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Introduction 

			by Dylan Howard

			A powerful man like Bradley Ruderman rarely answered his office phone. But on this occasion, the multimillionaire hedge fund manager picked up. Just as well. When the caller identified himself, Ruderman was taken aback. It was Tobey Maguire. The Tobey Maguire.

			Ruderman was used to mixing with the rich and influential; his hedge fund managed millions of dollars of other people’s money from offices in Beverly Hills. This, though, was different. Maguire was Hollywood A-list. And there was more. An intriguing invitation, extended to him: “He said, ‘Hey, we have this game . . . Would you like to play?’”

			Spider-Man was asking him round to his house to play poker.

			Now, for the first time, this book can reveal exclusively the exact details of how Ruderman—who served time in a Texas prison after being convicted of embezzling $25 million from his investors—was drawn into a clandestine world of high-stakes illegal poker games, a secret society that included Ben Affleck, Matt Damon, and Leonardo DiCaprio as some of its most noted alumni.

			It was a story that was to end in multimillion-dollar fraud, jail, and violence. One that has no heroes, but plenty of victims. Today Ruderman—a mini-Madoff—has every reason to bitterly regret taking the call that fateful day in 2006. But Maguire will almost certainly wish he never made it.

			Ruderman’s tale was documented in a 206-page deposition that was conducted on March 29 at Taft Community Correctional Facility in Kern County, California. As one of the foremost investigative journalists in Hollywood, I exclusively obtained the transcript of that interrogation. Using Ruderman’s words, I was able to tell the full story of Hollywood’s high-roller card sharks for the first time.

			His videotaped testimony, on oath and under the penalty of perjury, tells the explosive tale of his fall from grace, beginning in 2006 when he was still chief executive of Ruderman Capital Partners.

			It was not, however, Maguire’s call that began the sad case of a man corrupted by the twinkling lights of fame and danger. That came a few weeks earlier, after Ruderman was walking along the pristine Pacific Ocean coastline in Malibu.

			Ruderman, then in his early forties, was strolling on Carbon Beach—the star-studded enclave of the rich and famous—when he bumped into a friend who was at a barbecue on the sand. It was no ordinary family barbecue. The host was Rick Salomon, otherwise known as Paris Hilton’s infamous sex-tape partner.

			At the party, Ruderman got talking to a beautiful brunette. She was thirty-three-year-old Molly Bloom, the sister of two-time Olympic skier and Philadelphia Eagles player Jeremy Bloom.

			“She asked me if I would be interested in playing in a game that they were coincidentally having the following night at that house,” Ruderman told lawyers in the deposition, “and she asked if I would be interested in participating, and I said, sure.”

			Ruderman needed little convincing. “She just told me it was a traditional Texas Hold’em game . . . that if I enjoyed gambling and enjoyed ‘action’ that it would be worth my while to come. I figured, you know, why not? I have nothing else to do that night and I certainly love to gamble, and it was close and it made for an easy scenario.”

			He was in.

			The call from Maguire, whom Ruderman had never previously met, confirmed the hedge fund manager’s place on the secret card circuit. Ruderman recalls in the deposition: “He had mentioned that he knew that I had played in a prior game that Molly had organized, and asked if I liked it, and I said yes.

			“He says, well, that’s good because we actually have a regular game that she organizes,” he continued. “It’s not on the beach, it’s in town, and here’s the facts about it and would I be interested, and I said yes.” That game, it turned out, was at Maguire’s Los Angeles house that he shares with his wife, Jennifer, the daughter of Ronald Meyer, president and CEO of Universal Studios, and their two children, Ruby, 5, and three-year-old Otis.

			Soon Ruderman was playing regularly, usually every other week. The routine became familiar to him. Bloom invited players by text, often mentioning when stars were expected. Ruderman said in his testimony: “She [Molly] would include into your personal text message, Dave’s showing up, Tobey’s showing.”

			Bloom’s games were strictly invitation-only, to venues such as the Four Seasons, the Peninsula, the Beverly Hills Hotel, and the world-famous Viper Room on Sunset Boulevard, a venue once owned by Johnny Depp. You had to be vetted by Bloom to get in. “You had to have pedigree,” said Ruderman.

