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The morning light filtered through the half-drawn blinds of their small apartment kitchen, casting long, lazy stripes across the scarred wooden table where Becca and Anthony sat with their mugs of coffee cooling between them. Becca cradled hers with both hands, her thumbs tracing slow circles along the ceramic rim as she watched her husband’s face, noting the familiar crease that appeared between his brows whenever money entered the conversation. At thirty-four, she still carried the same restless energy that had drawn him to her in college, though the years had softened it into something quieter, more deliberate, a woman who had learned to measure her words before letting them fall. Anthony, two years older and built with the kind of lean strength that came from weekend hikes rather than gym routines, leaned back in his chair, one ankle crossed over his knee, trying and failing to look casual about the stack of bills they had just finished sorting. The credit-card statements lay face-down now, but their numbers still hung in the air like smoke after a candle had been blown out.

“We’re not drowning,” Becca said at last, her voice low and steady, the kind of tone she used when she wanted him to hear the truth beneath the reassurance. “But we’re definitely treading water, and the current’s getting stronger. That car repair is going to eat up at least twelve hundred if the mechanic is being honest, and God knows he never is. Then there’s the minimum on the Visa and the MasterCard. We can’t keep pretending this is sustainable.”

Anthony nodded slowly, his fingers tapping once against the side of his mug before he stilled them. He had always admired the way she could cut straight to the heart of things without raising her voice or letting emotion cloud the facts. It was one of the reasons he had fallen so hard for her, that unflinching clarity wrapped in warmth. “I know,” he replied, meeting her eyes across the table. “I’ve been running the numbers again this morning. If we stick to the budget we made last month, we can cover the essentials and still have a little breathing room. But Vegas... I don’t want this trip to become another regret we add to the pile.”

Becca’s lips curved into a small, knowing smile, the one that always made something tighten pleasantly in his chest. She set her mug down and reached across the table to cover his hand with hers, her touch light but deliberate. “That’s why we’re talking about it now, before we even pack the suitcases. We set hard limits. No exceptions. We go, we have fun, we come home with memories instead of more debt. What do you think about capping the total gambling money at three thousand? That’s fifteen hundred each. We treat it like it’s already spent the moment we walk into the casino. If it’s gone, it’s gone. We switch to people-watching and cheap buffets and fucking each other senseless in the hotel room instead.”

The bluntness of her last words sent a flicker of heat through him, the way it always did when she spoke so plainly about desire in the middle of something practical. Anthony felt his pulse shift, a subtle quickening that had nothing to do with anxiety over finances and everything to do with the woman sitting across from him. He turned his hand palm-up beneath hers, lacing their fingers together. “Three thousand total,” he echoed, tasting the number, testing how it felt. “Fifteen hundred each. I like that. It feels... manageable. Responsible, even. And if one of us runs through our share faster than the other?”

“Then we stop,” she said simply, though her eyes held a spark of something deeper, a playful challenge that made the air between them thicken just a fraction. “We promised each other a long time ago that we wouldn’t let money or gambling come between us. Not really. We can play separately if the mood strikes, wander off to different tables or even different casinos for a couple of hours, but we stay together emotionally. No silent treatments, no keeping score about who won or lost more. We come back to the room, we talk about it, we laugh or we commiserate, and then we remind ourselves why we’re in this marriage in the first place.”

Anthony watched her as she spoke, noting the way her dark hair fell across one shoulder, the faint flush that rose along her collarbones when she grew animated. He had always loved how she could hold both pragmatism and passion in the same breath. “You’re right,” he murmured, squeezing her hand. “We stay connected. That’s the rule that actually matters. The money is just paper. Us... we’re the real stake here.”

Becca leaned forward slightly, her gaze never leaving his. “Say it back to me, Anthony. The whole thing. I want to hear you promise it out loud so there’s no room for misunderstanding later when the lights are flashing and the adrenaline is high.”

He held her eyes, feeling the weight of the moment settle comfortably between them rather than oppressively. “We set a strict three-thousand-dollar total gambling limit for the weekend. Fifteen hundred each. We can play separately if we want, but we promise to stay together emotionally. No resentment, no hiding wins or losses, no letting the casino come between us. When it’s over, whether we’re up or down, we come back to each other and remember what’s important.”

The words hung in the quiet kitchen, solid and binding. Becca’s smile deepened, warm and approving, and she lifted their joined hands to press a kiss against his knuckles. “Good. That’s my husband. I love hearing you say it like that, like you mean every syllable.”

A comfortable silence stretched for a moment, broken only by the distant hum of traffic outside and the soft tick of the clock on the wall. Anthony felt the tension that had been coiled in his shoulders begin to unwind, replaced by a different kind of anticipation, the kind that came from knowing they were stepping into something together, boundaries drawn but possibilities still wide open. “We should start packing after breakfast,” he said, his voice lighter now. “I already pulled out the suitcase from the closet. The black one you like.”

