The Onethat Got Away
by Krigine 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 abit of explaining, both about the
tournament and about us.

There are about ten of us, and we cal ourselves the Tuesday/Thursday regulars because we never missa
tournament. Theloca Native American casno—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 aweek.

Me, and nine others. There were more regulars than us, of course, but we were the oneswho never
skipped aweek. | was apretty good player—I'd made aliving counting cardsin the mid-seventies—and
I'd swear that Tigo Jones had professiona card-playing experience aswell. Five more of the regulars
played basic strategy, and the rest, well, they relied upon luck or God or their moods to supply their
drategy. It worked for them every oncein awhile.

In blackjack, you learn to honor luck.

Thegood playersjust try to minimizeit. They try to rely on skill. But luck can win out, in the end, if you're
not careful.

On mogt nights, pot's only worth about two hundred to the winner, a hundred to second place, and fifty
to third, with four dinner compsto sop the folks who made it to the find round. What that meansis that
theré's good money in thisfor me and Tigo because we place every four tournamentswe play. A few
regulars are losing money each timethey play, and about five—those basic strategy guys—are giving
their gambling fund an occasiona shot inthearm.

Itsal in good fun, and we've become afamily of sorts—the kind of family that barflies make or old
ladies make when they work on church socia after church socia. Welook after each other, and we
gossip about each other, and we tolerate each other, whether we like each other or not.

We dso know who's crazy and who isn't, and, except for Joey, the kid who is pissing hisinheritance
away twenty dollars at atime, no one who shows up for the blackjack tournaments at Spirit Windsis

crazy.
Or, at leadt, that's what we hope.

That night, | noticed afew strange things before | even made it to Spirit Winds. For one thing, the ocean
was S0 black it wasimpossible to see. Now, the ocean is never black. It reflects light—and even if the
sky iscompletely dark, the ocean isn't because it'sreflecting the light of nearby homes. Infact, I likethe

ocean on cloudy nights because it has aluminescence al its own, aglow that makesit look dive from
within.

The second strange thing was that there was no wind. None. Zero, zip, zilch. We usudly have abreezein
Seavy Village and often have more than that. The ocean again. It isamgor part of our lives.

And thefind strange thing was the power outage that swept through the nelghborhoods like anxious



fingers pinching out candles. | didn't know about that until later—the casino has back up
generators—and if | had known, well, it would have made no difference.

| would have been at the tournament anyway.
| have nothing better to do.

Youseg, | call mysdlf retired, but really what | am ishiding out. I'm good enough to play in big
tournaments, but when Spirit Winds hol dsits semi-annua $10,000 tournament, 1'm conveniently out of
town. That way, | don't havetofill out a1099, and | don't have to show three pieces of i.d., and dl the
correct tax information. Because | don't have three valid pieces of i.d., and | haven't filed taxes since
1978, the year | fled Nevada with the wrong kind of folks at my hedls. | moved too fast to get any fake
i.d., and so | lived off cash for far too long. By thetime | had settled down, | didn't know anybody in that
business any more. The government had closed the loopholes making fake ids smple for anyone with half
abrain, and | redly didn't want to put fingers out to the crimina eement, sinceit wasthe crimina element
I'd been running from.

| confessed to aloca banker with hippie sympathies, let him think | had been underground since my
college activist days, and had him set me up a checking account. It's amazing what aman can do with a
checking account—the lieshe can tell to get him ared lifein asmdl town.

But it couldn't get me adriver'slicense, nor could it get me acredit card. | till use cash much of thetime,
and alot of that cash comes from my safety deposit box in the aforementioned bank. The gambling &t the
smdl casnoisjust incidentd. | 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 | have
learned to be cautious by nature. | don't rub anyone the wrong way.

And | never, ever call atention to myself.

* k * %

The tournament was big that night, bigger than it had ever been. Later | 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. | had been in the casino since mid-afternoon. 1'd been on aroll at one of the regular
tables, parlaying my lucky hundred dollar chip into six thousand. Normally that puts you in tax declaration
territory, but | would get five hundred on one table, then pocket it, and move to the next. | was hot that
afternoon, and it felt good.

Lucky streaks are important. Knowing how to maximize them is even more important, and that's whet |
was doing. Perfecting theold kills.

When | reached six grand, my brain shut off, and | decided to replenish it with food. | had asolitary
dinner a the buffet, and then wandered to the tournament tables.

