The regulars at Spirit Winds Thursday night blackjack tournament never call attention to themselves. Some are retired, some are a little shady, some have seen too much. But none of them believed in UFOs. Until that night when the lights went out in the middle of the tournament…and something very, very strange happened. Something eerie. Something…alien.
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The One that Got Away
Kristine Kathryn Rusch
It happened at the Thursday night blackjack tournament, and we were miffed. Not because it happened, but because of when it happened. And to get to that will take a bit of explaining, both about the tournament and about us.
There are about ten of us, and we call ourselves the Tuesday/Thursday regulars because we never miss a tournament. The local Native American casino — the Spirit Winds — held an open tournament every Tuesday and Thursday. Anyone could play if he put up twenty bucks, and if he won, he got a share of the pot. The pot consisted of the buy-in fees, and the buy-back fees plus another hundred added by the casino. The casino made no money on the tournament. The game was a freebie designed to get people into the casino — and it got me there twice a week.
Me, and nine others. There were more regulars than us, of course, but we were the ones who never skipped a week. I was a pretty good player — I’d made a living counting cards in the mid-seventies — and I’d swear that Tigo Jones had professional card-playing experience as well. Five more of the regulars played basic strategy, and the rest, well, they relied upon luck or God or their moods to supply their strategy. It worked for them every once in a while.
In blackjack, you learn to honor luck.
The good players just try to minimize it. They try to rely on skill. But luck can win out, in the end, if you’re not careful.
On most nights, pot’s only worth about two hundred to the winner, a hundred to second place, and fifty to third, with four dinner comps to sop the folks who made it to the final round. What that means is that there’s good money in this for me and Tigo because we place every four tournaments we play. A few regulars are losing money each time they play, and about five — those basic strategy guys — are giving their gambling fund an occasional shot in the arm.
It’s all in good fun, and we’ve become a family of sorts — the kind of family that barflies make or old ladies make when they work on church social after church social. We look after each other, and we gossip about each other, and we tolerate each other, whether we like each other or not.
We also know who’s crazy and who isn’t, and, except for Joey, the kid who is pissing his inheritance away twenty dollars at a time, no one who shows up for the blackjack tournaments at Spirit Winds is crazy.
Or, at least, that’s what we hope.
***
That night, I noticed a few strange things before I even made it to Spirit Winds. For one thing, the ocean was so black it was impossible to see. Now, the ocean is never black. It reflects light — and even if the sky is completely dark, the ocean isn’t because it’s reflecting the light of nearby homes. In fact, I like the ocean on cloudy nights because it has a luminescence all its own, a glow that makes it look alive from within.
The second strange thing was that there was no wind. None. Zero, zip, zilch. We usually have a breeze in Seavy Village and often have more than that. The ocean again. It is a major part of our lives.
And the final strange thing was the power outage that swept through the neighborhoods like anxious fingers pinching out candles. I didn’t know about that until later — the casino has back up generators — and if I had known, well, it would have made no difference.
I would have been at the tournament anyway.
I have nothing better to do.
You see, I call myself retired, but really what I am is hiding out. I’m good enough to play in big tournaments, but when Spirit Winds holds its semi-annual $10,000 tournament, I’m conveniently out of town. That way, I don’t have to fill out a 1099, and I don’t have to show three pieces of i.d, and all the correct tax information. Because I don’t have three valid pieces of i.d, and I haven’t filed taxes since 1978, the year I fled Nevada with the wrong kind of folks at my heels. I moved too fast to get any fake i.d., and so I lived off cash for far too long. By the time I had settled down, I didn’t know anybody in that business any more. The government had closed the loopholes making fake ids simple for anyone with half a brain, and I really didn’t want to put fingers out to the criminal element, since it was the criminal element I’d been running from.
I confessed to a local banker with hippie sympathies, let him think I had been underground since my college activist days, and had him set me up a checking account. It’s amazing what a man can do with a checking account — the lies he can tell to get him a real life in a small town.
But it couldn’t get me a driver’s license, nor could it get me a credit card. I still use cash much of the time, and a lot of that cash comes from my safety deposit box in the aforementioned bank. The gambling at the small casino is just incidental. I figure I’m old enough now that no one would recognize me and my problem is so out of date that the folks who were looking for me are either dead or in prison. But I have learned to be cautious by nature. I don’t rub anyone the wrong way.
And I never, ever call attention to myself.
***
The tournament was big that night, bigger than it had ever been. Later I learned the reason: the power outage. The casino was packed on a Thursday because much of Seavy Village had lost their lights, their heat, and their cable. I had been in the casino since mid-afternoon. I’d been on a roll at one of the regular tables, parlaying my lucky hundred dollar chip into six thousand. Normally that puts you in tax declaration territory, but I would get five hundred on one table, then pocket it, and move to the next. I was hot that afternoon, and it felt good.
Lucky streaks are important. Knowing how to maximize them is even more important, and that’s what I was doing. Perfecting the old skills.
When I reached six grand, my brain shut off, and I decided to replenish it with food. I had a solitary dinner at the buffet, and then wandered to the tournament tables.
There were a lot of unfamiliar faces around the table, and I was burdened with a small fortune in chips, stuck in my pockets and my fanny pack. I couldn’t take anything to the car because I didn’t have one, and I also didn’t have time to walk home. I’d been in that situation before, and I’d learned not to be too friendly. The last time I’d told one of the regulars about my run and a pit boss overheard. I had to spend a good fifteen minutes making a show of losing the money at various tables.
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