












The Odds










The Odds



One Season, Three Gamblers, and the Death of Their Las Vegas






CHAD MILLMAN














[image: i_Image4]































Copyright © 2001 by Chad Millman. 





All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United States of America. 









Book design by Barbara Werden.  


Composed in Stempel Garamond at Texas Type & Book Works.  











Cataloging-in-Publication data for this book is available from the Library of Congress. 









First Da Capo Press edition 2002 


Reprinted by arrangement with PublicAffairs 


ISBN 0-306-81156-1
e-Book ISBN: 9780786731046









Published by Da Capo Press 


A Member of the Perseus Books Group 


http://www.dacapopress.com 











Da Capo Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge, MA 02142, or call (800) 255-1514 or (617) 252-5298, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.

























For Barry, Temmy, Linsey, and Stacy.


They’ve earned it.


















Acknowledgments






The words of encouragement, nuggets of information, and sage advice I received while writing this book sustained me through the entire project. For these random acts of kindness, most likely forgotten by those who passed them along, I am grateful.


Specifically to Gary Hoenig, executive editor at ESPN The Magazine, for reminding me that, as a reporter, the eyes often work better than the ears. Also to ESPN The Magazine deputy editor Gary Belsky, who planted the seed that ultimately became the book you’re now holding. To Mark Helm, whose mind is a treasure chest of Las Vegas facts and law, for his willingness to spread the wealth. To Trent Garcia, an intrepid researcher whose work filled in holes I didn’t know existed. And to the Sports Illustrated library staff, who let me pillage the stacks and get in their way at the most inconvenient time.


To Geoff Shandler, my friend before he was my editor, whose deft touch with the copy and enthusiasm for the idea made this book better every time he read it. And finally to those I profiled. Thanks for sharing.


















Introductioan






During the first round of the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) basketball tournament in March of 2000, I won $300 on an inconsequential game between two

teams no one cared much about, except for me. The game went down to the final play, with the team I bet on winning after a sophomore hit a miracle shot at the buzzer. I jumped, I exhaled, I screamed, and I nearly threw up. I was exhausted, shaking, and felt warm all over. I had just won $300 I had no business winning. Not too

shabby, I said to myself. I could easily do this for a living.








I looked to my right. The man sitting there was a professional, and I wanted props from him for my betting skills. Three hundred dollars,  on one bet. Come on, man!


He ignored me. He ignored the other people in the room. His shoulders were tensed and stiff like Frankenstein’s monster. His hands trembled. He screamed obscenities and numbers into a telephone. His posture betrayed the fact that he had won $20,000 on the same last-second shot that won me a measly $300. He was too busy putting that $20,000 back into play to acknowledge anyone other than the bookmaker on the other end of the phone. Numb to winning or losing, only the betting gave him a tingle. After hanging up the phone he looked relieved, like a heroin addict who had just pulled the needle from his arm. This was the moment when he felt warm all over.






Who was I kidding? I couldn’t do this for a living.






Following sports had been my hobby as a boy, but only when it became my vocation (as a reporter at Sports Illustrated and then an editor at ESPN The Magazine) as an adult did I realize the sway betting had on fans’ interest in the games. People didn’t ask me who won, but by how much. Friends picked my brain about NFL teams to glean the slightest advantage against their bookies. My dear mother woke me with calls in the middle of the night demanding I help her fill out her NCAA brackets. She wasn’t alone. Over the last twenty years, in line with the explosion of sports on television, sports betting has become America’s obsession to the figure of about $80 billion a year. To my friends and family, I was a tout sheet.


Las Vegas is the only place in the country where sports betting is legal. And the hard-core bettors I met while researching this book, “wiseguys” as they’re known in town, are a mixed breed of sports fans, outlaws, and artists. They rooted for teams that covered the spread, not players who scored the most points. They bet $10,000 when they had only $10,000 in the bank. They tortured themselves over abstract details.


My friends and relatives were rank amateurs. But the professionals were different. They were the characters I wanted to meet when I started working on this book.





For nearly fifty years, Las Vegas has been the capital of sports betting. Every point-spread, every favorite, every piece of language we use to describe winners and losers has grown from the desert town. Considering the billions bet on sports each year, the impact Las Vegas sports books have on the line is the economic equivalent to the Federal Reserve’s impact on interest rates. But, today, sports books—local establishments that accept sports wagers—are getting attacked from every angle. Offshore books based in far-off Caribbean islands are using the Internet to attract more and more bettors. Meanwhile, Vegas has become family-friendly and is run by cost-conscious corporations. Wiseguys are being squeezed out.


The turmoil surrounding the sports books’ demise is eerily similar to the circumstances that made Vegas a sports-betting paradise to begin with. When Nevada legalized gambling in 1931 the state, and particularly Vegas, evolved from a dusty stopover for weary travelers into a desert paradise for the unwanted. It’s where the gangster Bugsy Siegel built his first hotel for the sole purpose of going legit, where a recluse like Howard Hughes was considered royalty, and a former mob lawyer like Oscar Goodman became the beloved mayor. And of course, the city pulled in the good, the bad, and the ugly from the gaming community, from the workers to the players.


In Nevada and elsewhere, sports betting had generally been considered a victimless crime, getting no more attention than a wink from local police. That all changed in the early 1950s. During those years, Tennessee Democratic Senator Estes Keafauver’s investigation into mob activity determined that the Mafia’s main source of income was from sports betting operations. It also concluded that, because of sports betting, the mob’s influence extended to players, police, and elected officials. Immediately, there was an increased crackdown across the country on bookmakers. The bookies who used to coexist so peacefully with cops were now on the run, changing apartments every two weeks to evade stings and making their clients use passwords. But Vegas presented an alternative. It was a chance to play in the show. There would be no police harassment, no need for subterfuge. Quickly a virtual farm system of bookies made their way west.


 Only one problem existed: Nobody wanted to play their game.


