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Heads-up

Poker Masters of Europe Tournament,

Riverside Studios, Hammersmith, West London, May 2007

 

AS I SCOOP in the pot once more the audience delivers a rapturous round of applause but, in truth, they don’t know if William, in passing his cards, has made a good play or a bad one. All they know is I’m stacking up a mountain of chips.

They simply love it. This isn’t big money on the line for opening box number seven, or for answering a trivia question correctly. This isn’t a game show, it’s a skill game, where bravery is the dominating factor and not only can contestants win big, they can lose big too.

Things have clearly changed a lot since my first televised poker tournament some five years ago. There too I was in a tense head-to-head confrontation, but back then the studio had the atmosphere of a wake.

Poker has been likened to snooker in the eighties: it’s big money, it looks easy, it’s constantly on the television and everyone is trying their hand at the game. Judging by this enthusiastic crowd, not to mention the masses watching the action – with the insight the all-important under-table cameras bring – in their living rooms, who can argue?

William Thorson is my opponent. Nine months ago he collected $900,000 at the World Series of Poker – not for winning but for finishing thirteenth. (As I said, like snooker in its heyday, poker boasts big money.) Just two of us remain at this final table of the Poker Masters of Europe competition being filmed for television in Hammersmith’s Riverside Studios, and we both want the title badly. The prize is laid out before us: $190,000 in cash and a glistening trophy. Contenders like Tony G and Ram Vaswani have already been fended off and their presence seems like a distant memory now as our intense head-to-head mind game is played.

Unlike William, a cool-looking spiky-haired dude in his early twenties who has hotfooted it over from his Swedish home, I’ve not had a major cash win during the past twelve months. A couple of $50,000s here and there, but in my world, this messed-up world of high-stakes poker playing, that kind of money does not last long. It’s almost small change. I need this win, I need it badly. I have an ambitious agent to appease, I have an expectant major company sponsoring me, I have critics who I want to silence and, most importantly, a young family to provide for.

All this pressure, yet the last thing on my mind is the money. Some people start thinking about the dough when they’re in a spot like this but all they are doing is giving themselves one hell of a stressful headache. They subconsciously begin to play with a lack of conviction, timidly, like a lion who, despite being oh so hungry, is afraid his prey will bite him back. For me it’s actually easy as I’ve never had much need for, or concern about, money. All I’ve ever wanted or needed is enough for my next bet. So I suppose a lifelong disdain for money has given me an edge in battles like this.

Now, having commentated on stacks of televised poker shows, I am well aware that technicians, cameramen, the director, even the dealers are probably keen to wrap up this piece of television and conclude a hectic week’s work. They want it over as soon as possible, they want blood to be spilled, but we are in no hurry. Poker is a thinking man’s game and methodical decision making cannot be hurried.

None of them has a clue what’s going on inside me. It’s turmoil. I’m walking a tightrope in the full knowledge and understanding that one slip and it’s all over. There is more emotion in me than in the lot of ’em combined.

Once again the cards are pitched across the table, like the colour of the studio decor a peculiar orange baize with the sponsor’s logo across the centre. William and I are sat far apart, almost opposite each other. For some reason, despite youth and the benefit of money behind him, I can sense he is nervous.

During the uneasy thirty seconds between hands while the dealer performs a complex shuffle routine, I fathom the reason. Among all his accomplishments and $1 million in career earnings, he has never won a tournament, never collected a trophy, never been called champion. I’m lucky enough to have a cabinet full of silverware, even if there isn’t a six-figure payday on my CV. It gives me an insurmountable confidence, an edge; now I know I can exploit his desire not to give up his chips easily. It’s a fact: the person who wants it most in poker usually loses out.

Move making is what it’s all about in these situations, and I take off in a confrontation holding the worst possible starting hand in Texas Hold’em, 2-7. The first three community cards on the table, the flop, comes Ace-2-4. My adversary and I soon go into a battle of wits.

I have no more than a lowly pair of 2s but I am convinced William does not have an Ace in his hand and his raise of my opening bet is no more than a bluff, ironically in the belief that I too do not hold an Ace.

I pound another bet into the Swede when the next card to fall is a 4. It’s a great card for me: even if he does have an Ace I can now represent three-of-a-kind.

But he quickly calls my bet and now I’m left totally confused as to the identity of his hand, knowing just one thing: he has something better than my pair of 2s and I have a lot of my chips involved in a pot which I cannot fairly win. By that I mean win with the best hand. No matter what that last card is, I am forced to make a huge bet in the hope that this bluff will make him pass.

