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Volvo Walker was so nicknamed because he drives a brand-new Volvo with a bumper sticker that reads But Daddy, I Wanted a Beemer! He shouts at me over the funked-up dance ditty-da-da crap music, “How did you lose all your money, Frank?”
“We were undercapitalized.” Gleaming alcohol bottles, high-end stuff, warp on the other side of the blue fire that caps my shot of Flaming Snakebite. I puff and blow out the fire with a long stream of cigarette smoke. Fire is a waste of good alcohol, and now the shot tastes like an ashtray with a girl’s lip mark of strawberry gloss.
Volvo Walker lays a hundred-dollar bill on the bar. A C-note is worth one black chip at the casino. I’d lost fifty black chips on one hand of blackjack last weekend. Fifty black chips could buy 714 Flaming Snakebite shots at the Devilhouse with enough left over for one happy-hour beer at Joe’s, but the black chips weren’t mine.
Physics graduate stipends almost cover a flop and a monthly case of ramen noodles, and the cheap bastards don’t even cover tuition. Seven dollar shots sure don’t fit into the budget. Volvo’s daddy pays his tuition and his frat dues, so he also gives him money for shots at the Devilhouse. Undergrads who couldn’t get into swanky, private colleges come to Arizona State because we’re consistently ranked in Playboy’s list of Top Ten Party Schools, and the second-generation nouveau riche writhe on the plantation-sized Devilhouse dance floor like the partying damned in the caves of Hell, just like my Baptist uncles proselytize.
The bartender, Jonah, mixes us another round of Flaming Snakebites. Jonah also tends at Joe’s Bar. Jonah glares like I’m cheating on Joe’s but hands us the shots.
Walker says, “But that M.I.T. blackjack team brought down the house in Vegas.”
“Yeah, I know.” I bang the bar to the bumpy beat. Two girls shimmering with Daddy’s money bud off from the undulating crowd and slink past us. Three triangles mark their shirts over their store-bought breasts: delta delta delta.
In physics, delta means “change.” Delta v means “change in velocity.” Delta m means “change in mass.” Delta $ means “Here’s your change,” which Jonah says and hands Walker a wad of cash.
Circles of light chase each other on the girls’ blonde hair and sculpted faces. They’re twins or clones, or they had the same plastic surgeon. One of them winks at Walker. There must be an invisible ink mark near the hairline of the wealthy that we lowlifes can’t see.
Walker shouts above the computerized drums that reached for a crescendo, “The M.I.T. blackjack team flew first class to Vegas every weekend with thousands of dollars duct-taped to their chests and duffel bags full of chips, stayed in Trump-level suites, and ate and drank comps. Why didn’t your blackjack team work?”
My flaming drink sputters and dies. “Because Chi is a pussy and wouldn’t hit on a sixteen, no matter how many times we ran the numbers.” The fruity Snakebite shot slides into my throat and numbs me. I suck on my cigarette. “And Sanjay kept going home to India for a month at a time. And Emma bet too low, even when she was the gorilla. And stinking bad luck.” Luck, chance, the randomness of the universe, and entropy.
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