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There we were again.  It seemed as if life only existed in front of the poker table nowadays.  But why would I think about complaining?  Joe as a master at the art, and I was proud to be his woman.  It hadn’t always been this way.  In fact, when I thought back to how much my life had changed over the last ten years, it was hard to believe that I even recognized my past.

Joe and I met at a bar one night down in Brooklyn.  I had always been a drinker, but when I met Joe it was in the midst of a pretty serious binging episode.  I had been sitting at the bar, drinking a whiskey sour, and he had sauntered up to my side, smiling in that charming way that Joe knows how to do best.  He introduced himself as Lucky Joe, and then ordered us another round of drinks.

Looking back I’m not sure that I made the right decision.  He obviously seemed like the most likely man for me at the time- tall, dark hair and steel gray eyes.  He embodied a sort of gambling mystique that held me captivated in more ways than one.  Not being too smart, however, I let his rugged good looks lead me down an already shaky road of instability- both mentally and spiritually.  

“All right, boys.  Here we go!”  Joe tossed his chips on the table and then gave me a playful jab in the ribs.  “Wait till you see what happens now, baby.”  

He was all smiles, leaning forward and watching the dealer with a curious grin.  If there was way to get to Joe’s heart, it was through a love of the game.  He knew how to handle even the surliest of dealers, and he never lost his cool.

“I’m ready, honey.”  I put one hand on my shoulder and another hand on my hip, striking my characteristic seductive pose.  

The other men loved to watch me, but they knew that with Joe by my side, they didn’t stand a chance at getting any action.  I had been by Joe’s side for all of his big wins, and I had been there for all of his big losses, as well.  He knew that I was dedicated, and I always thought that we’d be together forever.  

The dealer gave Joe a curious grin as he dealt another hand.  People started to gather around, as was usual when Joe was on a winning streak.  He simply emanated a kind of flair that magnetized those in his vicinity, and he always seemed to win bigger with a larger crowd.  I patted him on the back and then flicked my thick blond hair over my shoulder.  It was exciting watching him play, and I loved every minute of it.

“That’s the ticket!”  Joe called out with a confident tone, and the dealer raised his eyebrows, watching to see how the cards pointed in his favor.  Joe never lost his concentration.  He stood like a soldier, ready to strike out when the need arose, and ready to take his losses if they presented themselves.  But this time it was yet another win.  Joe threw his arm up and closed his hand in a fist.  

“Yes!”  He bellowed at the dealer and then threw down his cards.  Another victory had been achieved.

I was relieved to see that Joe had just claimed another victory, because I had been there for his unluckier moments, and it wasn’t very pretty.  The way that it appeared right now, Joe was on a roll, and there wasn’t much that could stand in his way.  He threw his arm around my waist and gave me a kiss on the cheek.  

“Let’s go cash in these winnings.”  He winked and then turned to face the crowd that had gathered near the table.  They all looked on with expectant smiles.

“Looks like Lucky Joe rides again.”  He gave everyone a wink, much like I imagined a celebrity might do.  

Then he gathered up his chips and tossed back the rest of his drink.  I knew that with a fresh win under his belt, the rest of the night would be spent in celebration.  The two of us walked hand-in-hand across the crowded casino, among its shining lights and it carnival-like sounds.  We drifted up to the counter as if we had just stepped off a red carpet.  Then Joe reached in his shoulder bag, handed over his chips, and waited patiently for his winnings.  

“Well I must say that you did pretty well out there, sir.  We’ll be processing your winnings at the end of the counter, but since you won over ten thousand dollars, we’ll need you to sign a waiver for us.”  The woman behind the counter had a hoarse voice and a southern accent.  

“Okay.”  Joe shrugged.  “Do whatever you gotta do.”  He gave her a wink and then wrapped his arms around my waist.  

“I’m just gonna stand here and try to decide where I want to celebrate.”  Joe looked up thoughtfully toward the ceiling.  

“Maybe Diamond Luxe Lounge or Mayberry Hall.”  Joe knew all the ritzy venues and he was a food aficionado, to boot.  I never had to worry about poor taste when it came to an outing with Joe.

After Joe had signed the waiver, we walked down the roped-off aisle to receive the winnings.  Joe unzipped his black bag and stood at the window, looking over his shoulder a few times to make sure he wasn’t being approached by anyone unsuspectingly.  When the woman had all of his money bound neatly into piles, she smiled and stacked them on the counter.  

“Here you go, sir.  Enjoy the rest of your evening.”  

Joe picked up each stack and dropped them casually into his bag.  Twenty thousand dollars in total landed inside, and as soon as he had it zipped up and locked off with his special key, he took my hand and guided me toward the exit.  We were a step away from walking out the door when a tall man with dark hair wearing a pair of dark sunglasses tapped Joe on the shoulder.  Joe threw his head back in laughter.  

“Get the hell out of here.  Mickey Devoe.”  He chuckled and then gave his friend a playful punch on the shoulder.

“Congratulations, my friend.  Looks like Lucky Joe strikes again.”  Mickey grinned and then shook his head with a twinge of disbelief.  Joe cocked his head with a playful smile and then put his hands on his hips.  

“You know what they say.  Sometimes you win, and sometimes you win even bigger.”  Joe chuckled and then adjusted his shoulder bag.  

I waited patiently, toying with my blond tresses while the two held their conversation.  I had seen Mickey around the poker table on more than one occasion, and I knew that he kept close tabs on Joe because they were both master players.

“Well listen, Joe.  I won’t keep you because I’m sure that you want to get out and celebrate your winnings with your woman, but I have a special invitation to share with you.”  Mickey tapped the bottom of a pack of cigarettes and then raised his eyebrows.  

“It’s an event you won’t want to miss.  Trust me.”  He grinned and then moved closer.  

“It’s a one-off special with a buy in of a hundred grand.”  He looked around as if he didn’t want anyone else to hear the details.  

“Only the best of the best are going to be there, Joey.  I hope you take me up on the offer.”  Mickey grinned and I could see that he had a gold tooth on the upper left-hand side of his mouth.  

“Where’s it taking place?”  Joe looked at Mickey with interest and Mickey just smiled.

“The location is yet to be disclosed, but trust me.  If you want in, I’ll give you the details as soon as I’m filled in.  How’s that sound?” 

Mickey tapped the bottom of his cigarette pack again.  Joe shrugged his shoulders and then pulled out a pack of gum from his bag.  He thoughtfully un-wrapped a stick and then slowly slid it into his mouth.  

“I’ll think about it.”  Joe took my hand and then guided me out the door and down the steps.  The door closed behind us and the lights from Vegas twinkled in their glory.  I was excited for the win, but I also knew that this meant more games were bound to follow.  Joe didn’t like to stop with just one win.  He liked to test his limits and stretch his boundaries.  I admired this about him, but I also got a little scared, too.
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