As the cameramen urgently shuffle across the studio floor, their cameras doubtless focusing in tightly on our profiles under instruction from an excitable director wanting to sight a bead of sweat, the last card falls. It’s a 5.

The table now shows Ace-2-4-4-5. I have to make it look like I have a 3 in my hand, meaning I have made a straight. With my chips neatly piled and orderly displayed I count out a 60,000 bet – a fair proportion of my remaining chips. I have to keep a posture about myself, not demonstrating the truth. I am slap bang in the middle of a valuable televised tournament which I could be blowing right here and now; I must display a confident grace and air, signifying that I am in total control and deciding on the correct amount to bet in order to be called and therein maximize the profit from my winning hand. In poker terms, the perfectly sized bluff; in layman’s terms, total bullshit.

Slowly, I slide my three stacks of chips across the line and announce as confidently as I can the bet size ‘sixty thousand’. However, the desired response fails to materialize. I was hoping for an immediate pass. The second preference is a slight delay and then a reluctant, softly spoken ‘I pass’, but that too is not forthcoming. William simply sits there, looking only at his chips, counting out twelve black ones from his stack. They are the variety that are worth 5,000 apiece.

I sit and stare impassively, despite knowing my tournament could be squandered due to my brutal never-say-die approach. I firmly believe he is timid and desperate not to be knocked out of this game in second position, but as the seconds tick by I wonder if maybe I have read him wrong. Could he have a 3 or a 4?

A minute can seem like an eternity in poker so I don’t know just how long it took for him to come to a decision, but at the very moment I believed my adversary was going to announce ‘call’ he paused, sighed and said, ‘OK, you win,’ while flashing a 4 from his hand as he threw his cards towards the dealer.

Three-of-a-kind is a mighty powerful hand in Texas Hold’em and just what the reasoning behind his big pass was I’ll never know. I do know it inspired me, and moments later, when William announced, ‘I am being outplayed here,’ I was given a licence to rape and pillage every chip on the table. His comments, his demeanour, his attitude and that huge pass led me to raise every pot, regardless of the cards in my hand; in fact most of the time I wasn’t even looking at them. I knew, given his state of mind and my chip lead, he could not fight back until he’d picked up a big hand, and that could be an hour away.

But things have to slow down now that my opponent is on life support, with only a small stack of chips remaining – I’ve stolen the rest – because his next and only play will be an ‘all-in’ move.

Sure enough, after a few tamely played hands William makes his first announcement of ‘all-in’ based purely on the value of his two hole cards. Face down I gently squeeze my cards together and then, taking a peek, slowly apart.

The first is a black Ace. I mentally decide that should the second be a 10 or higher I will make the call. To my total disbelief I see the second is also a black Ace. This is the stuff of dreams, a situation I’ve dreamt about: all the money in the middle, a title on the line, and I have pocket Aces. I know I am at least an 80 per cent favourite to be holding that trophy aloft within sixty seconds.

William looks on aghast, disbelievingly, as I proudly announce ‘call’ and turn over my Aces. He has to reveal his hand: it’s a woeful Jack-4.

A long delay follows, doubtless due to the director ordering his cameramen into position, preparing graphics for the screen and attempting to build the tension with an over-exaggerated pause allied to some ecstatic commentary.

Finally the flop is allowed to hit the table. It features a 4. I’m still ahead, I’m still a huge favourite to win, but another 4 or a Jack spells disaster. The turn card delivers a meaningless 9. Having studied the figures for years I know I’m now an 89 per cent favourite. Just one more blank card for the entire package: the trophy, the accolade, the satisfaction and the money.

The director’s long pause once again drives me insane but, as they say, this kind of suspense is akin to sex: it is best just before the end. However, a climax can sometimes be an anticlimax. Another 4, a miracle 4, appears on the table. My chin sinks to the floor. My heart drowns in disbelief.

William is back in the game, and in the face of such cruel luck I have to avoid that urge to throw caution to the wind, to lose my composure – as they say in poker, ‘to tilt’. If I make a frustration-induced mistake now, a poor call, a bad bluff or an oversized bet, I’ll be going home dejected, a loser. Seventy grand better off maybe but, as sick as this may sound, that will be of little compensation to me.

A full hour of mini-battles follows, during which I get the better of William. When he becomes short of chips once more he is forced to speculatively put his tournament on the line, this time raising ‘all-in’ with a King-3.

