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PROLOGUE

MAY 11, 1977

The ground floor of Harveys Resort Hotel & Casino in Lake Tahoe pulsed with noise and light. Ranks of slot machines clamored for attention from elderly ladies clutching pots of quarters. High rollers with porn star mustaches and shirts unbuttoned to the navel tossed their chips at dealers. Everywhere was decadence, and decay.

The United States was reeling from defeat in Vietnam, its economy in turmoil. Even in Nevada, insulated by wads of tourist dollars, there were signs. Elvis Presley had come to Lake Tahoe a few months earlier to perform at the Sahara. The King had sweated his way through the show, stomach bulging out of a white jumpsuit, forgetting the lyrics to songs he’d been performing for decades.

Inside Harveys, though, it was easy to forget that the outside world existed. A blue haze of cigarette smoke hung over the blackjack tables in the liveliest section of the casino floor. Here gambling was a spectator sport. Bettors sat on one side of each table, groaning if they busted out, whooping if they didn’t. On the other side were uniformed dealers, impassively flipping cards. A crowd had gathered around a young woman who was steadily building an impressive stack of chips. That fact alone made her unusual.

Blackjack might seem like a fair game. Both dealer and players take cards from a shuffled deck, aiming for a total of 21 and no higher. But it isn’t. The dealer has an advantage. Because he or she gets to play last, there’s a good chance that the players will go bust first, surpassing 21 and thus losing.

The young woman, dressed professionally in a pantsuit and leather shoes, was enjoying a run of luck that had lasted for an hour and counting. A gangly kid in his twenties hovered nearby, staring intently at the table with one hand lodged in his pocket. At six foot seven, his height was enough to make him stand out. But there was something else, something about his unblinking concentration.

There were many eyes inside Harveys that night looking for anomalies such as the tall kid with the fixed stare. They were watching from behind one-way mirrors or hidden corners of the gaming floor. Men with thick necks and dark suits. Casino security.

One of them appeared at the kid’s side. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” he said. The kid nodded and followed him to the edge of the casino floor, where he found himself facing a door leading into a stairwell. “I’m not going up there,” he said, but by the time he turned around there were three security guards standing behind him. One of them shoved him through the door and jostled him up the stairs into a small office, barely big enough for a single desk.

Now there were at least five security operatives jammed into the room, including an older guy who had the bluster of a small-town sheriff. They all looked furious. “Strip him,” the boss ordered. The kid could hear the young woman from the blackjack table being dragged up the stairs into a separate office. She was pleading with the casino staff, “Please don’t hurt me. Please don’t hurt me.”

The kid’s wallet identified him as Keith Marty Taft, from Sunnyvale, California. He went by Marty, not Keith, which was his dad’s name, but he didn’t feel like correcting them. The security men started pulling at his pants. They seemed to know exactly what they were looking for and quickly found it. Attached to Taft’s waist was a metal case about the size of a matchbox with wires threading out. “That’s the central processing unit,” the casino boss said. The wires were connected to a keypad strapped to Taft’s leg with four metal buttons. He’d been tapping them through a hole in his pocket.

“How about we plug you into the grid, see what happens?” one of the guards snarled.

“What about your friend?” the security boss asked. “Where is her computer?”

Taft smiled nervously. “It’s just me. I play alone,” he replied.

The atmosphere in the room grew heavier. The men in suits crowded around their captive, telling him he was in serious trouble and needed to cooperate. He was going to jail, they told him. They talked about driving him out to the desert, about putting his female companion into an X-ray machine. Taft tried to act like a harmless kid. He chatted away and told them nothing.

Eventually, after what seemed like hours, the casino called the cops. When Taft saw the uniform from the South Lake Tahoe Police Department, he was so relieved he could have kissed the officer wearing it. A one-way trip to the desert no longer seemed likely. In the presence of the law, the casino staff’s attitude changed abruptly. The gruff threats were gone, replaced by ingratiating smiles. “We didn’t do anything to him,” they explained. “He’s a cheat.”

The cop, a young man himself, seemed more sympathetic to Taft. He agreed to handcuff him in front of his body for a more comfortable ride to the station, then draped Taft’s jacket over his hands to hide his arrest from other casino patrons. “There’s a lot of stuff going on in these places,” he said. “It’s not all straight up and down.” He led Taft downstairs and across the casino floor, past the blackjack dealers who smirked as he went by, past the roulette wheels gliding smoothly around brass axles, past the old ladies sitting transfixed in front of slot machines.

