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INTRODUCTION


POKER HACKS 
FOR LIFE WINS


No one looking at my childhood would have predicted success—I certainly didn’t.


My mother stayed behind when my father immigrated to the United States with my brother and me, and so did his money. He worked around the clock here to make ends meet, which left me to raise myself, more or less—isolated and depressed in my formative years. Untreated attention-deficit disorder (ADD) made school a struggle once homework mattered, and I quit college during my freshman year.


Growing up in the heart of Silicon Valley, I suffered from a debilitating case of imposter syndrome. Everyone around me went to college, and most of my friends grew up extremely comfortable, if not wealthy. Why had I been dealt such a poor hand? I felt victimized by life and limped along, struggling in school and, once I left it, in dead-end jobs.


Success was for other people—those with college degrees, money, and two involved parents—so I retreated into games. I loved them, games of all kinds, especially video games, partly because they gave me the control I lacked in life and partly because I excelled at them. Games were the inverse of life. I was failing in the real world, but in games, I could win. I understood their nuances, unlocked their secrets, and played like a demon. Whatever game came along, I knew that in time I’d be better at it than anyone.


I probably should not have been surprised, given that background, that I was good at poker—good enough to play against professionals. But the most surprising part wasn’t my skill; it was how I managed to stumble onto the pro scene. By pure happenstance, I played in a casino one week and won, and then I won some more and won again, until finally I’d won my way into the World Series of Poker (WSOP) Main Event.


It turned out I was better than most, and after a few big wins, I was also hooked, just as I’d been hooked on my favorite video games. After that initial success, I began studying poker intensely, honed my skills, and practiced with that same confident feeling that, given time, I could get very good and regularly win. Soon, I was playing internationally, following tournaments across the globe. I worked my way up from small cash games in garages to poker tables with some of the highest stakes in the world.


As I refined the strategies that led me to poker’s highest echelons, I began applying them to other parts of my life. I started weighing real-world decisions the same way I considered choices at the poker table, figuring odds and comparing risk versus reward. Poker players calculate the “lifetime expected value” of every decision—the average likely return on this or that choice in the long term, over a lifetime of such decisions. These calculations were second nature to me in a hand of poker, and I worked at making them automatic in my life, too.


I learned to control my emotions and to exploit opponents’ lack of control the way I did in poker. I was good at sniffing out bluffs, and I transferred this skill to all my interactions. I practiced spotting “tells” and patterns until I could read other people like the Sunday paper. I got aggressive in a controlled manner and began playing to win.


And win I did.


Using these strategies in my daily life, I started making better decisions, setting goals, and achieving them. I began racking up successes, first smaller and then larger life wins. Games had always been an escape for me, a way to avoid the real world, but poker, I realized, was a way into the real world. It wasn’t the inverse of life like those video games but a paradigm for it.


Life itself could be viewed like a game of poker—a serious game, of course, but a game nonetheless, with rules, risks, rewards, opponents, wins, losses, and challenges. When I approached challenges as if they were a poker game, I was successful. The same strategies worked, and my life took a new direction.


The biggest factor in my dramatic turnaround was the shift in mindset that poker encouraged. In my first professional games—a kid surrounded by sharks—I realized that I was not playing to win. I thought I was, as most of us do, but in fact I was playing not to lose. I protected my chips and saw that stack as treasure to be guarded rather than as a tool to make more. I was afraid of risk and refrained from betting, waiting for perfect hands that never came.


I soon changed my outlook. I had to. Nobody who fears risk or guards every buck survives playing poker professionally. I began taking calculated risks, making my own luck, and playing the hands I was dealt. They were rarely ideal but often good enough to win, once I applied proven strategies and stopped thinking like a victim.


I went from being broke and miserable to happy and successful. I overcame numerous obstacles to marry the woman of my dreams and start a family. I now have an incredibly talented, gorgeous wife; beautiful twin babies who make every day an adventure; a home I love; and a company—Evoke Capital—which has grown exponentially since I founded it a few years ago.


I launched Evoke Capital in 2021, and as I write this, in 2024, I’m sitting on a sizeable real estate portfolio, with more than twenty-two hundred units under management. I insert the phrase as I write this because my company has grown so quickly that by the time you read this book, the numbers I cite will be outdated. My ability to scale the business—a systematic and measured approach to growth—is attributable in large measure to the skills I developed playing professional poker.