Once again I take a slow squeeze, and once again the first card is an Ace. The second does not match – pocket Aces are a 220/1 shot after all – but a 10 as a companion is good enough and I make the call. This time I calculate I am almost twice as likely to prevail than the now-drained Swedish player. I am a 65 per cent favourite to be precise. For a second time my heart is beating like a pneumatic jack hammer. The expectant audience are on their feet and the winning line is within sight.

I don’t believe in luck, but I believe in fate, and its fickle finger delivered both a King and a 3 to the table. I know the laws of probability are not rules, and this sort of thing confirms they are simply guidelines. What do I have to do to beat this guy? I ask myself.

On we go once more. There will be no early finish for anyone. Despite these two adverse results – ‘bad beats’ we call them in the trade – I’m determined to fight on for as long as it takes to emerge victorious.

The pattern continues, the boxer versus the pugilist. If my young opponent suddenly turns the screw, raises his game, plays his hands a little less predictably, I’ll have to reassess my strategy, but, wrestling back the chip lead for the third time, I see no reason to make any adjustments.

Once again William makes what I consider to be an uncharacteristic play. He looks at his hole cards quickly and immediately announces ‘all-in’.

If he’s holding a hand of extreme strength, such as Queens, Kings or Aces, surely he would have raised a moderate amount. But I know he has a habit of not raising with the likes of Ace-King and Ace-Queen, playing them slowly and setting a trap. Therefore I have to give serious consideration to the strength of his hand when looking down at my Ace-7.

That wonderful reflex in poker, the gut reaction, is urging me to call immediately as I sense I have the stronger hand. But this is not the stage on which to make a rash decision and, as the chip counts are almost level, without doubt this hand will seal the Masters title.

Just hang on here. I retain a gambler’s instinct, and that means were we tossing a coin and my adversary was giving me the smallest edge – odds of 11/10 instead of even-money about a head or tail, say – I believe I am not worth my salt unless I put everything I own in the world on the outcome at the price which is bigger than the probability. Twice before I held the best hand and lost, but superstition and the belief in luck, be it good or bad, have no place at the poker table. With all the factors taken into consideration, I have to make the call.

I announce ‘call’, and the audience rise to their feet. Dismayed at my response, William sits back while flipping over his King-Jack. I pull myself forward to get an immediate view of the flop while unleashing my Ace-7.

This time those laws of probability are paying attention: although essentially I only need to avoid a King or Jack landing, both an Ace and a 7 appear on the table.

In these spots, as a player, you go through a complete mental breakdown. Your mind does not function correctly. The only way William can now win is with a miraculous 10 and Queen landing in succession. It is as plain as the nose on my face, yet my mind simply cannot compute what is going on. The turn and river cards change nothing but I have to wait for the compère to announce the victory: I’m still looking at William’s two cards on the table next to the five community cards and trying to find some way they can make a better hand than my Aces and 7s.

I’m eager to shake my opponent’s hand and offer both sincere congratulations and commiserations to him. As he turns to depart the auditorium, head bowed, I move on to salute the appreciative audience. It is one of life’s sweetest moments, not least because I am about to be reunited with my six-month-old baby son Sebastian. He holds his arm aloft, clutching the shiny winner’s trophy with me, alongside the sponsor’s representative, who is also handing over $120,000 in cash.

Had I not come a long way in a few short years? I most definitely had. Less than a decade earlier I was living on the streets with no more than a plastic cup in my hand urging people to part with loose change.

Reflecting on those dark and desperate days often holds me together and I have frequently sent myself back to that period of my life in order to remind myself how lucky I am now and, most importantly, how to perform well at a poker table. It is my fear of defeat.

Although not having to employ such drastic measures on my way to victory here, while shaking every hand thrust in front of me I did pause to consider who, from years gone by, would be watching at home bragging to their wives, husbands or friends ‘I went to school with that guy’, ‘I used to punt in the betting shop with that fella’, or even ‘I used to share tins of Diamond White on a street corner with him!’

Now, one thing you have to understand: tournament poker is not gambling. Trust me, I know, because I’ve gambled on anything and everything. Gambling is a festering sickness which I was born with. There’s a song whose chorus says ‘life’s a journey not a destination’, and while I cannot claim these punchy lines, I have certainly lived by the motto ‘Life’s a Gamble Not a Destination’.

Poker has been my redemption. It’s been like a dock leaf wrapped around a stinging wound; an improbable cure that has done the job admirably. The game is highly skilful and requires massive amounts of patience, self-discipline, mathematical prowess and bravado. In return it can deliver immense satisfaction and financial reward way beyond six miraculous lucky numbers on the Lotto.

