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  “Is it wrong to gamble, or only to lose?”




  

    

      

        

          

            

              —Sky Masterson, Guys and Dolls
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  HE BLEW INTO TOWN LIKE A ROGUE WIND THAT LIFTED girls’ skirts and turned gamblers’ pockets inside-out. Tall and

  thin with a bland mask of a face, he had close-set eyes that looked a little dead, at least until he offered you a bet. Then those dark eyes sparked and he smiled like he had good news.




  “Are you a gambling man?” he’d ask. “Because I am.”




  Alvin was his name, but nobody called him that. They called him “Titanic.”




  Titanic Thompson—a made-up name for a self-made man who won and lost millions of dollars playing cards, dice, pool, golf, horseshoes, and anything else he could think of to bet on. He also

  killed five men. “But they’d all tell you they had it coming.” He also married five women, each one a teenager on her wedding day. Titanic liked his women young and pretty, his

  cars big and fast, his suckers rich and gullible. He spent fifty years roaming America’s back roads, living by his wits and reflexes, until America changed and there was no more room for such

  a man.




  IN THE YEARS BETWEEN world wars, Titanic Thompson motored from town to town in a nickel-plated, two-ton Pierce-Arrow, the same car

  Babe Ruth, Franklin Roosevelt, and the shah of Persia favored. He carried his tools in the trunk: left- and right-handed golf clubs, a bowling ball, horseshoes, a shotgun, and a suitcase full of

  cash. During his first twenty years on the road he crossed paths with Harry Houdini, Al Capone, Howard Hughes, Minnesota Fats, and Jean Harlow. Still he managed to remain a cipher to the public.

  Damon Runyon wanted to write about him, but Titanic told him to forget it. He said, “Mine ain’t the kind of work publicity helps.” So Runyon based a character on him—Sky

  Masterson, the hero of Guys and Dolls.




  Professional gamblers still talk about Titanic Thompson. They say that he threw a watermelon over a three-story building, that he pulled Capone’s pants down, that he beat Ben Hogan playing

  golf right-handed and then turned around and beat Byron Nelson left-handed, that he survived the sinking of the Titanic by sneaking into a lifeboat dressed as a woman. Only the watermelon

  story is true. But plenty of other Titanic tales are gospel. He hunted quail by throwing rocks, knocking the birds out of the air. He tricked Capone out of five hundred dollars and double-crossed

  Arnold Rothstein, the crime boss who fixed the 1919 “Black Sox” World Series. He hustled country-club golfers for twenty thousand a hole while Hogan and Nelson were earning ten thousand

  a year. He once drove a golf ball more than five hundred yards.




  There’s a true story to his name too. In 1912, a few weeks after the unsinkable Titanic sank, taking 1,517 souls down with her, a rangy teenager in a brown suit stepped into Snow

  Clark’s pool hall in Joplin, Missouri. He proceeded to beat every player in the place, then asked, “Who’s the best cue in town?” That would be Snow, the pool players said.

  Snow Clark could run the table as fast as you could blink.




  “Where do I find him?”




  “Right over there.”




  Alvin from Arkansas moseyed over and introduced himself. In an Ozarks twang that sounded half-dim, he challenged the pool-hall owner to a game for five hundred dollars. That was enough to get

  Clark’s attention. In 1912, a fellow could live for a year on that much money, or live like a prince for a couple of months, feasting on one-dollar steak dinners, with pie and ice cream on

  the side. Young Alvin did the latter after he ran the table on Snow Clark.




  On his way out he noticed a sign Clark had posted in the window: $200 to Any Man Who Jumps over My New Pool Table. The table was nine feet long and four and a half feet wide. To clear it,

  a jumper would have to hurdle a fifty-four-inch surface that was thirty inches off the floor—an Olympic-caliber jump—before crashing down on the far side. “I can do it,”

  Alvin said. “I can outjump a herd of bullfrogs.” Clark and the others laughed. Even if the kid somehow cleared the table, he’d break his leg or arm or skull on the landing.




  Alvin walked out, leaving them wondering if they had offended the boy by laughing at him. He returned ten minutes later dragging a mattress he’d bought at a fleabag hotel. He positioned

  the mattress beside the pool table, walked around to the other side, took a running start, and sprang into the air. According to an eyewitness, “He leaped headfirst across the table, did a

  flip and landed on his back on that mattress.”




  As Alvin collected his winnings, someone asked Snow Clark the stranger’s name. “I don’t rightly know, but it ought to be ‘Titanic,’ ” Clark said. “He

  sinks everybody.”




  After his christening in that smoky poolroom, the young hustler hit the road. Ahead lay more adventures, bigger money, romance, and violence, and on that road he would invent a vocation. Titanic

  Thompson would be America’s original proposition gambler, always on the move, one step ahead of his victims and the law.
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  HE WAS BORN ALVIN CLARENCE THOMAS IN 1892.

  Thomas, not Thompson, not yet. He grew up poor in a log cabin on a dirt road in the Ozarks. There was no shame in that, at least the dirt-road part of it, since there were only ten

  miles of paved roads in the United States. In 1892, most of the country’s sixty-five million citizens lived quietly in the wide spaces between cities. But the American century was coming,

  bringing new and surprising events. In the year of Alvin’s birth, the U.S. immigration station on Ellis Island opened, Lizzie Borden gave her parents forty whacks, and nine boys at the YMCA

  in Springfield, Massachusetts, played the first game of a sport called basketball (final score 1–0).