Some of the gamblers stopped to rubberneck at the procession, but only for a moment. Soon they lost interest and turned their attention back to the real action: giving away their money one chip at a time. The casino accepted it, rewarding them with free drinks and the promise that their luck might change if only they played a little longer.





INTRODUCTION

For me, at least, this story began a decade ago, on a rainy afternoon in 2017. My friend and I were hiding from the weather, drinking beer and talking about my father-in-law Jim’s passion for betting on the horses. Every few days Jim would share a hot tip for the next race. Horse X can’t fail, he’d say. Get everything you can on it.

Of course, Horse X did fail, as often as not. It became a running joke. Even when his picks did cross the finish line first, it wasn’t enough to make up for the money sunk on losers. Jim was coy about his methods, but it appeared to us that he always favored certain jockeys or trainers.

There must be a better way, I said to my friend Greg. Something more scientific.

Greg thought there was. He’d been working with tech investors and heard rumors about a couple of guys in Hong Kong who had created an algorithm that could predict the result of horse races. Fed by powerful computers and decades of data, the pair had apparently made a billion dollars. “You should write about that,” Greg said.

At the time, I’d been working as a journalist for half my life and was tired of the repetitive stories filling the news. Another low-rent political scandal; interest rates up or down. This was something different, even if the number Greg floated seemed far-fetched. No one could make a billion dollars on horses unless they were taking bets, I thought.

Still, even if those mysterious gamblers from Hong Kong had tried and come up short, I wanted to know about it. There seemed to be a kind of noble futility in attempting to rationally predict something as chaotic as sprinting horses. That urge—to seek order in the complicated mess of existence—has been behind some of humanity’s greatest achievements and most endearing failures.

I made up my mind to find them. Without having names or identifying details, it wouldn’t be easy. Months of fruitless searching passed. I’d almost given up when I spoke to a Wall Street trader who told me about what he called “computer syndicates” operating in Hong Kong. “Those guys are insanely profitable,” he said. He compared them to the high-frequency traders in financial markets, betting incredible volumes, millions at a time, powered by algorithms, not human judgment. There was one problem: The only gamblers who will talk openly are the ones who don’t make money. The successful ones keep their mouths shut.

He did have a name, though: “The godfather of computer betting is Bill Benter.”

Armed with this information, I found someone in Hong Kong who’d worked for Benter. He tried to warn me off, urging me to write about something else. “People in this business don’t want to attract attention.” But the idea of high-tech gambling hedge funds was too compelling to drop. Technology conferred an advantage that was almost magical, like a window into the future.

Eventually, I tracked down Benter. I was relentlessly persistent, and he was too much of a gentleman to refuse. When I showed up in Pittsburgh, his hometown, he agreed to meet. In the wood-paneled luxury of his private club, he told me about his career as a computer gambler. Benter and his partner, Alan Woods, were the ones who’d created the billion-dollar horse-betting operation my friend Greg had heard about.

My story about it was published in Businessweek in 2018. Before meeting Benter, I had found it difficult to imagine that such a thing could exist without word getting out to the general public, regular gamblers such as my father-in-law. Afterward, though, I met some of Benter’s friends. They introduced me to others. I soon realized that they were part of a secretive subculture. They’d come up with what they claimed were mathematical solutions for any activity you can bet on and a good few you can’t. Hardly anyone seemed to be aware of their existence.

Marty Taft, the tall gambler arrested in Harveys in 1977, was an early member of the club. His family had built one of the first wearable computers to process blackjack odds thirty years before the arrival of the iPhone. Others crafted devices that could track the movement of the ball and wheel on a roulette table, predicting the winning number with freakish accuracy. One individual used a computer from his top secret job designing nuclear reactors to crunch numbers for bets on college sports. That was back in the 1970s, when computer programming involved punching holes in numbered pieces of card and most people had never seen one.

Benter and his peers don’t consider what they do to be gambling. Gambling is for suckers. Instead, they call themselves “advantage players.” That means they play only when they have established with scientific precision that they have the advantage, when they are more likely to win than lose. A generation of advantage players came of age in the Las Vegas card-counting scene of the late 1970s and early 1980s. They had emerged from a singular place and moment in time, I discovered, when science had collided with professional gambling in the city of sin.

None of them are widely known outside their own tribe. They’ve never appeared on the front cover of Forbes magazine. But the more I learned, the more I saw how advantage players had influenced society in subtle ways. I started to see them everywhere.

