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I’d just dragged myself home from work when my phone buzzed. It was Carl. “Man, let’s have some fun! It’s Saturday night; everyone’s out. You need to get out of that cave and shake things up.” I was too tired to argue. “Where to? Casino again?” “Obviously. Is that even a question?” “Alright, go ahead. I’ll meet you there.”

Carl wasn’t just a good-time friend. He’d been there through thick and thin; like when my girlfriend packed up my stuff and left, and he let me crash at his place until I got back on my feet. Exhausted as I was, I couldn’t say no to him. “A hot shower’ll fix me,” I muttered, grabbing a drink and heading to the bathroom. I shaved, let the steam loosen my muscles, and smirked at my reflection. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll get lucky tonight.”

The casino entrance was a circus; taxis unloading a parade of glitzy characters, parking lots packed to the brim. “Fishing night,” I thought, weaving through the chaos. Inside, the hall thrummed with the usual Saturday night madness: shouts of joy erupted from tables, slot machines clanged, and the air buzzed with anticipation.

Casinos don’t care about your skill or wallet size. Five bucks or five million, anyone can play. First-timers mingle with pros who practically live here, lured by free rooms, food, drinks; and who knows, maybe more; for the high rollers.

I scanned the tables for Carl, his favourite games; blackjack, poker, roulette; but he was nowhere in the sea of bodies. The crowd was a mix of sharp-dressed men and women in everything from elegant gowns to barely-there outfits. The casino had standards: men needed suits, but women? The less they wore, the better, it seemed.

I dialled Carl. “Where are you? I’ve been looking everywhere.” “Man, you should’ve called sooner! I’m halfway to Midland with three hot girls and two of their boyfriends. Missed one; guess who? Me!” He laughed. “Thought you’d flake again. We’re headed to their place.” “No worries. Have fun. Maybe I’ll catch you tomorrow.” “Tomorrow I’m chilling. Oh, and don’t go too wild tonight!” He chuckled and hung up.

As I pocketed my phone, my elbow grazed an older woman. She winced but quickly smiled. “No harm done, handsome.” “Sorry about that,” I said, moving to a crowded dice table. The energy was electric; players shoved chips onto numbers, shouting as the croupier called, “Last bets!” and then, “No more bets!” An even number rolled, sparking cheers from some, groans from others.

Across the table, I spotted the same woman, her eyes sharp despite her age. Bored with dice, I wandered to the big wheel, where odds and possibilities spun in a kaleidoscope of chance. I stood there, running mental calculations; probabilities, house edges; like I always did.

I never bet. Show me a “wise” gambler, and I’ll show you a unicorn. The house always wins, or they’d be selling groceries, not running casinos. People here either chase quick cash or burn money for thrills.

At the bar, I ordered a drink and noticed her; a striking woman in a unique, shimmering outfit. Her bronzed skin and poised frame screamed outsider, maybe from the Northeast, like me. Her makeup was flawless, a faint sunburn tracing her shoulders. Our eyes met. I raised my glass and winked. I started toward her, searching for an opening line.

“You from around here?” “I live here. Originally from the Northeast.” “No way, me too!” I grinned. She raised her glass. “To Northeast folks.” “Cheers.” Before I could say more, a voice interrupted. “My son, can you help me to my car?”

It was the old lady, pointing at me. Damn it! Just when I’d found someone worth talking to, this lady was cock-blocking me. I owed her for the elbow incident, so I couldn’t brush her off. “Stay here,” I told the woman at the bar. “I’ll be right back.” Turning to the old woman, I said, “Leaving already, ma’am?” “Who said anything about leaving?” she replied, smirking. “We’re going upstairs. VIP section.” I froze. “I don’t have a VIP card, and it’s not far to the upper hall.” She flashed a card in my face. “Ever played up there?”

The VIP section was a pipe dream; hundreds of thousands, maybe millions, in chips to even get in. As we approached, the doormen bowed to her with respect. Who was this woman? Upstairs, she ordered drinks for us. “My treat, since I interrupted you.” I struggled for conversation. If she were younger, I’d have plenty to say, but what do you talk about with someone her age?

She broke the silence. “Tell me about yourself, handsome. What do you do?” “Studied mathematics, focused on analysis.” “Impressive! I studied psychology; psychometrics. Haven’t worked in years, though. My late husband left me quite comfortable.” “Sorry for your loss,” I said awkwardly. She laughed. “Loss? I’m thrilled he’s gone. Couldn’t stand the fool. I married him for his money and endured him for years.” I blinked. “You didn’t love him?” “Women who marry for love are liars or idiots. We love to shop, so we need money. I played the loving wife, but my psychometrics training helped me make a calculated choice. I worked at his company, used a bit of charm and strategy, and within a year, he divorced his wife. I ended up with the company.”

“Wow,” I said, stunned. “Why tell me all this?” “I saw you eyeing that girl. She wasn’t your type; pretty, but she’d bleed you dry by morning. My watch costs fifteen grand; she’s not worth five hundred. I didn’t want her winning.”

I laughed nervously. “Honestly, I might’ve gone home with her.” “Men are fools,” she said, leaning in. “We women
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