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      Zooey rolled her chair up the Las Vegas Strip. It was a beautiful warm winter morning in the gambling capital of the world, the streets and sidewalks already bustling. She was on time for work and looking forward to her day. Rolling her way carefully through the pedestrians, she was not at eye level. Being short and in a chair, inattentive eyes went over her head. A collision with a mobile steel chair could get ugly real fast. At the moment, she was focused on a confused panhandler stumbling about in the middle of the sidewalk. Using her thumb, she rang her bell and steered a wide course.

      She had four chairs, each with a purpose: a motorized chair for when she was sick or low on energy, a race chair for marathons, a super comfy sit around the condo chair, and this one, her work chair. It was a twenty-minute roll from her condo to the casino. She was working a day shift today. Work was expected to be routine. But it was not a routine day. Not in the least. After work, she was headed for the gym where she hoped her workout was going to be anything but routine. A particular guy had been paying attention. They hadn’t spoken, but the eye contact and smiles had been increasing for several weeks. When you lived in a chair and a sexy guy was paying attention, it was a big deal. A real big deal. Zooey was focused.

      They were on the same workout schedule, so she was pretty sure he’d be there tonight. She’d been contemplating approaches but hadn’t been able to pull the trigger. But tonight, the trigger was going to get pulled, for better or worse. She didn’t know if he was married, or partnered, or gay, or not interested, but she was interested and had nothing to lose. It was definitely go time. That was decided. She woke that morning on a mission, and she had a plan. But she was also nervous. Might make a fool of herself, but she was beyond that now.

      She rolled by the premier casinos and made her way down to the Fremont District, old Las Vegas, turning into the small but exclusive casino where she worked. The Jade Princess had the feel of a private club but was open to the public and relied heavily on local patronage.

      “Hi Zooey.”

      “Hey Reggie.” Reggie toggled the door so Zooey could roll through.

      “You on the day shift?”

      “Yeah, but today’s my Friday, then two days off.”

      “Enjoy.”

      Zooey rolled through the automated door to the sounds of computerized gambling machines.

      “Hi Amber.”

      “Hey Zooey. Congratulations on the Player’s Club.”

      “Thanks. Had a nice payday.”

      “Sweet. Come down to the bar later, I’ll help you spend it. I get off at seven.”

      Amber danced in the starlight lounge and was a casual friend.

      “Going to the gym tonight. Next marathon is only three weeks out. Gotta pump some iron.”

      “I recommend skipping the workout and eating donuts instead.”

      “Yeah, right. Let’s have that drink next week.”

      “You’re on.”

      Zooey rolled through the casino, bantering with fellow employees. She’d worked there ten years and was a fixture, popular and respected for good reasons. She’d been climbing the ladder in wheelchair races, mainly marathons and half marathons. After her last race, a top ten finish in LA, the casino put up congratulatory banners at the entrance and she was greeted with champagne and cheers when she arrived at work.

      She went into the dressing room, put on her dealer outfit, and rolled to her station.
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        * * *

      

      As an elite dealer, she worked the high stakes tables; today blackjack, but other days conventional poker. The high stakes tables featured comfortable chairs rather than stools, single deck blackjack, better liquor and food, tighter security, and, of course, an elite dealer, one skilled with shuffling, play by play banter, and exceptional card handling. Players from the main floor wandered over to browse the higher stakes games mainly to watch the dealer. Zooey was in her element, a natural extrovert, a born entertainer. Serious players liked her professionalism, observers enjoyed watching her handle the cards and announce the play.

      A modest placard announced Zooey as the dealer and the table was already half full when she rolled up.

      “Hey Herbie.”

      “What’s up, Z-girl?”

      “It’s my Friday. Life’s good.”

      “Hi Zooey.”

      “Yo, Bonnie, you still hangin’ with this piece of loose change?”

      “Yeah, Brad’s with Angelina tonight.”

      One by one, Zooey greeted the regulars, and nodded her head toward a new player.

      “Welcome. I’m Zooey.”

      “Hi Zooey. Frank Dilley. Heard you took them to school at The Player’s.”

      “Not exactly, but nabbed a top five. That’ll get me back next year.”

      “Congratulations.”

      Zooey spread six new decks on the surface and offered Herbie honors. He pushed one deck forward, Zooey broke the seal for all to see and started the ceremonial deck opening shuffle, several times spreading the cards face up. All eyes were on her hands as she ran through a routine perfected by ten years of professional shuffling. The regulars knew the drill, but she appreciated the smattering of applause from bystanders. One of the best card handlers in Vegas, she never tired of strutting her stuff.

      With antes on the table, she dealt everyone a card down, another face up, and the game was on. All business, she kept her trained eyes on the cards, the players, and the game. It was her job and she took it seriously. She dealt each player in order, not proceeding until that player was pat, but always jabbering an entertaining line, waiting patiently for each to play.
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        * * *

      

      As the end of her day approached, she felt the tension building. She’d been thinking about her mission that night. She got off at five, and wanted to arrive at the gym before six, about the time her guy had been showing up. She planned to change at work and van to the gym. In case she ran into him at arrival, she wanted to be looking her best. She didn’t eat before working out. She’d drink a twelve-ounce power drink at the casino, have a protein bar in the van, and eat at home later.

      Her replacement arrived a few minutes before five and she was off. She changed into her exercise outfit in the dressing room. She studied her image in the mirror. She liked her dark hair short, full, and wild. It was a good feature, and she fluffed it until it was just right. She didn’t have an uncommonly pretty face, but she wasn’t homely. Her teeth were beautiful and she got compliments on her smile. She was naturally short, even before the childhood accident, and her frame was petite. Due to her aggressive workout program, her shoulders were muscled and square, neck and face lean, arms toned. They’d be on display at the gym. She’d worn her pearl earrings that day. They looked classy and made her face more interesting. She touched up the light makeup on her eyes and added a natural lip gloss.

      She dropped her eyes to her best feature. Well, they weren’t big, but she did have boobs, nice natural small breasts. She wore a push up bra and a black spandex tank top that revealed a mild swell. Not cleavage. Not racy. Just a soft, subtle suggestion. It wasn’t like she could feature the legs or her rear end. Her modest breasts were really all she had to offer in a gym setting, so that was a no brainer. Had to pump the girls up just a bit. She surveyed the result, flashing her biggest smile. It was the best she could do.

      She ordered up the mobility van, gathered her things, and rolled out the front door just as the van was pulling up. One of the best features of Las Vegas is a free van for people with disabilities. Twenty-four hours a day. Take you anywhere in the city. No charge. The side doors opened and the automated ramp extended to the curb. She rolled in and parked her chair.

      “Hey Zooey. Where to?” She was a regular and knew all the drivers.

      “Hi Jonny. To the gym, please.”

      “Got a race coming up?”

      “Yeah, three weeks. The Tahoe Hilly Willy, a half-marathon.”

      Jonny pulled out in traffic, Zooey the only passenger.

      “Yikes. Sounds tough.”

      “It’s a brute. Thirteen miles of up and down.”

      “You better on the up or the down?”

      “When you weigh eighty-three, you’re at a disadvantage going down. The racers who weigh a buck fifty pick up a lot more speed. So, they pass me going down and I pass them going up. It’s a lot easier to move eighty-three pounds up a hill.”

      “Interesting. How fast you get going downhill?”

      “Forty miles an hour on a long, straight run. And, believe me, that’s an adrenaline rush.”

      “Hope your brakes are in good shape.”

      “No brakes.”

      “How do you control speed?”

      “Special heavy gloves and patting patterns on the wheels. If you need to veer to the right, you lean right and pat lightly on your right wheel. It slows the wheel just enough to help make the turn. If you need to slow down, it’s a double patting motion on both wheels.”

      “Amazing, but I can’t picture that chair going forty down a hill.”

      Zooey laughed. “I have a specially designed race chair. A titanium ultralight with a long front wheel. Helps with stability and steering.”

      “Cool.”

      “How’s driving today?”

      “Bad accident right on the Strip. Been a mess for two hours. I’ve been on the back streets all day.”

      The conversation quieted as Zooey’s thoughts focused on the moments ahead. She pulled a hand mirror from her pouch and studied herself. She was ready, nervous, but ready. Her heart was mildly elevated and she was regularly wiping her moist hands on her workout pants. She quietly rehearsed her planned lines. She wasn’t sure how far to push it on the first effort. The main focus was breaking the ice. She’d play it by ear from there. Wanted to confirm he wasn’t wearing a ring but understood that meant nothing. Lots of guys were partnered up and didn’t wear a ring. But the way he’d been checking her out--the friendly smiles--suggested he was interested. She knew that meant nothing, too. Lots of guys enjoyed window shopping. Still, she was trying to stay positive. She’d know soon.

      Jonny pulled the van up to the front door and activated the ramp.

      “Good luck at the Hilly Willy.”

      “Thanks, Jonny. See you later.”

      She rolled out, punched the button to activate the door, and rolled into the gym, using her phone to scan her membership at the desk.

      “Hi Zooey.”

      “Hi Ginger.”

      Once past the desk, she immediately surveyed the floor of the best gym in Las Vegas. She didn’t see him on the first pass and her heart sank. Maybe he wasn’t coming today. She hadn’t seriously considered that possibility. He’d been a regular at this time for several weeks. She was sure he’d be here. She stopped her chair and took a second scan. Nothing. Shoot. Disappointed, she rolled toward the barbells for her warmup, her eyes still scanning the floor. No sign. After psyching herself up for this, she was crestfallen.

      She rolled up to the barbell section, pulled two starter weights, and began a light, slow series of stretching exercises for her shoulders and arms, watching herself in the mirror, and using the mirror to scan the room. Her heart jumped. There he was. He was just rolling out of the dressing room and was looking over at her. Oh my God. He was looking at her. His eyes went directly to her when he came out the door. Now she was in a quandary. She was right in the middle of a set of reps and he was rolling to the other end of the gym. Shoot, this was going to be awkward. She’d been hoping to run into him.

      She finished her warm-up reps toggling her eyes in the mirror between her routine and where he’d settled. He was working specially designed Nautilus machines for chair users. She made her decision. It was now or never. He was alone and she was on a mission. She backed up her chair, steered through the free weights, and rolled directly toward him. He didn’t see her coming until she was halfway across the floor. She was looking right at him, a big smile on her face. She saw him glance both ways to see if she was smiling at someone else. Nope. She was focused on him and rolling his way. He couldn’t escape now.

      Zooey’s heart was pounding against her tiny chest box. She pulled her shoulders back, sat as straight as she could as she rolled right up to him, and stopped. She extended her hand and said, “Hi, I’m Zooey Fredrickson.”

      Surprised, he extended his hand and said in a light Spanish accent, “Hi Zooey. Rodrigo Sanchez. My friends call me Roddy.”

      She had her next line ready but was having trouble pulling the trigger. The entire focus had been on mustering the courage to make the approach. And here she was. The approach made. She knew his name. He was smiling at her. She was extroverted. It was time, but the words weren’t coming. They were smiling at each other, and he rescued her.

      “Thanks for coming over. I was planning to introduce myself today. I’ve noticed you working out. Looks like we’re on the same schedule.”

      Zooey’s heart was pounding. He wasn’t wearing a ring. He’d been noticing her. He was planning to introduce himself. Good signs. He glanced at her breasts. Thank you God, that was a rush.

      “Thanks for saying that. You look like a kindred spirit. Nice to meet you.”

      “Can I help spot you or anything?”

      “I’m pretty self-sufficient, but thanks for asking.” Why was she tongue-tied. He just offered to help. She should have said yes. She changed directions, “I usually get some help on bench, but that might be awkward for you.” She was referring to the fact that he was in a chair. Usually spotters stood over the lifter who was lying down.

      “How much do you bench?”

      “Don’t laugh. One twenty.”

      “I could spot that if you’d like.”

      “Okay, then. Why don’t you finish your routine here and when you make your way to free weights, I’d appreciate the help.”

      “See you in a bit.”

      Zooey turned her chair and rolled back to barbells, her heart pounding. She did it. She broke the ice. He’s definitely interested. They had a date. He was going to spot her bench press. Okay. She arrived back in barbells and moved to heavier weights, still studying her motion in the mirror and keeping her eyes on his routine.
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        * * *

      

      It was the best gym in Las Vegas. Big, clean, open, airy, and specially designed for athletes with disabilities. Maybe a third of those working out had a disability. The gym had received special funding from the Veteran’s Administration and a consortium of casino owners to specially equip the gym for para-athletes, the same funding source as the van. The casinos had lost some disability lawsuits, and part of the settlements was a requirement to fund the van, the gym, and Marathon Park, a retrofitted workout center for para-athletes. It was one of the reasons Zooey lived in Las Vegas, the best city in America for people with disabilities.