  Alvin drew his first breath in Monett, Missouri. According to family lore, his father was playing poker in a saloon that night. Lee Thomas was tall with a soft voice. He got loud only when he

  was flush or drunk, and he was said to be both on the night his son was born, so he kept on playing, sipping from a flask of what he called his hollerin’ whiskey. Lee didn’t go home

  until the next day, Thanksgiving Day, the thirtieth Thanksgiving since President Lincoln declared it a national holiday back in 1863, and Lee wasn’t at all thankful when he

  saw the newborn at his wife’s breast. A few weeks later, on one of those winter mornings when you could see your breath indoors, he packed a cardboard satchel and went to the shelf where his

  wife kept her pin money in a sugar bowl. Stepping softly, he picked her last five dollars out of the bowl. His wife never saw him again.




  Alvin’s mother, Sarah, always said they were lucky Lee left when he did. She was still young enough to catch a man, even with a baby underfoot. Sarah wound up marrying a hog farmer who had

  a plot near Rogers, Arkansas, forty miles southwest of Monett. The dense Ozark Forest outside town was so deep a green it was a shade of black. Only about twelve hundred people lived in Rogers in

  the 1890s, most of them clustered around a double row of clapboard buildings on Walnut street, where horse-drawn carts loaded with apples rolled to the town’s only thriving business, a

  hulking apple-vinegar plant. The plant gave off a sour-apple reek that reminded churchgoers of Adam and Eve’s sin. Empty carts rolled back the other way toward the orchards that gave Benton

  County its motto, “Land of the Big Red Apple.”




  Alvin’s stepfather raised hogs and poultry on a hill beyond the orchards. Relatives grew peas and corn to feed the stock, and tended a patch of tobacco. Alvin and his mother, stepfather,

  two stepsisters, and two stepbrothers shared a three-room cabin. In a tin washtub in the middle of the main room, they took weekly baths in water that had been heated in a pot hung over the fire.

  Alvin was the youngest so he bathed last, in cool, murky water. He waited for his turn in the privy too, where spiders lurked in the summertime and unmentionable icicles hung under the seat in the

  winter.




  They were Baptists, his new family, each one dunked in a tank at the whitewashed church in Eureka Springs on the day of his or her salvation. They feared God and tuberculosis, which was still

  the leading cause of death in America, so familiar that Alvin must have heard the schoolyard verse that paraphrased Shakespeare: “TB or not TB, that is the question.

  Consumption be done about it? Of cough not!” His stepfather and step-uncles went to church on Sunday and worked hard all week. For sport they hunted, pitched pennies, shot at targets, played

  checkers and dominoes and penny-ante poker. Pretty soon Sarah’s kid was taking their pennies. Little Alvin could toss a coin so that it hopped once and landed flat against a wall. He could

  make the coin lean on the wall if he wanted. He beat everyone at checkers but loved poker most of all. A deck of cards was an extended family to him, the only friends he had. As soon as he learned

  the rules of poker, he began to understand percentages—the odds that governed how cards combined to form different hands. When it came to numbers, Alvin had perfect pitch.




  The cards did favors for him once he tattooed them. He taught himself to cheat even with a fresh deck: Using a fingernail to put a nearly invisible nick on the cards’ backs, he marked the

  face cards and aces he got during the first few hands of a game. He had figured out a simple system card-markers still use today: A notch or dot on a card’s edge signifies a high card; a mark

  elsewhere means it’s a low card; a middle card gets no mark. Before long the deck was practically transparent to him. While his schoolmates studied their times tables, he sat on his straw

  mattress running cards through his fingers, watching the notched cards’ progress as he dealt poker hands to phantom opponents. His dexterity improved until he could deal from the bottom of

  the deck so smoothly that nobody spotted the trick. He could shuffle one-handed, flipping every other card as it passed through his hand so that half the deck was face-up and half face-down when he

  finished.




  What he couldn’t do was read. For Alvin, school was an hour’s walk to a wooden prison where a boy was legally caged while squirrels, sparrows, and grown-ups went free. Sitting at a

  desk made him want to jump out of his skin. So he quit going to school and spent the long days fishing for catfish and bass and hunting rabbit, possum, and raccoon.




  His uncles said he was one-sixteenth Indian thanks to a full-blooded Cherokee who had shinnied up his mother’s side of the family tree. How else to account for his running, jumping, and

  shooting skills? They had all watched the boy level his .22 rifle and hit a crow between the eyes from fifty yards. They had seen him down birds without using a gun, pegging a rock at a bird and

  bang, killing it. Not every time, but enough to put quail on the table most days.




  His best friend was a chocolate-brown water spaniel named Carlo that bounded through the woods with him or sat watching him chop logs, the only manual labor Alvin ever did. He always said he

  grew tall and strong swinging an axe in those woods, cutting timber into planks eight and a half feet long, seven inches thick, and nine inches wide, the size of railroad ties. Carlo followed as

  Alvin carted the planks by mule to Rogers, where a man from the Frisco Railroad inspected them and paid twenty-five cents apiece for the good ones. Alvin gave most of the money to his mother but

  kept a few nickels to bet with.




