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			Advance Praise for You Bet Your Life

			 

			“The irony of Spencer’s heart-wrenching yet courageous story is that he had so little to gain, so much to lose. His is a well-written documentary of a life that started from meager beginnings, grew to one of recognition among the elites, and came tumbling down because of the unconscious, insatiable quest for something that was already there, because it must come from within.” 

			—L. Douglas Wilder, former governor of Virginia

			 

			“In Spencer Christian’s story, you get to know a man as he learns to know himself. And he is someone worth getting to know.” 

			—Gil Gross, network radio news commentator 
and former news correspondent for the ABC Radio Networks  

			 

			“The soothing voice of Spencer Christian, familiar and cheerfully bidding “Good morning, America” from our television sets at daybreak, now clearly speaks to us from the pages of his compelling book. With heart and humor he parts the curtain of his life as a beloved TV personality, providing a rare and raw look behind the scenes to witness the addiction that ripped at his family and career.” 

			—SQuire Rushnell, former Vice President, Daytime Television, ABC

			 

			“If you want to know what a moral wakeup call feels like, read this book. Spencer gives us a very transparent self-disclosure about the racial, celebrity, and addiction issues he experienced, and how family, faith, values, and character enabled survival in the darkest times. I know this man to be a man of his word. When he says that he has been there and done that and is now ready to ring some purpose bells, I believe him and support him and hope that many will find courage from his testimony.”

			—Irving R. Stubbs, author and retired Presbyterian minister 
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			 Chapter One

			Who needs drugs when you’ve got a pair of hot dice in your hands? Not me! On that cool October night in Atlantic City, I was on fire. I had just scorched the craps tables at Caesars and the Showboat for about $10,000 each, and now I was in the middle of a monster roll at the most exclusive joint in town, Trump Plaza. The casino was a dazzling tower of gold, brass, and crystal chandeliers, but at this moment all eyes were on me. I was the “shooter,” and all the players at this high-stakes table were cheering me on. Everyone in the room felt that they knew me, not just because I was in their homes every morning as the Good Morning America weatherman, but also because I was a familiar face at the casinos. The crowd of onlookers had grown so raucous that the security guards were keeping them a good distance from the table. When my “roll” finally ended, I received a huge round of applause from the crowd. I tipped the dealers $500 and gave $100 to each of the security guards who escorted me to the cashier’s window, where I cashed in another $20,000.

			Words cannot describe the excitement I felt at that moment. My hands were planted firmly in my pockets as I walked briskly out of the casino, protecting the $40,000 I had won in just two hours at the craps tables. My heart was pounding as I approached the private elevator, which would take me up to my comped luxury suite, where my wife, Diane, and kids, Jessica and Jason, were asleep. Could life be any better? Before my big score in the casinos, I had treated my family to a fabulous dinner at Trump Plaza’s top gourmet restaurant. The following night, my 12-year-old son, Jason, and I would have ringside VIP seats for Mike Tyson’s heavyweight title defense against Tyrell Biggs. And in just a few hours—as it was now around 2:00 a.m.—I would do my Good Morning America broadcast live in the very ring where the big fight would take place. My interview guests, in order of appearance, would be Donald Trump, whose hotel was hosting the fight; Don King, the flamboyant boxing promoter; Robin Givens, at that time Tyson’s fiancée; and Kevin Rooney, Tyson’s trainer.

			I was absolutely on top of the world—invincible—or so I thought.

			The life I had at that moment was so far removed from the adversity I had faced as a poor, black kid in the rural, segregated South that those early years seemed almost like a distant dream—like something from another lifetime. I was now on national TV for two hours every weekday morning, soon to be earning a seven-figure salary, and blessed with a lifestyle that exemplified the American Dream. And, oh yes, I was a high roller. This meant that casino-hotels from Las Vegas to Atlantic City to the Caribbean Islands offered me the finest luxury suites, gourmet meals with thousand-dollar bottles of wine, first-class air travel, and on-the-spot limousine service—all in exchange for a few hours a day of “action” at their gaming tables, which I was more than willing to provide. I had convinced myself that I was simply enjoying an expensive form of recreation. But I was soon to realize that I was flirting with a dangerous and destructive narcotic—one that would eventually wreck my family, my finances, and my future on national television. My experience in Atlantic City on that October weekend in 1987 was an early warning.