Sadly, I discovered this fairly late in life. For most of it, gambling was there for me, sucking the spirit, not to mention every penny, out of me in a way only friends and family of a heroin addict could understand. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve few regrets. I don’t think I’ve been a bad person down the years, although I’ve undoubtedly done some monumentally stupid things. I just wish I’d unearthed poker a lot earlier. I envy the scores of young men, like William Thorson, who are set up for life simply by using their brain in a skill game called poker.

Then again, there are those often heard words ‘he overcame poverty to succeed’, and I actually do think an impoverished background is advantageous in life. I just cannot imagine being born into wealth, which must leave you very little to want or need, and, I imagine, with less ability to appreciate what you have. That’s about the only downside to poker, I think: people getting everything all too easily and at a very young age. It’s not a problem I’ve had to deal with!
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Getting Paid

DECLARING THAT I was born with a festering sickness called gambling may sound a bit dramatic, but certainly the first thing I can clearly recall in life is winning a bet.

It was the hot summer of 1976 when the mighty Manchester United took on my hometown side, lowly Southampton from the Second Division, in the FA Cup Final. The match was huge; occasions like that were huge back then. A year later, for example, the whole country came out for a street party, bought thousands of flags, hats, souvenir cups, plates and coins, and patriotically draped their houses in red, white and blue to celebrate the Queen’s Silver Jubilee. Unless you were around then you cannot begin to imagine what it was like.

Anyway, the whole family got together to watch Mick Channon, Bobby Stokes, Peter Osgood and co. take on the mighty Red Devils, and as far as my dad was concerned no such occasion was complete without a bet.

I didn’t go much on the game of football – never did, never have – but I do recall a sense of nervousness which both excited and stimulated me knowing that my week’s pocket money was riding on the outcome. It was as if my life would be seriously affected if Southampton lost. As it was they won at odds of five or six to one. My life was affected all right: football may have struck me as a boring game, but gambling certainly wasn’t!

Good old Dad. He’s still around, and he’s never changed. The poor guy has spent an entire lifetime chasing a dream, doing what all gamblers do: risking what they cannot afford in the pursuit of something they cannot have. Back then, Saturday was the gambling day of the week, the day racing was on television, and my dad’s bet of choice was the ‘ITV 7’, which required you to select the winners of seven consecutive races. He never once got close. His other great delusion in life was winning the football pools. The miraculous string of score-draw results required to do so also failed to materialize. Even the crème de la crème, one of the biggest rip-offs of all time, ‘Spot the Ball’, he tried every week.

This gambling stuff, it’s in the genes. Guess what, his mother, my gran, who was born in 1909 and is still with us, taught my dad pretty much all he knows! I actually know her as ‘Nan Happy’, which is a light-hearted joke as she’s not always been the cheeriest person in the world! Born in Bristol, during the Second World War she worked as a postman, punctuating her rounds with urgent visits to Southampton’s air-raid shelters. Her house was destroyed during an air raid and it was a miracle the family wasn’t killed in the process. That night, on hearing the sirens, the family dashed out to their Anderson shelter in the back garden but found it had been flooded out by a spring that had cropped up following heavy rain. They were forced to flee to the communal shelter at the end of the street. On returning to their home, they found that it had been flattened while the shelter had taken a direct hit and was now just a hole in the ground.

The story goes her husband, my granddad, who died in 1951 some eighteen years before I was born, was invited to the opening meeting of the Southampton Dog Track in the mid 1920s by a well-known former county cricketer called Bradbury Pratt who’d opened the track. Apparently Pratt tipped him every winner of the eight races on that opening night and thereafter he was hooked.

I sat down with Nan Happy a few years ago to talk about Mick the Miller, the greatest greyhound ever. He raced in front of crowds of fifty thousand in 1929 and 1930. He was the canine version of Red Rum and Desert Orchid rolled into one. Considering she must be one of the last people who can claim to have seen the great dog in action, I found it intriguing. She also recalled visits to Bournemouth, Park Royal, Slough, Hendon, Clacton and Cardiff Arms Park dog tracks. All distant memories . . . supermarkets or blocks of flats are on top of them now.

Back in those days dog racing was the real deal, the sport of the working classes. Before betting shops, before live sport on television, before television come to that, it was one of the few places you could legally gamble and be entertained. There were up to half a dozen dog tracks in major cities in England, more in London, all packed to the gills. That’s how popular it was.