The “father of information theory,” Claude Shannon, was an advantage gambler who wrote software to play chess and tinkered with roulette computers. Shannon, who laid the foundations for electronic communication in the 1940s, is the reason computers transmit ones and zeroes. John von Neumann, a keen card player, invented game theory using poker to distill human decision-making into mathematical form. His theories underpinned the American doctrine of nuclear deterrence and shaped the course of the Cold War. The mathematician Jess Marcum advanced radar technology and worked on the neutron bomb. He also developed card-counting systems to beat blackjack and eventually gave up his research career to work as a professional bettor and casino consultant. These are the original heroes of advantage play—scientists with chalkboards, not the flamboyant risk-takers of gambling lore.

The modern-day acolytes of advantage are no less extraordinary. A decent portion of Wall Street’s billionaires paid their way through college by using their superior ability to navigate the risks of poker. Many of the scientists currently developing artificial intelligence at Google and Meta learned their craft while teaching machines to outwit professional poker players. The owners of two Premier League soccer teams in England—Brentford FC and Brighton & Hove Albion FC—made their fortunes with computer-generated sports bets. The list goes on.

It took me a while to identify what I found so intriguing about Benter and the others. It certainly wasn’t their ability to make money by gambling. Whatever part of the brain rewards risk taking with dopamine, mine is undersized. I can’t spend more than an hour in a casino without getting a headache from the constant clanging of slot machines. Eventually I realized that it was the way advantage players think that kept pulling me back.

Von Neumann was once asked why he preferred poker to chess. It’s the uncertainty, he replied. With chess, all the information you could ever need is right there on the board. In poker, you can’t see your opponents’ cards, so you have to guess. You must lie and bluff. Sometimes you can make the right choices and still lose. That’s what life is like, von Neumann said.

Advantage players spend their careers searching for ways to make better decisions. They don’t always succeed, but they give themselves a better chance than the rest of us.

Not so long ago, gambling was illegal in the United States outside of Nevada and a few other safe havens. Today it’s a $500 billion industry that has exploded into mainstream culture. Aggressive lobbying by casino companies and bookmakers has persuaded politicians around the globe that if people are going to bet anyway, they might as well do it legally and contribute to the public purse. The rise of online gaming means that anyone can wager on anything, anytime, just by reaching into their pocket and pulling out a smartphone. Even kids can bet legally using digital tokens in online computer games.

The zero-sum nature of gambling hasn’t changed, though. Every dollar won is a dollar lost by someone else. To judge by the profits made by bookmaking companies, the decision-making ability of the average gambler hasn’t improved much, either. Those with the knowledge to do it differently have kept it to themselves. The Wall Street trader who told me Benter’s name was right: Real winners keep their mouths shut.

This book is, in part, an attempt to redress that imbalance. It will tell the story of advantage gambling through the eyes of three men. Each achieved remarkable feats in their chosen games. One of them is Bill Benter. The others are his friends Rob Reitzen, who worked on poker, and Bill Nelson, who mastered roulette and wagered on sports.

This isn’t just a guide to successful betting, though; it’s a story about obsession and what it costs to win. Because in real life, beating the house isn’t like the movies. Only rarely do advantage players get to take home the prize after one big score. Mostly, it involves hard work, night after night toiling in front of a screen. Finding an edge can take years of research. Making sure it pays out takes thousands of attempts. There are moments of pure, adrenalized terror when the players try out their system in a Darwinian arena patrolled by guardians who might beat them senseless or worse. All the while, they must hide what they are doing and who they really are.

Benter, Reitzen, and Nelson would eventually find their advantages, but it took decades of struggle against casino bosses, bookmakers, police, gangsters, jealous rivals, and bad luck, the ever-present bogeyman stalking even the most mathematically gifted player. Along the way, there would be brushes with bankruptcy, courtroom dramas, and nights spent behind bars. Fortunes would be made and lost. Betrayals, real and imagined, followed moments of such improbable, unprecedented success that the biggest problem was what to do with all the cash.

One of the three would end up a millionaire many times over, a respected philanthropist, his every dream realized. Another would retire from the game in disgust, happy never to see a casino again. The third would walk away hardly better off than when he’d started but with enough stories to fill several lifetimes. Advantage gambling is a devil’s bargain. Winning comes with a price. Still, I’m not sure that any of them would change a thing. Their glories and failures were their own. In a business dominated by greed and corporate spin, they learned something about how the world really works, something true.