			By 2009, Ruderman told lawyers, he was well known on the circuit as someone who paid his debts. These were no ordinary games. Secret passwords were needed to play, and the door was sometimes manned by armed guards in bulletproof vests. Everything was laid on, even shoulder massages during games to relieve tension.

			Ronald Richards, one of the lawyers questioning Ruderman in prison, noted: “Molly built a service business for herself by bringing friendly, attractive girls to serve drinks, and she provided a stable location and staff to host a game.”

			Ruderman said the idea that attractive girls and drinks were the reason players showed up was wrong. “The reason people show up at the game, in all due respect to Molly, is not Molly. It’s the other players.” Like Maguire and Co., the highest-wattage members of the circle.

			But Bloom, it was said, could get whatever you needed. A source said illegal drugs would sometimes be part of the action. From whom, no one ever named. “It was known to a handful of us that one player would keep two hookers down the hall of the hotel in another room,” an insider said.

			“He would disappear for 30 minutes at a time, leaving the main players in the game frustrated. In reality, he was going to do blow [in a room with] two hookers.” (There is no suggestion any of the people named in this story used drugs or hookers; indeed, this author has chosen not to name the individual identified by multiple sources.)

			If the extras on offer were unusual, the stakes involved were mind-blowing. In fact, there was no financial limit in the secret, unlicensed Texas Hold’em games. On one occasion, a player lost $300,000 in a night.

			Maguire was a winner, however, taking as much as $1 million per month over a period of three years, a source suggested. “That means he could have made up to $30 to $40 million from these games,” another said.

			Ruderman agreed. “Tobey Maguire is the best player and a winner,” he confessed to FBI agents Jeremy Tarwater and Steve Goldman in a separate, earlier interview, according to transcripts provided to a Los Angeles court and obtained by this author.

			Asked about the pot, Ruderman said in his most recent testimony: “If there are eight people playing and eight people have $50,000 in chips in front of them, then there’s $400,000 potentially that’s at risk at any moment because it’s a no-limit game.

			“I believe the highest pot I ever saw, which I was not in the hand at that time, was $950,000.”

			Every game, players would show up and buy in, usually for $50,000, according to Ruderman. Bloom was on hand to take the money—and her cut.

			“If I lost my initial $50,000 and wanted to buy in for another $50,000, she’d hand me $50,000 in chips, and I would be in for $100,000 that night,” he said. “And she would keep track of that for every player, and at the end of the night, less expenses, she would have an accounting of who owed what to whom.”

			Bloom would pocket around $6,400 per night, Ruderman said, (which I later learned was closer to $30k per night), but she was not the house, merely a clearing agent. The next thing she would arrange was for an assistant to pick up any money owed and deliver money won.

			“She would sit in close proximity to the table with a computer typing in all the various notations,” Ruderman explained.

			“If you were a loser, you knew that you had lost, and you knew that in the next couple of days she would be in contact with you to write a check in an amount or amounts to the various winners of that game. And usually what would happen is you couldn’t play in the next game until you made good on your debts for the prior game.”

			Ruderman and Bloom’s A-list clientele preferred private games. Why? “It’s the convenience factor of playing in a controlled environment with a stable group of people where you don’t have to go into a casino, and you don’t have to subject yourself to, A, getting to a casino, and, B, dealing with all the riffraff that’s at a casino,” Ruderman explained. “It’s easy. It’s user friendly and that’s why I played. And, you know, on top of the fact that I was hooked.”

			The atmosphere was undoubtedly heady and adrenaline-laden, but there was one big problem for Brad Ruderman: he was a poor player. As Academy Award-winner Damon says at the start of the 1998 poker movie, Rounders: “Listen, here’s the thing: if you can’t spot the sucker in your first half hour at the table, then you are the sucker.”

			Unsurprisingly, others were delighted to have Ruderman play. “He was easy to take advantage of,” said one of the game’s big winners. “Ruderman was one of the biggest losers in the game. For the core group of players, having someone with deep pockets and no poker skills was a dream come true.”

			Ruderman eventually accepted that he was indeed the sucker. As his losses spiraled out of control, he stole more than $5.2 million from his clients to pay off his poker debts. He told the FBI that Bloom preyed on him because he was “not a good gambler.” Bloom “was very aggressive to get me to keep playing,” Ruderman said in a 2009 interview.

