
Jason and Pamela’s trip to St. Louis – March 2026

What is was like for Pamela:

We entered the online North America Pairs game almost on a whim, and to our delight we came first 
in the B section. The NAP is the only bridge event that actually pays out money, and between that 
prize and the generous gift from our Unit, the trip suddenly felt possible. Driving would cost less, and 
more importantly, it would open the door to a little adventure. So, we decided to go.

We left on February 28 at 9 a.m., just after settling the dog at her favourite doggie-day centre. The 
highway was quiet, the three-hour drive to the U.S. border sitting in the back of our minds like a small 
knot of anticipation, we wondered what sort of confrontation might await us.

To our surprise, the border was nearly deserted — just our car and a single truck. We rolled slowly up 
to the window, bracing for the usual scrutiny, but were greeted instead by a pleasant officer who asked 
the standard questions with no urgency at all. He didn’t look in the car. No photos were taken. After 
years of tense crossings, this one was the easiest ever. We exchanged a look of disbelief as we pulled 
away, the road opening in front of us like a quiet invitation.

It took us 53 hours to reach St. Louis — twenty hours of actual driving, the rest a patchwork of meals, 
rest stops, and weather. Twice the season reminded us who was really in charge: once with a sleet 
storm that coated the car in a stubborn crust of white and road dirt, and once with a torrential 
downpour outside Kansas City. Daylight was fading fast as we crawled through that rain, trucks 
thundering past at full speed, wipers barely keeping up, the road dissolving into spray and headlights. 
Blink at the wrong moment and you could lose the lane. At some point we looked at each other — no 
words needed — and steered off at the next exit, choosing safety over bravado. The adventure could 
wait for clearer skies.

The tournament was held in St. Louis, Missouri, but we stayed across the Mississippi at the DraftKings 
Casino Queen in East St. Louis, Illinois. Every door — hotel and casino alike — was plastered with 
NO GUNS ALLOWED signs, a detail that made us pause more than once. Late, on our second night, 
we heard loud voices that seemed to come from the room next door, though we were fairly sure no 
one was actually staying there - we are left with this mystery.

Each evening after playing bridge, we walked the mile back across the Mississippi to our hotel. The 
bridge lights were all burnt out, leaving us to cross in near-darkness, guided only by the faint glow of 
the city behind us. Oddly enough, that part felt safe. The real challenge was getting to the bridge in the 
first place.

The main street leading to it had several intersections, each equipped with lights, walk signals, and all 
the usual assurances of order. But in St. Louis, the signals meant nothing. When the light said WALK, 
cars barreled through the intersection at full speed, often swinging around the corner directly through 
the crosswalk. Drivers didn’t look for pedestrians. They didn’t slow down. They didn’t even seem 
aware that anyone might be trying to cross.



We learned quickly that the only way across was to ignore the signs entirely and rely on instinct — 
watching the flow of traffic, judging the gaps, and moving when it felt right. It was a strange kind of 
dance, part caution, part courage, part resignation.

And yet, through all of it — the storms, the long hours, the dark bridge, the chaotic intersections — we 
were together. Two people on the road, heading toward something we loved, collecting stories we 
hadn’t expected to find.

Jason’s birthday fell on March 10, and we spent it on the road home. To celebrate in our own 
bridge-player way, we stopped in St. Cloud, Minnesota for a morning game. That’s where we met 
Roger Melaas.

Roger was one of those people you meet once and never forget — lively, talkative, full of stories from 
a youth spent travelling with a competitive bridge team. As he talked, names from his past floated into 
the conversation, and suddenly one of them landed close to home: Winston Gokavi from Saskatoon. 
Winston is the older brother to Christina Gokavi, one of our regular Regina players. A small world 
indeed. Roger’s stories were the kind that make you smile long after you’ve left the table.

We spent our last night in the U.S. at a motel in Jamestown, North Dakota — the Norway Inn, a very 
old roadside place close to the highway, easy in and easy out. The price was excellent, but the room 
came with… character. There was no door separating the bathroom from the sleeping area, no sink in 
the bathroom at all, and the cement walls were painted green with exposed wires running along them 
like exposed veins. A list of rules was taped to the wall: no loud talking or music between 9 p.m. and 9 
a.m., and a strict limit of two beers. Breaking the rules could result in immediate removal from the 
premises.

The parking lot told its own story. A bright NO VACANCY sign glowed above a collection of licence 
plates from Florida, New York, Texas, California, and more. We were in North Dakota — why were all 
these people driving instead of flying? They were all a long way from home. It was one of those small 
mysteries of travel that you never quite solve.

The next morning, we stepped outside early, ready to begin the final stretch home. The parking lot that 
had been full the night before was now completely empty. Every car — Florida, New York, Texas, 
California — gone without a trace. It felt like waking up after a dream, the kind where the characters 
vanish the moment you open your eyes.