Therewere alot of unfamiliar faces around the table, and | was burdened with asmall fortunein chips,
stuck in my pockets and my fanny pack. | couldn't take anything to the car because | didn't have one,
and | dso didn't have time to walk home. I'd been in that Situation before, and 1'd learned not to be too
friendly. Thelast time'd told one of the regulars about my run and a pit boss overheard. | had to spend
agood fifteen minutes making a show of losing the money at varioustables.

Normally the pit bosses don't tell on me. They tolerate me and Tigo and the other local professionds. It's
the out-of-towners they kick out of the casino. Oregonians and their didike of “foreigners.” Gottalove
‘em.



That night, though | wasn't taking any chances. | leaned against one of the dot machines and smoked a
cigarette, adding to the thick, dightly bluish air dready growing around the tables. The casino is new and
modern,—no tokensfor dots, only cash and cards—high cellings, good traffic flow. The place fedsmore
like agpathan acasino, especidly the casinos of my heyday. | till missthe chink-chink of tokens asthey
clink out of the machines. I'm not sure I'll ever get used to those e ectronic beeps. But not even the
modern recycling system was taking care of the cigarette smoke. In ablue-collar town like Seavy Village,
card players get nervous when more than $50 ison theline.

That night, forty players had signed up for the tournament, and the pot tipped agrand for the first time
snce the casino opened.

* * % %

I'll leave out the detailed descriptions of the rounds, athough | can recitedl of it, every card, every bet,
from the first round, the semi-fina round, and the buy-back round. | know by what percentage Tigo beat
the odds when he doubled down on eighteen and got athree. | know the exact moment luck abandoned
Cherise and it wasn't when she drew atwenty to the dealer's twenty-one. | even know that | made a
smal mistake on the twenty-ninth hand, and if the cards hadn't gone my way, | would have been
out—deservedly so—and it would have peeved meto no end.

| rarely make mistakes.
| can't affordit.

No. | won't say much about the game except that tempers flared early, even among the regulars, because
of the amount of money on the table. And people left angry when they were diminated because everyone
could taste their share of the pot.

When it cameto thefind hand, only the players and the regulars were | eft.

Tigo and | were on thetable, of course, dong with theidiot Joey whose luck was running better than
usual, and Smoky Butler who was a dedler at another casino on the other side of the coast range. The
rest of the players weren't regulars. Two were bad betters and even worse strategists who managed to
get theright cards at the right time, and the other one was a black-haired woman who'd caught al of our
attention.

Shelooked like she should be in Monte Carlo, not Seavy Village, Oregon. She wore ablack cocktail
dress cut in amodified v that revealed more cleavage than | had seen in years. Her hair was pulled into a
chignon and over it she wore a cloe hat complete with small velil. Her lipswere dark red, and she
smoked a cigarette through a cigarette holder.

And she wasn't lucky.
She was good.
Almost as good asme.

The cards were running hot and cold that night, and our pa Joey'sluck ran out first. He was off the table
infive hands. Then welost thefirst of the two bad betters. The second was holding in, but not worth our
time. He was out by the eleventh hand.

Therest of us, though. The rest of us had agame.

For our buy-in, the casino gives us $500 in tournament chips (which you can't carry to the red tables)



per game. The winner, of course, isthe person with the most chips after fifteen hands.
By end of the deventh hand, | had fifteen hundred eighty-five dollarsin phony chips.
Tigo had fifteen hundred seventy-five.

Smoky Butler had fifteen hundred and fifty.

And the woman, well, she had two thousand even.

For thefirst time since I'd left Nevada, | wasin ablackjack game where everyone knew how to play.
That meant they knew how to draw cards, they knew how to bet, and they knew strategy.

| damned near licked my lips and rubbed my hands together in glee. Instead, | crouched over my chips
asif | were protecting them from prying eyes.

Weadll put out our bets.

Thelady put out a hundred.
Smoky put out a hundred and fifty.
Tigo ahundred and twenty-five.
And me, ahundred and fifteen.

Then Rosco, the dedler, began the hand. | wasfirst base ( arevolving position), and he gave me an ace
of clubs.

Followed by an ace of diamonds for Tigo, an ace of spades for Smoky, and an ace of heartsfor the ladly.
“They should be playing poker,” someone said from behind me.
Rosco gave himsdlf athree of hearts. Then he reached toward the shue for my next card.