			He was clearly addicted to gambling and prepared to do anything to satisfy his craving. “I was a loser,” Ruderman said in the deposition. “I’m thinking like any gambler is thinking or any pathological gambler is thinking. You’re not keeping track of the actual numbers. You’re thinking, I’m that much closer to going on the big run. That’s the juice.”

			In his testimony, he confessed: “I traded securities every single day. I tried to make clients’ money. As it turned out, I didn’t do it very well, and I misrepresented those performances figures to my clients.”

			“You would just literally take client money and take it out of the fund?” he was asked.

			“That’s why I’m here [in jail] today.”

			Ruderman was constantly pressed on the legality of the games during his testimony. It was a crucial question, one that was to provide an unusual twist as the story played out.

			Q: “I’m just trying to establish a real obvious fact. Tobey Maguire didn’t think he was breaking any laws playing poker with Brad Ruderman. Right?”

			A: “I can’t surmise what Tobey knew, but I wouldn’t presume that, no.”

			Q: “I mean, you guys didn’t hide—you’re playing at the Beverly Hills Hotel and the Four Seasons. Right?”

			A: “Correct.”

			Ruderman recalled players discussing whether the games were legal. Did they consult a lawyer, he was asked.

			“No. I never did . . . everybody plays cards at homes. Playing cards at home is not illegal. It happens all the time. It’s okay to do that . . .,” he said.

			“What made this different was the fact that we had Molly Bloom and she was performing a function that was, shall we say, unusual for a typical home poker game,” he continued. “And so many of us at the table one night, I vividly remember this, were discussing that very fact like, Hey, you know, she’s taking a piece of the action, and what’s her role here?”

			Some people were invited but rebuffed the group. “There were people that didn’t want to play in this game because they were concerned about that.”

			He was instructed to name names.

			“I’d rather not say, but they’re very, very prominent people,” said Ruderman.

			“I’m going to request that you answer the question,” a lawyer said.

			He finally relented. “Was this person’s name brought up at the table?” a lawyer asked.

			“Did I bring it up?” he responded. “No. But was Jeffery Katzenberg’s name brought up? Yes.”

			Katzenberg, CEO of DreamWorks Animation and the former chairman of Walt Disney Studios, wasn’t the only big-name name checked in the deposition. Also playing were pro player Kenny Tran, Nick Cassavetes (director of The Notebook), and billionaire businessman Alec Gores, who once tried to buy the film studio Miramax.

			But by far the most intriguing is New York Yankees slugger Alex Rodriguez—all the more so because his spokesman has long denied this author’s reporting that the man known as A-Rod played in the high-stakes ring.

			In his testimony, Ruderman was specifically questioned by lawyers about one particular game.

			“I can give you some of the names I remember,” he told the attorneys.

			“Kenny Tran, Alex Rodriguez.”

			“The baseball player?” one lawyer asked, somewhat surprised.

			“Yes,” Ruderman said.

			Even though a cavalcade of stars kept joining the circuit, things were souring and the atmosphere turning ugly. By 2009, Ruderman had had enough. The game was up and the chips were down.

			Once his clients discovered that their savings had been squandered, an FBI investigation into the fund’s finances revealed the shadowy world of the A-list gambling club. Ruderman surrendered to prosecutors in Los Angeles and confessed to bilking investors out of $25 million in a Ponzi scheme and using $5.2 million of that money to settle poker debts.

			He was sentenced to 10 years in jail for two counts of wire fraud and two counts of investment adviser fraud and ordered to repay his investors, something he is unable to do.

			That, though, was not the final paragraph in the story, just the end of a chapter.

			Investors in his hedge fund—whose money Ruderman had taken to pay his debts—got to thinking. If the games were unlicensed and illegal, any transactions from the games were void. Investors’ money handed to winning players like Maguire could be clawed back through civil suits.

			This was an unexpected twist. Getting a fish like Ruderman to swim upstream had seemed a smart idea at the start. Now it didn’t look so clever.

			Enter Houston Curtis.