Nan Happy also told me of the time during the late fifties when she and my dad went to Brighton horse races and had the day of all days backing almost every winner for ever-increasing stakes. In the evening they went on to Hove dogs where they backed another seven winners and won a fortune in the process. That night the pair proudly booked themselves into Brighton’s Grand Hotel, and once in their room started counting out the cash and placing it in piles all over the bed, dressing table, sideboard and any other free space they could find. Things were about to go somewhat awry, though, as a waitress delivering room service entered the bedroom and caught a glimpse of the money. She’d only just heard of a local bank robbery on the radio, and within fifteen minutes the police arrived on the back of her tip-off. Dad and Gran spent the night at the police station rebuffing accusations that they were armed robbers!

Nan Happy was and is primarily a dog person, a love passed down to my father, and one that was eventually to take hold of me. I was just three days old when Dad first took me to the dogs (that’s what they tell me anyway). But I inherited my thoroughbred gambler genes from both sides of my family. My granddad Jack, my mum’s dad, also had a major say on the course my life would take, and his passion in life was horseracing. Not the love of the breed, not the spectacle of the sport, but the gambling opportunities it gave him.

That United–Southampton FA Cup Final may have been one of the first recollections of my childhood, but the indelible memory of that mid-seventies period is the day Granddad Jack sat me on his knee and told me about the time he won enough money to buy a row of houses. I’m guessing I was about seven. We were in the front room of the terraced house my gran and granddad lived in on the Flower Gardens estate in Swaything, a district of Southampton. It was a working-class estate, vast and sprawling, built in the 1930s. Milkmen’s floats struggled up the long, wide, hilly roads in the mornings, and in the afternoons the clip-clop of horses’ hooves echoed around as the coal needed to heat the homes was delivered by cart.

The front room of 141 Carnation Road was a sacred place on a Saturday afternoon, its heavy green curtains drawn tightly to prevent even the slightest ray of sunshine making the newfangled colour television, the size of a bank vault, anything other than perfectly clear. Thick cigarette smoke swirled and danced around the room making patterns and appearing to chase and lick at you if you walked through it quickly. Granddad was a heavy smoker. Two of his fingers were coloured yellow from the nicotine and he drew heavily on cigarettes when he had a bet running, while the hand not grasping the ciggie kind of shook, clutching for things such as his lighter or a pen. He never even knew he was doing it.

On this day I knew his final selection, probably his last hope for the week, had got beat as the television was turned off the moment the horses crossed the line. He stubbed out the smouldering butt, pulled the curtains apart and prepared to go to bed for his afternoon snooze – another Saturday afternoon ritual which he did after losing his money. It was like his way of dealing with his loss.

‘Granddad,’ I asked, ‘if you lose your money on the horses every weekend, why do you continue to bet on them?’

He paused, smiling at me in an affectionate way as if the question amused him but it was one he wanted to answer.

‘I haven’t always lost,’ he said. ‘Once I won it all. Come and sit on my knee and I’ll tell you all about it.’

Granddad Jack was good at telling stories. I loved to hear them, especially at night, but something about his demeanour led me to believe that what was about to come was a true tale, not a glamorized yarn.

‘Before you were born and when your mummy was a very young girl your gran and I went to the races at Sandown. We never had much money but it was a day out for us. I thought a horse in the opening race was sure to win and I put pretty much all my money on it – ten bob [50p].’

I listened intently while picturing the scene: a Ford Popular or Austin 8 taking them there, my gran dressed up, a flowery scarf covering her hair, lipstick applied liberally, Granddad clutching his cardboard betting ticket while pacing up and down and drawing on his cigarette nervously as the horses circled the parade ring.

‘What happened, Granddad?’ I wanted to know. ‘Did it win?’

‘It did win, and at odds of twelve to one,’ he replied.

‘Wow, what a good day out you must have had after that.’

‘Things did not stop there,’ he said. ‘I put most of my winnings on the next race, and that horse won too.’

I was excited for him and spellbound by his story. It was as if all these losing Saturdays I had been accustomed to sharing with him were worthwhile.

‘How much did you win?’ I asked. ‘Did you need a wheelbarrow to put all the cash in?’

‘No, I didn’t, as I didn’t stop there. I thought the next race had a certainty in it and I was prepared to put most of my winnings on him. Guess what. That one won as well, and we had netted a fortune. In fact, it was so much some of the bookies couldn’t pay me out. They told me to come back after the last race when they could get some more money.

‘Now, knowing we had so much money to collect I continued to bet with the money I had left in my pocket. On a roll, I took the plunge and backed a thirty-three-to-one shot each-way. Coming into the final furlong I couldn’t see my horse, but suddenly his jockey’s red cap became visible in the middle of a tightly bunched pack towards the front. The commentator started calling his name and it looked like he was going to finish in the first three, meaning we would win. However, a whole host of horses crossed the line together in a bunch finish and from where we were stood I had no idea if he had made the frame or not. It was a photo-finish.