  One bright morning he spied a man at a White River fishing hole. “I watched this dude fish with his elegant casting outfit, and I wanted it,” he said decades later. The man returned

  to the same spot several days in a row, pulling in trout with his shiny rod and reel.




  Eleven-year-old Alvin tossed a stick into the water. Carlo leaped in, swam to the stick, and brought it back.




  “That’s a fine fetchin’ dog,” the dude said.




  “He’ll fetch anything,” Alvin boasted. “I could chuck a rock in there and he’d dive in and bring it back.”




  “Is that a fact?”




  The man didn’t believe it. He said there was no way a dog could find a particular rock in a riverbed. After some back and forth they settled on a wager—the

  kid’s .22 rifle against the man’s fishing gear.




  “Boy, you got a bet.”




  Alvin picked up a stone. He said he couldn’t lose—old Carlo’d be back with that rock in a jiffy.




  But the fisherman was no all-day sucker. “Hold on, now. You better mark that rock,” he said. “Mark it so I’ll know it’s the same one you threw in.”




  “OK, if you say so.” Alvin scratched a big X on the rock and chucked it into the water. The spaniel dived in. Half a minute passed. Man and boy waited while the water settled.

  Leaves rustled. At last Carlo broke the surface and paddled to the riverbank.




  The dog dropped the stone he had fetched. “Well, I’ll be damned,” the fisherman said when he saw the X on the rock. “That’s a hell of a dog or a hell of a

  trick.” He packed up his gear and began to leave.




  Alvin stepped in front of him. “That fishing pole’s mine. I won it fair and square.”




  The man seemed to think that was funny until he got a good look down the barrel of the boy’s .22. “Pay off,” Alvin said.




  The fancy fellow dropped his gear. Alvin spent the rest of the summer yanking trout from the White River with the fine rod and reel he hadn’t really won fair and square, since Carlo

  couldn’t really tell one rock from another. What the fisherman didn’t know was that the boy had spent hours at that spot the evening before he offered the bet, marking rocks and

  chucking them into the water. When he finished, the bottom of the fishing hole was littered with stones marked with X’s.




  WITH NO MORE BOOK learning than his elders had, Alvin trained himself to outsmart them. When no one was looking, he pitched pennies at a tin cup. After

  hundreds of tosses he grooved a soft underhand motion. Now he could offer a crazy-sounding bet: “I can make nine out of ten from five paces”—and do it. No

  trick, just practice. He sat on his bed dealing poker hands until he could win with marked or unmarked decks. One trick was tipping the back of the deck upward while he dealt, bending the near

  corner just enough to peek. It didn’t feel like cheating, really. It was more like learning what he could get away with, since the other fellows, especially Alvin’s uncles, would surely

  do the same if they could.




  Beating his cousins and uncles out of their dimes and soon their dollars did nothing for Alvin’s standing with his aunts. They raised hell with his stepfather, whose opinion of the boy was

  low to begin with. To him, Alvin was a born conniver, just like the long-gone Lee Thomas.




  When his stepfather sputtered at him, blaming Alvin’s bloodline for all that was wrong with him, Alvin took it as a compliment. He never hid his disdain for the hog farmer or his longing

  to escape this patch of the Ozarks where the sun set early every evening on nothing much and the sour-apple reek from Rogers drifted on the wind.




  He was sixteen the day he packed a satchel. “I was six-foot-one and strong as a wild razorback hog,” he would recall. “There was no place for me out in the country. It was time

  to see what the world held for a boy of my talents.”




  His mother asked where he’d go. What would he do?




  To town, he said. To gamble.




  “Promise me something,” Sarah said. “Give me your word that you’ll never smoke or drink.”




  “I promise,” Alvin said. He would keep his vow for the better part of a century while counting himself lucky that she hadn’t brought up the sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, and

  tenth commandments. He kissed his mother goodbye and walked downhill, with the legs of his bib overalls tucked into a new pair of boots. He had fifty cents in his pocket. It was eight miles to

  Rogers, a two-hour walk even for a long-legged boy in a hurry. When he hit town, he headed for the Frisco Railroad station, but rather than sit at the station he waited a couple

  hundred yards up the track. He climbed onto the first northbound train when no one was looking and rode the rails out of his youth.




  Alvin’s times were forward-looking. In 1909, Admiral Robert Peary planted Old Glory with its forty-six stars in wind-polished ice at the North Pole—or so he claimed—while

  workers ten thousand miles to the south shoveled a hundred thousand cubic yards of tropical mud per day, digging the Panama Canal. In Detroit, Henry Ford’s new motor company had just

  introduced the Model T. The company’s assembly lines would soon produce a Model T every three minutes, but automobiles were still a rare sight in most of the country. There were no stop signs

  then, so when the first two Model T Fords in Ohio arrived at the same unmarked crossroads one day, neither driver would give way, and they crashed into each other. Much of the South and Middle West

  was still half-wild, with traveling medicine shows rousing the dust along with tent revivals, turkey shoots, and the not-so-occasional holdup. Bank- and train-robbers Butch Cassidy and the Sundance

  Kid, who died that year, were celebrated as throwbacks to a more colorful century, along with homegrown outlaws like Missouri-born Jesse James.