			One of the fringe benefits of my job was that I got to do “remotes” at major sports and entertainment events around the country, and I was often able to take my family along. The Tyson-Biggs fight was one of those occasions. On the morning of my GMA broadcast, my wife and kids were on location with me as I conducted my interviews in the boxing ring. They were thrilled to be there watching me schmooze with “The Donald,” joke with Don King about his outrageous hair, and pose sensitive questions to Ms. Givens about her unlikely relationship with Tyson. I felt truly thankful for the privilege of providing my family with this special experience, and I loved seeing how excited Jason was as he looked forward to sitting with me ringside that night, just four rows away from the most feared and formidable fighter on the planet. But as the day dragged on and I looked for ways to kill time with Diane and the kids before that night’s main event, I was thinking beyond the fight. I wanted to get back “in action.” As Jason and I were ushered to our seats in the Atlantic City Convention Center—past the camera crews, the countless celebrities, and the aging high rollers whose hairpieces were older than the women they had hired to be their dates—I was rooting for a first-round knockout so I could return to the casino!

			Mike Tyson didn’t quite deliver the early ending I was hoping for. Tyrell Biggs somehow managed to elude Tyson’s explosive knockout punch for six rounds, and I was growing restless. “Will you please knock this guy out,” I was thinking as the seventh round began. I wanted, I needed, to get back to the craps tables—the scene of my own knockout performance the night before. Finally, just over two minutes into the seventh round, Tyson delivered the big left hook that would send Biggs to the canvas and me to the casino. Jason and I began plowing our way through the crowd while exclaiming our amazement at how long Biggs had survived Tyson’s onslaught. It took us about 20 minutes to get out of the building, but it seemed like hours to me. I was itching for action. I escorted Jason up to the suite, kissed my family goodnight, and rushed down to the casino at Trump Plaza to pick up where I had left off the night before. But it didn’t quite work out as I had planned.

			Before I made my first bet of the night, it occurred to me that I should pay off the outstanding balances on a couple of my casino credit lines. I would have done that the night before, but I wanted to savor the feeling of those wads of cash in my pockets. Now I had to part with $25,000 of my newfound fortune, as the credit markers I’d signed on my previous trip to Atlantic City were approaching their deposit date, when they would be presented to my bank for payment from my checking account, and I certainly didn’t want the people at my bank to know that I owed that kind of money to casinos. So, I paid off $15,000 at The Claridge Hotel and $10,000 at Caesars. And then, just before I headed back to Trump Plaza for some action, I had one of my few rational thoughts of the entire weekend: “Why not be happy with the $15,000 in winnings I still have in my pocket, go up to the suite, get a good night’s sleep, and head home tomorrow knowing I have won this bout with the casinos?” No! I wouldn’t be happy with the feeling that my winnings had shrunk, so I was determined to build my now-diminished bankroll back up to at least $20,000.

			As I rode the escalator at Trump Plaza from the hotel’s ground-floor entrance up to the casino, I had an uneasy feeling. It was eerie—like I was entering enemy territory. I looked around for a craps table that seemed to be “hot,” where the players appeared to be winning, but none was to be found. At every table, I saw only somber faces. Craps can be that kind of game. When your numbers aren’t showing up on the dice, your money just melts away and the game sucks all the fun out of you. But a hot shooter can turn defeat into delight in a matter minutes, and I wanted to be that shooter. I approached a half-empty table and claimed my spot. Rather than put my pocket cash into play, I signed a marker for $7,500 so I could play off “the casino’s money.”

			That table remained as cold as ice! It took me only about three minutes to set up $900 in bets across the table, and then the dreaded seven appeared on the dice and wiped out all of my bets. My roll had ended. Shooter after shooter rolled the dice with the same outcome—I set up bets on three or four numbers, hoping for one or two of them to repeat, and boom, that damned seven would show up again and my chips were gone. When the $7,500 from that first marker dwindled to just over $1,000, it was time for me to try another table. 

			I had the depressing feeling that it might not be my night, but thought surely some of the previous night’s sizzle must still have been in me. The dice couldn’t remain cold forever! I was doing my best to muster up some confidence as I chose another table, where I immediately signed a second $7,500 marker. I had now withdrawn the amount of my entire credit line, $15,000, at Trump Plaza. I made only modest bets as the three shooters ahead of me rolled the dice. They didn’t seem to project that winning look, so I wanted to reserve the big bets for my turn.