      Zooey was winding down her barbell workout when she saw Roddy rolling her way. His legs had been amputated just above the knee and he didn’t wear prosthesis legs in the gym. She suspected he had them but wasn’t sure. She had no idea how he lost his legs. She’d noticed his Latin coloring, dark skin, black short hair, and ruddy complexion, but was a little surprised by the light accent. He was buff, very buff. Maybe average height, but his tank top displayed heavily muscled arms and shoulders. He was in the gym every day, but muscles like that didn’t come from just working out. He was genetically muscled.

      He rolled up, “Ready for the bench?”

      “Yes. Thanks so much for offering to help.”

      “I’m sure you don’t have trouble finding guys to spot for you.”

      That was true, but more importantly, it was a compliment, and she wanted to acknowledge it.

      “Everyone here is so helpful. I love this gym and the way it’s set up for para-athletes. But it’s always nice when a guy offers to help. So, thank you.” She flashed her warmest smile. She wanted him to feel that one between his legs, if he had feeling there. It was hard to know. She was certainly feeling it down there.

      She rolled over to the bench. He selected the one twenty, easily pulling it off the rack. He set it on the arms of his chair and brought it to her. Using her arms, she lifted herself out of her chair and set herself down on the bench. She pulled one leg over so both legs straddled the bench before she laid down. Having no control over her legs, she left them flopping, feet resting lightly on the floor.

      “Are your legs okay?”

      “Yeah, I just leave them like that.”

      He was sitting at the head of the bench looking down at her. She hoped he was checking out the mild swell of her breasts. He was in the perfect position. Not knowing, she chose to imagine that he was. She reached her hands up. Leaning forward, he easily lifted the barbell into her hands. She held the weight steady and started slow, steady reps as he counted softly for her. The seventh lift was slow and a little shaky, and he leaned forward in case she needed help.

      “I’m fine, thanks. One more, then you can take it.”

      She took some extra time before the final rep. She let it come down to her chest, then with a sustained groan, she gradually worked it back to the top.

      “Nice job. Is that it, or do you want to try another set?”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like a second set at one hundred.”

      He took the one twenty and returned with the hundred. When she finished her eighth rep, he took it from her and said, “Maybe one more with eighty?”

      “I’ll do the final set with sixty, thanks.”

      He returned with the sixty and she did the final set.

      “Impressive. Nice job.”

      “You’re being kind. You probably curl one twenty.”

      He didn’t respond. “Can I help with anything else?”

      This was her moment. Heart pounding, she said, “I’d love to have a beer later. Any chance you might be available?”

      She was upside down looking up, but she saw the surprise on his face, and the smile.

      “That’d be great. How much more time for your workout?”

      “Fifteen minutes, then maybe twenty minutes to shower. You?”

      “I can work with that.” He looked at his phone. “Meet at the front desk at seven twenty?”

      “Perfect.” Then, with a smile and pounding heart, she said, “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      She finished her workout and rolled into the dressing room. The gym had great shower facilities for chair users. She rolled into a private room, stripped, and lifted herself into a shower chair. She rolled the chair to the shower, took the handheld spray nozzle, adjusted the temperature, and gave herself a thorough scrub. After the scrub, she rolled naked to the hot tub and lifted herself in. She was supposed to soak in hot water daily to stimulate circulation in her legs. She took a shorter soak than usual, lifted herself back into her chair, returned to her shower stall, dried, and dressed. She’d brought clean clothes for this eventuality. This time, she skipped the racy top and slipped on a simple sweater that modestly featured her figure. She rolled under the blow dryer, working with her hair until it was right, applied light make up, gathered her things, packing them in the pouch below her seat, and rolled to the front desk.

      They arrived at the same time.

      She said, “Ever go to Corduroy?”

      “Never been. Heard it’s good.”

      “Best bar in Vegas for chair users.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Zooey had summoned a van from the dressing room and it was waiting outside. The ramp came down and they both rolled in.

      “Hi Zooey, where to?”

      “Hi Donny. Corduroy, please.”

      “You got it. You get a jackpot last week?”

      “Had a good showing at The Players.”

      “Yeah, saw that in the paper. Nice going.”

      “How are the kids?”

      “Julie scored with her left foot from thirty yards out in her game this week. Thing of beauty.”

      “Sweet. How’s Jeffy?”

      “Taking his first steps. Pretty exciting. How was the workout?”

      “Good. This is my friend Roddy.”

      “Hi Roddy. I’ve seen you in the van.”

      “Yeah, I’m a regular.”
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        * * *

      

      Zooey had texted ahead for a table for two chair users and it was ready on arrival. The rock and roll in the main lounge was pounding. Good thing she’d asked for a quiet table in the back. They rolled through the crowded front to a back table. They could still hear the music, but conversation was manageable. They ordered two sixteen-ounce Big Dogs.

      Zooey couldn’t stop smiling. She was so pleased with herself. A homerun so far. They met up. Worked out together. And now, a date, a rarity for her. And, most importantly, the guy seemed interested, and she certainly was. She liked everything about him. Warm friendly smile. Soft spoken. Kind and complimentary during the workout. Deferring nicely to her. Observant, polite, a little reserved. And very sexy.

      She asked, “How’d you end up in a chair?” With non-chair users, that was never the first question. Most waited for the information to be volunteered. But, among chair users, it was often asked early.

      “Afghanistan. Mortar hit. I’m lucky to be alive.”

      “Been in the VA for a while?”

      “In and out for four years.”

      “How’s it going?”

      The beers arrived and Zooey took a deep drink. The Big Dog tasted good. She loved having a beer after workout, and this was the beginning of her two days off. She was with a hunky guy. Didn’t get much better than this.

      “Been a rough go. My therapist says I’ve got anger problems.”

      “Really? Just because your legs got blown off?” Zooey rolled her eyes and spoke sarcastically to show support.

      “Yeah, can you believe it?”

      She responded seriously, “Honestly, I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.”

      “One day at a time.”

      “You working?”

      “I own a small business.”

      “What do you sell?”

      “Electronics.”

      “You get that in the service?”

      “Yeah, got my electronics degree in the army and worked in the field. Just finished my Master’s in Electrical Engineering. So I’m pretty focused on that.”

      “Like stereos and TVs?”

      He laughed, “Surveillance.”

      Zooey giggled. “Sorry. Dumb question. Cool. Like, what does that mean?”

      “In the Army, drones, radar, data systems, computers, electronic warfare, missiles. Stuff like that.”

      “And out of the Army?”

      “I’m a consultant, but I have a small warehouse of equipment and a team of installers. I’m not in the phone book and my business is not open to the public. My clients range from law enforcement to the underworld. I do a lot of work with private detectives and lawyers.”

      “Interesting clientele. Law enforcement and the mafia?”

      “Yes, very interesting.”

      “How do people know about you?”

      “Word of mouth. Most work comes because I have a sophisticated inventory of surveillance gear.”

      “Why doesn’t everyone have your gear?”

      He smiled, hesitating to answer.

      “Yeah, I know, I ask a lot of questions. If I’m going where I don’t belong, just say so.”

      “You’re getting close.” He hesitated. “Let’s just say the most sophisticated gear being made right now is off the grid. Black market. Third world. They don’t sell to law enforcement. If law enforcement wants the best, they come to me, a middleman, who gets the job done while protecting them legally.”

      “Okay, then. That sounds pretty dicey.”

      “That’s my work. Dicey.”

      “So how come you have access to this hard to come by black market gear?”

      “Contacts from my Army days. I worked in electronics procurement for Army intelligence. I developed relationships with the sources, some of them off the books. So my primary assets are these contacts.”

      “Okay, I get that. So, some of your equipment may cross the line.”

      “Let’s say the equipment itself is probably okay. It’s how it’s used that gets in a grey area.”

      “And are you in that end of the business?”

      “You’re dancing on the line. My primary business is consulting with clients and selling equipment. I use a private network of independent contractors who specialize in installation and operation.”

      “Okay, I think I get it and I don’t think I’m going to ask any more questions.”

      He laughed. “Good plan.”

      “Guess I just have to ask. Did a tiny drone follow me into the shower at the gym?”

      He laughed. “It could have. I would have enjoyed seeing that.”

      She blushed and giggled. “I assure you, that view is a mess.”

      “I don’t think so.” She caught him looking at her breasts and she felt the blood rushing into her face.

      “Trust me. It’s a mess.”

      He took a drink. “What do you do?”

      “I’m a dealer at the Jade Princess, a small casino just up Fremont from here. That’s how I know this place, our regular offsite watering hole.”

      “How long?”

      “Ten years.”

      “College?”

      “UNLV, degree in psychology, minor in English. I read a lot.”

      “Why dealing?”

      “Part-time job in college, then I did my senior psychology thesis on poker tells.”

      “Sounds fun. Were you playing poker then?”

      “Just getting started, but the psychology research got me hooked. I love the mental part of poker. Very intense.”

      “Do you make enough dealing to survive?”

      “Money was just okay when I started. But that changed when I hit elite status.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The union recognizes various dealer skill levels. Elite is the highest category.”

      “How do you get it?”

      “Eight years full-time dealing. Pass a written test on games, skills, and etiquette. Pass a thirty-minute card skills test before a committee of elite dealers. And maintain a clean law enforcement record.”

      “Congratulations. So, more money.”

      “Lots more. Pay is higher. Tips are bigger working the high stakes tables. But, most importantly, it opens up private gigs. Wealthy clients hosting poker parties want an elite dealer to run the game. We entertain with card skills, enforce rules, and bring credibility to a game. I make twice as much dealing private gigs working half the hours I do at the casino.”

      “Do you play professionally?”

      “Yes, that’s a whole other career.”

      “Tournaments?”

      “Yeah, whatever’s available. I just had a good finish at The Player’s, one of the bigger annual Vegas tournaments. I’ve played in the World Series of Poker. I do private invitation games around town and I’m a regular at the larger VIP pot games. I also play online poker at home.”

      “You’re a busy lady.”

      “I like to stay busy.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I have a side business entertaining at children’s parties. I wear a clown outfit, blow up balloons, and do card and magic tricks. That’s through the union hall too.”

      “Nice. Sports?”

      “Wheelchair marathons and half-marathons. Been doing that for five years. Starting to work my way up in the rankings.”

      “Are there divisions?”

      “Yeah, very complicated. I compete in women’s T-53, full function from the waist up. There are other categories for cerebral palsy, spinal cord injuries, athletes who can stand, and those with upper body limitations.”

      “That’s what the gym is all about.”

      “Yeah, and meeting hunky guys.”

      “Got a lot of those in your life?”

      “Only in my dreams.” She flashed her best smile. She wanted him to know she was very available.

      “Hungry?”

      “Starved. I’m actually trying to gain weight. I like the pasta here.”

      He waved the server over. She ordered spaghetti Bolognaise, he got the lasagna, and they both ordered a second beer. This time she got the twelve ounce. With her tiny body, one beer usually did it, but she was having a great time and enjoying the high. She might not finish the second one but she wanted to keep the energy flowing.

      “How’d you end up in a chair?”

      “Head-on car collision when I was three. My parents and brother were killed instantly. I miraculously survived, but spinal damage deadened my legs. A legal guardian was appointed for the two lawsuits. The first was a slam dunk wrongful death case against the insurance carrier for the drunk driver who hit us. The second suit was against the manufacturer of my car seat. Although it saved my life, it didn’t do what it was supposed to do, so there was a settlement with the insurance company. From that case, I got a life annuity and an investment fund. I inherited my parents’ very modest estate, mainly the sale of the family home and the lawsuit settlements. That was all put in trust until I turned twenty-one. So I’m set up pretty well financially. I was raised in a group home for kids with disabilities who don’t have parents. The insurance settlement paid for my education and I get a monthly check for life.”

      “I’m sorry you lost your family.”

      “Yeah, bad break, but I’ve had a lot of counseling and have come to terms with the hand I was dealt. I don’t dwell in the past or feel sorry for myself. I love my job and my friends. I keep super busy. I have incomes from the casino, private dealing, poker, social security, the insurance annuity, and my clown business. Honestly, I’m not rich, but I have more money than I can spend. When I got my elite dealer status, I sprung for a nicer condo. Really, I have everything I need except for a hunky guy.”

      He laughed and studied her as a silence settled on the table. She was sending all the signals she could. Hoped it wasn’t too obvious. But he was smiling.

      She said, “You’re making me nervous now. Am I too aggressive? Rolling up to you at the gym. Inviting you out for a beer. Now, the racy banter.”