  Alvin’s first stop out of Rogers was Monett, Missouri, the town of his birth. He thought he might pick up his daddy’s trail there. Instead he came across a man banging a bass drum on

  a street corner, hawking colorful accordion maps of the United States featuring the faces of the twenty-six presidents. “One dollar apiece,” called J.C. Arthur, thumping his drum.

  “A mere dollar for the most educated map either side of the wide Mississippi!” The country boy didn’t have a dollar, but he had a proposition: He said he could sell those maps

  door-to-door.




  Arthur looked into the gawky teenager’s bland face, and like many men after him he saw no malice or deceit. In this case his trust was well placed. They struck a deal,

  and the apprentice proved himself right away, captivating a Monett housewife with the tale of how he had left Arkansas alone and penniless. He was looking for his daddy, he said, but in the

  meantime, thank the good Lord, he’d met a kind man who’d agreed to pay him a few cents’ commission for selling these maps, “the finest educational maps ever seen in these

  parts.” Before long the woman was reaching into her apron for a dollar.




  From Monett, Alvin and J.C. Arthur canvassed southwest Missouri and northwest Arkansas, knocking on screen doors in Branson, Joplin, Fayetteville, and Rocky Comfort. Alvin sold more maps with

  his sob story than Arthur had ever sold with his drum. At each stop he asked if anyone had seen a man who “looks a bit like me, I expect, but older. Calls himself Lee Thomas.” Nobody

  recalled seeing such a man.




  In the winter of 1909 he and Arthur passed through Springfield, Missouri, Queen City of the Ozarks. Eyes wide, Alvin watched the first automobile he had ever seen, a shiny black Model T, reach a

  startling forty miles per hour before it got mired in a puddle. He resolved on the spot to own a car someday. And he knew he’d never get one by selling maps. A man needed to think big if he

  was to rise above his origins. Otherwise he might pass through the world without leaving a trace.




  It didn’t take long for him to learn that card rooms were like churches, brothels, and mad dogs: Every town had at least one. The card rooms were often in the stale-smelling hindquarters

  of a saloon, where any male of shaving age with five or ten dollars was welcome to pull up a chair. Alvin’s youth was no hindrance; in fact it helped him. Poker players were glad to welcome a

  boy with his first bankroll in his pocket. They never expected such a young shaver to be a sharp. Not that Alvin always cheated. More often he won by reading other players’ intentions on

  their faces or by the way they moved their chips or shifted in their chairs. Maybe he got his watchfulness from being an unwelcome stepson in an overcrowded house, or maybe it

  was a genetic gift from sly, long-fingered Lee Thomas. Whatever the cause, Alvin often found himself a few dollars ahead after a dozen hands. Hours later he might be up twenty or thirty dollars, at

  a time when a pint of beer in the saloon out front sold for a nickel. Not that he bought any beer. Keeping his promise to his mother, he spent the same nickel on a plate of ham and beans and a

  glass of milk.




  Other players took a liking to him. Despite his height they called Alvin a good little player. As he pushed back from the table with a shy smile, not even those who had lost to him hated him.

  Some of them even bought maps.




  Sarah’s boy blew most of his first bankroll on a three-piece suit he found in a Springfield secondhand store. He was done wearing overalls. On his next map-selling trip he hooked his

  thumbs in his vest pockets, doing his best to look like a riverboat gambler. Striding into the town square in tiny Franklin, Missouri, he joined a crowd gathered behind a covered wagon for an

  old-time medicine show. A weathered gent in a ten-gallon hat stood in the wagon, hollering down at the crowd. His hat, his hair, and his tightly trimmed goatee were as white as the fringe on his

  buckskin jacket. Captain Adam Bogardus was hawking a miracle medicine guaranteed to cure rheumatism, gout, crossed eyes, female woes, and other ills. He raised his arms. “Attention,

  please!” In a bullhorn voice, he swore he had ridden with Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders on the charge up San Juan Hill in far-off Cuba back in 1898, surviving by fortuitous

  providence to bring his miracle cure to the good people of this fine village. Bogardus finished his spiel with a bang.




  “Behold!” he cried.




  In one smooth motion he sailed a pie tin into the air, shouldered his Winchester, and shot it down, bang bang.




  The people of Franklin cheered, but Alvin wasn’t so impressed by a rifleman who took two shots to hit such a large target. He hung around after the show while Bogardus

  sold bottles of his potion. Then the boy in the secondhand suit approached the captain. “I can beat you at shooting,” he said.




  Bogardus bent down, cupping his ear. “What did you say, son?”




  “I can outshoot you.”




  The captain laughed. “Son, you must be mad. I am the world’s champion.”




  Unlike many of Bogardus’s claims, that one had some truth to it. Captain Adam Henry Bogardus, a Civil War veteran, had started shooting pigeons in the days when marksmen shot live birds

  released from wire traps. In 1878 he performed for European royalty in Paris as “Master Manipulator of the Shot Gun and Champion Wing-Shot of the World.” Later he toured with Buffalo

  Bill Cody and Annie Oakley. The great Bogardus staged a show of his own in New York, shooting at glass balls launched across Madison Square Garden. The glass targets resembled Christmas ornaments

  and exploded into shining shards when hit. Firing at top speed for six hours, pausing to cool his gun barrel in a bucket of ice, Bogardus broke 4,844 out of 5,000 targets without plugging a single

  spectator. He won nationwide acclaim that day, but those 5,000 shotgun blasts near his right ear cost him most of his hearing.