‘I asked anyone and everyone who had won and if my horse had finished in the frame but no one seemed to have any idea. Even the judge must have been struggling to tell from the photo as it took him ages to announce who had won and who had come second and third.

‘Finally the announcement came through. “Here is the result of the fourth race: first, number seven . . .” Number seven! That was my horse! Your gran and I could not believe it. A thirty-three-to-one winner! We had won another fortune.’

This was not fiction. Granddad, excited by reciting his unforgettable day at Sandown, had a huge smile on his face. He was reliving every bet placed and sharing with me the thrill of watching his horses cross the line, and hearing the judge’s verdict on that photo-finish. Indeed, Gran came through from the kitchen with one of her homemade currant buns on a plate and a cup of tea and said to me, ‘It’s true, and I told him, I told him to get his winnings immediately.’

With that statement from Gran I now guessed this story had a bitter twist.

‘Did you lose back all of your money, Granddad?’ I asked.

‘No, that was impossible. All told we had won enough to buy a castle, a fleet of Rolls-Royces and chauffeurs to go with them. In fact, when I went to these bookmakers to collect they too said they had to get more money to pay me out and also instructed me to come back after the last race. At the end of the meeting I had two pocketfuls of betting tickets from maybe thirty bookmakers. I didn’t know which ones owed me from the early races or from the thirty-three-to-one shot; some owed me from both. It was incredible. None were very happy though and when they asked me how much winnings I was due and I couldn’t exactly tell them, they all told me to come back in fifteen minutes when they would have finished paying other customers, would have worked out my winning total and, if need be, sent off for more cash.’

Gran took up the story as Granddad was becoming choked.

‘Jack took us to the bar, where he bought everyone a drink. Dozens of people, people he had never met before.’ This was really odd as Granddad never drank. ‘He wanted to toast his life-changing win and share his good fortune with everyone. I kept telling him it was time to get his winnings but people kept asking him what he had backed and how much he had won. They all wanted to talk about it. Eventually he stepped outside to see the bookmakers again.’

Downbeat, Granddad picked up his story again. ‘I was not expecting what I saw,’ he sighed regretfully. ‘Each and every bookmaker had slammed their satchels shut, grabbed their stands and run off. All that was left was the wooden boxes on which they stood and piles of torn-up tickets all over the floor. I saw a few of them urgently throwing their equipment into the boots of their cars but they were in the distant car parks, off and gone, never to be seen again. Not one paid me out.’

Now I loved my granddad; to me he was the most special person in the world. Not only did he not drink, I never once heard him swear. I cannot forget the look on his face and the tear in his eye when he told me that story. Make no mistake, from that moment onwards I detested bookmakers, and I was to spend the best part of my life trying to get revenge.
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Full House

GRANDDAD JACK WORKED for shipbuilders Vosper Thorneycroft as an electrician, although I’m far from certain how much work he ever got done. I mean, he would go off to work with a flask and a blanket; I suspect he spent much of his time sleeping in a cabin or, when he had money, in the betting shop. He was a likeable character though who would do anyone a favour if he could. There were always people knocking at the front door asking him to fix a car, a bike or a lawnmower.

He loved a small-time scam – you know, the type of bloke who would drive a diesel van because he knew a farmer who could sell the fuel to him for a fraction of the price at the pumps. I can clearly remember a thick cable he installed stretching from one side of his house’s electricity meter to the mains, bypassing the coin box in between. It meant the cash box only ever had about £6 in 10p pieces when the electric company sent someone to empty it.

But his good and endearing qualities were somewhat overshadowed by his gambling. He just couldn’t stop, no matter how much it affected the people around him, and he really did torture himself with guilt related to it.

Just like the electricity coin boxes, everything was done in cash in those days, and that meant Granddad was paid his wages in cash, every Friday afternoon. He would normally arrive home with half of it gone, forced to claim that he had lent it to a guy at work who needed money for his rent or some other dire emergency. The truth was he had lost it in the betting shop, and he did the other half of it on the Saturday afternoon races. As a result my poor gran had a hard time of things, never knowing what, if anything, she would have to run the household for the week.

Like I said, once that last horse got beat on a Saturday he went straight to bed and often spent the rest of the weekend there, fighting a type of depression. As I was to discover when times were hard for me, when you’re asleep you forget all your troubles. The problem is, you then don’t want to get up. It’s a vicious circle.