			I had made a wise decision. Those guys ahead of me sucked. (This is how craps players think about shooters who cost them money.) Now, the dice were finally in my hand. Displaying confidence, I placed a starting bet that was three times larger than what I had bet on the previous shooters. One of them had apparently witnessed my big score the night before, and he loudly encouraged the other players to “load up” on me because, “This guy really knows how to roll them bones!” He was obviously convincing, as they all increased their bets—and I began to reward them. I was rolling repeating numbers without the seven showing up, and the table was beginning to make some money. All of a sudden, positive energy was building and players were yelling out the numbers they wanted me to roll. Each time I delivered a winner, loud cheers and clumsy high-fives erupted around the table. But I wasn’t celebrating yet. Despite the growing chip stacks in front of the other players, my stack remained virtually unchanged, because I was using a bet progression system, which meant I was increasing my bets with each winning roll of the dice. And I was now at that critical point where I needed just one of my big bets to pay off, and I could rake in a couple of thousand dollars.

			I shook the dice gently in my right hand and gave them a vigorous roll along the green felt tabletop. “Aw, crap!” (not to be confused with “craps”) I exclaimed. The dice had delivered disappointment. They showed a five and a two—I had “sevened” out. And while the other players were happy to have won a few hundred dollars on their flat bets, I had actually lost a few hundred, because my roll had not lasted quite long enough for my bet progression to pay off. I gave the celebrants a forced smile and walked away.

			“Dejection” is too mild a word to describe my feeling. My stomach felt nervous and queasy. Could my luck remain lousy all night? I had lost more than half of the $15,000 I had taken out in markers, so I decided to cash in the remaining chips—rather than make a partial payment on my credit line—just to have the feeling of more money in my pocket as I considered a change of venue. I walked out of Trump Plaza into the crisp autumn breeze, feeling a bit refreshed. My gambler’s instincts told me to hop a cab over to the Showboat casino, where I had won $10,000 the night before. It was far enough from Trump Plaza that perhaps I could settle down and regain my composure during the ride.

			*   *   *

			It was a lively scene at the Showboat that night. Unlike the somber mood at the preceding joint, the craps tables were abuzz with talk about the fight—which, to me, now seemed like a distant memory.

			“Can you believe Biggs lasted seven rounds with that monster?”

			“Aw, man, Tyson was just playing with that boy. He didn’t want to take him out too early.”

			I needed this kind of banter to remind me why I had made this trip to AC in the first place. It also made me remember how powerful I had felt after beating up the casinos just 24 hours earlier. I was now ready to swing into action again.

			I called for a $15,000 marker—my full credit limit at the Showboat. I wanted to start with lots of chips in front of me for that feeling of power. But despite my momentary surge of confidence, the dice refused to roll my way. The curse of Trump Plaza had followed me all the way across town. For nearly an hour, the same old pattern prevailed—I’d build up my bets and seven out; build them up again, seven out again. It defied the laws of averages. Yes, the house had a fixed mathematical edge, but it wasn’t supposed to bite me in the butt on every bet I made! I cashed in my few remaining chips and bolted. I was mad at myself and at the entire gambling universe.

			It was now after 2:00 a.m.; the big fight was yesterday’s news. And while my wife and kids were no doubt sleeping peacefully in the suite, I was walking rapidly and nervously through the streets of Atlantic City, past hookers and derelicts—the homeless and the hopeless—wondering if I had any more dignity than they did at that moment. I wasn’t sure.

			*   *   *

			Without any clear plan of action, I ended up at Caesars—not quite the equal of its older, more celebrated sibling in Las Vegas, but one of the classier casinos on the Atlantic City (“AC”) boardwalk. Before storming the craps tables there, I took a moment to assess the night’s self-inflicted damage. I still had $15,000 in my pockets from the previous night’s winnings, plus a few thousand more after cashing in chips from unpaid markers. But my total loss for this night was over $20,000—more than half the amount I had won the night before. And having now blown through two of my previously paid-off credit lines, I no longer felt like a winner for this trip.

			I stopped at a lively Caesars craps table and took out a $10,000 marker. The shooter was in the middle of his roll, and it was apparent that he had been rolling winning numbers. I jumped right in, placing sizable bets on five, six, eight, and nine, the numbers with the highest mathematical probability of showing up—other than seven, that is. I thought my bad luck might be ending as I collected about $1,500 in winnings before that guy sevened out. It was a relatively small amount in relation to my total loss for the night, but it was a confidence builder. Surprisingly, the next shooter declined his turn. He passed the dice to me, because he had seen me in action the night before and he wanted to ride a winning horse. That also boosted my confidence!
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