  Thirty years later the captain walked with a limp, the result of a shotgun accident. His seventy-five-year-old trigger finger wasn’t as steady as it used to be.




  “There’s one way to find out if I’m better than you,” Alvin said. He picked a pie tin off the wagon and nailed it to a fencepost twenty paces away. He had already learned

  the con artist’s trick of painting a target around a bullet hole to “prove” his marksmanship to the next man who passes by, but that wasn’t possible with Bogardus looking

  over his shoulder. Nor was it necessary. Alvin returned to the wagon. Bogardus handed down his Winchester and the boy fired half a dozen times. The target was still smoking as they went to examine

  it. Captain Bogardus, who would be inducted into the Trapshooting Hall of Fame in 1913, took one look and said, “Do you need a job, son?”




  Alvin always claimed he had hit the pie tin six times but left only one hole—“a hole barely bigger than the first bullet.” Whatever he and the captain saw, Alvin took over as

  the trick shooter for the Bogardus Miracle Medicine Show that day, and map man J.C. Arthur went back to banging his drum solo. The boy was learning to use other men as stepping-stones.




  The medicine show toured four states, with Alvin shooting pie tins, cabbages, and tomatoes while the captain speechified from his wagon, waving his arms and quoting scripture, selling bottles of

  goop that cured nothing but alleviated a good deal of suffering as a blend of herbs, cocaine, and alcohol will do. Alvin introduced a new shooting feat during a circuit of the two-year-old state of

  Oklahoma: He flipped a silver dollar into the air and shot a hole through it. Only he and Bogardus knew that the real trick was missing the coin when he shot at it, since he had palmed the

  coin he showed the crowd and thrown one that already had a hole in the middle—and he didn’t want to destroy his pre-shot silver dollar. He discovered that he could fire sideways or

  straight up and still fool the rubes because they were watching the coin, not the gun. He told Bogardus he had concluded that the human race was divided into two groups, the suckers and the sharps,

  and he was a born sharp.




  His cut of their take was a few dollars per show. He added to that in poker and dice games at every stop and soon bought a brand-new suit and derby hat. Strolling through towns as far west as

  Tulsa, smiling and touching the bill of his derby when he passed a pretty girl, he sometimes whistled, sometimes sang. Alvin never could carry a tune, but that didn’t keep him from croaking

  his favorite songs.




  

    

      

        Me and my partner and my partner’s friend, can pick more cotton than the gin can gin . . .




        Uncle Bud, he built a house, built it ’cross the water, to keep them gamblers away from his daughter . . .


      


    


  




  After a year with the medicine show he was itching to move on. Shaking Bogardus’s hand, he leaned toward the old man’s better ear to shout goodbye. As Alvin recalled it, “I

  said farewell to the captain and roamed around on my own for a year, living the gambler’s life.”




  Nineteen-ten was a year of marvels in the sky. Theodore Roosevelt, the flying former president, rode an aeroplane almost a mile. The first to pilot a flying machine over Australia was an

  unlikely aviator named Harry Houdini. The German zeppelin Deutschland floated passengers from Frankfurt to Düsseldorf before crashing and burning on its ninth voyage. Halley’s

  Comet appeared over the Northern Hemisphere, a snowball in the night sky signifying great or awful events depending on your superstition. The comet appeared a little lower each night until it

  slipped under the Earth, starting a seventy-six-year slingshot journey that would bring it back in 1986, while Alvin did his traveling by train and riverboat, playing ten- and twenty-dollar poker

  games, keeping his ears open. One night he heard about a man who claimed to be unbeatable at dice.




  Joe Green, a slob in a stained undershirt, ran a barge called Rambler out of Marked Tree, Arkansas. Green shot dice on the deck between the crates of vegetables he hauled up and down the

  St. Francis River. Alvin met the boat at the Marked Tree dock and introduced himself, saying he’d heard a fine fellow named Green liked to play dice for money. Green invited him to ride

  along. The boy had one thing to do before they shoved off—a lingering kiss with a schoolgirl on the dock.




  He won $2,000 on the next few Rambler runs. Green couldn’t fathom his misfortune. He was “all gambler,” the type who thinks his luck is bound to hold when he’s up

  and certain to turn when he’s down. He said his barge was worth $2,500 and he wanted to play for it, which is how Alvin acquired his first employee: By the time the barge

  returned to the dock, Green was working for the dandy-dressed boy he called the “Derby Kid.”




  The schoolgirl was waiting for her beau. “Nellie, come take a ride on my boat,” Alvin called. She climbed aboard.




  Green invited a guest of his own to join them, a bull-necked drunk named Jim Johnson, who plopped his bulk on a vegetable crate and said, “Fetch the dice, boy. We’re playing

  craps.”