      “Not sure what you see in me. No legs. Psychologically and emotionally a mess. I’m definitely not grounded like you are. You’re at peace with your situation. I’m still at war. Spend a lot of time feeling sorry for myself, battling depression, and staving off demons.”

      “Do you date?”

      “I was engaged when the accident happened. She visited me in the hospital, then backed out of the engagement. I understood. Who wants a life with this?”

      “From where I sit, you’re a primo catch.” Okay, then. She said it. She wasn’t going to push it any further. He had to know she was interested. It was his turn.

      “That’s kind of you to say. But, no, I haven’t dated. Can’t bring myself to approach women. The rejection from my fiancé was hard. Don’t need any more of that. I’m focused on my career and getting emotionally healthy.”

      “I’d like to help with that if you’d let me.”

      It was a nice moment. He didn’t respond but looked at her with an approving nod and she felt his appreciation. She liked helping people. She couldn’t imagine the experience of a handsome, muscular guy losing his legs like that, but she understood life in a chair. She was fully committed to making the best of her situation.

      The food arrived and they started eating. She’d said enough. She wanted him to take the next step. He was interested. She was interested. The eight-hundred-pound gorilla was hanging over the conversation. Did he have sexual function? Hard to know. His reluctance to date women suggested he might not. She’d read psychology articles on the subject. Men who lacked function weren’t comfortable dating. What a humiliation to not be able to perform with a horny woman all over you. It was a fundamental part of the male psyche. She understood that. She wanted to ask, but this was not the time. But in her mind, the image of them having sex was front and center. He was muscular and very sexy.

      She was also prepared if he wasn’t functional. She’d studied the subject extensively. Some people with disabilities could perform, some couldn’t. It was not a prerequisite for her. The books had creative solutions and she was open to all of them. She had full function and was well aware of it. That part of her body spoke to her every day, and she regularly tested the gear. Didn’t want to lose function for lack of attention. Couldn’t have it just wither away like her legs. And when Mr. Right finally showed up, if he ever did, she wanted to be ready. She wanted it to be comfortable. She wanted to please her man. And she wanted to be pleased. But if he didn’t have function, that’d be fine too. They’d get creative. Mainly, she longed for intimacy with a man. A man who would hold her in his arms, kiss her, touch her, and make her feel like a woman. They didn’t have to have sex for that. But sex, well, that would be a bonus now, wouldn’t it?

      They ate quietly. Zooey was usually the talker, but they’d shared a lot and she was comfortable with a few minutes of quiet. She decided to stay that way to see if he might start a conversation. She wanted to know what was in his head, and she wouldn’t know unless she shut up. The silence lasted a few minutes before he spoke.

      “Are you seeing someone?”

      “No, but I’d like to be.” She smiled. That was the conversation she was hoping for. She already knew he wasn’t seeing anyone. She decided to wait for the next question.

      “Could I see you again soon?”

      “Yes.” She responded immediately, looking at him, her eyes burning into his, heart elevated, throat tight. Yes, that was the question she wanted. She was aroused, her small nipples hardening. She hoped they showed through the push up bra and sweater but she didn’t have the nerve to look. It felt like they were bursting, and she was damp between her legs. God, that felt good. She was alive.

      She decided she could take the next step. “My next two days are free. It’s my weekend. I’ll go to the gym and head out to Marathon Park to roll some miles. There are a few pot games in the VIP lounges but those are optional. What’s up with you?”

      “Tomorrow’s a workday but I’m free in the evening. Can I take you to dinner?”

      “How about happy hour at my place and I cook something simple. I have a nice condo with a view of the Strip. It’s an easy place to hang out.”

      “That’d be great.”

      They settled on a 5:30 happy hour and dinner. He’d bring wine.
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        * * *

      

      The van headed for her condo. She wanted a kiss, but it was awkward in the chairs. Never mind, she had a plan. When the van pulled up and the ramp was rolling out, using her arms, she raised up, leaned over, and planted one on his surprised lips. She wanted to kiss him so badly, and she wanted to send that message, so she just did it. His lips were amazing. The short kiss was perfect. Okay, then, there’d be another one when he arrived for happy hour the next night.

      She debated inviting him in but decided that was too much. They’d had a great start and a full evening together. He was interested. She was interested. And she’d know a lot more tomorrow night.
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        * * *

      

      She arrived at her condo aroused from the kiss. She showered and took her little personal battery-operated friend to bed and satisfied the arousal in short order. The tension had been building, and she needed a release. She knew just how to touch herself and let it happen, and happen it did. She slept like a baby all night.

      She slept in the next morning, her weekend. After a light breakfast and coffee, she went to the gym, then out to Marathon Park where she rolled the more strenuous ten-mile course, the one with greater elevation gains and drops. The Hilly Willy was a tough grind and she needed as much uphill work as she could get. If she fared well, it would be because of the climbs. She was a natural climber and that was her edge, light, with a strong upper body and good conditioning. She loved powering by the big studs on the uphill pulls. But that took a lot of preparation.
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        * * *

      

      She returned home for a deep soak in her hot therapeutic tub. She made a quick lunch and got ready for her massage. Social Security paid for three massages a week. Under doctor orders, her atrophied legs needed daily stimulation. She massaged her legs herself four days a week, top to bottom, an exhausting but necessary job, her least favorite activity. But she looked forward to her three professional massages per week. The professionals were strong and worked her legs hard. She couldn’t feel a thing but knew it was good for the circulation.

      Her legs were white and withered from lack of use, with no muscle tone. Her lower body weighed nothing, the main reason for her chronic low weight. With a normal lower body on a petite frame, she would weigh one ten to one fifteen. But she was skin and bones below and that wasn’t going to change. The purpose of the lower body massage was to keep the blood circulating and manage a minor modicum of muscle tone. Without it, it would be too easy for disease to set in.

      She always used a guy and the hunkier the better. She preferred the mobile massage where the masseuse came to her condo. She had a professional table and prepared it with a clean sheet for the visit, always playing her favorite music. She’d lie on the padded bench in panties with her legs spread while the guy saturated her skin with oil and aggressively massaged her legs, including her inner thighs. Even though she couldn’t feel anything, it was terribly erotic having a man between her legs, and she liked it. These days, she didn’t let anything happen, but it hadn’t always been that way. In fact, it was how she’d lost her virginity.

      Greg had been her regular masseuse and she had a crush on him. He came three days a week and they became good friends. She guessed he could see it in her eyes. There she was lying on her back, in her panties, legs spread, while this hunky guy worked her inner thighs. Good God, what was a girl to do? Well, one day, she was aroused out of her mind before he arrived, and she was just about losing it during the massage. Was it her imagination or were his hands brushing more frequently against her throbbing spot. Her neck and face were flushed and she was breathing hard. She remembered the conversation.

      “You okay, Zooey?”

      “I’m so aroused, I’m about to explode.”

      “Oh, my. Sorry about that.”

      “Yeah, so how much is the happy ending?”

      “For you, it’s included.”

      She watched as he pulled her panties down, lubricated his hand, and slipped his finger inside as far as it would go, took a firm grip, and expertly massaged exactly the right place. She moaned and groaned until she squealed and the orgasm exploded through her body. He kept his hand inside while she recovered before gently pulling out.

      Well, that lasted several weeks until one day she asked, “How about the real deal today?”

      “Oh Zooey, that’s against the rules. You know that.”

      “Cut the crap, Greg, and just stick in there. I really need it today.”

      She handed him a condom and he took it. After the massage, when Zooey was about out of her mind, he lubricated her body generously and pulled her to the end of the bench. He dropped his pants, exposing a beautiful, large erection. She hadn’t been expecting it to be so big. She was used to her starter size vibrator, but this was much more substantial. He rolled the condom on, lifted her legs, and brought himself to her entrance.

      “I’m not going to do this until I know you want it, so you have to say something.”

      “I want it so badly. Do I have to beg for it?”

      “Okay, then, we’ll take it nice and slowly.”

      He entered her gently, watching her face. She moaned her approval and started writhing back and forth on the table. “Oh, my God. I had no idea. It’s so big. That’s just so amazing. Oh, Greg, thank you. Is it all in?”

      “We’re about halfway. Are you comfortable?”

      “Oh, my God. Just halfway? You feel like a horse in there.”

      “Would you like for me to stop there?”

      “Not unless you want to die soon. Deeper, please.”

      He pressed gently deeper and she responded with deep, guttural groans. “Oh, my God. You’re really in there.”

      He started long, slow, gentle thrusts as her body relaxed to accommodate him. She reached down and touched her breasts, then moved her fingers to the place between her legs where she needed more pressure. Greg responded by pressing all the way in. Zooey was gasping and moaning, transported to another world, as Greg started thrusting hard and deep. She kept gasping, “Oh my God” over and over, her head flipping back and forth on the pillow, face hot and flushed, her body consumed with erotic intensity. She screamed when she felt his release and let her own body work with the natural contractions. He stayed in for a few minutes before pulling out. He washed her body with a soft, warm wash cloth and pulled her panties up again. She was no longer a virgin, and she was just fine losing it that way. It had been beautiful, far exceeding her expectations. In fact, she loved not being a virgin.

      Her fling with Greg lasted six months. It included sex three times a week and what she called kissing lessons. She had never kissed a guy romantically. Greg’s lessons were awesome and prepared them both for sex. She liked the kissing almost as much as the sex. Then Greg moved to California for a better job. She still kept in touch with him as a friend, but never let her relationship with subsequent masseuses venture in that direction. Still, what was there not to like about a sexy guy massaging your inner thighs three times a week?
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        * * *

      

      After the masseuse left, she cleaned house and worked in the kitchen, putting together the enchilada casserole, mixing a salad dressing, and making a happy hour platter of meat, cheese, and olives. She’d make the salad just before dinner so it’d be fresh. She liked to cook and having a guy for dinner was fun. When everything was ready, she took a shower, changed into casual jeans and top and inspected herself carefully in the mirror. She was undecided about whether to make a move tonight, but the idea of staying in certainly put that in play. They’d be in a quiet, private place. Perfect for conversation. Perfect for any action that might follow.

      She still didn’t know if he had sexual function. She hoped he did but was working hard to manage expectations. She wasn’t going to worry about it. The focus was on making him feel welcome and having a good time. She wasn’t worried about conversation. That hadn’t been a problem last night, and drinking a bottle of wine would certainly help.
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        * * *

      

      His text pinged in at 5:20 that he was in the van. She rolled down and greeted him at the front door. They rolled into the elevator and she pressed the button for twenty-one.

      “Nice building.”

      “I’ve been in this building for eight years. I started with a studio on the third floor, the cheapest unit in the building. Two years ago, when I got the elite dealer status, I sprung for a nice two-bedroom corner unit on the twenty-first floor. I really like it.”

      They rolled down the hallway and entered the spacious, light-filled unit.

      “Wow. Nice.” He rolled over to the windows, checking out the view of the Strip and mountains.

      She gave him the full tour, making a point of patting the bed and telling him how comfortable it was. He shook his head. She gave him her sexiest smile. She had plans and she wanted him to know. But she didn’t want to overdo it. What if he didn’t have function? That would only make him uncomfortable.

      She let him roll back to the living room where he stopped. She rolled up opposite to him, reached over, took his neck, and pulled him for a kiss. The first kiss was soft and gentle. A welcome to my place kiss. The second was a little longer, lips still closed but softly working. The third kiss left no doubt, a long, deep, delicious kiss that left no question about her intentions.

      She pulled back and looked at him. “Thank you for coming over. I’ve been really looking forward to seeing you tonight.”

      He pulled a bottle of California cabernet from his saddlebag and handed it to her.
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        * * *

      

      Having set up the wine and platter, they lifted themselves out of their chairs and settled on a comfy love seat positioned in the corner with a view of the Strip. Zooey had an easy listening guitar playlist on. It was late in the day, and the sun was heading for the horizon. The Strip was its usual busy and the lights of the casinos were festive. Zooey liked the loveseat for the cuddle opportunity. She bought it for that reason but had never used it to its full potential. Before pouring a glass of wine, she turned and gave him another kiss, a friendly, soft one that lingered a short time. She loved kissing him and loved having a sexy man to share the evening. She cuddled into him. She couldn’t feel the warmth on her leg, but she felt it on her side, and it felt good, real good.

      He was wearing prosthetic legs under blue jeans. Her atrophied legs were also thankfully hidden by blue jeans. He looked nice in an untucked casual shirt.

      “You have legs tonight.”

      “Yes, I wear them most of the time. They’re not that comfortable but I’m supposed to get used to them. At some point, I’m going to be fitted with prosthetic legs that allow me to walk, so we’re conditioning for that.”

      Zooey felt her heart flip and stomach tingle. It made her happy that he’d be able to walk, but it made her sad that they wouldn’t both be in chairs. She fought the confusing messages that came with his news.

