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Margaret grew up on a ranch in the foothills of the Sierras in northern California. Her mother 

was crazy, drunk and mean most of the time. So she got married at sixteen to get away. Had four 

boys and a still-born daughter.  One of the boys was electrocuted when he was young, the others 

went into the military. Their father was a run-around. She never sees him now, and better not 

'cause she can shoot better than he can. 

Now she's married to another man and lives on a five acre spread with her ducks and cats and 

a turkey gobbler that follows her around wherever she goes. Except when she takes the bus to 

Reno to gamble, which she does at least a couple times a year. Plays Keno after she's watched 

for four or five hours, noticing which numbers keep coming up.  

She always goes by herself, just likes to go alone when she's gambling, but she talks all the 

time, even if no one is listening, explaining more than everything anyone would ever want to 

know about her.  And she fidgets the whole trip, saying she knows it's against the law to use the  

restroom on the bus to have a cigarette, so she is not going to do it.  "I'm worried about her. 

She's taking heart medication," Walter whispered in my ear while we were standing outside 
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waiting for the bus to get going again at one of its stops.  

'Course Walter was on meds too and he also was smoking. "Another ska-ska-screw in my ka-

ka-coffin," he whispered in my ear, with great originality, as he held up a cigarette.  Walter was 

everybody's Uncle Walter, every stray dog's friend, anybody's friend who would have him.  He 

was bussing to Reno for a night of playing the slots.  One time he hit the pot for $1000 dollars – 

“O Boy! THAT was SOMETHIN’! -- and now it was safe to bet his path was fixed to that great 

casino in the sky, with its infinitely glittering, throbbing,  jangling room of jack-pots: that place 

reserved for the Uncle Walters who never did much wrong in their lives, and maybe never did 

much right. 

Walter and Margaret had met on this bus to Reno before. In fact, the main reason she slid 

into the seat beside me was to get away from Walter, or, as she put it, “I just like to go by myself 

when I’m gambling, thank you.” 

To get to Reno from Sacramento you roll up the west side of the Sierras up to the top and 

through Donner Pass. Tonight the mountains are covered with snow.  The moon is high and 

bright, and Margaret thinks it’s “real purty.”  But her focus is on the next rest stop where she can 

have a cigarette. A sign says it's just up ahead, but this bus is a Reno Express, and it doesn't stop 

for cigarettes.  Maybe it’s because the driver doesn't smoke, Margaret surmises, while she lasts it 

out, despite feeling like she's going to puke because the old man sitting across the aisle from her 

has such bad breath. 

As we descend the mountain, she sits forward on the seat.  Reno is just around the bend, for 

at least a half an hour.  But when it does appear, it is a wondrous neon delight.  Reno by night 

from the mountain height, looking down on five or six tiny high-rise buildings glowing green 

and blue, yellow and red, and rising from a bed of flickering starlight -- the lights of the town – 

in heaven below, if only the cards are right tonight. 

And throughout the dark and smelly chamber of the bus arises the gambler's din, a chattering 

with expectation, as we approach and are transformed by the infinite possibilities which lie 

below, by the anticipation of the clanging ringing pot, the lucky draw, the winning roll.  We are 

transformed from weary travelers by the proximity of that lush uncompromised moment, that 

million dollar maybe. And Margaret exclaims, "Isn't it BEAUTEEEFUL!"  

She knows, like someone knows their oldest and best of memories, we'll take Virginia Street 
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right into town, and we do.  When we park, she wishes me luck, bursts from her seat and pushes 

her way out of the fetid bus.   

I saw her last, just after I had found a brandy at the bar in Hurrah's, she, finally having 

smoked that cigarette, hurtling toward her weekend wishful destiny.  Margaret had been fighting 

cancer for six years and was scheduled next month to have her intestines removed. 

 


