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Shuffle Up and Deal
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❖

Please Don’t Try This at Home (or at the 2 p.m. $60 Rebuy)

❖

Let’s get one thing straight before the cards even leave the shoe: this is not a strategy book. You will not finish these pages suddenly channeling Phil Hellmuth’s arrogance or Daniel Negreanu’s clairvoyance. You won’t learn the GTO-approved way to defend your big blind. You might not even remember what GTO stands for.

This book won’t double your win rate, fix your leaks, or make losing feel noble. It’s not here to help you “crush the locals.” It’s here to remind you why you keep showing up to get crushed by them anyway.

What you’re holding is the literary equivalent of a comped buffet: plentiful, inconsistent, and best enjoyed with low expectations. It’s meant for layovers, lunch breaks, and bathroom visits long enough to make family members concerned. Between the trivia, true stories, and small-town legends, you’ll find something resembling wisdom—though usually by accident.

If you’ve ever muttered “one time” to the ceiling, argued with a shuffle machine, or believed your losing streak was a form of spiritual hazing, congratulations—you’re home. This is a book about that world. The fluorescent-lit, caffeine-fueled ecosystem of small-stakes poker: equal parts math, mythology, and midlife crisis.

The goal isn’t to make you a better player. The goal is to make you feel slightly less alone when you realize you never will be.

Now, take your seat. Blinds are up.​
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Part I. The Warm-Up Bluff
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Table Talk

You don’t lose to better players—you just donate more efficiently. 

​

The Shuffle

The Gospel of Bad Beats

❖

You can tell a man’s relationship with pain by how early he brings up his worst beat. Some wait until level three, like civilized gamblers. Others can’t make it through the shuffle without announcing, “You won’t believe what happened last Tuesday.” I always believe them. What I don’t believe is that it matters.

The room’s humming—chips clicking like insects, slot machines wheezing somewhere beyond the half wall. A guy in seat six starts his tale before the dealer’s even burned a card. “I had aces,” he says, which is how every tragedy begins. He paints the whole scene: the flop that teased him, the turn that promised redemption, and the river—always the river—that turned his soul into wet cardboard. He finishes with a long exhale, as if he just gave a eulogy. The rest of the table nods like parishioners, waiting for the miracle of their own suffering.

The thing about bad beats is they’re democratic. They happen to everyone, which makes them meaningless, which makes them perfect for conversation. You don’t have to be good to earn one. You just have to be alive and holding the best hand for a few fleeting seconds. That’s the narcotic—those few seconds when you’re ahead and feel justified. Then, when the river betrays you, you get to play the philosopher: “That’s poker,” you sigh, as if the universe just ran an algorithm on your self-worth.

I used to care. I remember my first big one: flopped top set, lost to running hearts, walked out into the parking lot like a man emerging from war. Now I just file them under “tuition.” The pain’s the same, but the outrage depreciates. You start to see the humor in it—the way grown adults argue with invisible forces. Every card room’s got that one guy who treats the deck like an abusive partner: “She wouldn’t do that to me twice.”

And then there’s the jackpot. The myth, the carrot, the celestial slot machine disguised as justice. You’ll hear whispers: “The bad beat jackpot’s up to seventy grand.” Suddenly, players who wouldn’t limp a nickel are calling raises just to get rivered. “Come on, crack me!” they laugh, half begging the poker gods to smite them profitably. It’s a special kind of madness—rooting for your own disaster. We don’t want to win; we want to lose spectacularly, with witnesses and a payout slip.

When the jackpot finally hits somewhere else in the room, the announcement comes over the loudspeaker like a religious broadcast. Half the players groan, half cheer, everyone pretends to be happy for the strangers. A few whisper calculations—what they would’ve gotten if they’d been there, if luck had cared. The floor manager shakes hands like a priest performing mass. Someone tips the dealer too much; someone tips nothing. It’s communal delusion at its finest: misery paying interest.

Still, it’s better than the bad beat storytellers. They’re not after money—they’re after sympathy, the one currency poker can’t counterfeit. They’ll retell the same hand until the details evolve like folklore. The pot gets bigger, the opponent dumber, the river crueler. By the tenth telling, the dealer’s running out of ways to look interested. You can’t blame them; it’s theater, and we’re all extras in the tragedy of variance.

Every so often, one of those storytellers makes the final table. That’s when the real comedy starts—when the guy who’s been narrating his bad luck all night suddenly becomes the chosen one. He wins a coin flip, doubles up, and looks skyward like he’s finally been seen. Hope is the most dangerous drug in this room, and it’s always cut with delusion.