      “That’s fantastic. You’re going vertical.”

      “Not for a while. But it’s the plan.”

      “What are you getting?”

      “Still under discussion. Most likely steel posts with shoes.”

      “Wow. Walking. Wonder what that’s like.”

      “How old were you when the car accident happened?”

      “Three. I guess I walked for a couple years. Don’t remember. But I’m fine with my chair.” She wanted to change the subject. She lifted her wine glass for a toast. They clinked, then she said, “You haven’t talked about your family.”

      “Cuban, many generations in the tobacco business. I was born in Cuba but raised in Miami. Two brothers, three sisters. My father owns a chain of cigar stores. He imports from family in Cuba. It’s a successful business. I was raised in a comfortable middle-class Cuban American family.”

      “I’m trying to figure out if you have a light accent.”

      “It’s not really an accent. I grew up in Little Havana, a community in Miami where Cuban Spanish was the primary language. In our neighborhood, English was spoken with a Cuban influenced rhythm. That’s what you’re hearing. That’s my native English.”

      “I like it.” She wanted to give him another kiss but resisted this time. He hadn’t kissed her yet. She needed to calm down. She took a drink of wine instead.

      “Nice cabernet.”

      “Yes, I like this. What’s for dinner?”

      “Enchiladas. Tell me more about your electronics business.”

      “I brought a drone tonight.”

      Surprised, she said, “Were you planning to watch me bathe?”

      “That would be beyond my wildest dreams.”

      “I told you it’s a mess down there.”

      “Don’t believe it.”

      “So, where’s the drone?”

      He reached into his shirt pocket and took out a small bee sized black object and set it in her hand. She leaned down to inspect it.

      “That’s a drone?”

      “Yes, would you like a virtual tour of your condo?”

      “Really?”

      He reached into the pouch of his chair and pulled out a laptop and a joystick. He activated the computer and put the joystick in his lap.

      “Just keep your hand open like that.”

      She felt the drone vibrate. “It’s alive.”

      She studied it carefully, feeling the light vibration, but hearing no sound, as suddenly the tiny object slowly rose out of her hand, facing them. She was watching with fascination until he nudged her to look at his computer screen.

      “It’s watching you.”

      “Oh boy.” The screen was filled with a video of the two of them sitting on the loveseat staring at a computer screen. “Are you recording this?”

      “Of course. It’s being recorded on the laptop hard drive. Let’s take a tour.”

      He maneuvered the joystick as the drone moved slowly and silently away. She kept her eyes on the computer screen as he took her on a tour of the living room, then the kitchen, then through the door to her bedroom. The video was amazingly clear. The door to her bathroom was partially closed, with only a few inches open. She watched as he maneuvered the drone through the cracked door and into the bathroom. He took her on a full tour of the shower, the toilet, and her shelves. He stopped the drone to read the various medicines on her open shelf.

      “I can’t believe this. How much does this cost?”

      “It’s very expensive, and not for sale. There’s no store or internet site that offers this. It’s a classic black-market product that’s very difficult to acquire. But it’s an impressive little bugger, isn’t it?”

      “Amazing.”

      The drone completed the bathroom tour and slipped into the laundry room where she had clothes folded. The drone made its way over, inspecting her clothes, settling on one of her bras.

      “Get out of there. That’s private.”

      She watched the screen as the drone snuggled under the bra strap and flipped it over, then homed in on the label.

      He said, “Looks like 32B.”

      “Now that’s embarrassing.” She brought her hands to her face but continued to study the screen. She didn’t mind him knowing her cup size. In fact, she was proud of her 32Bs.

      She watched as the drone completed its tour and returned to home base, settling back in her hand. She felt it turn off.

      “You’ve been a naughty boy snooping around in my personal affects.”

      “Sorry, I hope you didn’t find that too personal. Just a good demonstration of what a sophisticated drone can do it if finds an open window.”

      “I can see how damaging this could be in the wrong hands.”

      “Yes, if you’re having a torrid affair on a hot summer day, you might think to close the window unless you want your regular partner to get a very steamy video of you in the act.”

      She couldn’t resist the opportunity. “You’re assuming I have sexual function despite these lifeless legs.”

      He put his hands up. “I’m definitely not going there. None of my business.”

      She hesitated. Was this the time? He was looking at her. The moment was awkward. She decided she wasn’t going to disclose without knowing his situation.

      “Well, you know my cup size. That’s getting pretty personal.”

      “I seriously apologize for that. None of my business. It just kind of happened.”

      “Hey, relax. I’m fine with it. They’re sitting right here. All you have to do is look at them to know everything there is to know.”

      She giggled and they both had a drink of wine. Just as she was about to get up, he turned toward her, wrapped his arm around her shoulder, and kissed her. Really kissed her. A long, deep, delicious, beautiful kiss. She turned into him and just let it happen. She didn’t want it to end, and she wasn’t about to end it. The soft, deep, closed mouth kiss eventually turned to a soft, open mouth, moist one, their lips gently working, a quiet guttural moan escaping her throat. She was so hungry for him. She leaned further in and the kiss continued getting hotter until their mouths were open, and tongues were in play. Then she felt his hand gently cup her breast and the heat exploded from her neck up into her face. Oh my God, that was just amazing. She wanted him to touch her so much. The torrid kiss lasted at least ten minutes and when it finally broke, they were both breathing hard, faces hot.

      She snuck a glance into his lap. Yup, he definitely had sexual function. He had lots and lots of it, so much that it was crawling down his leg. Good to know. She wanted to reach over and give it a squeeze but resisted the temptation.

      Looking down at his leg, she giggled, “Looks like the mortar spared the family jewels.”

      He laughed. “Yes, we’re fully functional down there.”

      She giggled. “Me, too. Just so you know. It all works down there for me too.”

      “Okay, then.”

      They shared one more long, passionate kiss before moving in to dinner. She’d set the timer on the oven so the enchiladas had been cooking for thirty minutes. Just enough time to make a salad.
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        * * *

      

      Over dinner, she said, “I can’t stop thinking about your drones.”

      “What about them?”

      “Wondering if they’re ever used in poker.”

      “Pretty sure there have been efforts, but the consequences are pretty serious. My understanding is that people who cheat in poker usually end up dead. Are you interested?”

      “Certainly not for cheating. I have too much respect for the game. I love the game, everything about it. I’d never cheat.”

      “Well, you’re thinking about something.”

      “I mentioned last night that the art of poker is tied to body language. How to tell when a player is strong, bluffing, or sending false signals. There’s no advantage in the cards. The cards are honest. The cards are true. Everyone gets good and bad hands. It’s a given. The advantages in poker come from one player reading the other.”

      “Tells.”

      “Yes, it’s all about tells. The most sophisticated players, the champions, have no tells, and they’re sending false tells the whole game. It’s all about reading signals and interpreting messages.”

      “Makes sense. What are the most common tells?”

      “How much time do you have? This is my thing. It’s a studied art.”

      “Cool.”

      “You’re studying everything. The keys are changes, or lack thereof. Posture, abrupt silence, flood of words, changes in tempo, inflection, impatience, guarding cards, splashing chips, fumbling, glancing, and everything to do with the lips, eyes, smile, hands, and body. Nervous ticks, pulsing veins, perspiration, trembling. The list goes on and it never ends.”

      “It’s a science.”

      “Yeah, closely related to police interrogation, deciding whether a person is lying. Lie detectors reveal a body’s involuntary physiology. Poker players look for tells. The best players use patterns. When you see a change, you have to decide whether its false or real. Are they strong, weak, or just confusing you?”

      “And how do you know?”

      “With a championship player, you don’t know without a lot of serious study. I might play fifty games against a top player without knowing, and usually losing. But once you figure out the patterns, it’s game over if you get it right. Sometimes even the slightest intelligence can tip the balance in a tight, well-played game.”

      “So you’re studying the competition all the time you’re playing.”

      “Absolutely. It’s way more important than the cards. A pair of eights can win a $25,000 pot if you know your opponent is bluffing. And four kings can lose to a straight flush if you fall for a false tell.”

      “Do you take notes?”

      “Not during the game, but certainly after. I have research on every player I’ve ever played against. Sometimes I’ll go to a pot game just to study one or two players I’ve lost to in prior tournaments. I note the tells, study the results of each hand, and see if I can figure out the patterns. It’s incredibly rewarding when the research reveals a tell and you’re able to use that in a game.”

      “So how to drones fit in with that?”

      “I was just speculating. It would be cheating to use a drone to read cards. But, what if the drone was used to record a player during a match so later another player could pull up the video and study what the player is doing? That, combined with the results of each hand, could be an incredibly helpful tool in analyzing a player’s patterns.”

      “That’d be easy to do. It wouldn’t be cheating?”

      “I’ll look into it, but I’m pretty sure not. Games are recorded all the time. Anyone can sit and watch a player all night and take notes. It’s all you do during a game. Studying another player is not cheating. But it could be amazingly helpful. Why do you say it would be easy to do?”

      “Pretty easy to get discreet cameras in a room for a short period. You’d need to know the room in advance. You wouldn’t need to know the position of the players. You’d set up a series of miniature cameras high enough in the room. The cameras would be operated remotely offsite. You could zoom in and out, study whatever you wanted. One camera would pick up the table action, the cards dealt, the betting, and the game result. Other cameras would focus on the players being studied.”

      “Is this what you do?”

      “Never done it in poker, but surveillance is my business. Law enforcement sets up systems like this all the time. I know how this is done.”

      “If you did this, would you be in the room?”

      “Absolutely not. I have contractors for that. A lady would arrive early in the day to sweep the room for other surveillance gear. If all is clear, she’d plant the cameras and return after to remove them. If the room is already under surveillance, that would involve a different approach. But it could be done in most cases.”

      “What if someone walked in on the woman?”

      “Well, first, there’d be someone on watch to make sure that didn’t happen. Second, if it did, she’d be prepared. Most likely, she’d act real ditzy, talk about losing an earring, and ask for help looking for it. Third, if the room couldn’t be set up safely, we’d skip that game and find a better one later.”

      “How much would you charge for something like that?”

      “Maybe ten grand, maybe more, depending on degree of difficulty and the sophistication of the security systems to be overcome.”

      “How about for me?”

      “Another one of those kisses like we had in the loveseat.”

      “I can do better than that.”

      “Didn’t know you were that kind of girl.”

      “I’m not selling anything. But you’re talking about a simple barter and trade.” Zooey loved the racy banter.

      “Do you have a target in mind?”

      “A dozen of them. The guys I’m losing to in the big tournaments.”

      “So where do you fit in the Las Vegas poker scene?”

      “I’m a respected player. I can join most pot games in a VIP lounge with an advance call. I get invited to all the big tournaments and a lot of private games. I’d probably be included in a top twenty list of Vegas players. Probably wouldn’t make the top ten, but I play against those players all the time. They’d be my targets. They’re the guys I need to start beating to get to the next level.”

      “Do you have a handle?”

      “Z-Girl.”

      “Where’d that come from?”

      Zooey giggled. “Benny da Cat. Big black dude from New Orleans. Spoke nonstop southern jive. It was like listening to the soul brothers radio station. Good poker player. When I first started playing the higher stakes tables, Benny adopted me. Turns out his younger sister was in a chair, and he was used to being around chair people.”

      “Cool.”

      Zooey did her best imitation of Benny’s jive. “Hey, guys, yo betta watch yo wallets. Here come da Z-Girl, rollin’ in here lookin’ sooo fine.” Zooey giggled again. “Then, he’d walk over for a high five, give my shoulder a squeeze, remove a chair, and make sure I had a place at the table.”

      “Beautiful.”

      “It was really important to me. Not sure I would have stayed with poker without his support. It’s a man’s world. Being a woman, and in a chair, and a so-so player when I was starting out, it would have been easy to fade away. But walking in the room, being warmly recognized and included, it made the difference.”

      How many of the top players are ladies?”

      “Three.”

      “Okay, then. Might be a fun project setting up the cameras.” He changed the subject, “Dinner is great. Can’t tell you how nice this is for me.”

      “Thank you for saying that. I know I’m not making much of a secret about how I feel about you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dinner was over. The wine bottle was empty. She didn’t have a plan from here, but the sexual tension was thick. Zooey was ready. Based on the last loveseat kiss, she suspected he was, too. She was high from the wine. It didn’t have to be tonight. But she wanted it to be. That part of her body was throbbing. So far, her direct approach had worked on everything else, and she just said it.

      “Have you had sex with a woman since you lost your legs?”

      Zooey immediately hid her face in her hands after asking the question, the heat pulsing through her body. She couldn’t bear to look at him but heard the answer.

      “No.”