			The City of Angels is full of demons stripping poor souls of their self-control, dignity, wealth—and, occasionally, their lives. From fledgling actors desperate for that one big break to Hollywood royals possessing enormous fame and fortune, Los Angeles has tragically borne witness to the demise of many. For each dreamer who has captured that coveted Hollywood ending, scores more have burned out quickly, their moment in the spotlight too elusive.

			Actors, singers, and even politicians have met their demise in this unforgiving city. From Robert F. Kennedy’s devastating assassination to River Phoenix’s senseless overdose to Sharon Tate’s brutal slaughter at the hands of the Manson Family, Los Angeles’s seedier side has reared its ugly head all too many times. It has also been the scene for lighter—albeit dramatic—moments such as Hugh Grant’s prostitution arrest, Rihanna’s sickening beatdown at the hands of battering boyfriend Chris Brown, and Michael Richards’s racist-spewing stand-up meltdown.

			Houston Curtis had both. The highest of highs. And the lowest of lows.

			We first met each other at a cafe on Sunset Boulevard one steamy Saturday afternoon when Houston decided to become my Deep Throat, the mysterious source who helped me break open the scandal and who has remained hidden until now. (Except for a poorly researched attempt to replicate him as Harlan Eustice, played by Bill Camp, in Aaron Sorkin’s big screen adaptation of the scandal, Molly’s Game.)

			“The irony of it all is that the game finally found the biggest fish ever, Ruderman, and we did our best to bury him every week and win his millions. Now those who fleeced him of millions are embroiled in this lawsuit. It’s like he turned the tables on us with no skill, just sheer stupidity,” Houston told me the first time we met.

			But the truth is that the real story behind Molly’s Game has not been told—until now.

			Sure, the civil cases soon found their targets. Cassavetes, Salomon, and Welcome Back, Kotter star Gabe Kaplan were also sued. Details soon started leaking out. It was said that Ruderman lost $311,300 to Maguire, including one losing hand of $110,000 in 2007. The actor countered by saying that his winnings only amounted to around $187,000 and insisted he lost nearly as much as he won . . . a statement that made Houston Curtis burst into uncontrollable laughter. Houston got saddled with close to a million dollars’ worth of checks directly from Ruderman and claimed that he couldn’t ever remember a time where Ruderman had a winning night. In fact, he couldn’t remember a time when Ruderman lost less than six figures a night during the entire stretch he played in the game.

			And Hollywood watchers geared themselves up for the full public hearing, where all the details would come out. But it never happened. All players in the ring did the sensible thing and settled with the exception of Houston Curtis, who ended up losing his three-million-dollar Sherman Oaks house after a $750k lien was put on it from the Ruderman scandal. In all, the twenty-two people who sued to recoup poker winnings received a total of more than $1.75 million. And according to Houston, the biggest name on the recoup list was billionaire Alec Gores, who once told Houston he had personally invested 10 million with Ruderman. Alec was on both sides, since he took checks from Ruderman in the poker game but invested in his hedge fund, as well. Aside from Curtis, whose life began turning upside down after Molly leaked his name to the feds in her cooperation with the Ruderman case, a slew of famous names eventually breathed a sigh of relief. They all settled for about 50 cents on the dollar and didn’t have to appear in court.

			That is why Ruderman’s deposition, made before the settlement, was so important in shining a light on the underground poker ring. He insisted he was only speaking out to help the victims of his crimes, but he knew it was not without risk.

			When Ruderman surrendered to FBI agents after being charged, he was concerned players would try to kill him.

			One player turned up unannounced at Ruderman’s home before he turned himself in. But Ruderman wouldn’t open the door. “Couldn’t take the chance,” he said. “I had no idea if he had any other intentions in mind. At that time, I didn’t know, you know, who wanted to do what to me.”

			Others were equally fearful. After Ruderman was arrested, Bloom left him phone messages. He told lawyers: “She said, ‘Call me. We need to talk. I heard about what happened, and I have to talk to you.’”

			Bloom herself relocated to New York that year to set up a new operation for Wall Street brokers. Russian mobsters are said to have joined in and violence ensued, during which Bloom was said to have been roughed up. Some insiders believe the gangsters wanted to intimidate Bloom before she was questioned by feds.