Sports betting has always been the misunderstood stepchild of the gaming family. And after the Kefauver hearings, even if betting was legal in Vegas, the government wanted to make it as unappealing a proposition as possible. It levied a 10-percent tax on all sports-betting establishments for every bet they took in. In layman’s terms, for every $10 wagered, $1 went to Uncle Sam, whether the house won the bet or not. Even without the tax, the vagabond bookies faced a serious deterrent. While parlor games made for easy winnings, betting on sports was more unpredictable. The bottom line for casino execs (mob-influenced and otherwise) was that anyone could make sure the house won at blackjack or poker. But, unless they fixed every game, how could they ensure coming out a winner on sports bets? The fact was, they couldn’t.


Shunned by the casinos, career bookmakers looking to make a go of it in Vegas did what they did best: They took a calculated risk. If sports betting was legal and if it was popular—their client lists from back home proved that—they would open up their own shops with their own money. They’d run them like they ran their corners in their hometowns, only now they wouldn’t have to change their phone numbers every few weeks to keep the cops off their tails.


Despite the facade of legitimacy, the atmosphere inside Las Vegas’s early stand-alone sports books was as reckless as any back-alley joint. Unlike the casinos, which catered to the wealthy weekenders, the sports books attracted local degenerates, transplants from New York, Chicago, or Philly who, like the bookmakers, got tired of outrunning the law and wanted to bet their balls off without going to jail for it. For the first time as career bettors, they had a place to go and work everyday.


They were guys everyone knew by nicknames like Dick the Pick or Montana Mel or Crazy Kenny. Hole-in-the-wall sports books named after familiar sporting venues, like the Santa Anita, Churchill Downs, or the Rose Bowl, were pretty much the only home any of these bettors knew. The old joke around town was that Montana Mel could tell you every college football team’s nickname, but couldn’t tell you his address. Meanwhile, Crazy Kenny showed up at various books every Saturday and Sunday morning with a new bottle of vodka, because he had finished one off watching games the day before. Getting drunker and angrier as the day went on and the games were lost, he’d insult every race, color, and creed. Watching a game at the Del Mar sports book one afternoon, he pulled out a pistol and shot the television when the team he bet against scored a touchdown. On another particularly unhappy occasion, he rammed his face into the wall, caving in the thin Sheetrock and getting his head stuck.


“One day we had a guy running in from our alley entrance and there was a guy running behind him swinging a pick axe, and people are screaming,” remembers Vic Salerno, CEO of the Leroy’s Sports Book chain. “We finally get them stopped and we say, ‘What’s the problem?’ The guy that was doing the chasing, the one with the pick axe, says, ‘This guy is really pissing me off. I owe him money and he keeps bothering me about it.’” (Of course, the book wasn’t always wrought with danger. One slow afternoon at Leroy’s Sports Book, Barry the Donut man bet Hungry Hal he could eat more donuts. The over/under for both of them was thirty-eight, which they covered by one when Hal polished off twenty donuts while the Donut could only muster nineteen.) 


The betting in such joints revolved around the point spread, which had been invented in the 1940s by a University of Chicago grad named Charles McNeil. Traditionally, odds favoring one team over the other had been used to choose favorites. But McNeil’s point spread ascribed a number value to each team, making the favorite the team with the higher value. The line—or point spread—is the number of points bookmakers predict one team should be favored over the other. For the bettor, it is the barometer by which they make their decisions on whom to bet and for how much. The line in the Super Bowl between the St. Louis Rams and the Tennessee Titans was St. Louis minus seven, meaning the Rams were favored by seven points. If someone bet the Rams side (known as “laying the points”) that meant the Rams would have had to win by more than seven points to cover the spread and for the bettor to win the bet. If someone bet the Titans side (“taking the points”) the Titans would have to win outright or lose by less than seven to beat the spread and for the bettor to win the bet. It’s a common misconception that when bookmakers make one team a favorite over another they think that team is actually better. Not true. The line is there to draw people in, to entice people who think they know sports to make a wager. Bookmakers don’t have an opinion on which team is better or worse. They have an opinion about which point spread will make people want to bet and what, in turn, will make them a lot of money.


Before the mom-and-pop books opened in the 1950s, the point spread for the same game would vary wildly from city to city. Some-days the line emanated out of a bookmaker in Lexington, Ky.; other days it was someone in Chicago or Minneapolis or even Montreal. There was no linemaker who established a baseline that all others followed. But gradually the Vegas bookmakers—and their lines—earned credibility through publicity, something they had once strenuously avoided. And as their status grew within the betting community, so did their legend. Seeing up close their quirks, traits, and physical features made the books destinations for out of town sports bettors. People wanted to watch the diminutive Harry Gordon at Churchill Downs count out cash that piled so high on the front counter he couldn’t see over it. Or they’d visit the Santa Anita for the privilege of being yelled at by bookmaker Sammy Cohen, the way tourists flock to the Soup Kitchen in New York City to get berated by the real-life Soup Nazi from Seinfeld. And everyone knew that if you wanted to make a bet no one else would take, you should see Gene Maday at Little Caesars. Suddenly the attention bookmakers had shied away from while running illegal operations had turned them into celebrities. Their opinions of which team should be favored mattered.


And none mattered more than Bob Martin’s. Martin began booking sports when he was a teenager in Brooklyn. He’d lure other high schoolers into what he called the “six-hit bets” in which bettors could pick any three players in the major leagues to get six hits between them in their next game. When he served in World War II, he booked the baseball games he and his fellow soldiers listened to on the radio. He left France $30,000 richer, and had found a career as well.


In the early 1960s Martin was living in Las Vegas and working as a professional bettor. Harry Gordon grew tired of Martin beating him and offered him a job managing Churchill Downs. Sick of risking his neck, Martin accepted and, almost instantly, Gordon and the rest of Las Vegas recognized that the lines Martin put up garnered nearly perfect two-way action. Rarely did Martin have to move the original line he posted to entice bettors into taking one side over the other. If a bookmaker’s ultimate goal is booking equal two-way action and making money off the vigorish—a 10-percent commission bookmakers charge. Martin was a master. “Shortly after he started booking, you would see guys from the other books staking out Churchill everyday with their clipboards and lists of games,” says Vegas sports-betting historian Peter Ruchman. “When Martin put the line up they’d run to the pay phones and call their bosses, letting them know what to post.”