At that moment, the lights went out. The place was pitch black except for several smal red dots made by
thetips of ahundred cigarettes. | fell across my cards and chips, and Rosco yelled, “ Freeze!” to the
tournament players. The pit bosses were yelling and the dealers were shouting orders, and some old lady
near the dotswaswailing a the top of her lungs.

All thetime, | kept thinking that this shouldn't be happening. It couldn't be happening. The casino had
generators. They should have kicked in. (At thetime, | didn't know they'd aready kicked in, which
meant that they shouldn't have gone off—at least, not al a once.)

Then the lights came back up, or | thought they did, until | redlized that the overhead lightsin the casino
were white, not green. Everyone looked asif they were peering a each other through afish tank. Even
the mystery lady looked green. She was holding her cigarette holder over her chips, and glaring at usall
angrily, asif we had caused the problem.

The pit bosses were looking mighty scared. | don't know how much money they had to protect, in chips
mostly because the cash disappeared into dots benesth the tables, but | knew it was alot. And there
were more civiliansin the casino than pit bosses. Security guards had stationed themselves near the
casino banks, and other employees had fanned themselves around the room.

| had never seen anything likeit, but it made sense. The casino had to have adrill policy for dl types of



emergencies.

The place was hot and smoky and everything was green. | kept my hands over my chips and scanned for
the source of thelight.

Asl did, awind came up. First it licked my hair—or what's | eft of it—and then it cleared the smoke. At
firgt, | thought the air recycling system had turned back on. Then | redlized something grester was

happening here.

The source of the green lights were smdl dervishes the Size of my coffee saucers at home. They looked
like the dien spaceship out of E.T., only shrunk down into toy specialsfor MacDonads Happy Medls.
Except they worked. Their top was adark cone, and their base was arotating series of lights, al various
shades of green.

And there must have been thousands of them in that small space. Maybe even millions of them.

They hovered over various tables, avoided the dot machines, and disappeared into the back. The poker
room wasfilled with them. | could see them from my vantage points, lined up liketiny aircraft carriers
facing acity, the poker players backing againgt the wall, hands up.

Five craftsfound their places over our table, and a sixth placed itself above the deder. The woman pulled
asmal pistol from her handbag, and a pit bossimmediately grabbed it from her—firearmsareillegd on
Indian land. He pointed it, wobbling for amoment, a one of thelittle crafts, then Rosco said,

“If you shot one and it explodes and we get that green goo dl over us and we die, you're going to regret
that.”

“Hell regret it moreif the bullet hitsone of us,” Smoky said.

“It could ricochet,” Tigo added.

The pit boss et the weapon fal to hisside. The woman glared a him.

“I wouldn't have missed,” she said, asif she blamed him for taking away her opportunity.

Thelittle crafts were above us, whirling and creating the breeze. Rosco had his hand on the money dot.
S0, it seemed, did every other deder in the place. We dl stared at the things.

“What arethey?” Tigo whispered.
| took the question as rhetorical, and apparently everyone el se did too because no one answered him.

One of the pit bosses was on the phone, talking with the 911 dispatch. He was whispering loudly, so
loudly he may aswell have been shouting: “No, redly, I'm not kidding. Please...”

Asdefrom the whirs, the soft mumbles of scared patrons, and the wailing woman, the casino was eerily
quiet. No eectronic beeps and buzzes, no blaring music, no tinkling chords of winning dots. The sllence
unnerved me more than anything.

“What do they want?” Tigo whispered.
“Ask them,” Smoky snapped.

“I fed like I'minaJames Bond movie,” the woman said, and that Started aripple of panic through the pit
bosses. They apparently hadn't thought of the things as high tech theft devices.



“If you werein aJames Bond movie, my dear,” | said, “you'd have better lighting.” No one looked good
inthat ugly green. Not even the most beautiful woman in the place.

Then, asif on cue, green lightsflared out of the bottom of thetiny crafts. | backed away from the table,
chipsforgotten. So did everyone else. Rosco let go of hishold on the money dot, and one of the pit
bosses screamed at him but—I noted—did not make a move toward the money, the table or any of the
lights

Thelights hit the table and | expected to see big burning holes appear. | was ready to run for cover—all
of thisgoing through my mind in the half second it took, mind you—when | redlized what was going on.

The cardsrose off the surface, whirling and twirling asif they werein atornado. For amoment, the entire
casino wasfilled with swirling cards. It looked like an elaborate fan dance, or asif green seagullswere
swarming the beach or like an e ectronic kaleidoscope performance designed especialy for us.