Becca released his hand and stood, stretching with an easy grace that drew his eyes along the curve of her waist and the gentle swell of her hips beneath the thin fabric of her sleep shirt. “I’ll handle the clothes if you take care of the toiletries and the snacks for the road. And Anthony...” She paused at the doorway to their bedroom, turning back to look at him with that same spark in her eyes. “Don’t forget the lingerie I bought last month. The emerald set. I have a feeling I might want to wear it for you one of those nights when the gambling is done and we’re alone with all that pent-up energy.”

Heat pooled low in his belly at the casual promise in her tone. He rose as well, crossing the small space to pull her against him, his hands settling at the small of her back. “You’re going to make it very hard to focus on blackjack strategy if I know that’s waiting for me back at the hotel.”

“That’s the idea,” she murmured against his mouth before kissing him, slow and unhurried, the kind of kiss that reminded him exactly why three thousand dollars felt like a small price for a weekend that would reaffirm everything they had built together. When she pulled back, her fingers lingered at the nape of his neck, toying lightly with his hair. “Now go make us some eggs while I pull out the suitcases. We’ve got a flight to catch tomorrow, and I want to walk into that casino feeling like we already won the most important bet of all.”

They moved through the rest of the morning with a shared rhythm that felt both familiar and newly charged. Over scrambled eggs and toast, they talked about which shows they might try to catch if the tables went cold, about the ridiculous fountain at the Bellagio they both secretly loved, about whether they should splurge on one nice dinner or save it for room service and bare skin. Becca’s laughter came easily as she described the ridiculous cowboy hat she planned to wear on the strip just to make him roll his eyes, and Anthony found himself grinning in return, the earlier weight of the bills fading into the background like a half-forgotten dream.

By mid-afternoon the suitcase lay open on their bed, half-filled with neatly folded clothes, a bottle of her favorite perfume tucked between layers of fabric, and the small velvet bag containing the emerald lingerie nestled at the bottom like a secret. Anthony watched as Becca added a pair of strappy heels he had always found particularly distracting, her movements confident and purposeful. There was a quiet thrill in the preparation, in the knowledge that they were choosing this escape together, limits agreed upon, promises spoken aloud.

As evening approached and the apartment filled with the golden light of a setting sun, they sat together on the couch, her legs draped across his lap while they scrolled through hotel photos on her phone. “It’s going to be good for us,” she said softly, her head resting against his shoulder. “Even if we lose every penny of that three thousand. We’ll still come home richer in the ways that matter.”

Anthony turned his face to press a kiss into her hair, breathing in the familiar scent of her shampoo. “I believe you,” he whispered. “Because no matter what happens at those tables, I’ve already got the best hand in the house right here.”

Becca lifted her head, her eyes meeting his with a depth of affection that made his chest ache in the best possible way. “Flatterer,” she teased gently, though her voice carried real warmth. “But don’t think sweet talk gets you out of helping me zip the suitcase when it’s time. And tomorrow, when we’re on that plane... I want you to remember this conversation. The rules. The promise. Us.”

“I won’t forget,” he assured her, his hand sliding slowly along her calf, savoring the smooth warmth of her skin. “Not a single word.”

The rest of the evening passed in comfortable companionship, the kind that had sustained them through tighter months and smaller triumphs. They ordered takeout and ate it cross-legged on the living room floor, trading stories about past trips and laughing about the time Anthony had tried to bluff his way through a poker game only to fold on a pair of twos. Through it all, the anticipation for Vegas hummed beneath their words like a low current, electric and promising.

When they finally climbed into bed that night, the suitcase zipped and waiting by the door like a patient sentinel, Becca curled against him, her hand resting lightly over his heart. “Three thousand dollars,” she murmured into the darkness, half teasing, half solemn. “And every cent of it is just the cover charge for remembering why we still choose each other after all these years.”

Anthony pulled her closer, his lips brushing her forehead. “Best investment we’ll ever make,” he replied softly.

And in the quiet that followed, with only the sound of their breathing and the distant city outside, they lay together, already feeling the pull of the desert lights and the careful, deliberate thrill of stepping into the weekend with eyes open and hearts aligned.
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The desert sun had already begun its slow retreat toward the horizon by the time their plane touched down in Las Vegas, painting the sky in bruised oranges and deepening purples that made the Strip look like a fever dream even from the air. Becca leaned her forehead against the cool window during the taxi ride, watching the city rise up around them in a blaze of neon and glass, her hand resting lightly on Anthony’s thigh as if to anchor herself against the sudden rush of possibility. The modest resort they had chosen rose ahead of them like a promise kept at half price, its towers gleaming with reflected lights from neighboring giants, not the most extravagant address on the boulevard but one that felt attainable, a place where people like them could still pretend for a weekend that the ordinary rules of life had been temporarily suspended. Anthony paid the driver with a crisp bill from the small envelope they had designated for incidentals, his movements deliberate, as though every dollar already carried the weight of their earlier conversation back home. When the bellman offered to take their single suitcase, Becca shook her head with a polite smile and kept the handle firmly in her grip, preferring the small physical reminder that they had packed their own boundaries along with their clothes.