      Silence. She peaked. He was smiling at her.

      “How about you, have you had sex since your accident?”

      “I was three.”

      “Yes, I know.” He was asking if she was a virgin.

      “Yes, in fact, I have.” She was proud to not be a virgin but wanted to be honest. “Unfortunately, it wasn’t with a boyfriend.”

      She watched his eyes get big as he contemplated the possibilities.

      “I didn’t want to be a virgin. I asked a friend. We got it done. I’m not a virgin, but I’m not an experienced lover.” That was as honest as she could summarize her experience with Greg.

      “I see.”

      “You okay with that?”

      “Of course. You got it done. Good for you.”

      “Hypothetically speaking, have you thought about the logistics of sex in our situations?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you going to make me ask?”

      “I think you just did.”

      Her face was burning, the place between her legs pulsing. “Help me out here please. Can’t you see I’m dying?”

      “Seems like the missionary position would be in play.”

      Zooey’s heart was pounding. Oh my God. She managed to say, “Sounds fantastic.”

      “Seems like side to side would work. I’d put your leg over my hip. We could face each other. Might be nice.”

      “Oh my God. I’m going to explode.” Her face was burning and her spot was throbbing.

      “You could sit on my lap.”

      “You’re making me crazy.”

      “And based on the bars in your bathroom, seems like we could make something work there.”

      That stopped Zooey. She thought about that but didn’t see a solution. “Huh?”

      “I hang from the bar. You sit on a stool with your legs spread and hold on to me.”

      “What about my legs. I can’t wrap them around your back.”

      “We could tie them to your shoulders.”

      Zooey buried her face in her hands again and started laughing. She couldn’t look at him. He’d thought about all the possible positions. She couldn’t stop laughing. Finally, she peeked. He was smiling.

      “You’re going to tie my legs behind my head and we’re going to have sex while you’re hanging from a bar?”

      “Yes. My hands will be holding onto the bar. Your hands will be free. You’ll put me inside when you’re ready, and we’ll ad lib from there.”

      “Good grief. You’re serious.” She shook her head. She was burning up. They were going to have sex. Not tomorrow. Right now. Oh my God. She was soaking wet and on fire.

      “I’m so glad right now I’m not a virgin. I wouldn’t want to deal with that on top of everything else.”

      “I think side to side might work best. We could both move and kissing would be great. It’s a very intimate position and that’s what I want most, to be intimate with you.”

      Zooey felt the tears release. She wanted to be in his arms so badly right then, but they were separated by their chairs. She lifted up, reached over and kissed him. It was not a hot, deep kiss. A soft, moist, gentle kiss. She was so happy. There was no rush. She just needed to kiss him right then.
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        * * *

      

      They rolled to her bed. They both laid condoms on the bedstand.

      He said, “Why don’t we undress the other. Seems like there’s some exploration that needs to happen, and that should get the motors running.”

      “Just FYI, my motor is running just fine. If we don’t get to it pretty soon, it might be too late.”

      He chuckled. They both lifted themselves out of their chairs. Zooey maneuvered her way to her pillow, laying on her back, her lifeless legs still. She didn’t try to undress. She’d let him do that. He sat on the edge of the bed, slipped his jeans off, and unfastened his artificial legs, holding them up for her to inspect. She took one in her hands and studied it, then laid it aside. With his other leg off, he turned and crawled over to her. He pulled her on her side, wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her tight. Without kissing, they looked at each other, smiling, before he gave her a soft, warm kiss.

      He laid her on her back and unfastened her jeans.

      “Did I tell you it’s gross down there?”

      “You’re talking to a guy whose legs are cut off at the knees.”

      Her jeans unfastened, he slipped them down. She was wearing pink, sexy panties. Her legs were white, withered, and lifeless. Her jeans off, he massaged her legs, studying them top to bottom.

      “I’m sorry they’re so ugly. Nothing I can do about them.”

      “Not ugly at all. At least you have legs.”

      He turned his attention to her sweater. He pulled it over her head and folded it on the bed next to her head. She was wearing her sexiest pink push-up bra that showed lovely cleavage.

      “Your breasts are fantastic.”

      Zooey felt the heat pulsing through her body. She’d been waiting all her life to hear those words. He unsnapped the bra and laid it on her sweater, moving his hands to cup the beautiful swells, two perfect handfuls. He reached his mouth down and kissed the ends, Zooey gasping as he took one nipple at a time for a swirl around his tongue. She was naked except for the panties. He slipped them down, laying them to the side.

      “Looks like everything is in order down here.”

      “It works. That’s all I can say. I’d like to put it to work sooner rather than later.”

      She sat up and pulled his shirt over his head. His muscled toned body was beautiful. She ran her hands over his shoulders and chest. “You’re so beautiful.” She summoned him for a kiss.

      He rolled over on his back. She sat up to do her part. He was lying in tight fitted boxer shorts, a huge bulge leaving no secret about what was inside. She ran her hands softly over the bulge.

      “I’m afraid to take your shorts off. Not sure what you have there is going to work with my tiny body.”

      “Not going to be a problem.”

      She slipped his shorts down and gasped. His semi-aroused erection was immense, long and thick. She’d thought Greg was big, and he was, but this was something to be reckoned with. She put her hands on it and softly massaged, feeling it harden up. Without thinking, she instinctively leaned down and put it in her mouth. She wanted it there. She wanted to feel it, be intimate with it. She felt it swelling and pulsing. Oh boy, it was huge but she didn’t want to stop. She loved kissing it and having it close.

      “There’s some KY Jelly in the bedstand. I might be more comfortable if we used that.” He reached over, retrieved the tube, applied some to his hand, and softly massaged between her legs. She gasped when he slipped inside. Her body relaxed and welcomed his hand. The arousal sent electric jolts to the furthest reaches of her body, with hot pulsing throbs between her legs, where his lubricated hand was massaging her hottest spot. She moved her bottom to the rhythm of his hand, moans in her throat, her face red and hot, throat and mouth dry.

      He said, “Your body is certainly ready.”

      Both naked, she lay on her back. He spread her legs, crawled between them, and leaned down to kiss her. The kisses started hot and moist, but not pressing. She hungered for his mouth. Their lips worked perfectly together. She couldn’t help moaning. She was so happy. If she could be anywhere, she wanted to be here, doing exactly this, right now, with this man.

      He took it slowly as the kissing intensified. She reached down to touch his erection. He was hard and huge.

      She whispered, “I’m ready. Please be careful.”

      He rolled over, installed the condom, applied lubricant to the outside, and moved back into position, bringing himself to her opening. Keeping his weight off her body, he leaned down and kissed her.

      “Please tell me if it’s not comfortable.”

      Every part of her body was hot and ready. Neck and face flushed, heart racing, body pulsing, mouth open, breathing hard. She wanted him so badly. She put her hands at his lower back and pulled him, signaling her readiness. He gently pressed and she gasped as he moved inside. “Oh my God. I love that so much. Oh my God. That’s amazing.” She put both hands on his face and pulled him for a kiss. “Oh my God.”

      She rocked her hips and let him take short, easy strokes, each one easing deeper. She flung her head back and forth on the pillow, moaning and groaning, neck and face red, breathing elevated, her hands on his muscled torso. Slowly, he picked up the pace, pressing ever deeper. She rotated her pelvic bone against his hard stomach, pulling him further inside. Then, almost all in, he stopped and they kissed, and kissed some more, hot, open mouthed, tongue swirling kisses, on and on, bodies quiet, mouths fully in play.

      He placed his hands on the bed next to her torso, raised himself up, and started long, deep, penetrating strokes, almost all out, then to the hilt. Zooey went straight to the moon, moaning, groaning, and thrusting back as best she could. He was hitting right on her spot and it was sending lightning bolts through her body. Gasping and moaning, the orgasm was coming at her like a freight train. Nothing to stop it now. Seeing her state, Roddy gave it a closing frenzy. Her climax exploded off his first release, and their bodies synched together, the contractions and pulses dancing together. Zooey lay back, groaning on every spasm, until it finally started subsiding.

      She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. She didn’t care how much he weighed. She wanted him close. They were connected, hearts beating, pulsing inside, a warm, beautiful aftermath. Her hunky muscle man was right where he belonged and she wasn’t letting go.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, they were back at it, this time side to side. As Roddy put it, they had a lot of catching up to do. He slipped her leg over his thigh and pummeled her side to side until she was almost screaming, his long, hard erection rubbing hard against her lubricated hot spot, Zooey hanging on for dear life. Halfway through, he rolled on his back, putting her on top. She couldn’t do anything with her legs, but she could lift her body with her strong arms and ram herself down on him over and over. They finally exploded together. Zooey couldn’t stop kissing him. She was so happy.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, he arrived at her condo after work. He hadn’t moved in but had spent every night since their first date and it was only a matter of time. She wanted to be with him every possible minute. They were getting very close. They texted throughout each day, spoke whenever possible, and made love every night. But, tonight, he had the report she’d been waiting for. She’d identified the pot games over a two-week period as possibilities for the surveillance project. She welcomed him at the door.

      She had happy hour set up in the loveseat. Two cold Big Dogs, chips, and salsa.

      “Well?”

      She was anxious for the report. The first two surveys had failed the risk test. Too much security. But Roddy’s team had done an assessment on the VIP room at the Blue Nugget where a pot game was scheduled in two days, a game that included three players on Zooey’s list: Texas Joey, Slim Jim, and Downtown Freddie.

      “Looks like a go.”

      Zooey’s heart jumped. She raised her bottle for a toast and they clinked.

      “The room is clean with good camera locations. The team walked right in during the day. No security. We can create a watch and set the cameras in fifteen minutes. And the next day, or that night after the game, we can get out in less than five minutes.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “Where will we be?”

      “You will be right here in your condo taking no part in this.”

      “Where will you be?”

      “In a van a block away operating the cameras. That will keep us in range. The guys ran a test today. No problem.”

      “Oh my God. Guess we’re taking some risk here.”

      “I guess. I’ve taken a lot more. It’s a pretty simple operation. We won’t have anyone in the room during the game. No one acting suspicious. The cameras are almost invisible. If someone runs a detector through the room, these won’t be picked up. Very impressive technology.”

      “Please be very careful. It’s not cheating at poker, but it’s probably some kind of trespass with the casino.”

      “Whatever.”

      “What’s up tonight?”

      “I’ve got the cord to tie your feet behind your head.”

      Zooey shook her head and giggled. Roddy was going to tie her up and impale her with his giant pole. Just another boring night in the life of the wheelchair girl.
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        * * *

      

      The foreplay was over. They were both naked. He was rigid and she was ready. She was sitting on a stool in her oversized bathroom. He was in his chair stabilizing her on the stool. He’d just tied the wrap around her ankles so she could spread her legs but they wouldn’t fall widely open. As she held on to him, he brought her legs up to rest on her shoulders, placing the wrap behind her neck so her legs were loosely tied next to her head. Using a rope, he pulled himself up to the overhead bar. Hanging from the bar, their faces were at the same level.

      Zooey was giggling. “Are you sure you don’t have a drone recording this?”

      “We could get a million hits on YouTube.”

      She couldn’t stop giggling. “Always wanted to go viral.”

      She brought his erection to her opening. They’d already both lubed up. He was hard as a crowbar. She was open and vulnerable, wanting him so badly. Heart pounding, she felt the heat in her neck and face. She pulled him just inside so they were barely connected but left it there and started kissing him. Hot, beautiful, passionate kisses. Mouths open, tongues in play, mouths devouring the other. Zooey loved kissing him. Never wanted it to stop, but he was hanging from a bar. She was balanced on a stool, her legs tied to her shoulders. Not all the time in the world for this position. She loved being vulnerable to him. She trusted him to not hurt her, and she was ready to have him deeper. Reaching her arms behind his back, she pulled him further inside with a groan. She started kissing him with abandon, playfully around the lips, on the cheeks, any place she could get her mouth. Her hands on his back, she pulled him deeper. She was completely impaled now, the pressure fantastic on her most important place.

      She whispered, “How are your arms?”

      “In the army, we used to hang from a bar and that was when I had legs, so this is nothing. How are you doing?”

      “I’m kind of vulnerable here. Glad I have you to hang onto or I’d be on the floor.”

      “Ready for some action?”

      “Oh my God.”

      He started thrusting his hips, driving himself deeper and deeper.

      She gasped, “Oh my God.”

      “Is that okay?”

      “Fantastic.”

      “How are your legs?”

      “I can’t feel a thing in my legs, but that other place feels like there’s a baseball bat in there.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “I love it so much. The pressure is amazing. But do you want to know the best part?”

      “Yes.”