When I first heard about Benter’s billion-dollar betting syndicate, I assumed it was another gambling myth. I was wrong. Like everything else in this book, it really happened.


A NOTE ON SOURCES

What follows is based largely on extensive interviews with Bill Benter, Rob Reitzen, and Bill Nelson over the course of several years. Wherever possible, I tried to verify what they told me with official documents, such as police reports or legal files. Where it wasn’t, I sought out multiple witnesses or found contemporaneous media reports to corroborate their accounts. All conversations are based on the best recollections of participants, albeit sometimes many years later.






PART 1 THE DAY OF THE LAMB


When a lamb goes to the slaughter, the lamb might kill the butcher. But we always bet on the butcher.

—Unnamed casino owner, quoted in Edward O. Thorp, Beat the Dealer

The day of the lamb had come.

—Edward O. Thorp, Beat the Dealer







BILL NELSON [image: Bill Nelson smiles shirtless in a casual portrait, tousled hair and relaxed posture, facing camera in a close-up shot with soft lighting.]

The Goldman Sachs recruiter sat opposite Bill Nelson, fiddling with his silk tie and running his hand through immaculately coiffed hair. He was holding forth about the proud history of his employer, the proper functioning of capital markets, or some other subject Nelson couldn’t care less about. Nelson, his attention slipping, was imagining how the conversation would go if the recruiter said aloud what he was actually thinking: “How would you like to come and eat shit on Wall Street for a few years? A handsome young man like you would be great at persuading rich old folks to shuffle their money over to Goldman Sachs.”

No thanks, Nelson thought. It was 1975. Many of his brightest friends at the University of California, Los Angeles, were planning to use their MBAs to secure jobs in finance when they graduated the next year. Nelson had thought about it himself. It was why he was at the UCLA careers fair pretending to listen to the man from Goldman Sachs. He’d even flown to Chicago for a couple of interviews. Bear Stearns had a cool name, at least.

Nelson knew he had the brains to make it as a banker. In his junior year in high school, he’d taken a practice version of the SAT and gotten a mediocre score. He hadn’t cared much about his academic performance until then but had decided to take that one test seriously. It can’t be that hard, he told himself. He bought study books on how to ace the SAT and drilled with hundreds of tests. When he did the real thing, he rated in the 99th percentile, with a perfect score in math. He went on to attend the University of Florida before moving to California for his MBA.

Nelson’s looks wouldn’t have held him back in banking, either. Now twenty-five and six feet tall, his brown hair was brushed gold by the California sun. And his blue eyes—Paul Newman eyes, a friend had once said—were the kind that made both men and women want to know what he was thinking. He suspected he’d qualified for a grant to study business at UCLA only because the guy behind the counter at the placement office had taken a liking to him.

As the Goldman Sachs recruiter droned on, all Nelson could think about was what he was going to do on the weekend: He was going to drive up to Lake Tahoe to play blackjack. Again.

A few days later, he climbed into his convertible Volkswagen Beetle, baby blue, and hit the freeway. Soon he cleared the LA sprawl and was skimming across the lengthening shadows of hills with the top down and warm wind in his hair. The drive to Tahoe was at least eight hours, and the used Beetle wasn’t built for speed. He had plenty of time to think about his life.

Nelson didn’t consider himself to be a gambler. He’d made his first bet at the age of twenty-one while on holiday in the Bahamas. Encountering a roulette wheel in the local casino, he’d bet $20 on black and won. He’d taken his $40 and vowed never to do anything so stupid again. Why anyone would waste their time on an activity with a better-than-average chance of losing was beyond him.

After a chaotic childhood, Nelson didn’t care to risk what little he had on a game. His father had run a cemetery in a small town outside Philadelphia. A medic in the Second World War, Nelson Sr. had been so traumatized by the experience that he’d wake up screaming at night. He’d had little time for his son, who had been left to his own devices. One of Nelson’s earliest memories was literally dancing on his own grave. The family had bought a stone and a plot in advance, leaving a blank space for their names.

After Nelson’s parents had split up, his father had sold the cemetery and moved to Florida, where he had sunk into drugs and despair. He would retreat for days at a time into his office with his guns and coin collection. All that had left Nelson with a mistrust of authority and the indelible sense that he would have to look after himself. He’d gotten his first motorbike at the age of fourteen, a Honda 50cc that he’d ridden around with no helmet. Too prickly and idiosyncratic for the cool kids at high school, he’d hung out with the chess nerds. He’d graduated high school as salutatorian, second in his class, and gotten his picture in the local paper.