  They weren’t two miles downriver before Alvin had him down fifty dollars. Johnson pulled a knife. “Cheater! I’ll slit your throat.” He shoved the youngster to the rail

  and with one last push sent Alvin tumbling into the river. Green and Johnson got a kick out of watching the boy splash in the muddy water. They were still laughing when he climbed back aboard, but

  Nellie was crying by then, clutching her torn dress.




  “I’m going to keep tearing her clothes till I get what’s underneath,” Johnson told Alvin. “And then I’ll cut your goddamned head off.”




  “No. You’ll keep away from her.”




  “Will I?” Johnson reached for his knife. Alvin saw a hammer lying on the deck. He grabbed it and swung it at Johnson’s head. The bigger man sagged against the rail. Alvin could

  have stopped right there. Instead, as he remembered, “I popped him three or four more times and it was his turn to go over the rail.”




  He always said the crucial difference between him and Jim Johnson was simple: “I was a strong swimmer and he couldn’t swim a lick.” He neglected to mention that he had been

  conscious when he hit the water, while Johnson was out cold thanks to those hammer pops to the head.




  Deputies pulled Johnson’s body from the river two days later. An unnamed witness, probably Joe Green, had alerted the Poinsett County sheriff to the crime. Alvin Thomas was arrested for

  murder. This being Marked Tree, a tiny river town unreachable by road, the boy was hauled into a hearing in the train depot, where the sheriff served as prosecutor, defense

  lawyer, and judge. There was no evidence. No witnesses testified. The verdict: guilty.




  Sentencing was swift. The sheriff told Alvin he could stay in town, awaiting jail or the noose. Or he could hand the sheriff the deed to the Rambler, and git.




  Alvin got.




  Goodbye, Nellie.




  He bought a new derby to replace the one he had lost when he fell overboard, then followed the St. Francis downriver until it fed into the Mississippi. When he reached a new town, he’d

  wander into a nickelodeon and pay five cents to see a twelve-minute travelogue showing the black-and-white wonders of New York, Paris, or Egypt. Soon there were short silent movies shown in

  vaudeville houses along with the usual singers and variety acts. Sometimes actors and actresses performed the movies’ dialogue while the film unreeled behind them. In big cities a

  twelve-piece pit orchestra played along with silent movies; in small towns, a lone piano. Alvin may well have seen one of the first Pathé newsreels in New Orleans in 1911. He crossed

  Louisiana, heading west to rugged oil towns on the Texas-Louisiana border. “Every place I went, I asked if anybody knew Lee Thomas.” One night he stepped into a card room in Oil City,

  Louisiana, a rowdy boomtown full of roughnecks, tough women, and loose money. As Alvin told the story for the rest of his life, “I had fifteen hundred dollars in my pocket. I saw several men

  playing stud poker. The dealer was tall and slim like me and had long, slender fingers that riffled the cards and laid them out neatly across the table.”




  “It’s a cash game,” the dealer said. He wore a three-piece suit with a satin vest. A diamond glimmered on his ring finger. “Twenty-five dollars to play.”




  Alvin peeled a few bills of his bankroll. If his heart was pounding, you couldn’t tell it by looking at him.




  On the first hand, the dealer showed a pair of kings. Alvin had aces. He raked in two hundred dollars, enough to buy a small house or a strong interest in an Oil City gusher.




  “What did you say your name was?” the dealer asked.




  “Didn’t say.”




  They played all night. As the hours passed, the chips migrated to Alvin’s side of the table. Other players went bust and headed out to get breakfast while the dealer and the kid played on.

  Alvin kept his eyes on the older man, watching for signs of worry or weakness or recognition, seeing only the blank gaze of a professional.




  Finally the dealer stood up. “You’ve taken sixteen hundred dollars of me,” he said. “I got a right to know your name.”




  “I’m Alvin Thomas,” the boy said. He pushed his chips across the table. “You’re my daddy, and I’m giving you your money back.”




  Lee Thomas blinked. Then he burst out laughing. “My own boy cleaned me out!” He came around the table to embrace his son— after scooping the chips into his pockets.
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  ALVIN ALWAYS LIKED TELLING PEOPLE HOW HE HAD found his father. If the stakes of the Oil City stud game and the

  diamonds on Lee’s fingers grew in the telling, well, why not? Alvin had been retailing his life story since he sold his first map, and now the first chapter had a happy ending: Found the son

  of a bitch, turned the tables on him, got a hug for it. But the next part wasn’t so happy.




  “I stayed in Oil City awhile, playing partners with my daddy, cheating the oil-field boys out of their pay,” he said. “It didn’t last, though.” It didn’t last

  because Lee Thomas hadn’t changed his stripes. Lee turned out to be the worst sort of hustler, not a fellow who thinks up smart ways to win but a plain cheat who stole some of his son’s

  bankroll when he thought Alvin was asleep. So this time the boy left the man behind. “I told my daddy goodbye and never saw him again, or heard his voice.”




  It was the spring of 1912. The Titanic was settling into the North Atlantic seabed under two and a half miles of icewater. The Derby Kid was nineteen years old, no longer a boy. He had

  fled a farmhouse full of step-kin and used his guts and natural gifts to become that most American creation: a self-made man. He still had plenty to learn, but at nineteen he

  was the man he would be. He had no religion, no politics, little interest in other men beyond how much gamble they had in them, and no desire to find a safe place in the world. He just wanted to

  gamble every day of his life.