			Ruderman is no angel. He defrauded people out of millions and ruined lives. But at least he had the dignity to speak out. Hollywood’s A-list poker kings may have been spared the indignity of appearances in open court, but Ruderman, the man they regarded as a sucker, had the last laugh. Until now. That mantle has been handed to Houston Curtis.


Prologue

			They call it the “Pink Palace.” For a hundred years the Beverly Hills Hotel—a discrete oasis of pure opulence off Sunset Boulevard—has played host to the cream of Hollywood and some of the richest, most famous, and most powerful men and women in the history of America, including luminaries such as the Rat Pack, Humphrey Bogart, and Marlene Dietrich. Fred Astaire read Daily Variety poolside, John Lennon and Yoko Ono hid out in one of the hotel’s twenty-three bungalows for a week, and Richard Nixon’s chief of staff learned about Watergate while eating breakfast in the famed Polo Lounge. Paramount Pictures was sold over drinks to Gulf & Western at its tables. Clark Gable was talked into acting in The Misfits by Arthur Miller over a tropical cocktail.

			If the walls of this king and queen’s castle could speak, they would whisper of a century of easy money, sex, scandal, and excess. But it’s rarely seen a night like this.

			We’re in a luxurious bungalow at the hotel, cloistered away from the other guests, wrapped in our own private world. And whatever we want, we’re getting.

			There’s a private butler on standby, and beautiful girls from the Ford modelling agency are giving shoulder massages for thousand-dollar tips. Nobody could agree on dinner, so we had our hostess order in food from Los Angeles’s most exclusive eateries: Spago, Mastro’s, and the Polo Lounge.

			Leonardo DiCaprio is chilling on the couch watching a ball game and chatting up one of the models, while at a specially set-up table in the lounge Tobey Maguire, Ben Affleck, real estate mogul Bob Safi, Cirque du Soleil creator Guy Laliberté, technology billionaire Alec Gores, World Series of Poker champ Jamie Gold, The Hangover director Todd Phillips, Notebook director Nick Cassavetes, and myself are playing super high-stakes, no-limit Texas Hold’em poker.

			Overseeing things is Molly Bloom, a smart, beautiful, ambitious twenty-seven-year-old who would go on to write about nights like these in her lackluster book Molly’s Game, later miraculously made into the Academy Award–nominated movie from veteran writer and first-time director Aaron Sorkin. But she didn’t tell the whole story. She didn’t tell half the story. Hell, she barely even knew the real story.

			More on Molly later. Right now, the blinds have been raised to $500/$1,000 and everyone is rolling deep. There are bottles of Dom Pérignon and Cristal open, and when they haven’t been attending to the needs of the players, the girls have been in and out of the bathroom to “powder their noses” all night long.

			I’m totally focused on the game, however. In my left hand is the only thing I ever drink at the table, a supercold diet raspberry Snapple iced tea. My right hand is covering my cards. If I win this next pot, I’ll be up five hundred thousand dollars for the night. Everyone but Jamie and me have folded, and he’s just gone all-in: I watch as he pushes every chip he’s got into the center of the table.

			Todd whistles softly, and one of the girls gives a little gasp—whether in shock or excitement, I don’t know. The rest of the room goes quiet. Even Leo turns his attention away from the model who is sitting on his lap and leans forward. I don’t take my eyes off Jamie, but next to me I can sense Tobey grinning like a schoolboy.

			It is, as they say, a moment. Half a million on the turn of a card. Has life ever felt any better than this?

			I call the bet. I had been picking off Jamie’s bluffs all night long, but now he was tired of it. He yells: “I’ve got it this time, Houston!” and turns over two kings. Tobey almost did a spit take.

			Yes, Jamie finally had a hand . . . but so did I. I snap called and turned over pocket aces. We ran the entire board three times and I scooped it all, winning nearly $500k for the night.

			I gave Tobey a ride home after the game, and I remember him saying with a devilish grin on his face, “If we keep this up we’ll eventually take this game for over a billion dollars!” I replied, “Yeah . . . one day they’ll call it ‘The Billion-Dollar Hollywood Heist.’” We both laughed as my Mercedes CL 65AMG sped down Sunset Blvd.