Whatever his destiny, Nelson needed to be in command of it. Life had become simpler after he had moved in with his mother, who was dating a wealthy businessman. With their support, he had gone to college, then to business school. His mother’s new partner wanted to see Nelson follow him up the corporate ladder. One day he sent his stepson an article from The Wall Street Journal that ensured he never would. It was about a mathematician named Edward O. Thorp, and it would shape the course of Nelson’s future.

Thorp’s book Beat the Dealer: A Winning Strategy for the Game of Twenty-one, first published in 1962, was a sensation, although hardly a page-turner, filled with dense numerical tables and charts. What it did, for the very first time, was show that a casino could be defeated with mathematics. “In the modern casino game of blackjack, the player can gain a consistent advantage over the house by using the strategy presented in this book,” Thorp wrote.

That was nothing short of a revelation. What makes blackjack special, Thorp said, is that it’s a game with a memory. Every card dealt impacts the chances of future success. The high cards—aces, kings, 10s, and so on—are advantageous to the player because they increase the chance of hitting blackjack or getting close to it. The more high cards left in the shoe (the plastic case holding undealt cards), the better for the player. If, for example, the first cards to be dealt are all lower than 7, the proportion of high cards in the remaining stack must have increased. Therefore, in the next round, the player’s odds are better.

Thorp wasn’t the first blackjack enthusiast to notice that. His real innovation was using an IBM computer to crunch the numbers and work out precisely how the odds changed. The IBM 704 was a clunking behemoth powered by vacuum tubes, a magnetic drum, and punch cards, taking up as much physical space as the average Buick. At the time it was state of the art, with the ability to execute forty thousand instructions per second.

Using the IBM’s electronic brain, Thorp calculated that in certain situations the player’s advantage over the house was around 10 percent and might sometimes go as high as 100 percent. That kind of edge meant a gambler could double their money in the space of a few hours. Thorp devised a simple system to keep track of the dealt cards by giving each one a score: lower cards were plus 1, high cards were minus 1. The higher the count, the more a bettor should bet. Thus card counting was born.

Beat the Dealer changed the world in two main ways. First, it inspired a generation of young men (and they were almost exclusively young men) to try their luck as professional gamblers. Those card counters were a different breed from the swaggering risk-takers who’d taken on casinos in earlier decades. They were shy and awkward. They didn’t drink or curse or holler at the blackjack table. They sat quietly, watching and thinking. In short, they were nerds.

Second, it led to an explosion in the popularity of blackjack. Previously a somewhat unloved casino game, it became America’s favorite. The idea that it could be beaten with enough skill was irresistible to gamblers of all stripes, especially in a country that prizes opportunistic individualism. In reality, most gamblers couldn’t make it pay, even when counting cards. The system required discipline, patience, a good head for numbers, and careful management of bet size. Even Thorp himself didn’t profit much from the trick. After publishing his book, he returned to academia, then sought his fortune in a more dependable field: financial markets.

That was why Bill Nelson could walk into a casino in 1975 and count cards. American casino operators were still making around half a billion dollars annually from a game that was known to have an Achilles’ heel. Some observers argued that Beat the Dealer was the best thing that had ever happened to the industry. “The one thing about system players is that they lose systematically”; so the saying went among casino bosses.

Armed with Thorp’s book, however, Nelson found the opposite: It was almost too easy to win, like waving a toy gun in a bank and walking out with a bag of hundred-dollar bills. He’d return from a weekend gambling trip and spread out the cash on his bed. “Look, Paul, I won again,” he’d say to his roommate. “Can you believe it?” He could scarcely believe it himself.

Maybe it was his nerve or his roving intellect. At college, he jumped from courses in math and physics to psychology, getting a solid grounding in different sciences. However he did it, he made nearly $15,000 in a few months from a standing start of $200.



The sun had begun to set by the time Nelson and his blue Beetle finally neared their destination. When he saw the bright lights of South Lake Tahoe twinkling through the pines, he felt the familiar tightness in his stomach. Card counting wasn’t illegal or even against the rules of blackjack, and casinos knew it. But that didn’t mean they liked it.