  He was marking cards in a roadhouse near Joplin, Missouri, notching the edges with a pinkie nail he sharpened every day with a file. This was the 1912 trip to Joplin that would earn him his

  nickname—Titanic, the pool-table jumper who sank everybody. But before Alvin ducked into Snow Clark’s pool hall, he was cheating in a Joplin roadhouse when a man in a black coat pulled

  up a chair beside him. “Son, I’ve been watching you play, and I think you’re going to be the best gambler in America,” the man said. Polston was his name. Mr. Polston owned

  a bank and played a little poker himself, he said, “but not very well.” A longtime loser at the tables, he wanted Alvin to help him get back at the sharps who had beaten him for years.

  He offered to stake the youngster “in high-money games, high as you like.” That sounded good to Alvin, who was soon unpacking his bags in a high-raftered room in Joplin’s Connor

  Hotel, an eight-story palace with a grand staircase of Italian marble, a tailor shop, a barbershop, and a billiards room where the tables had leather-mesh pockets. A grandfatherly man in a blue

  uniform with brass buttons brought a vase of fresh flowers to Alvin’s room and let Alvin know that room service wasn’t limited to flowers or steak and potatoes. He could also have a

  girl or two from the House of Lords if he wanted. Mr. Polston was paying. Alvin told the old fellow he wasn’t greedy; he’d never ask for two.




  He took his time with Polston’s friends. After a week he was more than a thousand dollars in the hole. The banker, handing him five thousand more, looked ill. As Alvin told the story, Mr.

  Polston turned a shade of green between lime and frog when Alvin began doubling his bets in hopes of getting even, the way suckers do. And then, with the stakes too rich for all but the top-money

  poker players in southwest Missouri, he shoved his entire pile toward the ziggurat of chips in the middle of the table. “Raise two thousand,” he said—a sum

  equal to about forty thousand in 2010 dollars. He won that hand but lost the next. Over the following twelve hours he lost the small pots, keeping a little blood in the others’ mouths. Still

  all the crucial hands were the same: “Raise a thousand.” “Raise five thousand.” By morning he had broken them all.




  Polston was giddy. The banker followed his young champion back to the hotel and up to his room, going on about all the money they could make together, smiling as he put his nose to the flowers

  on the dresser, and asking, in a winking way, if Alvin had everything he needed. What he didn’t know was that Alvin wasn’t so keen on whores. It was nothing against them personally,

  they were working the odds like everyone else, but they tended to be twice his age. The banker’s teenage daughter was more his speed. A black-haired spitfire, she had been entertaining Alvin

  in his hotel room while her father worked at the bank. That was why Alvin was taking so long to break the local cardplayers. He was enjoying himself. But after a couple weeks’ worth of

  afternoons with Polston’s daughter he grew bored with her. When two Joplin boys asked him along on a fishing trip, he jumped at the chance.




  Beanie Benson and Hickory McCullough were decent poker players and raconteurs but lousy fishermen. They’d each toss two or three lines in the water and then get so busy drinking and

  telling jokes that they didn’t notice when they got a bite. Alvin had to reel in what they caught. One time while Beanie and Hickory were gabbing away on the drive back to town, and Alvin was

  sitting in the backseat with a bucket of fish, he noticed a work crew planting a new road sign: JOPLIN 20. That night he hired a man to drive him back to the same

  spot. They dug up the sign and moved it five miles closer to town. The next time the gamblers went fishing, Alvin spent the day coddling Beanie and Hickory, baiting hooks for them and handing them

  drinks. On the way home he pointed at the road sign. “That sign’s a lie,” he told his drunken companions. “It’s no twenty miles from here to

  Joplin.”




  “Sure it is. They’re careful about that sort of thing,” Beanie said.




  “I’ll bet you a hundred it’s no more than fifteen miles.”




  “I’ll bet five hundred you’re wrong.”




  “I’ll take five hundred of that,” Hickory said.




  Alvin said, “Boys, you got a bet.”




  They measured the distance on Hickory’s odometer: fifteen miles. Hickory swore he was going to raise hell with the roads department.




  After that, Beanie and Hickory refused to bet with Alvin. If he had offered one-to-two that he could eat sugar and flour and crap a birthday cake, they would have bought candles. It was time to

  move on.




  He telephoned the banker’s daughter to say goodbye. She wept and asked to see him one last time, for one last kiss, so he walked to Polston’s house, where she took his hand and led

  him to the davenport. They had just finished getting naked when her father came home from work early. Alvin pulled his pants on just as the girl’s mother came charging up the porch steps.

  Polston looked from his wife to his hysterical daughter to the half-dressed Derby Kid. He didn’t want to lose the best young gambler in America. He gulped and tried to make the most of an

  awkward introduction.




  “Alvin,” he said, “I’d like you to meet my wife.”




  “Pleased to meet you, ma’am!” Alvin hustled down the steps and kept going until he was back in his hotel room. Leaving an envelope full of hundred-dollar bills as a thank you

  to Polston, he headed for the train depot, detouring only to clean out Snow Clark’s poolroom and hurdle the billiard table. Emerging as Titanic Thomas, he rode a Kansas City Southern dining

  car out of town, watching shadows rise on the east-facing hills of Jasper County. Half an hour later the train crossed the Arkansas state line. It passed within hiking distance of Rogers and the

  farmhouse where he had been raised. His mother hadn’t heard a word from her Alvin in two and a half years. She would have to wait a while longer because he wasn’t

  stopping now. He didn’t have enough money yet.




