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The casino - a place full of glamour, excitement and unpredictable twists and turns. For Thomas, it becomes a world in which losses and winnings are not only decided at the gambling table. In search of himself and a new beginning, he stumbles into a reality that challenges him more than he ever expected. But fate is playing its own game, and what Thomas perceives as the lowest point in his life could be the beginning of a journey that shows him what really matters...
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"23, Rouge, Impair, Passe!" - The croupier's words, spoken flawlessly in accented French, floated through the airy elegance of the casino like a bitter judgement. The soft click of the ball, the clink of glasses and the hushed murmur of the guests blended into a luxurious soundscape that barely seemed to bear the fleeting hint of defeat. But every syllable echoed in my ears as if they were being hurled directly into my head from booming loudspeakers. The noble chandeliers sparkled above me, the gold and marble gleamed in a room that positively glowed with exclusivity and wealth, while around me elegant people in tailored suits and glittering evening gowns seemingly effortlessly placed their chips on the tables - as if there was nothing to lose.
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THE CROUPIER, UNMOVED and with a practised, almost theatrical gesture, pushed the small slider across the playing field and marked the number that had fallen. He then swept all the lost chips towards him in a flash, as if they would never be seen again. Among the many plastic chips that piled up in a worthless heap lay my own last bet, silent and meaningless. The small chip was now just part of the ever-growing wealth of the casino, which had become an impenetrable opponent for me - a bank against which I had been competing in vain all evening.
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THE SCENERY AROUND me seemed to be in slow motion. Every move, every mischievous look from the players at the table who were still in the race seemed surreal to me. Maybe, I thought, my mind just doesn't want to accept that this was the end of my night. Hours ago, I had hopefully changed my chips - they were the promise of a win that I would never realise. Now my last chip lay unsorted among the many others, ready to be sorted by the eager hands of the staff into the precise compartments for the different denominations - a silent reminder of how the casino always wins, while I, lost and burnt out, was just a small part of a big game that could never really go in my favour.
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BUT I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN. You can't win against the bank. The casino - that glittering, tempting façade - is not a place where you can really find happiness. But that evening, I didn't care. I didn't care about anything. The pain inside me was so all-encompassing that even the loss of my savings barely made a ripple in the ocean of numbness I had been in all evening. After all, I had brought it on myself. Yes, I had truly believed in that old adage: "Bad luck in love, good luck in gambling." What a deceptive, cynical consolation. Now there I was, doubly unlucky - my heart broken and my bank account empty. Only now did I painfully realise how naive I had been to believe that a visit to the casino was the right way to numb the grief of a broken heart. But what was normal in my life? I had long been living in a world of chaos, disappointment and brief illusions.
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WITH ONE LAST LOOK at the table and my lost chips, I slowly stepped back. I fought the urge to show what it looked like inside me - how the inner emptiness that engulfed me made my steps heavier and my posture stiffer. With the expression of a gambler with an ace up his sleeve, I walked to one of the tastefully arranged seating areas strategically placed around the casino. I dropped into a heavy, deep red leather armchair that exuded luxury and comfort and ordered a gin and tonic from a passing waiter. "Double gin, please," I added, my voice dry, almost toneless. The waiter, immaculately dressed in black and white, bowed slightly and replied with a respectful "Very well, sir." That could have made me laugh - "Very well, sir" - as if I had any dignity in this setting. He was probably my age, perhaps even younger, and yet he treated me as if I were one of those wealthy, experienced gamblers who gambled away their fortunes here night after night.
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IN TRUTH, I FELT LIKE a foreign body in this palace of glamour. At 21, I was undoubtedly the chick in this room full of rich, sophisticated players who enjoyed life with a naturalness I could only dream of. How could I have hoped that fate would do me any favours tonight? I had already failed in love, so why should Fortuna give me a win that could at least momentarily ease my pain? But no - fortune, I now realised, was nothing but a capricious, cruel whore. It promised you everything and then left you with nothing. It not only robbed you of your last penny, but also heartlessly kicked you out into the cold, lonely night when you were at your most vulnerable.
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AND SO I SAT THERE, surrounded by luxury and glamour, waiting for my gin, while inwardly I felt the echo of this truth: life, happiness - it was all a game in which I kept losing.
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FORTUNATELY, DRINKS in the casino cost nothing for gamblers, so I received my double gin and tonic without a second's delay. The waiter served it with the precision of a surgeon, but I picked up the elegant, finely cut crystal goblet as if it were just a simple plastic cup. With a deep, long sip, I emptied the glass almost instantly, as if the alcohol could wash away all the pain and shame that had built up inside me. Immediately after the last drop, I was already waving for the next one. Maybe, I secretly hoped, after enough gin I would slip into a dazed state where the memory of that terrible day would be erased from my mind. Maybe tomorrow morning it would be as if nothing had happened, as if I had never made the mistake of jeopardising all my savings.
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THE DAY HAD STARTED so promisingly. I had woken up with the feeling that something special could happen today. The morning had been bright and clear, the sun was shining into my room and somehow it seemed as if the world would be open to me that day. But now, just a few hours later, I was sitting here and had lost everything. Not only the money that I had saved so painstakingly, but also the dreams and hopes that had sustained me for so long. I had imagined what my future could look like - perhaps a job that I enjoyed, a small but cosy flat in the city where I could finally live my life the way I had imagined it. But now it was all gone. These visions that I had held so tightly in my hands had simply vanished into thin air, melting between my fingers like sand that couldn't be grasped. And the worst thing about it all was that I could have changed it myself. Every decision that had led me here had been my own.
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"OH MY GOD," I THOUGHT as the bitter reality dawned on me. How would I explain to my parents that I was broke again? They had warned me before I left the house, and in their way they had somehow foreseen it. Their warnings, which I had dismissed as overly patronising, now echoed in my head like ominous prophecies. "Thomas," my mum had told me as we said goodbye, "Thomas, I can already tell you that your plan won't work out. One day you'll be back on the mat with us. You'll see."
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I HAD LAUGHED AT HER then, full of youthful arrogance. "No, definitely not," I had replied, firmly convinced that I had finally freed myself from the cage of my parental home. I had swapped the narrow streets of the small village I came from for the freedom and hustle and bustle of the city. There, I thought, I would find happiness. But now? Now it seemed as if I had locked myself in an even bigger cage - the cage of my own bad decisions.
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YES, OF COURSE, MY parents only wanted the best for me. I understood that now, even if it had seemed like an unbearable corset at the time. But the problem was that their idea of what was best for me didn't match mine. They wanted me to do an apprenticeship in the village, to choose a safe path. I, on the other hand, dreamed of a life in the city - of a job I loved, my own flat and the freedom to finally do what I really wanted. But there was also the catch: I had never really known what that was. I had only hoped to find out somehow as I went my own way.
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AFTER ENDLESS DISCUSSIONS that kept coming back to the same points, I finally packed my things and scraped together all the money
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