Nelson’s adversaries had four main defenses: They could throw players out or wait for them to go broke from a run of bad luck; they could shuffle the deck repeatedly, slowing down the game and scrambling the count; or they could simply cheat. An experienced dealer could cut the cards any number of ways to make certain that a player would lose. Nelson saw it all. It made him more determined to win.

He parked the car and strolled into Harveys, the nearest casino. Once known as the Wagon Wheel, it had lost the name but not the tacky Wild West decor. There were slot machines inside prairie schooners. The casino’s logo, mounted ten floors up in neon blue, depicted a wheel and a hollow-eyed steer skull, a reminder of the risks to an unwary traveler in this corner of the American frontier.

The blackjack tables had pride of place on the Harveys gambling floor; they were laid out in ovals at the center and crewed largely by middle-aged women powered, Nelson assumed, by hair spray and scorn. He sensed that they got a kind of sour enjoyment out of taking people’s money, and he hated them for it.

He bought a stack of chips and sat down. If he was honest with himself, his encounter with the Goldman Sachs recruiter a few days earlier had only confirmed what was already a near certainty. He knew exactly what he wanted to do when he graduated. He’d known it since he’d first tested Thorp’s method inside a casino and walked out with more cash in his pocket than when he’d walked in. He’d known it the day he’d called his college professor from a pay phone near the blackjack tables to delay his final accounting exam because he was on a winning run that was too good to quit.

It was a simple certainty, as hard and pure as a diamond: Card counting made sense. The math was good.





BILL BENTER [image: Bill Benter wears a suit and tie, with curly hair and a moustache, posing formally against a plain background in a composed head-and-shoulders portrait.]

WE RESERVE THE RIGHT TO EXCLUDE PROFESSIONAL CARD COUNTERS FROM PLAY AT OUR BLACKJACK TABLES.

Bill Benter paused for a moment to take in the sign at the entrance of the Resorts International Casino in Atlantic City. My God, he thought. It must work.

He stepped nervously inside and saw bedlam. It was summer 1978. Resorts had opened its doors just weeks earlier, becoming the first legal American casino outside Nevada. The people of the Jersey shore had responded appropriately, with complete and total abandon. On the opening day, a queue of avid gamblers had snaked along the boardwalk and continued for a mile. Their appetite had not waned since. There were reports of customers wetting their pants rather than give up a place at the blackjack tables.

This was Nevada-style gambling but with a different flavor. Benter gawped at the glamorous women dressed in furs. The place was packed wall to wall with what looked like extras from a Martin Scorsese movie, the kind of men who chewed fat cigars and greeted each other with a kiss on both cheeks. To Benter, a twenty-one-year-old former Eagle Scout from a cookie-cutter suburb of Pittsburgh, it was simultaneously the most exhilarating and the most terrifying scene he had ever laid eyes on.

Atlantic City was within a six-hour drive for a quarter of the American population. The first patrons of New Jersey gambling reflected the great diversity of the eastern United States, all squeezed together under one roof. There were dentists and teamsters, politicians and juvenile delinquents. They played slots for a nickel a pull or wrote checks for millions of dollars. The highest of high rollers included the owner of the Philadelphia Eagles, an international arms dealer, and a money launderer for the Medellín drug cartel.

Now standing awkwardly in their midst was Bill Benter with $200 in his wallet. He was supposed to be applying himself to his physics and philosophy college degrees like the good middle-class boy he was at heart. But like so many others, he’d read Thorp’s Beat the Dealer and couldn’t resist trying to find out if counting cards really worked. He had trained by dealing himself hand after hand at his kitchen table, keeping a running count in his head. His $200 bankroll had been scraped together from summer jobs working as a theater usher and warehouse security guard. He intended to make it last as long as he could.

The sheer number of gamblers crammed into the Resorts International Casino presented a problem, though. Every seat at every blackjack table was taken. Benter lingered nearby, trying to seem inconspicuous. It wasn’t easy. He was much younger than most of the other patrons, skinnier, too, with a crown of unruly dark hair and eyes slightly too close together. His suit looked as though it had been borrowed from an older male relative.

Suddenly an empty seat appeared at a table where the minimum bet was $25. That was a day’s wages for Benter. Not knowing what else to do, he jumped in. He tried to repeat what he’d practiced at his kitchen table.

Three of spades. Plus one. Jack of diamonds. Minus one. Remember not to show you are counting.