Martin’s line became known as the Las Vegas Line throughout the country. It was the standard by which every Vegas sports book and every corner bookie set his spreads. And Martin took his responsibility seriously, assiduously researching every team. He’d have assistants meet early-morning arrivals at the Vegas airport to scour the out of town sports sections passengers left behind. He’d work every morning from seven a.m. until eleven a.m., formulating spreads for every game on a yellow legal pad.


Frequently, gamblers who were tired of getting slammed at the blackjack table left the larger properties to bet and watch a game in the sports book. To combat this, in the mid-seventies, hotels lobbied to have the betting tax lowered from 10 percent to 2 percent, which allowed them to justify putting sports books in the hotels and which, in turn, kept bettors from walking out the door. When the Union Plaza became the first hotel to open a sports book on its property, Martin was the bookmaker it hired. His celebrity status breached the tight-knit betting community into the public at large. He hosted a weekly radio show that could be heard from Vegas to Los Angeles every Monday morning during football season. He invited well-known wiseguys as guests to talk about the games, and then, before every guest left, Martin gave them a crack at his unposted line, which was like giving them a license to steal. “He earned a huge amount of respect because he was willing to take so much money on a line no one had tested yet,” says Salerno. “The rest of us all waited until after his show to put up our numbers.”


Soon after the Union Plaza, the Stardust opened its sports book in 1976, followed by nearly every major hotel on the Strip. No longer just the domain of Crazy Kenny or Dick the Pick, sports books catered to the hotel customer more than the wiseguy. “What casinos did was bring sports betting to the masses in a way the mom-and-pop books along the Strip couldn’t do,” says Arnie Lang, the former host of the Stardust Line radio show, which dissects weekly matchups. “It glamorized and sanitized it at the same time.”


By the early 1980s, the Justice Department was in the midst of wrestling control of Las Vegas from the mafia and large-scale corporations such as MGM and ITT were supplanting mob families as the town’s dominant players. The sports books in these high-profile locations suddenly had high expectations as well. Just making a buck wasn’t enough anymore. Hotel executives had bottom lines to meet and shareholders to answer to, and the limitless wagers bookmakers allowed at the small shops and in the last days of mob rule were counterproductive. They were too high risk, even for the business of gambling. “In the 1970s the mafia guys understood that in the gambling business you would take a licking every once in a while,” says Chuck DiRocco, editor of the newspaper Gaming Today. “All that changed with the MBAs. I think the biggest problem they have is that they are very bright in the pure business world, but gambling is not selling neck ties; the commodity you sell is gambling.”


The era of the independents changed for good in 1983, when Bob Martin was arrested for illegally transmitting wagering information across state lines. He spent thirteen months in federal prison and, during his forced retirement, the bookmakers and the bettors fell in line with corporate structure. The Stardust picked up where Martin left off as the home of the Las Vegas Line. But instead of relying solely on their wits, the Stardust’s bookmakers were more practical. There were more games than ever to book and bettors had access to more information. The bookmakers realized they were at a severe disadvantage when it came to making the point spreads and they needed help. In the void that Martin’s absence created, Las Vegas Sports Consultants was born. The brainchild of a failed bettor named Michael “Roxy” Rox-borough, LVSC (or “Roxy’s place” as it is still known) acted as an independent odds-making consultant. A staff of full-time oddsmakers studied every game and, for a monthly fee, supplied every bookmaker in Vegas with a number to start with. Some books posted the number as is; others tweaked it.


While times forced characters like Crazy Kenny or Dick the Pick to go the way of eight-tracks, the new breed of bettors was no less eccentric—only now they were techno-savvy entrepreneurs who took advantage of everything the decade of cable and computers had to offer. One such syndicate—a group of bettors who pooled their resources—was aptly named The Computer Group. Plugging every game of the week into a computer formula, and betting limits at every casino as well as with illegal bookmakers all over the country, The Computer Group wagered nearly $140,000,000 on football between 1980 and 1985. They cleared $13.9 million. Billy Walters, one of the principals in the group, came to Las Vegas a dirt-poor gambler from Kentucky, and, after The Computer Group’s run had ended he was a millionaire several times over.

 


 


In the fall of 1999, when I made my first trip out to Las Vegas, Billy Walters was still one of the biggest sports bettors in the business. But he was also a prominent real estate developer and philanthropist, a minicorporation, surrounded by layers of lackeys and lawyers. Ultimately, he was insulated from the problems the rest of his betting bretheren faced.


Most bettors and bookmakers I met that fall, and during the subsequent winter and spring I was there, felt that Vegas’s reign as the sports-betting capital was nearing an end. There were laws being proposed to ban betting on college sports. And the FBI was raiding the secret bank accounts of several high-profile wiseguys. But the real threat to the way things were was coming from the Internet. “You’d be crazy not to see this as an unstoppable force,” Salerno told me one day shortly before the NCAA Tournament. “Over the next five years, who knows if they’ll even need us in Vegas anymore.”


Like the mom-and-pop shops in the 1950s, offshore books take any bet for any limit. Now, bookmakers and wiseguys alike are fleeing the desert for the unregulated islands. They are betting vagabonds looking to hit it big. 


I’m glad I caught them before it was too late.






















Chapter 1
“Death Is Not the End”






A lot of gamblers say the action replaces sex, but I really think they mean it replaces relationships and a fear of socializing. We’re all outcasts and gambling occupies our time and we get paid for it. 


For me for sure it was a way to make money and be by myself. Now, it’s become an obsession. I don’t think it’s an addiction. I don’t think. But then again, I have no life.