Then comes the bubble—the soft sound of a dream deflating. The room goes quiet as the last unpaid seat is on the line. Nobody breathes. Every shove is a prayer. Every fold is regret prepackaged for later consumption. And when you’re the one who bubbles, it doesn’t matter how good you played. You’ll still stare at the payout sheet like it owes you an apology. You’ll mutter “so close” three times before remembering that close doesn’t buy gas.

The walk of shame out of a tournament room is a study in human posture. Shoulders forward, eyes glazed, badge still dangling from your neck like a participation ribbon. You’ll think about the one hand that did you in. Then you’ll tell it to someone at the bar. And just like that, you’ve joined the chorus—the living dead who keep the legend of the river alive.

Poker rooms survive on oxygen, caffeine, and stories of injustice. Everyone’s convinced they’re running bad. Nobody wonders what it means that everyone’s running bad at the same time. It’s the beautiful lie that keeps the lights on: that somewhere out there, someone is luckier, but tonight it could be you.

So yeah, keep your bad beat stories. Tell them to the ceiling, the bartender, the Uber driver. We all need our myths. Just remember: every miracle river starts as someone else’s tragedy.

Moral: the river isn’t cruel—it’s punctual. It just arrives exactly when you’ve convinced yourself it won’t.

​

Fresh Deck

Origins, Rules, and Language

❖

Nobody really “invented” Texas Hold’em; it just appeared one day, like a bar fight that got organized. 

The city of Robstown, Texas, claims the honor—because of course it does—but every gambler in the region probably thought they invented it first. What began as a friendly way to see more community cards quickly became a friendly way to lose more money per hour. 

By the time Hold’em reached Las Vegas in the 1960s, it was the local strain of infection, carried by men who smelled like Marlboros and unfinished divorces. By 1967, a few Texans—Crandell Addington, Doyle Brunson, and Amarillo Slim—brought Hold’em to the Golden Nugget, which was less ‘casino innovation’ and more ‘regional accent with a rake.’

Poker’s older cousins were dealt on riverboats, in saloons, and anywhere whiskey was currency and nobody asked to see ID. Those games were closer to performance art than strategy: five-card draw, faro, stud—each a different excuse for cheating politely. The cards traveled north on the Mississippi and west with the gold rush, proving that hope floats just as easily as it drowns.

Vegas didn’t birth poker; it just put it under fluorescent lighting and started charging for parking. Before the neon, games lived in back rooms where the house’s “security” policy involved a revolver and plausible deniability. When the casinos cleaned it up, poker stopped being a crime and became an industry, though the moral improvement remains under review.

Standard chip colors came along mostly to prevent bar fights. By the 1950s, most houses agreed that white was $1, red was $5, and green was $25—an attempt at order that, predictably, fell apart the moment humans got involved. Nevada finally codified chip colors in the late ’50s, when too many players were cashing out the wrong pile. The Dunes and Binion’s led the charge—proof that civilization sometimes starts with labeling your mistakes.

To this day, certain casinos still go rogue: pink tens, purple fifties, and home games where someone insists on using beer caps for quarters. 

The consistency ends where the drinking begins.

The oldest known tournament payout came from the early 1970s World Series of Poker—Johnny Moss pocketed ten grand and the title after a vote among peers. No chips, no brackets, just reputation and suspicion. 

Then came the “freezeout,” the genius idea to stop letting people buy back in forever. Suddenly, losing meant something again. The format stuck because it mimicked life: you get one stack, and no one sells re-entry after the river.

Blinds, antes, and the button—those little inventions that keep the game moving—originated from the universal truth that gamblers will stall indefinitely if you let them. Someone had to force the action. The button marked the deal, the blinds bought time, and antes reminded everyone they were here to lose collectively. 

Modern poker added “straddles” and “Mississippi straddles,” because apparently doubling the stakes before seeing a card felt like progress.

Then came bomb pots—chaos disguised as community. Everyone tosses in a buy-in, skips preflop, and watches the dealer light the fuse. Nobody knows who started it, but Texas gets blamed for that too. The format spread because it satisfies the two primal poker urges: complaining about variance and pretending it’s fun.

Wild cards were an earlier attempt to inject chaos, back when patience still existed. Jokers, deuces-wild—temporary godsends for people allergic to folding. Serious players hated them because they flattened skill edges and ruined the math. Recreational players loved them for the same reason. Every rule change is just democracy in disguise.
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