It was hard, given the din around him, but achievable with a bit of mental effort. The cards, however, were against him. The count never reached a point where he had a clear advantage over the dealer. Within moments, his entire $200 budget was gone. He stood up, nodded at the dealer, and walked back to his car to start the four-hundred-mile drive back to Pittsburgh.

Anyone else might have been discouraged. Not Benter. His mind fizzed with possibilities the whole way home. As an empiricist, he’d already satisfied himself that Thorp’s method was sound. He intuitively understood the principle of expected value, which makes a single loss less important than overall strategy. And then there was that sign at the entrance. Why threaten to ban card counters unless they were taking the casino’s money?

To fully grasp the power of expected value to an advantage player, it’s useful to demonstrate it with something simpler than blackjack. Imagine, for example, a simple dice game wherein the players must bet on which number will be rolled. They have a one-in-six chance of predicting the right number, and they pay $1 per bet. Win, and they receive $6.

In this radically simplified version of a betting game, if a player bets ten thousand times, they should more or less break even, ending up with the same amount of money they started with. Over time, they would win on average one roll out of every six, making $6 for every $6 spent. But there’s a catch: Nothing in life is so straightforward.

Imagine that the person running the game takes a 10-cent fee with each roll. This person represents the casino, or bookmaker. As in the real world, they will offer the game only if it makes them a profit, so they need a take (sometimes called the “vig,” “juice,” or “rake”). Barring that, they need the odds to be slightly in their favor, so that they will win more than they lose. Otherwise, why would they bother?

With this 10-cent fee, playing ten thousand times leads not to breaking even but to a loss of $1,000 for the player. That’s the statistical reality behind all gambling. It’s why the house always wins.

Now imagine that the player discovers that the paint used to mark the spots on the dice is unusually heavy, enough to weigh down the side with the most marks, the six. That makes rolling a one, the side facing up when six is down, slightly more likely.

The player feeds the data from thousands of throws of those dice into a computer, which calculates the real odds of rolling a one as more like one in five. But the person running the game hasn’t realized it yet. All the player needs to do is repeatedly bet on one. Now they need to play only five times, on average, to hit the jackpot, spending $5 to win $6. After ten thousand rolls, even with the 10-cent fee per roll, the player will be up around $1,000 (they pay $10,000 to win back $12,000, minus $1,000 in fees).

That is the statistical reality behind all advantage systems, the secret sauce that makes it all possible. It’s not just about being right; it’s about being right more often than the casino or bookmaker expects. Benter realized what really mattered: Celebrating a single win or cursing a single loss was wrongheaded. If a game played out as the casino intended and its odds dictated, eventually the random fluctuations of chance along with the house’s take would erode any chance of making a profit.

But if Benter could find situations where the casino odds were off, as in our faulty dice example, that would be different. Thorp had already proven beyond a doubt that there were times in blackjack when the game favored the gambler. If Benter kept on playing correctly, he knew his advantage would tell. It was inevitable.

He’d just finished a year of study overseas in Bristol, England, where he’d discovered Beat the Dealer in a public library. He had also discovered something about himself: He craved adventure. Growing up in Pleasant Hills, Pennsylvania, his childhood had passed in the comfortable monochrome of suburban America. While studying in England, he’d taken time out to visit Marrakesh and Egypt, where he had seen the pyramids at Giza. Faced with the thrill of new sights and sounds, his shyness seemed less of a burden. He felt alive.

Back in Pittsburgh, he decided to take a break from college to travel, and he began dreaming up harebrained schemes to fund his plans. At one point, he seriously considered becoming a roaming peephole salesman, going from state to state with a hand drill, offering to install viewing holes in people’s front doors. Now, despite his losses in Atlantic City, he felt confident that he could survive as a card counter. Maybe he could use the winnings to indulge his wanderlust. And there was really only one place in the world where a card counter could make enough money for international airfare. He gathered up as much cash as he could find, told his parents that college would have to wait, and boarded a Greyhound bus to Las Vegas.





ROB REITZEN [image: Rob Reitzen as a young boy wears a baseball cap and hoodie, looking slightly off-camera with an open expression in a candid indoor snapshot.]

The car slammed into Rob Reitzen from the side as he was driving home from his job at Hamburger Henry’s in West Los Angeles. The last thing he remembered was passing a green light on Sepulveda Boulevard and the sensation of his chest hitting the steering wheel with enough force to bend the metal spokes. After he came to, he tried to stagger clear of the accident, then decided to sit down and wait for an ambulance. A trip to the emergency room later, he was sent home to rest with cracked ribs and a bottle of painkillers.