      She whispered, “Having you inside while we kiss.” And she took his face and kissed him like there was no tomorrow, as he pressed deeper and deeper.
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        * * *

      

      Zooey waited nervously in her condo. They’d decided on no communication during the operation. No texts, emails, or calls. No written history. Just Roddy and his team doing their thing. To keep her mind occupied, she pulled up an online poker game and started playing at larger than normal stakes to occupy her mind. That didn’t work to divert her attention, but she unexpectedly bluffed two big pots that made the evening worthwhile.

      She drank two glasses of wine with some mild sleep aids and managed to fall into a light, fitful sleep, tossing and turning. Next thing she remembered, a man was crawling into bed next to her.

      She heard herself say, “How’d it go?”

      “Without a hitch. We can look at the tapes in the morning.”

      “Not on your life.”

      Zooey was out of bed, in her chair, and rolling toward the dining room table, Roddy right behind. He pulled up the laptop and toggled to his program. They sat together as the initial screen popped up.

      “Unbelievable. It’s like I’m sitting right there. How can those tiny cameras make such a clear video?”

      “Ever notice how small the cameras are on your phone? And the quality they produce? These are the next generation.”

      He brought up a split screen. On the left was the table, showing the deal, bets, and results. On the right were three boxes showing her players. He touched the first box and a full screen of Slim popped up. She could see his face, upper body, and hands. He showed her how to zoom in and out with each camera. She could see everything.

      “This is amazing.” She couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. “How long was the game?”

      “Four hours. You’ve got a lot of material. If you study each player one by one, it will take twelve hours without stopping the tape.”

      “Yeah, I haven’t figured out how I’m going to do this yet, but this is fantastic. Thank you. I’m feeling really lucky right now, and I’m pretty sure you’re about to get lucky, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Zooey spent the next two weeks studying the tapes. She dedicated two hours a day and found it to be the most useful poker exercise she’d ever done. She started by mapping the hands, all twenty-eight. That took five hours alone but had to be done. Then, with the video projected on her big screen TV, she rolled up close and studied each player through each hand. With the game played on the left screen, she studied the player’s reactions to every card on the right screen, stopping the action and rewinding at will, taking notes on each player. But, after going through the process, she was disappointed. She’d hoped that tells would start emerging, but she was ten hours into the analysis and hadn’t picked anything up.

      She turned her focus to games where she knew her players had strong hands, and ones they were bluffing. This time, she zoomed close and studied every aspect of the player, often repetitively. On several individual hands, she spent over an hour studying reactions. No wonder they were good poker players. They disguised reactions very well.

      Her first breakthrough was noticing slight demeanor changes in Slim on his bluff hands. Without noting individual tells, she concluded he was pretending to exude more confidence. He sat a little straighter, bantered more, and played his chips with more flair. The changes were subtle, but after examining all nine of his bluff hands, she was sure of it and knew she’d recognize it in a game. Okay, then. A significant breakthrough. Knowing when a player was bluffing was a big deal in poker, real big. Enough to change the tipping point in a match.

      Her second breakthrough was even more significant. Joey was the most skilled of the three, perhaps the top player in Vegas. A young, good-looking stud, she assumed he only dated cheerleaders in high school. She liked him and had long admired his skills. She isolated seven hands where he had strong cards. He won five of those hands and they’d made the difference in the final results. On the tenth time through one particular game, she noticed a mannerism with his mouth that she’d seen in prior hands. In a motion so quick it could barely be observed, he licked his lips with his tongue in the corner of his mouth. His tongue was visible for only a fraction of a second. Sitting close to the oversized screen, she went through all seven of his strong hands. All seven tells occurred precisely at the moment he received a strongly desired card. Zooey’s heart was racing. An incredibly subtle tell, but she was sure of its existence.

      She doubted he knew he was doing it. She recognized it from her psychology research on involuntary responses. During a lie detector test, a tough question is asked and the brain involuntarily triggers a physiological response that is picked up by the meter. A good card dropped and he involuntarily licked his lips. Zooey was super excited with her discovery and immediately showed Roddy.

      No matter how much she studied Freddie, she couldn’t find a tell. He was an older, grey-haired man, quiet, soft spoken, old world polite. He never stuck out, sitting quietly at the table, rarely winning with a splash. But at the end of the game, he had generous stacks. After she was done reviewing his hands, she concluded there was nothing there and turned her attention to overall patterns of the three players.

      Each had an approximately equal number of strong hands. Randomly dealt cards are like that. But Joey and Slim bluffed nine hands and Freddie only three, and on those he folded upon any showing of strength. So what? He was a conservative player who didn’t bluff much. She then turned her attention to Freddie’s strong hands and that was where she figured him out. Freddie was exceptionally skilled at milking the bet. If a player with a strong hand starts heavy betting, it quickly pushes weak hands to fold. The player might win the game but earn a small pot. A player with a strong hand who disguises strength will keep average hands in longer and win bigger pots.

      Of course, a skilled player, sensing the table has weak hands, might try to scare everyone out with a dramatic early raise. An equally skilled player, sensing a bluff, might take the player on. The result could be a weak hand beating a weaker hand. A pair of eights beating a pair of fives. Zooey concluded that Freddie would not likely be competing in that duel, but Slim and Joey absolutely would. Or if Freddie was in that dual, it would only be with a strong hand, and he would win.

      Zooey repeatedly watched the hands Freddie won. Each was with a strong hand. He never won on a bluff and rarely tried. But he never signaled strength and was a master at milking the bet. His pots were fat and he didn’t lose bluffs. He conserved resources. Zooey had played many games with Freddie and had sensed this about him, but now had a much deeper insight into his playing habits. She was excited to play him again.
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        * * *

      

      She rounded the final turn of the Hilly Willy and looked up murder mile, a grueling uphill climb to the finish line. Exhausted from twelve miles of up and down racing, her arms and lungs burning, she was exhausted. But looking up the long, straight road, two of her rivals were within reach, and she was the stronger climber. This was why she worked out every day. This was the payoff. She gulped a big breath and pushed with all she had, long powerful strokes.

      She didn’t look up for several minutes. She was light, strong, and in great condition, the right formula for a great climber. But she was nearly spent. Never mind. Head down, mind resolute, she pushed. The first time she dared a glance, Darleen was thirty yards ahead. She felt the adrenaline kicking in as she slowly closed the difference.

      As she passed Darlene, she didn’t look over. Her only focus now was Julie, another twenty-five yards away. Exhausted, arms burning, she pushed. She was gaining, but so was the finish line. Gasping and grunting, she put everything she had into the final two hundred yards. When she next looked up, Julie was only ten yards ahead, but at the top she could see the finish line and Roddy screaming his head off. A final burst of adrenaline kicked in, she gave it her all, and slowly inched by Julie with only twenty yards to go. Neck and neck, she put her head down, grunting and groaning, and held off Julie’s final kick.

      She rolled the chair over to where Roddy was screaming. She pulled up, leaned the opposite direction, and threw up, coughing and gasping. She’d made it, and beat two of her toughest rivals, but she was completely spent. Stick a fork in her, she was done. A sick, barfing mess, but, happy. Roddy held tight against her chair, his arm on her shoulder, handing water to rinse and hydrate. She hadn’t won, but she had clocked a third in her division and was proud of the strong finish. Conditioning and guts. She was strong and getting stronger. Best of all was having Roddy at the finish.

      “That’s the most impressive thing I’ve ever seen. You powering up that hill like everyone else was standing still.” He was proud and wanted her to know.

      “All I could think of is what you’re going to do to me when we get home.”

      “And what’s that going to be?”

      “You’re going to set me into the hot tub and bring me a glass of wine. Then, I’m going to kiss you for as long as I feel like it, and that might be forever.”

      “Wonder what’s going to happen after that.”

      “Raggedy Ann.”

      He chuckled. “Sure you have enough left?”

      “That’s why Raggedy Ann. I have nothing left.”
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        * * *

      

      They sat soaking in the hot tub, each with a glass of wine. After a while, Zooey pulled herself onto his lap, facing him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and he pulled her legs around his waist. Her face close, she stared into his eyes, smiling, for a long time. Then, she started kissing him tenderly, a light playful touching, repeatedly all over his mouth and cheeks.

      She loved kissing him. How could she be so lucky? Her whole life she’d dreamed of finding someone, but never really believed it would happen. Confined in a chair. Her legs a pathetic mess. Men were polite and sympathetic, but who’d want to take on someone like this? She understood. She just waited patiently, dreaming. What would it be like to have a guy? Sleep with him. Wake up cuddled in his arms. Make love with him, endlessly. A companion. A best friend. Always there. Her own man. She wanted to pinch herself. Instead, she kissed him, again and again. She pulled tight on his neck and pressed her body hard into his, the sensations radiating through her body, as the intensity of the kissing increased. Beautiful, intimate moments. When she felt his arousal, she released him.

      Roddy pulled himself out of the tub, sitting on the edge. He lifted her limp body out of the water, setting her in the chair. With an oversized thick cotton towel, he thoroughly dried her. Zooey, stationary in the chair, let him, incapable of moving, kissing him on his back and neck wherever she could reach.

      Raggedy Ann had become their favorite position. After the tough race and the hot tub soak, Zooey was a wet noodle. They rolled to the living room. Roddy lifted himself onto a strong upright chair with no arms and a padded seat, laying a condom on the side table. He lifted Zooey out of her chair and placed her in his lap, facing him, her legs loose, her arms around his neck, his erection pressing against both stomachs. Then more kissing, this time both aroused. The kisses were hot, open mouthed, and intense, tongues working. Zooey was floating in a dream world, weak, lightheaded, aroused, unable to move, her hot spot pulsing against his erection, her breasts at attention as he twirled her nipples between thumb and forefinger. Neck and face hot, heart and breathing elevated, she’d never been so happy.

      When she couldn’t wait any longer, Zooey opened the condom and rolled it on, admiring his proud size. With his hands on her waist, he lifted and positioned her, holding her in place for another kiss before slowly letting her drop down, Zooey moaning all the way. Was it possible for anything to feel so good? He was all in, her spot mashed against his pelvic bone, the pulses throbbing, erotic jolts deep in her groin. She was now Raggedy Ann, legs dangling, arms limp over his shoulders, head wobbling, deep guttural groans escaping her throat, involuntary primal cries.

      Lacking the energy to move, Zooey let him do the work. Holding his strong hands on her waist, he started powerful thrusts from below, her legs, arms, and head flopping all about as he penetrated her deeply over and over, her groans a fluid wail. He held her tight. There was nothing else, only that incredible pulsing connection. Time meant nothing. She was where she wanted to be. At one with her incredible lover. She succumbed and let him take her, again and again, to the end, the pressure fantastic.

      She finally felt his release and authorized her body to follow. Together nature’s oldest dance took its course until she was completely spent, the aftermath beautiful. She laid her head on his shoulder and held tight, the pulsing now gentle inside.

      They were one, as it was meant to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The pot game was moving into the final stages. The tournament started as a sixteen-player invitational and was now down to one table of eight. The $25,000 dollar entry fee created a $400,000 pot. The eight eliminated players would take nothing. When the game ended, the remaining eight players would divide $400,000 and keep table earnings.

      In addition to the entry fee, each player purchased $15,000 in chips for the game and could not buy more. The game automatically finished when one player reached $100,000. At that point, the players would leave the table to the chip counters. Once the chips were tallied, the finishing positions would be established and the pot divided:  winner $100,000, second $70,000, third and fourth $50,000, fifth and sixth $40,000, seventh and eighth $25,000. In addition to the pot share, each player kept chips on the table. Thus, if the eight-place finisher had $15,000 on the table, he’d earn $25,000 for eighth place plus $15,000.

      Zooey, the only woman, was in the final eight with Slim, Freddy, Joey and four other players. Of the eight, Zooey estimated she was fourth in chips, maybe $70,000. Joey had the biggest stack, maybe $85,000, within reach of victory. A player named Junior had been in second until he just lost a showdown with Freddy, putting him below Zooey in chip count. Zooey had seen that coming from the beginning of the hand. She folded early and watched Freddy skillfully milk the table into a fat pot that he won. She knew Freddie would not have pushed that bet without a powerful hand. Junior had a good hand and thought Freddy was bluffing. It was all Zooey could do to keep her poker face as Freddie suckered Junior into losing the big pot.

      Freddy’s big pot moved him into second, Junior fell to fourth, and Zooey rose to third. Joey had folded early, steady at $85,000. From a financial perspective, Zooey was in a great position. One big pot, and she could reach $100,000 and win. But if not, Joey’s imminent win would work just fine. The game would be over. She’d win second or third and keep the $70,000 she had on the table. Her research was paying serious dividends. She was recognizing situations she wouldn’t have seen before, not just from Joey, Slim, and Freddy, but other players, too. She’d played the best poker of her life to get to this point. But the money was secondary. She’d never been this close to winning a big pot game against the top players. She really wanted it. She was terribly nervous, but not letting it show. Cool, calm, reserved. No body language. A mess inside, but no tells. She was a player in the heat of battle. And the end was near.