The stakes are different, but at Evoke Capital, I weigh risk versus reward and play the hands we’re dealt using the same strategies I do at the poker table. My ability to read people and spot bluffs has been an incredible tool during negotiations, for instance, and a focus on lifetime expected value has separated Evoke from other funds in the minds of investors. We invest massively in infrastructure and systems, and we don’t charge fees until our investors are fully paid back, deferring short-term gain for long-term reward—one of many real-world adaptations for lifetime EV (expected value).


As these strategies brought me success beyond poker, my terrible case of imposter syndrome faded because I realized over time that poker provided the best education I could have received—far more practical than any MBA or PhD. It gave me the tools to calculate odds, discern patterns, and see money as a tool to make more—the sorts of number skills you might learn in graduate school—but it also taught me on a deep and strategic level how to understand and deal with people.


Nonplayers think poker is a card game. In fact, cards are a small part of the pursuit. In poker, you play people, not cards. That means that while you must understand the math behind every move, you also have to get inside your opponents’ heads. You must penetrate their surface stories to see their strategy, purpose, and playing style while constructing a strategy and cover story of your own.


You become adept at puncturing your opponents’ performance to see their real motives while making lightning calculations involving statistics, betting amounts, pot size, etc. And you don’t just attempt to read your opponents’ thoughts. Advanced players also consider what their opponents think about what they think—and what their opponents think they are thinking about what their opponents are thinking … and so on.


Dizzying? Absolutely. But you can see how invaluable such skills might be in negotiating a business deal, understanding a conflict, reading a spouse’s motivation, lobbying for a promotion, raising kids, or buying a house. The same strategies that bring success at the poker table work in dealing with friends, making investment decisions, thinking about fail points and angles, and seeing the big picture. Outside a psychiatrist’s office, it’s hard to find psychological modeling more sophisticated than what we call “the metagame” in poker. I am not exaggerating when I say that poker offers intense lessons in not just psychology but also business, math, theater, communications, and physiology.


That’s a partial list, but you get the idea. Working under intense time and money pressures, players combine all these disciplines into strategies that enable them to make optimal long-term decisions.


That is the heart of this book: how to enlist the highly effective strategies that are second nature to poker players to make better decisions, achieve goals, and raise the stakes in your life. Life is serious, but we can also think of it as a game, or a series of games, as I said, with rules, risks, rewards, opponents, losses, and challenges, just like any game. If you see the various parts of your life as games and analyze them with the dispassionate eye of a poker pro, you can use the same winning strategies used in poker to achieve success, however you define it.


What do I mean by “your life”? Business, career, investing, family, friends, finances, community, health … these strategies can help you make better decisions and achieve your goals in every area. Similarly, the audience for this book is almost limitless. Entrepreneurs will obviously benefit, but so will anyone who has a goal, wants success, or regularly deals with people (i.e., all of us). Everyone can apply these strategies in his or her life and immediately start making better decisions and seeing results. Poker players can benefit from the book, too, but in their personal lives, not their poker games. My focus is on using poker strategies in life, not at the card table.


In the chapters ahead, you’ll learn how poker pros control emotion, read people, calculate odds, use money as leverage to make more, and weigh risk versus reward—and how to adapt those methods to your life. You’ll learn to assess the “lifetime expected value” of every decision while establishing and knocking down goals until the process becomes as natural as breathing.


You will learn how to raise the stakes in life and play to win.
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CHAPTER 1


DON’T GET 
BLINDED OFF


BLINDED OFF: A condition that occurs when a player loses all their chips to “blinds” (mandatory minimum bets), without actively playing or being present at the table. Players who get “blinded off” pay to stay in the game but keep folding, eliminating the chance of winning.


It was day two of the Main Event at the 2005 World Series of Poker, and an hour into play, I was barely holding on to my seat. I was twenty-one years old, a complete novice, and one of the youngest players in the room. Some buddies and I played twenty-dollar tournaments, but my competitors in those games inhabited a galaxy far, far away from the Rio Hotel & Casino in Las Vegas, where top players paid $10,000 to enter the WSOP Main Event.