Their room on the fourteenth floor was exactly what they had expected for the price: clean, functional, with a king-sized bed dressed in crisp white linens, a narrow balcony overlooking the glittering chaos below, and a bathroom just large enough for two people to brush their teeth without bumping elbows. Becca set the suitcase on the luggage rack and unzipped it slowly, the sound of the zipper cutting through the quiet hum of the air conditioner like a small declaration of arrival. She pulled out the emerald lingerie first, laying it carefully across the foot of the bed where the fabric caught the lamplight and shimmered with quiet invitation. Anthony watched her from the doorway, his tie already loosened and his jacket draped over one arm, feeling the familiar mix of excitement and responsibility settle in his chest like a second heartbeat. The city’s distant roar filtered through the glass doors, a constant murmur of slot machines and laughter and ambition that seemed to press against the walls, urging them downward.

“We should say it again,” Becca murmured as she turned to face him, her voice carrying that same steady clarity she had used over their kitchen table two days earlier. She crossed the small space between them and placed her hands on his chest, feeling the steady rise and fall beneath her palms. “Before we even step onto the floor. Three thousand total. Fifteen hundred each. We can wander, we can play at different tables if the mood strikes, but we don’t let the casino pull us apart emotionally. We come back here, or we find each other on the floor, and we talk. No silent rides home with resentment festering between us. Promise me again, Anthony. Right here, with the lights already calling our names.”

He covered her hands with his own, his thumbs brushing lightly over her knuckles as he looked down into her face, noting the faint flush of anticipation high on her cheeks and the way her lips parted just slightly as she waited for his words. The air between them felt charged now, not yet with desire but with the deeper current of trust they had built over years of navigating tighter budgets and shared dreams that sometimes felt just out of reach. “I promise,” he said, his voice low and intentional, each word shaped with care. “Three thousand dollars is the hard limit. We treat every chip like it’s already spoken for. If we lose it all tonight, tomorrow becomes about the buffet and the fountain show and this bed right here. And no matter how the cards fall, we stay connected. You and me first. The money is just noise.”

Becca’s eyes softened at his recitation, and she rose onto her toes to kiss him, a slow, lingering press of lips that tasted faintly of the mint gum she had chewed on the plane. When she pulled back, her fingers remained curled into the fabric of his shirt. “Good. That’s exactly what I needed to hear. Because down there it’s going to be loud and bright and seductive in all the ways that make people forget themselves. I don’t want us to be those people tonight, or any night this weekend.”

Anthony smiled against her mouth before kissing her once more, deeper this time, letting his hands slide to her waist and pull her closer until their bodies aligned in that familiar, comforting way. “We’re here to have fun,” he whispered when they parted, his forehead resting gently against hers. “Not to fix our problems. Not to chase some big win that’s going to magically erase the credit cards or the car repair. We’re here to remember what it feels like to choose each other in the middle of all this glitter and chaos. That’s the only jackpot I’m really after.”

The words settled warmly between them, and Becca let out a soft laugh that vibrated against his chest. “You always know how to make a budget sound romantic,” she teased, though her tone carried real affection. “But I like it. I like that you said it. Now let’s go downstairs before I decide the bed looks more tempting than the blackjack tables and we never make it out of the room at all.”

They changed quickly, Becca slipping into a simple black dress that hugged her figure without trying too hard, the hem brushing just above her knees, while Anthony opted for a crisp button-down and dark jeans that made him look both relaxed and put-together. She touched up her lipstick in the mirror, watching his reflection as he fastened his watch, and felt a quiet thrill at the thought of walking beside him through the crowds, their shared secret of limits and promises tucked safely between them like a hidden card. When they were ready, Anthony offered her his arm with an exaggerated little bow that made her smile widen, and together they stepped out into the hallway, the door clicking shut behind them with a finality that felt strangely liberating.

The elevator ride down was quiet, filled with the soft ding of passing floors and the growing swell of sound from below. Becca leaned into Anthony’s side, her hand slipping into his as the doors opened onto the casino level. The noise hit them like a wave: the electronic chime of slot machines in endless chorus, the low murmur of voices at craps tables, the occasional shout of triumph or groan of defeat, all layered beneath the constant pulse of music piped through hidden speakers. Lights flashed in every direction, golds and reds and electric blues dancing across mirrored ceilings and polished floors, turning the vast space into something almost alive, a breathing organism of hope and risk and fleeting pleasure. Anthony felt his pulse quicken despite himself, the familiar nervous energy that always accompanied their first steps onto a casino floor, and he squeezed Becca’s hand a little tighter as they moved forward together.

“Look at this place,” Becca said softly, her voice barely carrying over the din
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