—ALAN BOSTON, SEPTEMBER 1999, IN OLD ORCHARD BEACH, MAINE





Alan Boston walked into the Corvette dealership fourteen years ago wearing a ripped University of Pennsylvania T-shirt, shorts and a pair of boating shoes, looking like some twenty-seven-year-old punk coming to jerk the salesman’s chain. He hadn’t slept in two days. A binge of betting, boozing, and partying left him more wired than Con Ed. Alan knew the guys hawking cars would brush him off. He knew the dealers would see another young kid eager to take the ’Vette for a spin, and then leave them with the keys in one hand and a promise to come back soon in the other. That’s what Alan was counting on, actually. He reveled in finding a mark and making his head spin. 






Alan understood human nature. He bet his life on it everyday. And, as sure as he knew the Red Sox would cover against the Yankees later that night, he knew the car jockeys would ignore the opportunity that was right in front of them, bulging from Alan’s pocket. That’s where Alan had stuffed his life’s work, what he had to show from instincts, luck, research, brass balls, and guts that translated into big wins at the track or on the game or at the card table. That’s where he stuffed enough cash to buy a Corvette with all the options and maybe even leave the poor schmuck who sold it to him a tip, if anyone took him seriously. After all, what good is the money without the respect?


One by one, just as Alan expected, the dowdy group of salesmen ignored the strung out kid with the unruly mop of red hair. Finally the manager, as if by default, asked Alan if he needed any help. Damn  right I could use some help, Alan thought. I’ve got more than $27,000  in my pocket but I pulled up to your lot in a 1972 Impala I bought for  $150. Get me a ’Vette. Alan picked out a car—a metallic rose t-top— filled out the paperwork, and laid the money in a neat pile on the table. He drove off the lot with the music loud and enough cash left over to get down some decent action that night.


He didn’t bother leaving a tip.


Fourteen years later, rose would become yellow, yellow would become purple, and purple would become gold. Batman has the Batmobile and Alan has Corvettes, even when he has nothing else. They’re not just transportation, but 200-horsepower boosts to the ego. When you spend six months of the year in Las Vegas as Alan does, betting as much money in a day on sports—college basketball, specifically—as some people make in a year, gold Corvettes are a stylish statement. Another wiseguy, as professional sports bettors are known, sees the car parked in the lot of a casino and says to himself, “Alan is here. I wonder what he’s getting down on.”


But Alan spends the other six months of the year in a cozy seaside town in Maine, where he’s known as a small-time harness horse-racing owner with a two-bedroom condo on the beach. For Alan, Maine is the perfect antidote to Las Vegas. It is an ocean whose breeze recharges him after the desert has sapped his strength. It is wide-open beachfront property after he’s been trapped in the congested basin. It is the place he chooses to live, not the place he has to live. But mostly, a raw nerve like Alan living in tranquil Maine is a contradiction, like fire burning in water. For a guy who revels in the shock factor, that alone makes it worth living there. “No one expects a guy like me to say they are from Maine,” Alan says. “New York or Boston maybe. But not Maine.”


Up there, a gold Corvette raises suspicion. Drive it at breakneck speed with Chuck E. Weis or Tom Waits blasting over the loudspeaker, the top down, the seatbelt unbuckled, and two cell phones attached to your ears like gaudy, oversized earrings, and you might as well have a bull’s-eye on the hood. Amid the practical trucks built to survive bitter Maine winters, Alan’s Corvette looks like a spaceship that has landed in the middle of Amish country. “Driving this car around here,” he says, “people always think I am a drug dealer.” And then he guns the engine.





It is late September, and Alan is speeding down Route 11 like a golden bullet, headed for the last day of the Rochester State Fair in New Hampshire, where he has a horse named Wingate Hanover racing in the finals of the thirteenth race. At the start of the fair two weeks earlier, Wingate Hanover was closer to the glue factory than the winner’s circle when Alan picked him up at an auction for $2,000. Wingate Hanover paid Alan’s largesse back with an upset win in the first week’s race that paid $750 to the owner. A win in the finals might help Alan break even, although the price of the horse actually meant nothing to him. Alan holds most animals in higher regard than people. One year, he spent $40,000 of the $60,000 he had in the bank on a yearling his trainers told him would never win a race and, if he didn’t buy it, was destined for an early death. He bought it anyway, then he refused to let the trainers work the horse into shape. He promised them that if they hit the horse, Alan would hit them back twice as hard. If they tried “preparing” the horse—drugging him up—he’d fire them on the spot. Their hands tied, the trainers could only treat the animal like a pet rather than an investment. For months, the horse took leisurely afternoon trots on the track, ate fresh bails of hay, slept in a clean stall, and lived better than one of the Budweiser Clydesdales. When Alan finally saw the horse in a race, it finished sixth in a seven-horse field. The next day the owner with the deep pockets and the horse with no speed shared a sweet potato pie to celebrate their second-to-last-place finish.


Cruising along towards the fair, one hand on the steering wheel and one on the sports pager with scrolling scores that he checks more often than a paramedic looking for a patient’s pulse, Alan deftly slips in a CD by the band Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds called “Murder Ballads.” It’s a charming collection of songs in which all the lyrics center on death and dying, including such paeans to death as “Songs of Joy,” “Lovely Creature,” and “Death Is Not the End.”


“Lighten up,” Alan says when he sees his passenger cringing. “It got an A in Entertainment Weekly. ”


With the sun out, the top down, Nick Cave whispering sweet nothings out of the Corvette’s supersonic sound system, and the horse he rescued from the scrap heap racing on the last day of the fair, life seems pretty sweet. What more does he need? 


“Winnings,” he deadpans.





It’s been six months since the end of the college basketball season. A season in which Alan established himself as the preeminent college basketball handicapper in Nevada’s small community of professional sports bettors. We’re not talking about Jimmy the Greek types or the crooks who tout their 900 services for $50 a pop. Those guys are no more respected in Vegas than political pundits are by Washington politicians. Handicapping, like playing the stock market, rewards good instincts, long hours of research, and an acute awareness of how fickle human beings and human nature can be. Most of all, however, it requires guts of iron and the resilience of a Super Ball. It’s not easy losing $10,000 because an eighteen-year-old freshman choked on two free throws late in the game. Bettors live their lives on the edge of financial and emotional ruin. One night they win ten grand and on others they lose twenty. It’s not sports that pulls them in, but the rush of winning a bet, of getting something for almost nothing. For Alan the goal is simple: Make enough one year to be able to come back and do it again the next.