I felt that I had no business sitting at that table, and it showed. I was terrified, playing scared, while experienced players slowly devoured me. Just a few days earlier, I’d been reluctant to play even an ordinary low-stakes game on the Rio’s main floor.


I hadn’t spent much time in casinos, and the Rio was intimidating, to say the least. The place had more stores and restaurants than many small towns, and the walk from the suites to the poker rooms felt a mile long. Money and glitz filled the air, and coming through the grand glass entrance, this twenty-one-year-old immigrant kid from San Jose would not have looked more out of place landing on Mars.


The Main Event space was even more daunting. Picture a couple of football fields holding two hundred tables along with a sea of players and observers, who ringed the room behind velvet ropes, not to mention the commentators and TV cameras. Tremendous energy filled the air as people applauded big runs and lamented bad beats.


I put the players who seemed even remotely skilled on pedestals. They were so much better than I was, and my cards were never good enough to bet against them. Hand after hand, I folded. I’d squeaked into the second day, but after an hour, I looked down at my chips and realized I had enough for just two more orbits of play (a full rotation of hands around the table) before I’d be busted, “felted” out of this Main Event for good—and probably never back for another.


The dealer dropped my cards. Sweating, mouth dry, I glimpsed the seven and nine of hearts. Not the worst hand, but not a great one—the kind I’d been folding since the tournament’s start. I felt angry at the mediocre cards I’d been getting and, increasingly, at my own timid play. It’s one thing to play hard and lose, but I was getting blinded off. “Blinds” are essentially antes, the required minimum bets every player pays to stay in the game. If you keep paying blinds and folding hands, never winning, your pile of chips dwindles until you’re unceremoniously forced out, or “blinded off.” It’s loss by attrition, death by a thousand cuts, and a pathetic way to go.


BEING BLINDED OFF


What could I do besides accept yet another run of bad luck? I’d been getting “blinded off” outside poker for years. My usual response was to shrug and let it happen. Like life itself, the situation was out of my hands. Getting blinded off—in life or in cards—is a form of giving up. You’re not just playing conservatively; you’re barely playing at all. The most extreme example of being blinded off is suicide, which I considered seriously as early as age eleven.


How did I get to that point or, for that matter, to the WSOP Main Event, where I was dying a slower kind of death on day two? Let me backtrack briefly here to explain why eleven-year-old me contemplated suicide and how an inexperienced twenty-one-year-old came to sit at that Main Event table.


I was born in Iran, where my family had money and connections. After the Iranian Revolution in 1979, my father didn’t like the direction the country was headed and moved my brother and me to America. I was three and Antonio eight. My mother stayed behind.


In deciding to emigrate—a bold bet if ever there was one—my father knew that he was ending a marriage, leaving behind money and security, and committing to raise two sons on his own, with no financial prospects. The alternative, however—remaining to raise children under an oppressive regime—would have meant giving up, limiting potential, getting blinded off. Better to take his chances on the opportunities and risks of a new place, he thought, and bet on the US.


I’m glad my father immigrated, but my brother and I did not have idyllic American childhoods. We left wealth and comfort behind in Iran, and in California, my dad invested what little cash he had to become a partner in a restaurant located in San Francisco.


The restaurant was an hour and a half from where we lived in San Jose, so for much of my childhood, my father left for work at five or six in the morning and didn’t return until eight or nine at night. Eventually, his partners cheated him out of the restaurant, and he worked a string of thankless jobs: running a computer training center, managing another restaurant, selling cars at auction. Money was tight, and during the few waking hours my father spent at home, he was depressed and exhausted, worn down by the sacrifices he’d made to bring us here and start over.


My brother and I basically had to raise ourselves. Antonio’s five-year head start meant he was both better equipped for that lonely life and, at least by his teenage years, off doing his own thing while I struggled.


Emotion was never expressed in our house. I was a sensitive and empathetic kid, with no outlet and no help. The universe had dealt me some rough cards, and I kept folding. I broke down crying one day at age eleven and held a knife to my heart, wanting emphatically to die.


