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It's just a month old, and the glittery Sands Casino Resort Bethlehem on the former site of Bethlehem Steel is drawing large and enthusiastic crowds, attracted to its 3,000 slot machines, nightlife and eateries. Whether or not you've ventured to the casino yet, you're likely to have some questions about the place. Here's a guide to all things Sands that should help you make the most of your visit.

 WHERE IS THE CASINO?

 The address is 77 Sands Blvd. In reality, that is on the South Side of Bethlehem, right off Route 412. Interstate 78, Stefko Boulevard and the Minsi Trail Bridge all lead into the casino site. Look for the giant ore crane adorned with the red Sands logo. You can't miss it.

 WHERE DO I PARK?

 Most likely, you'll drive to the casino, so parking is key. A 3,500-square-foot, 7-story parking garage attached to the casino is free. But on a busy night, the garage can fill up. If it does, there are nearly 5,000 more spaces in surface lots on Daly Avenue, next to the casino. In the garage, navigating can be tricky. Make sure to follow "All Traffic" signs or you might find yourself driving the wrong way. On busy nights parking attendants will be there to direct you. Ticketed valet parking costs $7. Drop-off is at the casino entrance; car pickup is on the first floor of the garage.

HOW ELSE CAN I GET TO THE CASINO?

LANTA offers a shuttle service called The Loop, which runs through north and south Bethlehem in a loop from the transit center at Broad and Guetter streets to the Sands and then back again. Mondays through Saturdays, the shuttle runs every 40 minutes 6:30 a.m. to 11:10 p.m. Sunday shuttles run 9:30 a.m. to 6 p.m. The shuttle costs $2.50 for an all-day pass or $2 per ride one-way. Senior citizens 65 and older ride for free with ID. See The Loop's Web site (www.thebethlehemloop.com) for more info. Several motor coaches run from New York, North Jersey and Philadelphia daily, allowing for a quick, easy trip to the casino for anyone in the tri-state area. Find participating lines at www.pasands.com. And you can always walk. North Bethlehem residents can walk to the casino via the Minsi Trail Bridge, while those on the South Side have a trek down Route 412. Sidewalks provide safe access.

 WHAT IS THE CASINO LIKE?

 Sands wanted to preserve and pay homage to Bethlehem Steel, which is why the casino has the unmistakable look and feel of the plant. The main building has a gray exterior with sloping roofs. Inside, the room feels huge: open ceilings, exposed beams and drooping coiled orange lights add to the industrial vibe. As is the case with most casinos, there aren't any windows or clocks inside, because without perception of time, you'll stay and play longer. Warning: Smoking is allowed in only about 25 percent of the casino -- the rear part of the gaming floor and the Molten Lounge, a drink and entertainment nightclub. The areas are clearly marked. But this is one big room, so the smoke does drift some.

 WHEN CAN I GAMBLE?

 Sands is open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year, making it possible to gamble any time you'd like. Peak hours are usually during late evening on the weekends, but the casino can also fill up quickly on weekday afternoons. If you'd like a little concentration to gamble, mornings are your best bet. But if you want a livelier atmosphere, the weekend is for you.

HOW OLD DO I HAVE TO BE TO GAMBLE?

Sorry, kids: You not only must be at least 21 years old to gamble, you can't even go on the property unless you're 21. There's only one entrance and security guards will not only card younger-looking guests but will run licenses through a machine that displays your age. If you're carded, you'll get a paper bracelet to prevent further age checks. There is one exception to the age restriction. According to Sands spokesman Jason Nibauer, you can bring your children along to eat at the casino's shining star -- Emeril's Chop House restaurant, located close to the casino entrance. Tell the security guard at the entrance you have reservations and you will be escorted to the restaurant. You will need an escort out as well.

 WHAT ARE THE GAMBLING OPTIONS?

With 3,000 slot machines to choose from, there's bound to be a perfect match for you. Thrifty? Penny slot machines like "Mighty Mammoth," "Stinkin' Rich," and the ever-popular "Wheel of Fortune" might be your thing. These machines can yield a nice return, but success hinges entirely on chance. Video versions of poker, roulette and blackjack require higher minimum bets ($10-25), but there's more skill involved in these games, hence the higher bets and higher payouts. If you walk on the wild side (or just have a fat wallet), the Premier Slots room is full of machines with minimum $100 bets.