He did get up, for work on a Monday, but would spend any free time immersed in Raceform Update form books trying to identify winners for the coming weekend. By the time Friday afternoon arrived the cycle would start again. Despite a lifetime of trying he never repeated that magical day at Sandown Park.

Here’s an example of how badly gambling got hold of him. One Christmas Santa, who in this era delivered only one or two presents, brought my mother, a mere child at the time, a beautiful wooden doll’s house. She played with it from first thing in the morning to last thing at night and could not wait to get up on Boxing Day morning to play with it some more. But by the morning it had disappeared: my granddad had sold it in order to raise the stakes for a bet on an absolute certainty that he had uncovered. Not for the first time it was a certainty that got beat.

Despite all these dreadful happenings – and he knew what he was putting his family through – Granddad Jack simply could not help himself. And I maintain he was a good person. If that certainty had won, he would not only have got the doll’s house back, he would have treated the whole family to wonderful gifts.

It was a close-knit family. My granddad served on the Queen Mary alongside his brothers, Boff, Rex and Michael. They too liked a bet. Michael went on to own a string of betting shops. The only problem was, he couldn’t stay on the right side of the rails – there’s no buzz involved in the safe option of just taking bets – and ended up losing the lot through gambling. Michael married Grace, who was one of my gran’s sisters, so the large families were close and interwoven.

My mum had two older half-brothers, Trevor and Roy, from my gran’s first marriage, but she arrived relatively late, in 1952, and just seventeen years later she was giving birth to me – rather early in life! Dad, who I have briefly introduced you to, was considerably older than my teenaged mum – like, twenty-five years older. He had already been married and had a family of six, but he fell for my mum after meeting her dad (Granddad Jack) . . . in the betting shop. Where else?

The story goes like this. They were both losing heavily and started to chat. My dad explained that he dabbled in anything from second-hand furniture to scrap metal, buying and selling in newspapers, auction sales, and even jumble sales (car boot sales had not been invented yet). Granddad was delighted to hear this and, hoping he could gather together a bit more cash for another bet, declared that he had some scrap copper and brass he wanted to sell at his house. Now copper and brass may be right up there with mercury, silver and gold-dust to a scrap-metal dealer, but when Granddad Jack took my dad to his garage, opened a work cabinet drawer and began removing individual screws, nuts and washers, my dad immediately knew he was not about to strike it rich! Anyway, that’s the day he met my mum, who was still at school at the time.

You know, when I think of it, an auction sale is just like one big game of poker, but one that can be corrupt. You have the vendor who wants to get as much for his goods as possible and the purchaser who wants to pay as little as possible. In between those two people you have a stack of duckers and divers all trying to make themselves a few quid. I spent a lot of time at auction sales as a child, every Wednesday at a place called Ringwood in the New Forest, buying furniture with my dad and granddad.

Granddad could have set himself up for life once at an auction sale but didn’t. Back in those days, the seventies, there were auction sales organized by the government called ‘government surplus sales’ where they would sell obsolete goods from the army, navy, air force and police, even hospitals and schools. At one of these sales Granddad looked at the catalogue and saw there were batches of 5,000 (empty) ammunition boxes consigned by the army. There were actually forty such lots dittoed down the sales catalogue, so whoever bought the first batch had the option to buy the remaining thirty-nine lots – that’s 200,000 boxes in total – at the same price.

These things were usually just a wooden box with a lid and a rope handle across the top. They were of very little use to anyone for anything, apart from firewood. However, Granddad had discovered that on this occasion these boxes were not wooden, they were aluminium, and were worth an absolute fortune as scrap. He knew this because he’d gone to the Aldershot depot to look at all the lots on offer, and that depot was miles away from the Southampton hotel where the auction, sprinkled with buyers representing Arabian and African governments, was taking place.

The auctioneer was expecting each batch to make about £25, but when the bidding went up to £250 everyone knew something was up. Suddenly, mid-way through this bidding war, a burly and threatening fellow came running across to my granddad. He pulled him aside and menacingly whispered in his ear, suggesting that he stop bidding immediately. On top of the intimidation he promised to give him a pay-off for doing so.

Poor Granddad, he was muscled into taking a £1,000 backhander to stop bidding. If he had gone ahead and bought all those boxes and sold them on for scrap he would have been set up for life.