      The next three hands were inconsequential. Relatively low betting hands with conservative play. The tournament was Texas Hold’em: two cards down to each player and five community cards up. The player formed a poker hand using any five of the seven cards. The game allowed three rounds of betting, with unlimited raises after that.

      On the next hand, Zooey took her hole cards, the two cards dealt down to everyone. Her heart sank. Two low value cards, the seven and ten of spades. Really, it couldn’t be worse. But her heart fluttered on the flop. Two of the next three cards played face up were the eight and nine of spades. She had four cards toward a flush or a straight flush. A flush was five cards of the same suit. She had four spades, needing just one more. A straight flush, five cards of the same suit in sequence, was one of the most powerful hands in poker, beating four of a kind and even a full house, but was very rare and exceedingly difficult to achieve. But there she was, with four seemingly low value cards of the same suit, and in sequence. The seven, eight, nine, and ten of spades.

      Her odds were long but helped by the fact that she had four spades in order. She didn’t need just one card in the middle of the straight. Either bookend would work, the six or jack of spades. And she had two more cards coming. The sixth card would come face up on “the turn” and the seventh card would arrive face up on “the river,” each with a betting round.

      If she didn’t get the fifth spade, she’d have the lowest valued hand and would lose a chunk. But if it fell, she’d have a strong hand. If she got the six or jack of spades, she’d have one of the most powerful hands in poker. She turned her focus on controlling her body. Her heart was pounding and her mind racing, but she couldn’t show excitement. And there was excitement. Big excitement. Joey was pushing the bet hard, raising $10,000 after the flop, the three cards dealt face up. One king showed up in the flop. Joey pushing the bet signaled that he had at least one king in the hole, maybe two. Players without kings were conserving resources. Zooey had been watching Joey carefully and hadn’t seen a tell, but she couldn’t be sure. If he was like she was right now, he was being intensely careful about signals.

      Four players folded after the flop, pushed out by Joey’s big bet. Zooey calmly met Joey’s $10,000 but declined to raise. Two other players met the bet, creating the biggest pot of the game. The sixth card dropped face up, another king. No help for Zooey, but Joey now had at least three kings, possibly four, and a maybe a full house. Zooey needed the flush or the straight flush. Her straight flush would beat four of a kind or a full house. The flush would only beat three of a kind. But her odds were dwindling. There was only one more card to be played. She needed another spade. The six or jack of spades would be a giant bonus. The river would come face up as the last card.

      The good news was that she had no tough choices. Her fate was sealed. She was committed to seeing the final card. If she didn’t get the fifth spade, or the six or jack of spades, she would fold, Joey would win the hand, putting him over $100,000, and the game would be over. She’d lose at least $30,000 on this hand and fall to fourth or fifth place. She’d win a decent pot share and keep table winnings, not a bad day. But if she got the straight flush, she’d have her biggest win against the best players in town. Outwardly, she was calm and quiet. Inside, she was a mess, heart pounding, throat tight, and hands clammy, discreetly drying them on her pant legs. But no second thoughts. She had accepted the risk.

      She surveyed the table. Everyone was studying her hand. They assumed Joey was playing kings. His bold raise came after the first face up king dropped. But he could be working a full house, too. The more fascinating hand belonged to Zooey. If Joey was bluffing, she could have kings in the hole. Otherwise, her hand was a mystery. She doubted anyone considered a flush or straight flush a realistic possibility. Only the seven and ten of spades were face up. No one could see her two spades in the hole.

      On the turn, the other two players folded, leaving just Zooey and Joey in the game. And it would be the final hand, the pot being such that whoever won the hand would go over $100,000. There was just one more card to be dealt face up, the river. The tension in the room was palpable. Not a sound. All eyes were on the cards and players. The tournament would end on the next play. The dealer hesitated to let the drama build. Zooey, heart pounding, prepared herself for disappointment. She would show nothing no matter what the next card would be.

      The dealer dramatically dealt the river, a two of diamonds, and Joey immediately pushed $10,000 more on the table. Zooey’s stomach soured. Her head was spinning, her world disintegrating. No six or jack of spades. No spade at all. She had nothing. But she sat calmly, no tells. She was in disarray but couldn’t show it. Her plan had been to fold at this time, let Joey win the pot, go over $100,000, and end the game. But she’d learned over time to not make decisions while she was not thinking clearly, and she was not. She was in temporary shock, crushed with disappointment. Somehow she’d believed she had a shot at the flush.

      All eyes in the room were on her. Joey’s $10,000 raise was in the pot. She needed to either fold or call his bet. She sat quietly, fighting to gain internal composure so she could make a reasoned decision. She focused on her breathing and felt her body and mind begin to calm. Her one thought was that she’d never seen a tell from Joey. What did that mean? She didn’t fully know, but it made her decision easy. She couldn’t fold. Joey would have to show his cards. He had to earn that pot. It was going to cost her $10,000, but there was no going back. She wasn’t going to give it to him. He needed to win it.

      She felt the eyes of everyone in the room. She sat calmly, the adrenaline flowing, her hands flat on the table, her body still. Quietly, with no fanfare, she pushed $10,000 to the pot, calling Joey’s bet. The murmurs spread through the room. Game on. She’d called his bet. He couldn’t raise again. Since she’d called his bet, he had to show his cards first. If she could see his hand was better, then she would fold and the pot and game would be his. She waited for him to pull a king from his cards in the hole and lay it on the face up kings. But he wasn’t doing that. He was sitting quietly, too. What was up?

      The room got very quiet, until Joey calmly pulled up his hole cards, selected one, and laid the ten of hearts on the two face up kings. The crowd gasped. Joey had bluffed the entire hand. He had nothing. He was relying on the two face up kings. And since those were community cards that Zooey could also play, he was required to show his next strongest card, a very weak ten of hearts. The crowd quieted again awaiting Zooey’s response.

      But Zooey had gone into shock again. She’d never seriously considered that Joey was bluffing. She was positive he had at least one king in the hole. So that was why she never saw a tell. He never got a card he wanted. All she needed was a jack to beat his ten but she had no jack. She was again crushed. So close it hurt. Her body ached, yearning for a simple jack. Any jack would do. Absentmindedly, she pulled up her two hole cards and studied them. That’s when it hit her. She didn’t have a jack to beat his ten, but right there in her hand was the ten of spades. They were both tens, but spades ranked higher than hearts. Her ten of spades beat his ten of hearts. Her heart was pounding against her tiny ribcage, but her body remained still.

      With every eye in the room on her, she selected the ten of spades, holding it privately at her chest before moving it to the board, gently laying it face up on Joey’s ten of hearts.

      The room exploded in applause and cheers. It was one of the most exciting and unbelievable finishes in recent pot game history. Both players bluffing a $50,000 pot, with a ten of spades beating a ten of hearts. Zooey was still in shock, but she saw Joey stand up with a huge smile and start the standing ovation. Everyone in the room rose to their feet and respectfully clapped for the incredibly gutsy player who just outbluffed the top gun in town.

      Her face was hot and flushed as she calmly looked around the room and acknowledged the crowd. A moment to savor. But there was only one person in the room she cared about, and he was the only one not standing.

      She looked at Roddy with a big grin and gave him a wink.
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      The next year was the best year of Zooey’s life.

      Roddy moved into her condo two months after the big pot game, and they did everything together outside of work.  They ate out occasionally, but mostly prepared meals together in Zooey’s kitchen and ate with a view of the Strip. They worked out daily at the gym. Some of their best times were just cuddled on the couch quietly reading. Zooey was so happy she couldn’t stop pinching herself. She finally had her hunky guy.

      Most importantly, her life felt complete.

      And the sex was mindboggling. Zooey had no idea it was possible for two people to have so much sex. They studied the Kama Sutra for interesting positions and adapted them to their situation. They were amazed how few positions were not feasible. And when Roddy got his artificial legs, a whole new world opened up: OMG--stand up sex! After plenty of foreplay, they’d tie a short rope around Zooey’s ankles. Roddy easily lifted her eighty-two-pound body so her legs were resting on his shoulders, the rope behind his neck holding her legs securely in place. With his hands cupping Zooey’s bottom, her hands clasped behind his neck, and Zooey groaning her approval, Roddy made the connection, driving himself as deep as Zooey’s body would allow. The position secure, she then held on for dear life while he pummeled her endlessly until her orgasmic shrieks announced the grand finale.

      Zooey couldn’t believe her tiny body could sustain that pounding.

      But when it was over, she was ready to go again in a few hours.
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        * * *

      

      Zooey continued to compete in tournaments and VIP pot games. As her reputation as a top player increased, so did her side business dealing to private parties. She got more gigs and charged more for them. The Z-Girl was in demand. More importantly, her poker skills were growing. The intense observation exercise she’d done with Roddy’s video was paying dividends beyond her big win. Her skills reading tells and managing her own signals were getting more sophisticated. And with that came stronger finishes in tournaments, and bigger pots.

      Roddy’s business was low-key and off the grid but in demand with both law enforcement and private security businesses. He relocated to a larger warehouse and increased his inventory with the latest high-tech equipment available. The best part of his business was that price was relatively unimportant to his buyers. If he had the gear they needed, price was an afterthought. Roddy continued to stay out of operations, but equipment sales were strong and carried a substantial mark-up.

      Zooey hadn’t requested more surveillance of poker games. They decided that was a high-risk operation, and her skills were still growing from that one exercise.
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        * * *

      

      Flush with money, they invested in a retrofitted Jaguar convertible. They chose the Jag because it had a big trunk for Zooey’s collapsible chair and plenty of storage for weekend excursions. The car was specially equipped so either could drive using just their hands, but Roddy usually drove because he’d driven most of his life and Zooey had never operated a car. Roddy would lift her out of her chair, set her in the car, stow her chair in the trunk, and settle into the driver’s seat. They got sports car hats and designer sunglasses and felt like Hollywood movie stars cruising the Las Vegas Strip.

      Mobility by car was an entirely new world for Zooey. The disability van in Las Vegas was great. Available 24/7, it would take her anywhere in the city any time she wanted to go. But, to get in the top-down Jag with Roddy and drive anyplace anytime exceeded her wildest dreams. She loved to sit in her specially padded seat wearing her jaunty hat and sunglasses, her arm casually on the window, the wind blowing her hair, a playlist on high, and Roddy at her side. On weekends, they’d drive up to Red Rock Canyon, Valley of the Fire, or Death Valley. They were planning trips to Lake Tahoe, the Grand Canyon, Zion National Park, and Joshua Tree.

      Together, they could do anything and go anywhere.
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        * * *

      

      “How was your doctor appointment today?”

      They were slicing and dicing ingredients for homemade pizza. Zooey was in her chair. Roddy was standing on his artificial legs. Zooey’s heart was pounding. She’d been waiting for the question and hadn’t figured out how she wanted to break the news.

      “My legs are doing okay. The good news is that they’re pretty stable. So, the massages and baths are doing the job.”

      “How’s everything else?”

      Zooey could hardly breathe. Now was the time, but she couldn’t get the words out. She was trying to dice onions and her eyes were watering. Were her eyes watering from the onions or from her news? She could feel Roddy’s eyes on her. There had to be some reason she was taking time to respond to his question. But this was her specialty: under pressure, heart pounding, insides exploding, but no tells.

      Roddy had put his knife down and was studying her. Not wanting to put her onion-stained hands near her eyes, she used the back of her wrists to wipe the tears. She opened her mouth but the words wouldn’t come out. Still no tells, but Roddy was now staring at her.

      Without looking at Roddy, she said, “Well, there is one interesting new development.”

      She felt his eyes on her, but she couldn’t get herself to look at him. He was still.

      She took a deep breath, put her knife down, and looked right at him.

      “I guess we’re going to have a baby.”

      She had the pleasure of seeing Roddy’s eyes get huge above the biggest smile she’d ever seen on his face. She looked down, wanting to hide her face, but not wanting to put the onion-stained hands near her eyes. She felt his strong hands on her waist easily lifting her out of her chair and into his arms. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he held her tight against his muscular body, her legs flopping all about. The hug lasted a long time, Zooey’s onion-enhanced tears staining Roddy’s tee shirt, her tiny rib cage heaving, her mouth sobbing an involuntary cry.

      She finally gathered herself to speak.

      “Are you happy?”

      “I’ve never been so happy.”

      “I want to have your baby so much it makes my body ache. I’ve never wanted anything so badly.”

