smiled
and shook his head. “Pot roast, because it’s Tuesday. There’s a man
who’s been married a long time, and to one of Nevada’s great
ladies, I might add. I envy him.”

“Oh? Why?”

He looked at me intently. He clearly wanted
to say something, but the moment passed. He motioned to the
cocktail waitress to bring two more drinks. “Tell me all about
Maggie McGuire.”

“I’d rather hear about Beau
Canfield.”

“Ah-ha! A competitor! We’re going to
get along just fine, Ms. McGuire. I don’t know about you, but I’m
hungry! Join me for dinner. You’re staying here tonight, anyway. Me
too, for that matter. What do you say? Hungry?”

I sat there, transfixed, staring down at his
hand on mine, my skin soaking up his warmth. He followed my gaze,
then looked up at me with a smile. He got up and walked around
behind me, never letting go of my hand.

I stood as he pulled back my
chair. Why did this small gesture of
control on his part make me feel so very good? “I’d
love to have dinner with you, Beau,” I heard myself say.

* * * *

Dinner turned into a two-hour affair. I was
somewhat tense for the first few minutes after we’d been seated,
but Beau soon had me talking incessantly. I just sat there and
emptied my head, my brain amazed at what my mouth was saying.

He had something, this Beau Canfield. I
began to understand why Jake Morgan held him in such high regard.
He was intelligent and knowledgeable, and he possessed a bawdy
sense of humor not unlike my own.

Beau also had a genuine love of people,
which made him particularly easy to talk to. He was an extremely
good listener—never interrupting—and he was blessed with the knack
of making you feel that you were one of the most unusual, most
fascinating people he’d ever met.
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