Just the rumors about what Alan has won—“I hear people say I won more than $1 million betting on college basketball, which is ridiculous,” he says—are enough to garner respect of the entire community. But, it wasn’t just what he earned; any guy off the street with money to burn could parlay a few lucky picks and a small pile of dough into a Fort Knox–sized bankroll. In the handicapping underworld the strength of your system and ability to move the spreads with your bets separates the posers from the players, the squares from the wiseguys. Some players don’t even need to put their own cash on the line. Instead they make six-figure salaries acting as consultants, supplying wannabes who are long on money and short on skills with the probable winners to every night’s games.


For a true wiseguy, however, consulting is what you do when you’ve lost your nerve, your bankroll, or both, like a cop who takes a desk job because he’s too scared to walk the streets. Consultants are paper-pushing desk jockeys analyzing teams’ past performances, doing all the work it takes to make a smart bet without experiencing any of the thrills.


Alan found the consulting track particularly unfulfilling when it came to college baskets and always worked on his own, building up a small bankroll and then blowing it on bad bets, bad drugs, or bad buys. He was the equivalent of the rookie pitcher with the million-dollar arm and the five-cent head, too talented to ever go broke but too brash to get too far ahead. Then, in 1997, two guys who had been tracking Alan’s work decided to back him. The deal was this: Alan, the expert, would do most of the work, they would front all of the money, and they would split all winnings three ways. The partnership was the perfect remedy to reign in Alan. With two other people involved, he couldn’t go overboard on his gut-check bets. And, with a deeper pool of money than he’d ever had, he could also bet bigger, and win bigger, than he ever had. As long as his system didn’t fail.





After pulling into the Rochester Fair’s front gate, Alan’s Corvette kicks up dust on the gravel lot as he makes a sharp turn into a parking space next to a pickup. He stops by the race office, where he drops off two bumbleberry pies he bought for the office workers. Every year, the fair organizers ask Alan to reprise his role as “Rochester Red,” a handicapper who writes up the daily tip sheets the fair sells for a dollar at every race. He won’t take any money for the gig, won’t even accept a free tip sheet, and he exasperates the fair workers who, after saying thanks for the pie, remind him that he still hasn’t picked up any of the checks he’s won in the past two weeks from Wingate Hanover. “If you buy the damn horse, at least take the money,” says an office worker. He ignores her. He saved a horse. Get over it. Does he really need to cheapen the deed by making money off of it?


Behind the office, in the corner of a horseshoe-shaped ring of stalls, Wingate Hanover stands on spindly legs mindlessly munching on some hay. She’s a nine-year old mare with a graying mane, skin the color of wet cement with black spots, a thin beard of white whiskers, and yellowing teeth. She looks like the equine version of Miss Hav-isham from Dickens’s Great Expectations.


“She had a good night and has been alert all morning,” says Alan’s trainer. “She’ll run a good race for you.” 


“It don’t matter,” says Alan, patting her long gray snout. “She’s a good girl.”


That someone may feel the rush of winning, or even come close, is what drives that person to take their first steps toward a betting window. It’s why some of Alan’s friends had been at the track since sunrise that morning and, when the fair ends, why they were heading to another harness-racing track in Brunswick that night. It is why the Rochester Fair would make $86,000 on this sunny Saturday in early fall on racing alone, even though there were never more than 1,000 people in the stands for any of the fourteen races.


Before a race the cavernous walkway beneath the grandstands, where the betting windows are, fills up like a train station during rush hour. Bettors walk up to the windows absentmindedly staring at Rochester Red’s tip sheet and clutching their money in an outstretched hand. Fat men who were stuffing their faces with fried dough from the carnival next door thoughtlessly lay down $20s like they’re pitching pennies. Grandmas with blue-tinted hair wearing T-shirts that read “Property of the Foxy Lady” smack a couple hundred bucks on the counter hoping to score a winner. Maybe this time their horse will come home. Even more than the rush of winning, hope is the most compelling component of a bet.


As the horses line up for the thirteenth race, Alan pulls a $100 bill from his thick, rubber-banded roll of cash. Before he can turn around, people are already asking him, “What did you bet? Who did you take? Who’s the favorite? What do you like?”


“Idiots,” Alan mutters. “It’s illegal for me to bet against my own horse. Not like I couldn’t get away with it. But, it’s not right.”


Settling into the aluminum chairs in the grandstands, Alan pulls out a vegan pumpkin-crunch cookie to munch on. There’s always something to keep him occupied, someplace else to direct his energy toward besides the race or the bet. Seven years ago he would have pulled out a vial of cocaine to snort during the race. Three years ago it would have been fries and a milkshake that soothed his nerves. Each fixation is indicative of his all-or-nothing lifestyle; there have never been any compromises in Alan’s life. During his drinking days, he didn’t just have a few drinks, he’d get wasted. He couldn’t accept going bald, so he shaved his head. He didn’t just snort cocaine, he inhaled it like it was oxygen. When he decided to get healthy he didn’t just work out, he developed the physique of a bodybuilder. Compared to Alan, extremists lack focus.


Alan once had curly red hair, glasses, and a tire around his waist. But when he started working out—to build his self-esteem as much as his physique—the baby fat around his face melted away and his skin became taut around his skull. He transformed himself from a grown version of a Raggedy Andy doll into a walking, talking, breathing version of Mr. Clean. He also turned himself into a winner.


“Before that I was always making good numbers but bad decisions. I got more confidence once I started liking myself more,” Alan says. “But it’s still all mental. The working out only helps so much.”