 HOW DO I GAMBLE?

At the very least, you'll need $5 to start playing. Insert the bill into the machine, and let the gaming begin. Each machine has clear instructions on how to play, but most slots involve pressing a series of buttons to bet amounts of money. Good news for those who love the classic one-armed bandits: Many machines let you pull a lever to seal the deal. Regardless of what machine you're playing, cashing out is a cinch: Each machine has a "cash out" button that will print a voucher. (No jingling coins.) You can also insert vouchers into machines to play. But if you decide you've had enough, cash out at 20 redemption centers that look like ATMs around the casino or at cashier stations by the Molten Lounge and inside the Premier Slots room.

HOW CAN I GET FREE DRINKS?

A major perk in most casinos is getting free drinks, and Sands is no different. Free drinks are offered every day from 7 a.m. to 2 a.m., except Sunday (11 a.m. to 2 a.m.) You can order a wide variety of drinks ranging from beer (Michelob, Bud Light) to wine to mixed drinks (rum and coke, pina coladas, etc.) Waitresses walk through the casino and take orders. The best way to get free drinks is to look like you're gambling. Sometimes, sitting down at a slot machine is enough to make the waitress come over. The longer you're at a machine, the more drinks you're likely to get. But make sure you have your order ready when you see a waitress because they tend to be busy. And always tip the waitress. There's no such thing as a completely free drink.

CAN I GET PERKS?

Yes. My Sands Card is a free "loyalty card" that allows you to earn rewards every time you play. Insert the card into a machine before you play. Reward points can be used for same-day comps or accumulated for future use. They're also valid for food and beverage purchases, for valet parking and free entry to casino promotions (like the ongoing contest to win a 2009 Corvette ZR1.) You are upgraded to "preferred" when you reach a point total, entitling you to earn more comps and get free valet parking. Sign up for the card at the My Sands Card Center at the casino, or online.

WHAT ELSE IS THERE TO DRINK AND EAT?

There are plenty of dining options that ring the gaming floor, from the easy -- the Market Gourmet Express, where you can grab a quick burger and fries for cheap ($8.95) -- to the fancy -- Emeril's Chop House, with white tablecloths and Bone-In Ribeyes for $42. St. James Gate Irish Pub and Carvery serves traditional Irish dishes such as Shepherd's Pie for $12. The Cobalt Cafe boasts a 24-hour a la carte menu and a lunch and dinner buffet Friday through Sunday. Alcohol is served at Molten Lounge, a slick and colorful bar, Coil, where you can play games at the bar, Emeril's and St. James. Try one of Molten's signature martinis, such as the Steel Monkey ($10), which combines Absolut vodka with butterscotch schnapps and a delicious chocolate flavor. All restaurants are open seven days a week. The bars close at 2 a.m. Find hours a www.pasands.com/dine. Reservations are recommended for Emeril's (online at Sands' Web site) and St. James (call 1-877-Sands77.)

WHAT'S THE ENTERTAINMENT LIKE?

 Between the Molten Lounge and St. James Gate there is live music going on every night of the week. The 133-seat Molten presents a different sound each night: open mic on Monday, jazz on Tuesday, rock on Wednesday, cover bands and Top 40 on Thursday through Saturday and a variety of genres, including country and tribute bands, on Sunday. Bands generally play 8 p.m. until 1:30 a.m. At the 150-seat St. James, the mix includes traditional Irish bands along with acoustic pop and folk music Thursday through Sunday night, 7 p.m. to 1 a.m. All music is free. Irish band Blackwater, who performs at St. James every Thursday night, is a favorite. Both Molten and St. James had afternoon entertainment in the casino's first few weeks, but have since done away with it.

 HOW CAN I GET MORE INFORMATION?

Go to www.pasands.com or call 1-877-Sands77.

-- Reporting by Andrew Daniels