  NEW ORLEANS, SHREVEPORT, HOT SPRINGS, Tulsa, St. Louis,

  Kansas City—at every stop a lean, watchful young man stepped from a train and found his way to games of cards and dice. He wore a brown suit, the sort of suit backwoods boys wore to weddings

  and funerals. He won a little more money than he lost except for the times when he won a lot more, and at each stop he learned something that could shift the odds in his favor, like how to mark a

  card without putting notches on the edges. (Crimp the high cards ever so slightly so their backs catch the light.) At each stop he learned something about human nature too. In New Orleans he

  encountered a French Quarter card cheat and his good-luck charm, a voodoo priest who shook a little pouch full of pebbles, red pepper, gunpowder, cat hair, a dove’s blood, and a shark’s

  tooth—a gris-gris bag—and stared evil-eyed at Titanic, who stared cross-eyed right back. In Shreveport, Titanic peered up at a brand-new skyscraper, the ten-story Commercial National

  Bank building, visible from any point in town. He was waiting for one of his marks, a man he had beaten at dice, poker, and horseshoes, to come out with the thousand dollars he owed him. Ti spent

  fifty dollars off the top on a gabardine suit a shade of green on the more conservative side of frog. In St. Louis he rode an electric streetcar from one end of town to the other and back, waving

  at the big-city girls. “He was fun,” said a woman who knew him. “He took his hat off when he spoke to you. Alvin was slim like a willow, and he didn’t walk, he

  sauntered.”




  There were good reasons for the swing in his step. “Every town had a game or two—illegal, of course,” he remembered. “But there are different kinds of illegal. It was

  usually a twenty-dollar fine to the town judge if you got caught. That was your ante for playing in his town.” In each town he stopped first at the pool hall. If the pool

  hall was dead, a dollar in the palm of the desk clerk at the best hotel in town bought directions to a poker parlor where the buy-in might be ten dollars or a thousand depending on the town and the

  confidence level of the local sharps. Twenty-year-old Titanic was always the youngest player. He introduced himself as Alvin Thomas out of Rogers, Arkansas, and called the other men

  “sir.” If another man shorted the pot or tried to slip away without settling up, the kid was the first to call him on it: “Sir, you’d better pay off.”




  As Ti put it, winning was harder than just winning. Shorting the pot—tossing in ten chips when you owed eleven, for instance—was only one wrinkle cheats tried. Thieves were a bigger

  threat: They often vultured big-money games, jumping the winners the minute they reached the street. One stud-poker player, $1,500 to the good, survived a shootout on a Kansas City sidewalk only to

  be tackled outside his hotel ten minutes later. He pulled his pistol and fired at his assailants, who ran away. The victor lurched into his hotel, where the doorman gave him a pat on the

  back—a signal to a nearby thug who then followed the winner upstairs and delivered a brass-knuckled hello to the back of his neck. The thug caught the winner as he fell, as civilized thugs

  did, and robbed him, but left fifty dollars in his pocket. A tip.




  In 1914 Memphis mayor E. C. “Boss” Crump vowed to wipe out the road-gambling “easy riders” who rolled into his city and beat honest Memphians out of their paychecks.

  Titanic hit town in time to hear musician W. C. Handy lead his street-corner blues band. A spiffy black man in a brass-buttoned suit buttoned up to his chin, Handy sang,




  

    

      

        Mista Crump don’t allow no easy riders here




        Mista Crump don’t allow no easy riders here




        I don’t care what Mista Crump won’t allow




        I’m goin’ barrelhouse anyhow.


      


    


  




  Ti loved the blues from that day on. He went barrelhouse in Memphis saloons, staying sober with soda water on ice.




  “He was like a magician. He had the hands of an artist,” said the pool hustler Minnesota Fats, who was transfixed the first time he saw Ti shuffle a deck of cards. “The way he

  moved his eyes and fingers at the same time was liable to hypnotize you on the spot.”




  There was more than misdirection at work. There was also Ti’s plain delight in playing games, a contagious pleasure that made others want to play too. That contagion is the seed of cons

  going back to William Thompson, America’s original con artist, who sidled up to prosperous-looking gentlemen in New York City in the 1840s, engaged them in witty conversation, and closed by

  saying, “Sir, have you the confidence to trust me with your watch?” Many did, and he walked off with their watches. After the police collared the original Thompson, a jury had to decide

  what if anything he was guilty of. Was it a crime to gull the gullible? At the end of a trial that inspired Herman Melville’s book The Confidence Man, the jury convicted William

  Thompson of larceny and entrusted him to the warden at Sing Sing.




  Titanic had better luck, not that he trusted that fair-weather mistress. He trusted his instincts and a gun he bought in Tennessee, a Luger he kept in a shoulder holster. He believed in skill

  and positive thinking, enhanced when necessary by cheating or superior firepower. “To be a winner,” he said, “a man needs to feel good about himself and have some kind of

  advantage.”
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