Wingate Hanover draws an inside position for the race. From the start, Alan knows she doesn’t have a chance. She is boxed in between the railing and another driver who won’t relinquish his position. As the horses on the outside maneuver freely, Wingate Hanover maintains her speed and pacing, hoping to pounce on any opening. But it never happens. She finishes third, winning $600 for her owner. Combine that with the $750 she won for Alan the week before and she’ll only cost Alan $650, not a high price to pay for saving a horse’s life.


“For the horse,” Alan says, a smirk forming at the corners of his mouth, “death is not the end.”





Going broke, however, would be the end for Alan. Because that would mean he couldn’t bet, which could be the worst fate imaginable. 


Not that he economizes. He is a profligate spender. It is the gambler’s code of silly pride and outright boasting that says he must pick up the tab whenever he is out with friends. At a table full of gamblers, the most successful bettor does the honor. These days, that’s Alan.


Making investments on horses that end up losing you $650 is not the best way to make your money last either, and Alan’s nest egg from college basketball is dwindling fast. In fact he’s very nearly running on fumes. In addition to the payments he has on the $356,000 house in Las Vegas, there is also the two-bedroom beachfront condo he’s renting in Maine. He estimates that he gave back 25 percent of his winnings to bad bets placed on the NBA and NHL play-offs as well as poker. He pissed the rest away on horses, food, and travel. A two-day trip to New York City in midsummer included two nights at the Four Seasons, car service to and from Yonkers to see his horses race, and the requisite two cell phones, one with the Maine area code and one with the Nevada, wherever he went. But it could be worse. “If I had $1 million dollars sitting in the bank earning interest,” he says, “I would be miserable.”


However, considering the six months he’s had since college basketball ended, having one mil in the bank might come in handy. The last month has been particularly unkind. In early September, he endured a wicked NFL losing streak. Other sports were no kinder. Late in September, Alan turned on the Ryder Cup golf tournament between the United States and Europe to see that American Payne Stewart, in match play with Colin Montgomery, conceded a forty-foot putt, the hole and the match to Montgomery because the U.S. team had already clinched the victory over Europe. Alan had bet $1,500 that Stewart would beat Montgomery. He lost. “I’m at a real low point in my gambling career,” Alan says. “Just when I thought I had lost every way there was to lose, I outdo myself.”


Because his shrink told him there must be something in his subconscious disturbing him, Alan blamed the cold streak on sleepless nights and a lack of concentration after watching a Discovery Channel special about the slaughtering of elephants by poachers harvesting their tusks. He laughs as he says this, throwing his clicker on the table that is littered with fax paper, a laptop, dirty dishes, and old racing forms. But it’s gallows humor. Come November, when he gets to his fancy house in Las Vegas with the kidney-shaped pool, he’ll pull his gold Corvette into the three-car garage, riding on nothing but vapors. And vapors only last so long. He needs some wins.






















Chapter 2
“It’s Us Against the Wiseguys”






The psychology of a bettor is someone who is constantly second-guessing. You wouldn’t believe how many people out there wanna bet one way but they come into the sports book, talk to bookmakers like me or just another bettor in line, and change their minds.


Part of that is because there is so much money floating around right now that isn’t smart money. Just a lot of squares walking around with a lot of money in their pockets who are sports fans and think they should be able to bet sports. Just because they have a lot of money doesn’t mean they know what’s up.


But, we’ll happily take their money. They are not the ones who we go up against. It’s us against the wiseguys, like Alan Boston. 




—JOE LUPO, RACE & SPORTS BOOK MANAGER, STARDUST HOTEL & CASINO, LAS VEGAS, NEVADA, OCTOBER 1999





There are more than fifty wedding chapels in Las Vegas. None of them hear as many prayers as sports books. Sports bettors beg God more in one hour than Muslims pray to Allah in a day. Phrases like “Dear Lord, let him make this kick,” or “Please God, gimme this one game and I’ll never ask again,” or “Jesus Fucking Christ, can I get a break here?” are the Hail Marys of those who put their faith in the bounce of a ball and the will of an athlete. Sunday afternoons in a sports book resemble a revival meeting at Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow.


It’s appropriate then that the Stardust Race & Sports Book is laid out like the interior of a church. A wide swath of purple and green flowered carpet, the center aisle, separates the book’s two sets of pews: the race side, where bettors playing the ponies sit, and the sports side, where people betting on athletic events hunker down.


Bettors sit quietly in their seats, studying racing forms and tip sheets and rotation guides—which are master lists of every game in every sport being played that the sports books will post a line on. These are the bettor’s bibles, holding the keys to happiness. If gamblers can only interpret them the right way, they will be born again. They will have seen the way to betting enlightenment, a righteous moment when the collection plate is theirs for the taking. No questions asked.


Suckers. That’s what the high priest of the sports book, Joe Lupo, is thinking. Good customers surely, but suckers. Day in and day out they throw good money after bad. Lupo stands behind the betting counter, protected by a line of employees called ticket writers—the people who listen to a customer’s bet, punch it into a machine, and hand them a ticket—watching his congregation’s every move. When they can’t find the answer in the racing form or tip sheet, the customers will come to Joe, begging him, “What do you like today, Joe?”


“I’ve got $5,000 in the bank,” says Kevin Phillips, a 28-year-old security guard at the Flamingo hotel. “I’m only betting to make more money. Believe me, if I had more cash, I wouldn’t do this.” Customers stop in on the way to their mechanics jobs in blue work shirts with their names sewn on the front. They pull crumpled dollar bills from their pockets, trying to string together $20 to drop on a game. They come in straight from night shifts in the Stardust’s gambling pits, with clip-on bow ties dangling from their tuxedo shirt collars, to lay down crisp $100 bills from their just-cashed paychecks on UCLA or Florida State or the Minnesota Vikings. The money the casino paid them goes right back into the Stardust’s coffers.