I obviously didn’t follow through on that urge. I promised myself in that moment on the verge of suicide that I would try to make this a good life, but I was stuck on a losing streak, isolated and despondent. I continued to be blinded off, taking refuge in TV and video games. Immersed in the worlds of Ultima Online, Counter-Strike, and StarCraft, I could exercise some of the control I ceded in real life. My attention-deficit disorder, which kicked in around eighth grade and went untreated, complicated matters. I rebelled, and my grades, which had been perfect, plunged.


In high school, I excelled at whatever I did, learning quickly and easily picking up concepts. One thing I didn’t do, thanks to my ADD, was homework, but I still aced the tests. Higher education, though, demands study. The two semesters I spent in college were literally painful for me, and I quit during freshman year.


Just as I’d phoned in that year of college, I then phoned in various dead-end jobs: managing an internet LAN center for gaming, hosting at an Applebee’s, temping in the furniture department of Big Lots, waiting tables at Mimi’s Café. There’s nothing wrong with those jobs if you want to do them, but I drifted in and out of work with no overall plan, goals, or strategy. I let life happen to me, seeing myself as the perpetual victim of the poor hands I was dealt. Each year, month, minute felt like a chip plucked from the limited stack of precious time I had on this earth. I felt more like the passive observers watching the Main Event from behind the velvet rope than the players at tables making bets.


GETTING TO THE MAIN EVENT


Shortly after dropping out of college, I began playing poker. I’d been an avid gamer, always among the best at whatever I played, and cards came naturally to me. My friends and I organized ten- and twenty-dollar poker tournaments, and I began to really enjoy the game. It was fun and strategic, using some of the same mental skills I’d honed playing video games. You operated with incomplete information, which was exciting. There was camaraderie and competition—and it didn’t hurt that I made a little money (very little, but working as a waiter, I counted every quarter).


One of the guys who played with us also gambled online. He became my housemate, and I regularly lent him money when he didn’t have cash on hand. He had plenty in the bank. He’d recently inherited $100,000, so I wasn’t worried about payback—until the checks he wrote me, totaling $2,000 by then, bounced.


I ranted and yelled about his unconscionable theft, but it didn’t do any good. The guy had gambled away his inheritance and was broke. He was young and battling his own demons. So was I—too young to cut him a break or to know that bad luck can turn good in the blink of an eye. Losing two grand seemed like the end of the world at that age. I couldn’t have guessed that his theft would turn into one of the great pivots of my life.


My brother, Antonio, had also been playing poker for a few years professionally and doing extremely well at it. In 2004, he won his first World Poker Tour tournament—and a prize pool of $1.4 million. I told him about the latest awful hand I’d been dealt—$2,000 stolen by a friend. He was sympathetic and, solid big brother that he was, offered me $2,000 to drive his furniture from San Francisco to Las Vegas, where he was moving.


I got to Vegas with Antonio’s stuff, collected my $2,000, and settled in to spend a week with my brother. He had all the DVDs, and I had no bigger ambition than to binge-watch The Sopranos at his place, blinding myself off as usual. Antonio, though, had to go play a big game at the old Aladdin Hotel and Casino. He nudged me off the couch, urging me to come play poker, or at least watch him play.


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll watch, but I don’t want to get in a game.” The truth is, I was afraid to play, intimidated by casinos and the high rollers who gambled in them.


After I’d watched my brother’s game for a couple of hours at the Aladdin, he said, “Will you just go play already?” I mumbled a refusal.


“Go play,” he insisted, “and if you lose, I’ll cover you.”


Reluctantly, I set off with $1,000 and promptly lost. Antonio handed me another $1,000 and said, “Play again.”


I went back to a poker table, where I set about losing another $1,000. I was down to the last hundred dollars when lightning struck. I went on an amazing run that night, turning the remaining hundred into $1,800. I thought that was the end of it, but the next night, I turned $1,800 into $4,400 and, on a third night, parlayed that into $8,000 after some guy misread his hand and went all in against me when I flopped the straight. I hit everything I needed and was running like God. It was an amazing feeling for a guy living paycheck to paycheck and playing twenty-dollar tournaments with his buddies in basements.


I smiled to think I’d go home with eight grand, but my brother had other ideas.
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If there is one X-factor that unites all great poker
Dplayers, its their willingness to play aggressive poker.

—PHIL GORDON
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