Pamela Keim



What is was like for Jason:

Pam has given you a great sense of what it was like driving to St. Louis, travelling back and forth to 
the bridge tournament and getting home again. What she has not mentioned is that we were playing 
bridge twice a day, every day and there were lots of exciting bridge hands. Below are a couple that I 
found interesting.

The first took place on our fourth day at the tournament when I decided to take the morning off from 
playing bridge in order to kibbitz some of the best bridge players in the world while they played in the 
Vanderbilt Knockout. I had my choice to watch any of eight teams for 15 boards and I picked a truly 
international table that featured Michael Whibley, New Zealand; Nabil Edgtton, Australia;  Rob Helle, 
Mauritius; Ed Hoogenkamp, Spain

This is the second hand I saw. It took E/W literally 20 minutes to bid and play this one. Take a look at 
the auction and see if you can figure out what the 6C bid means. I heard afterwards that the expert 
commentator on vugraph had no idea what it meant.

   South  West North            East
Hoogenkamp            Edgtton             Helle            Whibley

                    1NT (1) 
      P               2H (2)              P                2S
      P               3C (3)              P                3D (4)
      P                 4D (5)              P                4S (6)
      P                  6C (7)    P ? (8)
 
1) 13 - 16 Balanced
2) transfer to spades
3) asking bid
4) shows 2 card spade support
5) shows 5 spades and 5 diamonds and slam interest
6) no slam interest 
7) This 6C bid takes West 6 minutes to make. What do you think it means?
8) East thought for 6 minutes before bidding. What would you do here?
Below you can see the hand that East was holding.



I think West was bidding 6C naturally just in case East was holding 5 clubs.
East bid 6D and got a small club lead from South. How do you play the hand as East?

West Hand East Hand

South leads the 3 of clubs

The play quickly went AC, AS, AH, KH.
 
East then thought for 6 minutes before playing a diamond to the Queen, KS, rough a spade, and a 
diamond before claiming making 6.

I watched 15 hands and claims were made on every hand at some point between trick 2 and trick 10.
 
As you can see below, 6D is the only making slam on this hand. East/west won 10 IMPS on this hand 
when the other table played in 3NT. The score at the end of 15 boards was 40 - 40. It was a perfectly 
exciting set for me to kibbitz.



The second hand takes place on Saturday during the first session of the North America Pairs. For 
those of you that don’t know, this is my fourth time playing in the North America Pairs. It is a four 
session pairs game and everyone gets to play two sessions on the first day but only the top half of the 
players do well enough to qualify and play two sessions on the final day. The first two times I played, 
my partner and I averaged more than 50% on the first day but that was not quite good enough to 
qualify for the second day. The third time I played, I was recovering from a severe case of food 
poisoning and did not play my best. Today is my fourth attempt and below you can see the most 
exciting hand from that day. I was sitting North, they are vulnerable, we are not and I am holding the 
very shapely 1 HCP hand you can see below. The key decision is about to fall in my lap.

North Hand

We were playing against the most consistent pair in the room (they ended up finishing 1st overall after 
the first day and 3rd overall after the second). Below is the auction that took place at our table. The 
opponents are vulnerable and we are not vulnerable. Take a look at my bids and tell me if there are 
any bids that you would not make. What are you going to lead?

South (Pam)           West (Opponent 1)            North (Jason)          East (Opponent 2)
  1C (1)                            2S (2)                            P (3)                          4S
  P                                    P                                   5C                             5H
  6C                                  X                                   P                               6D
  P                                    6S                                 P                               P
  X                                    P                                   P                               XX
  P                                    P                                   P

1) 14+ HCP, artificial and forcing
2) I asked and was told pre-emptive
3) 0-4 HCP



I chose to lead the 10 of hearts and West had no problem making 13 tricks. In order to hold this to 12 
tricks I had to find the club lead. 

Below you can see the whole hand. I asked a couple of people in the room about their auctions and 
there were a number of very different choices made with the South, East and West hands. Passing 4S 
and leading a club would have gotten me an 80% board. Bidding 7C and going down 1100 would have 
gotten me a 62% board. I was pretty sure that 7C was right here but Pam's hesitations and body 
language were suggesting 7C so I did not think it would have been ethical to make that bid as passing 
6SXX is a logical alternative for me.



Thanks to this 0% board, our score in session 1 was 46.25% and our score in session 2 was not much 
better at 49.67%. Normally this combination would not be good enough to be in the top half of the 
players but thanks to a lower than expected turnout in the event there was a small chance we would 
qualify. You can see below if we made it.

Our average of 47.96% was just good enough to qualify us 51st out of 52. Seeing that Q (for 
Qualification) beside our names made the whole trip a bridge success in my mind. Thanks Pam for 
getting me across the finish line.

Jason Larrivee