Another group of bettors, called runners, spend their entire waking lives camped out in the sports book. They are lackeys who carry thousands of dollars of someone else’s money, making bets for players too big-time to leave their homes. They spend twelve hours a day watching games, watching point spreads, and watching their waistlines expand. Two years ago, the Nevada Gaming Control Board, in an attempt to stem the flow of money from illegal bookmakers outside the state who laid off some of their bets in the sports books, made using runners illegal. Now, no one is allowed to make a sports bet in Nevada on behalf of anyone but themselves unless they are earning a percentage of the bet. But, in Las Vegas, some laws get as much attention as a Tony Danza movie. The runners that don’t make a percentage get a few hundred bucks a day, if their wiseguy is benevolent.


And Joe Lupo is the runner’s best friend. So many runners spend so much of their time in the sports book that they’re disconnected from the rest of the world. The war in Bosnia? Unless there’s a favorite, they didn’t follow it. Monica Lewinsky? Isn’t she 40–1 to win the U.S. Open? Lupo gives them free drink-and-buffet tickets. He tells them the weather conditions where games are being played and who is umpiring. And he lets them go about their business.


The Stardust is off the main drag of the Strip, a fifteen minute walk from upscale properties like Caesars Palace and the Bellagio. Sit in the sports book at one of these two opulent hotels and, compared to the Stardust, it’s the difference between being in a stadium luxury box with cushioned seats and the bleachers with backless metal benches. And, in contrast to the roller coasters and faux skyscrapers in front of the New York, New York–themed hotel and the pirate ship in front of Treasure Island, the purple and orange Stardust sign with hundreds of bulbs bathing the night in fluorescent colors seems decidedly understated. New properties like the Venetian feature marble foyers, trendy nightclubs, hot bars, and four-star restaurants catering to high-rolling big spenders flush with Wall Street cash and good looks to spare. The Stardust, however, looks like it hasn’t undergone an overhaul since the Rat Pack reigned. And while the Mandalay Bay has the House of Blues and Wolfgang Puck eatery, the Stardust features steak-and-egg breakfast buffets and lounge acts older than Don Rickels’s shtick. At one time, when it first opened, the Stardust was the biggest hotel in the city. Now it’s a relic.


“The other books,” says Phillips, searching for the diplomatic phrase, “well, if you want a nice place to sit and a free martini, go to the Bellagio. But if you wanna gamble, you come here.”


The Stardust’s main attraction—other than being the hotel immortalized in Martin Scorsese’s movie Casino—is the sports book. “Lupo is captain of the most prestigious sports book because most of the betting numbers that come out of Vegas are tied to the Stardust,” says Peter Ruchman, a longtime bettor and sports betting historian. “The Stardust has been the legendary home of the opening line. It really is the place that people look to get their opening numbers.”


And, indeed, there are moments in everyday when Joe Lupo wields more power than anyone else in the sports betting industry. Everyday, it is the Stardust that posts the first line for every game in every sport. He can set in motion a chain reaction that spreads from Las Vegas to New York to Costa Rica and Australia. Millions of dollars will trade hands based on what he says, what he thinks, and how he reacts to the information before him.


Lupo relies on a half-dozen consultants to ply him with their opinions of what the spread should be on the various football, basketball, baseball, and hockey games. But most of all he relies on his assistant manager, Bob Scucci. Scucci, a former all-state baseball player in Nevada and a teammate of Mark McGwire’s at USC, has the short, stout body of an ex-athlete. He is a former bettor turned bookmaker after going broke. A hard-core numbers guy at a hardcore sports book, Scucci once eschewed the top job at the Hard Rock Hotel’s book despite a bigger paycheck because there wasn’t enough action.


He also has a storyteller’s eyes and ears for details and an uncanny knack for predicting the future. “Basically,” says Lupo, “Scooch knows shit before we do. It’s kind of freaky.” But handy when your livelihood is based on prognostication.


Between the two of them, Lupo and Scucci will make point spreads for dozens of games as well as create totals, which are the combined number of points that bettors wager the two teams will go over or under. The spread’s goal is to put all the teams on even footing. Bookmakers take points from the favorite and give points to the underdog. That’s why a team favored by five points is always listed as “minus-five” while a five-point underdog is “plus-five.”


Meanwhile, as Lupo and Scucci work the numbers, wiseguys are privately creating their own personal point spreads for the same games. They’ll use these as guidelines for what games they feel are most worth betting on. If the Stardust posts that the Lakers are favored over the Blazers by five points—Lakers minus-five—but a handicapper thinks the Lakers are only three points better than the Blazers, he’ll take points—meaning bet the Blazers—in the line being offered by the Stardust. If another handicapper thinks the Lakers are seven points better than the Blazers, he’ll lay the points—meaning he’ll bet the Lakers.


Nobody in Vegas or anywhere else posts their line until Scucci and Lupo post theirs. It’s an honor and a tradition they have carried on for years at the Stardust. But it also puts them in the role of bettor, as they lay their reputations and their jobs on the line every morning. In a very real sense, Lupo is as much a gambler as Alan Boston. Being the first line up wreaks havoc with the bottom line. There’s a reason, after all, they call handicappers wiseguys. The slightest discrepancy in their line versus the Stardust line will make them bet heavy. Then it’s Lupo and Succi’s job to adjust the Stardust line up or down based on which team the money is coming in on. The book makes money off of the “juice,” the 10-percent commission they collect on every bet. If two bettors bet opposite sides of the same game for $100, each bettor puts up $110. The book now has $220 total bet on the game. The winner gets back $210, his $100 bet plus the $10 commission he paid. The loser gets nothing. Meanwhile, the book clears $10 between the two transactions. If everyone is betting on one team it puts Lupo at risk for a huge payoff if that side covers.


Only after the Stardust has posted its line and the wiseguys have pounded it for a bit do books around the world start posting their numbers. Almost unilaterally, the spreads at other books fall in line with the adjusted numbers at the Stardust. That line then gets posted at every street corner and corner office as the Vegas Line, the spread everyone uses to decide who should win and by how much. The trickle down impact is enormous, reaching tens of millions of dollars everyday. By posting the opening line, the Stardust purposely puts itself on the front line of the betting war between wiseguys and bookmakers on a daily basis.