      He set her back in her chair, retrieved a bottle of champagne from the refrigerator, popped the top, and carried the bottle and two glasses to the loveseat with a view of the Strip. She rolled over, lifted herself out of her chair, and settled on the loveseat next to him.

      He poured two glasses of champagne.

      “Congratulations, Mom.”

      “Congratulations, Dad.”

      Zooey giggled, wiped the tears from her eyes, and took a drink of the cool, crisp champagne.

      “What did the doctor say about you having a baby?”

      “Well, she spent enough time down there checking out the situation.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “She said there was no reason why I couldn’t have a baby. And, since we both lost the use of our legs by artificial events not related to genetics, there are no concerns about that. I guess the main issue is that my hips are so tiny.  Because the childhood injury paralyzed my legs, my hips never developed at a rate proportional to the rest of my body. So, the place for the baby is pretty small. But the doctor said she wasn’t too concerned about that. Lots of women with tiny hips have babies. Other than that, the critical parts work just fine.”

      “That’s just amazing.”

      “Are you sure you want to have a baby?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Do you worry about the complications of raising a child in our situations?”

      “Honestly, I haven’t figured out yet what we can’t do, especially now that we have a car. We’re about as normal as any couple in America.” He paused and looked at her. “And you’re going to be a fabulous mother.”

      Zooey was overcome by emotion. She snuggled tightly against Roddy, feeling the warmth of his body against her side, sipping the cool champagne, and watching the never-ending hustle and bustle of the Strip far below. A commercial airplane was approaching the Las Vegas airport, and crows were soaring in random patterns. The sky was turning to a dark blue as the sun was heading for the horizon. The Spring Mountains were taking on a golden hue from the setting sun.

      Roddy placed his hand softly on her stomach, and she rested her head against his shoulder. The new life inside her body created a warm, joyful contentment. She felt a state of deep calm, a sense of well-being she’d never experienced before. She was going to be a mother.

      Was it possible to be so happy?

      She had her guy, and she was going to have his baby.
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      Dear Reader,

      

      I hope you enjoyed reading The Player as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      

      If you enjoyed it, there are three things I would love for you to do:

      
        	Leave a review. The best gift a reader can do for an author is leave a rating or review. I would be honoured if you would be willing to do that. Here’s a link for such a review: https://books2read.com/the-player-kris-kassady-ebook.

        	Keep reading for a sneak peek of another book I think you’ll love: The Quiet Lady. In this spicy romantic novella, restaurateur Gino Marchetti is randomly seated next to physicist Maya Abrahamson on an airplane trip to San Francisco. Both middle aged and single, they strike up an unusual friendship that blossoms into something more.…Turn the page to start reading now.

        	Get a free book, on me. Head over to my website to find out how you can get a full length novel of mine FOR FREE. The link is https://www.kriskassady.com/newsletter-sign-up.

      

      

      Thank you again for taking a chance on me.

      

      Happy Reading,

      
        
        Kris Kassady
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            The Quiet Lady

          

        

      

    

    
      Gino noticed her sitting in the waiting area for his flight to San Francisco. He wasn’t sure what was drawing him to look at her, but he was; she was interesting—average height, slender, professionally-dressed, short coiffed hair—everything tasteful, nothing exceptional. Early fifties—his age—carrying a stylish, soft briefcase, looking intelligent and accomplished. He liked looking at her. Sitting alone reading a tablet, she looked like a good person, a person worth knowing. But, as discreetly as he’d been sneaking glances, she’d caught him twice; offering a gentle smile the second time, as he nodded acknowledgement. Well, that was embarrassing, but she hadn’t been offended, and she knew he was interested.

      The overhead speaker announced boarding of the flight by zone. He noticed she didn’t get up for first class or those needing assistance. Nor did she get up for zones A through C, but she did rise for zone D, as did he. He thought about timing the walk to the line so as to conveniently end up standing next to her, but, after being caught twice spying, it felt like stalking. And an older woman nearby was struggling with a heavy bag so he offered assistance that was readily accepted. Carrying the bag, he walked slowly with the older woman making polite conversation.

      He entered the line about twenty passengers behind her. Boarding was slow, a long line running down the boarding bridge. He could see her patiently moving along, standing straight, eyes forward. He even liked looking at her from behind. What was that about?

      The plane was packed, all seats taken. She was directed by the flight attendant to the far aisle. Even though his seat was also in the far aisle, he stayed in the near aisle to assist the elderly woman. Arriving at the elderly woman’s seat, he lifted the heavy bag to the overhead compartment and made sure she was settled before moving toward his seat. His heart jumped as he checked the aisle numbers. She was sitting at the window next to an open aisle seat. That had to be very close to where his seat would be. Stopped while a passenger was stowing luggage, he counted rows and calculated that, if his count was right, that would be his seat. What could possibly be the odds of that? Two hundred to one? His heart elevated as the aisle opened up and he confirmed that, in fact, his seat was next to hers.

      Arriving at the seat, he looked at her and smiled, indicating his seat. She smiled back; a beautiful, warm, friendly smile. She seemed pleased. How could she be? They didn’t even know each other. He decided against a greeting. The smiles had done the job. He placed his soft briefcase under the seat and settled in, fastening his seat belt. Ok then, there they were, sitting next to each other on a 90-minute flight. She hadn’t said anything, and he hadn’t either. His normal practice was to not be excessively friendly to seat mates for several reasons. Mainly, you just didn’t know what you were going to get. Sometimes they wanted privacy. Sometimes an easy friendly exchange leads to a nonstop talker who ruins the flight. As a general rule, better to just stay to yourself. But this felt different. There was something about the fateful way he’d noticed her in the terminal, then ended up in the adjoining seat.

      But, what to say? Oh, are you going to San Francisco? Well, that was pretty lame sitting on a plane to San Francisco. Oh, do you have business in San Francisco? Well, that was pretty invasive, of course she did. Oh, do you live in Portland? That was better. They were in the Portland Airport. But maybe she was from San Francisco and had just completed her business in Portland. Oh, what do you do? Well, that was something you asked later, not as an opener. He pulled his laptop out of his briefcase and set it up just as she was doing the same. He noticed she was not wearing a ring.

      He signed onto the free Wi-Fi. He had a draft business plan in the cloud that he planned to work on during the flight. He brought his document up and was starting to review it when she pulled a short cord from her briefcase, plugged one end into her computer and extended the other end to him. Bewildered, he looked at her. She smiled, and again tendered the cord, not saying anything. He took the cord, not sure what to do with it. She took it from his hand and plugged it into his USB port. Ok, what was going on? He looked back at her and she gestured toward his laptop. A new page popped up on his screen. He studied it as she started typing on her laptop and her words appeared on his computer.

      That was very nice of you to help that older woman with her bag. I wanted to acknowledge your thoughtfulness, but I am hearing and voice impaired.

      Gino was stunned. She was deaf and dumb. But those terms were probably not politically correct. Oh, yes, she gave the correct descriptors. She was hearing and voice impaired. He looked at her with a smile and got a friendly hands up shrug in return. Ok, now he had to say something. He turned to his keyboard and typed, seeing the words appear on both screens.

      Gino: That’s very kind of you. I was happy to help. Allow me to introduce myself, my name is Gino Marchetti.

      Maya: Maya Abrahamson. Pleased to meet you.

      She extended her hand, and he gave it a shake. He liked touching her. Her hand was warm and soft, but the shake was firm and professional.

      Gino: The pleasure is mine. Is this some kind of special program we’re using?

      Maya: Yes, it’s designed for the hearing and voice impaired. If I were not voice impaired, I would have acknowledged your kindness when you sat down. And, since you probably don’t know sign language, this is the best means for me to speak to you. I hope you don’t mind the intrusion.

      Gino: When you handed me the cord, I assumed you wanted to drain my bank accounts.

      He saw her giggling, but there was no sound. Was it possible she couldn’t make a sound?

      Maya: Well, the conversation isn’t over yet. You might want to check your balances later.

      This time, he chuckled, making the normal sounds.

      Gino: I hope you won’t be offended if I move my wallet to another pocket.

      Maya: You assume it’s still there.

      He was chuckling and she was silently giggling. How surreal to see the face of a laughing woman with the slight quakes of her head and chest and hear no sound. But her face was beaming.

      Gino: Just before you handed me the cord, I was trying to think of an appropriate way to start a conversation but was drawing a blank.

      Maya: Well then, I’m glad this worked out.

      Gino: Do you live in Portland?

      Maya: Outside Portland, in Beaverton. You?

      Gino: Next door in Lake Oswego. Are you working in Beaverton?

      Maya: Yes, I work for Discover, a science and technology research center.

      Gino: Impressive. What’s your field?

      Maya: Physics.

      Gino: Oh my. I struggled with physics in high school. Can’t imagine it as a career.

      Maya: Came easy to me. I like it.

      Gino: Any particular field of physics? I’m really struggling here as I have no idea what an intelligent question might be about your field.

      Maya: Nanoscience.

      Gino: Oh, boy. I don’t even know what that is.

      Maya: Study of tiny matter, like a billion items might rest on the head of a pin. We explore interactions between particles, light, and atoms. The field provides research used in telecommunications, quantum computing, biosensing, and imaging. In its most noble form, it supports sustainability and improving health in developing countries.

      Gino: Were you able to get the job on the basis of high school physics?

      She silently laughed again.

      Maya: Yes, that, plus a Ph.D. And what do you do?

      Gino: I own restaurants.

      Maya: More than one?

      Gino: Yes, we have eighteen.

      Maya: Impressive. What are their names?

      Gino: Gino’s Italian Restaurants. I’m a very creative guy.

      Maya: There’s a Gino’s in Beaverton.

      Gino: Yes, that’s ours. We have two in Beaverton. Have you ever been?

      Maya: I’m sorry to say I have not. But I see it when I’m out and about.

      Gino: I’d love to host you for dinner some time.

      Maya: I’d like that. I’m sure the service will be excellent, dining with the owner.

      Gino: Yes, one of my daughters will take good care of us.

      Maya: How many children do you have?

      Gino: Three.

      Maya: What ages?

      Gino: 33.

      Gino loved this game. He sat quietly, not looking at Maya. With a doctorate in physics, she’d get that riddle pretty quickly.

      Maya: You have three children aged 33?

      Gino: Yes.

      He watched with enjoyment as her hands went to her face.

      Maya: You have triplets?

      Gino: Yes.

      Maya: OMG. That’s amazing! All girls?

      Gino: Yes.

      Maya: Identical?

      Gino: Yes.

      Maya: OMG. Photos please.

      Gino toggled the computer to his photo library and browsed till he found the one he wanted, the girls at age three sitting in matching Christmas pajamas and Santa hats in front of the Christmas tree. He brought it up on the screen and looked to see Maya’s reaction. She instantly brought her hands to her face, and this time, an audible sound escaped her throat—a rough guttural groan. She moved one of her hands quickly to her throat as if to suppress the sound.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        GET YOUR COPY OF THE QUIET LADY TODAY

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Kris Kassady

          

        

      

    

    
      Collections

      Passionate Encounters – The Best of Kris Kassady Book 1

      Tender Hearts – The Best of Kris Kassady Book 2

      Intense Desire – The Best of Kris Kassady Book 3

      The Naughty Librarian and Other Sexy Stories

      Summer Series

      Summer’s End

      Summer Solstice

      Summer Wind

      Second Summer

      Steamy Romance Novels

      Jack’s Secrets

      Novellas

      The Player

      Robyn’s Nest

      The Gigolo

      Izzy

      Seven Gables

      The Pilgrimage

      The Gypsy

      Ginger

      Rosa

      The Quiet Lady

      The Nanny

      Gemma

      The Bookie

      The Appointment

      The Naughty Librarian

      Wanton Woman

      The Wedding Party

      The Pageant

      Size Queen

      Friends With Benefits

      Miranda

      

      
        
        www.kriskassady.com

        kris@kriskassady.com

      

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/the-quiet-lady-sRGB-420-70.jpg
KRIS KASSA%

A LOW-ANGST ROMANCE






OEBPS/images/the-quiet-lady-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
KRIS KASSADY

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOO





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        The Player
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Author Note
      


      		
        The Quiet Lady
        
          		
            The Quiet Lady
          


        


      


      		
        Also by Kris Kassady
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Kris Kassady


    


  


OEBPS/images/kris_kassady_logo-black-web-sRGB-368-70.jpg
KRIS KASSADY
SEXY STORIES





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/kris_kassady_logo-black-web-sRGB-211-70.jpg
KRIS KASSADY
SEXY STORIES





OEBPS/images/the-player-2-sRGB-1200-70.jpg
KRIS KASSAD\Y\

P

\v

w