If you can’t tell yet, I spent a lot of my childhood at my gran and granddad’s. The main reason for that was the brain haemorrhage my mum was struck down with a year or so after I was born. Only major surgery saved her life, but even that came at a cost: Mum was hospitalized and left blind for a year by her illness. As a further consequence, she was unable to have any more children, and I could sense she was desperate to do so even when I was a little boy. So I was an only child. I did have half-siblings from Dad’s first marriage but I knew little of them. They were much older than me, grown up, married and starting families of their own by the time I was reaching double digits.

Granddad’s form-book studying and Saturday afternoons apart, those days and evenings in the mid to late 1970s evoke just one memory for me: family gatherings, almost every night of the week, invariably in my grandparents’ front room, where cards would be played from early evening until the small hours. At least five times a week my folks would make the short drive from our home to get a seat in the card school. Gran, Granddad, Uncle Trevor, Mum, Dad, Aunty Pat and Uncle Alan were stalwarts, and the action was deadly serious too. (Pat and Alan weren’t really my aunty and uncle, just distant relations, but it’s what I called them.)

Ninety-nine per cent of the time they played a game called Nomination, a form of rummy. The players would have to ‘nominate’ how many tricks they would make. Rummy is a simple game, but Nomination isn’t because, between you, you cannot nominate the exact number of tricks possible in every hand. Each round there could be up to four winners, but there had to be a loser. Twenty rounds made up a game.

When a hand, or round, was in progress it was deadly silent. They were all deep in concentration (they needed to be). But while the cards were being taken back in and the next hand was being shuffled and dealt there was always a frenetic autopsy. ‘I had to play my Queen like that because the clubs had been round four times and it still wasn’t the master’, or ‘If you had led out with your diamonds I could not have trumped your King the second time round’. That kind of talk was commonplace before silence fell once again as the next hand started.

Such was their seriousness I couldn’t have the telly on because that would upset their concentration. I’d therefore end up, even as a small child, sitting there watching them play cards for hours and hours on end.

You’d imagine they were playing for fortunes, but the stakes were always ‘two bob’ (ten pence), no more no less. It was the satisfaction of winning that did it for them, my granddad in particular. He simply loved his cards, but he could go ‘on tilt’ at any moment, especially when a game was clearly lost from a long way out. My mum was a good player, but Aunty Pat was clearly the most successful. To quote another modern-day poker term, she was a solid grinder: she gave nothing away and she was never reckless.

How did I know so much about their abilities? It came on the back of hours and hours of watching each of them play. I would beg them to let me play, but this was serious stuff and no young child, cherished grandson or not, was going to get into their card school and make a mockery of it. Instead I was offered the rare privilege of watching Granddad play his cards, which he would hold high enough to allow me to see how and what he was playing. I did this for a full six months before concluding that I knew his each and every move inside out.

I had the game cracked, so once again I asked if I could play with them. It was still a resounding no, but in came another offer: ‘You can sit behind me and watch me play, how’s that?’ Fantastic, six months sat behind my mum watching all her plays and moves.

This continued for no fewer than three years, by which time I had sat behind and watched the plays and moves of everyone who had ever played in the game. I had got to the stage where I could interpret pretty much what any player held without looking at anything other than the cards they were discarding, allied to their body language.

Finally, one day, it happened. Alan was on nights, Dad was working, Uncle Trevor was not well, so I was left with the dream: an empty seat in the game and nobody apart from me available to fill it. I think it was Aunty Pat who said, ‘If you think you know how to play this game you can play, but you better not mess us around by doing silly stuff or make any mistakes with the rules.’

The cards were dealt, and at long last I picked up my own hand of thirteen cards. Was I nervous? Did I play slowly, methodically, concerned about what a mistake would mean? Not for one minute. Despite having waited years for this moment I played fast and loose, bursting with confidence. In the first game I delivered an almost perfect winning score. It was deemed a fluke, but success in the second and third games, well, it just mystified them. It was no surprise to me. Mentally I’d won hundreds of games in the past.

In addition to knowing my opponents I was good at the game because numbers were involved. Your brain has to keep a running tally of the number of trumps left in players’ hands, then the number of cards ahead of your big cards which can beat them; that goes for the three remaining suits too, so there were four running numbers washing around your head at all times. Added to that you have to take notice of what other players are discarding and figure out why, taking into consideration the number of tricks they are trying to make.

I firmly believe that at a young age your brain is like a sponge. You cannot teach an old dog new tricks, we all know that, but the bottom line is . . . you can teach a young dog almost anything, given the right incentives.

These days, with the exception of my mum and dad, everyone who played in that card game is dead. My Uncle Alan was the last to go, in 2007. His wife, Pat, died in 1996, Gran the
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