While there is glory in being the kamikaze of the betting world, Lupo is also taking a tremendous risk. No hotel in the city depends more on its sports book. Not just because, in the same way that Siegfried & Roy defined the Mirage, the sports book is what the Stardust’s reputation is built on, but because of the financial gains. At most casinos, the windfall from sports betting accounts for about 2 percent of the bottom line. But at the Stardust, where a four-story marquee on the Strip touts their football handicapping contests, the sports book can sometimes generate 5 percent of the casino’s revenue, making it a more significant cog in the Stardust’s revenue machine.





All of this is obvious at 7 a.m. on a Saturday morning in early October, five weeks into football season. Inside the book, it’s already standing room only, with all eyes fixed on the three-story board lit in green, orange, and yellow bulbs burning brighter than a Times Square billboard, listing every game available for betting. There are NHL games, Canadian Football League games, first-half wagering on college and NFL football, second-half wagering on college and NFL football, straight point spread bets on college and NFL football, college and NFL football totals, and baseball play-off games. To the left of each team is a code number like 584 or 672. To the right of the team that’s favored is the point spread. When someone comes to the counter to make a bet on the Michigan vs. Ohio State game, they don’t say “Give me Michigan minus-seven over Ohio State for $22.” Instead they would say, “Gimme 584 for $22.”


This—two hours before gametime—is the most crucial part of the day for the bookmakers. Lines of people stretch from all thirteen betting counters to the back of the book, with hundreds of thousands of dollars coming in on nearly 100 different games. Most sports books have a limit of $10,000 a game on football and $3,000 on basketball. But it’s at the discretion of the bookmaker to move that up or down. Lupo and his staff have to balance being aggressive and letting bettors bet with being responsible and sticking to the house limits. Rarely is a wiseguy, or a wiseguy’s runner, extended the courtesy of an above-the-limit bet. He knows too much and chances are good that if he’s betting $5,000 on a game, he’s heard—and Lupo hasn’t—about a quarterback’s injury or a change in coaching strategy or a fight some point guard has had with his girlfriend. Squares, John Q. Public, can bet as much as they want whenever they want. “Those guys are just gambling,” says Lupo. “We don’t respect their plays. We’ll take their money anytime.”


Every bookmaker and wiseguy has a computer with software that links them to point-spreads at any book in the world. Like day traders watching for the right price, bettors keep their eyes glued to the screens, waiting to see a number on a game they view as a good value. Bookmakers watch the same screen to see what the other books are doing. As soon as one book moves a number on a game from 6 to 6.5 or 10 to 9.5, usually because of a big bet made by a wiseguy, the screen flickers with action as every other bookmaker moves their number in the same direction. If they don’t, the wiseguys will catch them napping and make them pay. During the week it’s easy to watch the screen, manage the numbers, and stay on top of the game. But at 7 a.m. on a Saturday during college football season, it’s like trying to keep a daisy planted in a tornado.


Behind the counter at the Stardust, it looks like NASA’s mission control. At one end of a long counter, two computers hooked up to the ticket-writing machines log every bet that comes in and gets paid out, keeping a running tab on how much money the book has on each side of every game. Another program on these computers lets Lupo or Scucci or another one of their lieutenants move the line up or down. At the other end of the counter is the desktop computer with the software linking the Stardust to all the other sports books. When the Stardust is busy, this computer is always manned. Next to the computer are the phone banks, where customers calling from within Nevada can place bets as long as they have sufficient funds in an account with the sports book. Above the counter and computers are seven, ten-inch television screens, which at various times everyday are messengers of hope, joy, or suffering to Lupo and his staff.


When the system is running smoothly on a Saturday morning, there is a seamlessness to the staff’s movements that belies the frenzied scene behind the desk. Lupo’s men scream out numbers—amounts bet, spreads moving, game codes—in cadences reminiscent of a quarterback yelling signals. To the bystander the numbers mean nothing. To the guys behind the counter, they’re the play.


“QX4A 472 three dimes,” yells ticket writer Jim Russell from the bank of phones. A stick-thin, smooth-talking washed-up pro pool player who is only twenty-one, Russell hustles tips from big winners in the sportsbook during the day and blows them at the craps tables at night. He just told Scucci, standing by the computers monitoring the bets, that the player with the account number of QX4A wants to bet $3,000 on team 472.


QX4A is someone whose bets Scucci respects. Team 472 was the Rams minus-2.5 over the 49ers. Scucci gets on the sports book’s public address system and says, “Game 472, St. Louis, minus-3.” A wiseguy just moved the line.


The faster the bets come, the more Scucci or Lupo are on the PA announcing the line movements, and at the computer tapping in their changes. “304, plus-4, 323 minus-10, 351 minus-12, 405 plus-7, 5148 total 52.” At times, they are simultaneously approving bets, moving numbers, keeping tabs on other sports books, watching games, granting drink requests for the bloated runners, and making announcements in a voice pattern that could rival any auctioneer. For every one of their actions, there is an equal but opposite reaction across the counter. A small ripple becomes a tidal wave as a square runs up to bet his favorite team. A wiseguy calls in because he saw a line move to a spread that he liked. A runner makes a play for his boss. Another bookmaker at a different book moves his line to match the Stardust’s. Nothing is done that won’t impact the bottom line of someone in that casino, whether it be Lupo, the player, or the bartender. And at the sports book, the tsunami won’t stop until NFL games end on Sunday afternoon.





Joe Lupo sits down behind the desk in his office, sipping on bottled water. It’s 4 p.m. and the late Sunday games are wrapping up. For the first time in thirty-six hours, Lupo is able to take a breath and assess the damage or count his winnings. For a guy who grew up in Stow, Ohio, and had a picture of bookmaker Jimmy “The Greek” Snyder on his bulletin board when he was ten years old, this is his afterglow. He spins a beloved souvenir Cleveland Browns football (commemorating their first season back in the NFL) and cranes his neck forward to stretch out the kinks.
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