The 1980s had just begun, and Reitzen didn’t have much to show for his twenty-one years on the planet; no college degree or plan to make it big in a particular career. He’d taken a few extension classes at UCLA but clearly was not destined for academia, even without the dyslexia that scrambled the words on the pages of his schoolbooks. “I got Fs in every subject but math,” he joked later. “I got Ds in that.” Although he liked his job at Hamburger Henry’s, it wasn’t great for picking up girls, his most pressing ambition at the time.

Bored at home and woozy from pills, Reitzen asked his then girlfriend to buy him a book on poker. He’d been watching his hero Steve McQueen as the Cincinnati Kid in the 1965 movie and liked what he saw. The Kid was an ass-smacking bad boy who used mathematics to humble opponents at the poker table. Before the big showdown, McQueen is shown scribbling sums in a notepad under the heading “Practical exercises in rapid calculation.” “He’s a percentage player,” a sidekick says.

Reitzen was unlike McQueen in most ways: He had buggy eyes and a thin mouth that sloped at the sides. Dressed like an overgrown teenager in an LA Dodgers cap and jeans, he had a sense of humor to match. But he could relate to the Cincinnati Kid’s aptitude for playing the percentages. Words would always be a puzzle to him, yet the cadence of numerical sequences made sense. Whether it was chess, poker, or teaching himself to play the piano by memorizing the runic dots and dashes of sheet music and matching them to the sound of a Beatles song, Reitzen believed that he possessed something special; he just wasn’t sure what it was.

The problem was convincing everyone else. He’d tell his friends about all the money he was going to make—then ask to borrow ten bucks. Employers at various dead-end jobs noted a distinct lack of seriousness when it came to work.

Reitzen’s family tried to help. His uncle was a retired Hollywood director who’d worked with Errol Flynn, Elvis, and the Rat Pack. Through him Reitzen got an interview with the general manager at the Universal Studios lot. Reitzen got wasted the night before and arrived hungover and late. Enraged at being kept waiting, the executive sent him off to work in the greens department, moving plants around on set. That job didn’t last long. He got fired from another for falling asleep.

Poker, on the other hand, got his blood pumping. He found it hard to articulate why. Lacking the patience to excel academically, perhaps he saw it as the best way to prove that, behind all the dick jokes, he had a remarkable mind. Had he been seeing a therapist, they might have pointed to the influence of his biological father, an actual rocket scientist, who had abandoned the family when Reitzen was a boy, leaving a void that any young man might seek to fill. As he fumbled his way through high school, Reitzen was reminded about his absent father’s genius what felt like daily.

Ask Reitzen directly, though, and he’d give a simple answer: Poker was cool. He was cool, or wanted to be. His speech overflowed with profanity and California slang. Either you were a dude, or you were full of shit. “Jake” meant the situation was good. “Everything is Jake. The Jakest of the Jake.” He seemed to view his life as the raw material for stories to tell at the bar, which made gambling a natural career choice.

The poker book Reitzen asked his girlfriend to buy was supposed to get him started. But she misheard him or couldn’t find the right one, because she brought back a tome on card-counting techniques for blackjack. One of the successor titles to Thorp’s Beat the Dealer, it was Playing Blackjack as a Business by Lawrence Revere, a former casino worker.

Like Thorp, Revere relied on technical analysis done on an IBM computer to calculate how advantage shifted back and forth between player and dealer. However, Revere claimed that his more complicated system improved the player’s odds. Instead of counting up and down by ones, Revere’s method scored each card on a scale from minus 3 to plus 4. According to the 9 billion simulations he had run on the IBM, it was a more profitable strategy.

At first, Reitzen was irritated by his girlfriend’s mistake. Then he started reading. “If winning is your goal, this book is written for you,” Revere had promised. That got Reitzen’s attention. Unlike Thorp, Revere claimed to have made enough money from counting cards to do it professionally, all the while jetting around the world, eating in gourmet restaurants, and staying in the finest hotels. “You will not be gambling when you have learned the advantages set forth in this book. You will be in business.”

That was the kind of book learning Reitzen could appreciate. After the car crash, he spent weeks recuperating at his grandparents’ place, popping pills and thumbing through the strategy charts. When he’d recovered sufficiently, he dealt himself hands of blackjack to practice.

Revere’s technique was trickier than Thorp’s, “a bear to learn,” in the words of one counter. The
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