Then one by onethe cards did into the crafts through adot in the sdes. They made adight ca-thunk! as
they entered. Then the green tractor lights—what €l se could they be called?>—went out, and the little
green shipswhirled away.

The doormen and the folksin the parking lot at thetime dl say the little ships sped out the doors and into
alarger ship that had been hovering over the ocean. A number of green dots opened on it, letting the little
shipsthrough, and then they disappeared into the night.

The ocean, which had been dark, regained its luminescence, and dowly thelightsflickered on al over
town.

At least, that's what the outdoor folks said.

Insde, it was chaos. People started shouting and screaming, and that wailing woman continued. A few
people stampeded toward the door, and one relatively fit young man got trampled just enough to later
attempt a suit againgt the casino.

Then the lights came back on. The dot machines groaned asthey started up, then beeped through their
start-up protocol. The dot players, the video poker players, and the keno playersall continued with their
games except for afew sensble folks who decided to call it anight and | ft.

| have no ideawhat happened inside the poker room, but at the tournament table, we counted our chips.
The pit bosses put the game on hold as they made sure the money wasfine.

It soon became clear the only thing missing from the casino were the cards.
All of them.

Including the decks stored in the back rooms, and the discards waiting to be trucked off the place, and
even thelittle souvenir cardsin the gift shop.

Gone.

All gone.

The pit bosswho had called 911 was off the phone, saying the police were going to arrive soon, buit |
suspected it would take them sometime. If, as people were saying, thingswere amessal over town, it
would take the police awhile to get anywhere.



“We dill have money on thetable,” Smoky said.

“And agametofinish,” Tigo sad.

“How do you propose we do that with no cards?’ Rosco asked.

“We know what was dedlt,” the woman said

“But we don't know the order in the rest of the shue,” | said.

“Weé're going to shuffle anew shue and start over,” Rosco said, “just as soon aswe get cards.”

“We need the other three players,” Tigo said. | glanced around me. Joe was standing behind me ashe
usualy did after he got knocked out of atournament, but the others were nowhere to be seen.

“We're going to have to put this game on hold until the cops arrive anyway,” the pit boss said.
“Until we get cards,” Rosco added.

“Beddes, everyonéll haveto report what they saw,” Smoky said.

At that point, the woman and | both stood up. “1 think my luck hasjust run out,” the woman said.
“Mine, too,” | said.

We |€ft the table and headed toward the door.

“Hey!” Tigo said behind us. “We can't replay the game without you guys!”

“I think the gameisforfeit,” thewoman said.

“Y eah, have the casino put the pot in for next week,” | said, knowing they never would.

Then she and | walked through the casino, side by side. The conversations were strangely muted, only a
few people discussing what they saw. Aswe stepped outside, we ran into chaos, cars cramming the
parking lot, attendants staring at the sky, awarm bath of light al over the town.

A familiar bath of light.

| had missed it more than | redlized.

| turned to her. “There's a nice coffee place about a block from here. Care for awak?’
“I'dloveit,” shesad.

And we had anice cup of coffee, and anice evening, and anice night, and an even better morning. |
never learned her name and she never learned mine, but we both knew that we had |eft the casino for the
exact same reason.

Wedidn't need to seethe police.
Or themedia.
Or anyone elsg, for that matter.

“What do you think they wanted with the cards?’ she asked long around midnight.



“I don't know,” | said. “Maybe they use bigger shues than we do.”

And alittlelater, | said, “That, by far, hasto be the strangest thing | ever saw inacasino.”
“Redlly?’ sheresponded. “I've seen stranger.”

But she never eaborated and | didn't ask her to.

Some stories are better kept closeto the vest.

Y ou see, that isn't the strangest thing 1'd ever seenin acasino either.

But it'sthe only one I'll admit too.

And | only do that because I'm aregular and it's ashared group experience. A bit of local legend—the
one game that never finished, the pot that got away.

Wl away. The casino had to shut down both the poker and blackjack tablesfor two dayswhileit
ordered cardsfrom dl over the country. During that time, regulars gave interviews on every show from
CNN to Hard Copy. Except for me.

| laid low for awhile even after my lady left. Laid low and watched the skies.
And wondered—
What would have happened on the thirteenth hand if we had dl blackjacked on the twelfth?

What would have happened then?