			If you think you know this story because you’ve read Molly’s book, or seen director Aaron Sorkin’s movie, think again. This is the real tale behind the richest, most outrageous, and most star-studded high-stakes poker sting in the world.


Chapter 1

			An American Dream

			My name is Houston Curtis, and for as long as I can remember, I knew I wanted to be a card sharp. That’s sharp with p. A card shark is someone who is good at playing cards . . . but a card sharp, or card mechanic, is someone who can control the outcome of a card game using deceptive methods. And I was a natural. I hustled my first hand of poker aged ten and was bottom dealing, riffle stacking, and performing overhand run-ups before I was fifteen. I could clean out anyone I knew by the age of eighteen, when I left the innocence of the Midwest for Los Angeles to make my fortune in the entertainment business. But I never expected my skills with a deck of playing cards or my love of gambling to take me all the way to a place at Hollywood’s most exclusive high-stakes poker game . . . or to see me concoct a high-stakes fishing expedition with Tobey Maguire to hook some of the richest and most famous fish in the ocean.

			It was a hell of a plan—and a hell of a ride. I saw things and did things most people could only dream about. There were A-list movie stars, private jets, sporting idols, billionaires, gangsters, drink, drugs, Playboy playmates, and thousand-dollar-a-night hookers . . . and millions in cash won and lost every week. And when it all came crashing down, I crashed hardest.

			Remember that old saying: there are three sides to every story, yours, mine, and the truth? We’re going to have to adapt that. When Molly Bloom published her account of the stellar rise and spectacular fall of our poker ring in 2014, she raised a lot of eyebrows. People were named—I was named, for Christ’s sake—and no blushes, it seemed, were spared.

			And to coin a phrase I learned from my brother Jimmy back in southern Illinois . . . For the most part, it was all horseshit!

			Then Aaron Sorkin turned it into a hit movie, with Jessica Chastain as Molly and journeymen actor Bill Camp playing me (subtly disguised to be twenty years older than I was at the time, going bald, and, for some reason, as “Harlan Eustace”). Michael Cera plays Tobey Maguire, which is pretty funny to anyone who knows either of those guys. And apart from the stand-in for Viper Room owner Darin Feinstein and of course “Bad” Brad Ruderman, the man whose financial tailspin brought the whole thing crashing down and saw us all interviewed by the Feds, Tobey and I were the only two people from the LA game who really mattered to the story Sorkin told.

			The movie got a few things right. Molly was certainly beautiful, smart, and driven. But was she the true mastermind behind the most exclusive multimillion-dollar poker game in Tinseltown history? That, as they say in the biz . . . was pure Hollywood, baby.

			There are three sides to this story: Molly’s version, Sorkin’s version, and the truth. And if you think they’re the same, keep reading—you are in for a big surprise.

			I know what the truth is because I lived it. And if, for the most part, real life is usually nowhere near as exciting as the movies, that is simply not the case in this instance. The real story about the biggest poker game in Hollywood history has far more drama than anything portrayed in Sorkin’s screenplay or Molly’s book. Don’t get me wrong: it’s not their fault. They both simply failed to grasp the one fundamental reason the game existed in the first place.

			What if I were to tell you that the whole thing was designed entirely as a hustle from the very beginning? That Tobey and I planned every last detail to give ourselves a huge advantage?

			Like the fact that the two of us staked Leonardo DiCaprio to play just so we could attract rich suckers who would dump their money to us?

			What if I told you that it wasn’t simply a bunch of guys kicking back and enjoying a game of poker every week—albeit for astronomical sums of money—and actually a rigorously planned and meticulously executed business venture?

			These things are true, but they are also only the tip of the iceberg.

			The biggest game in Hollywood didn’t start at The Viper Room. It really started the night I palled up with Tobey Maguire playing high-stakes Hold’em at the Commerce casino in LA in January of 2004. Neither of us had a clue at the time, but that night would end up changing both of our lives forever.

			And to understand how that happened, you’ve got to understand how I came to be in a position to be sharing a table at the Commerce with Hollywood royalty in the first place.

			When I rolled into LA as a sharp-eyed and ambitious eighteen-year-old, I didn’t know a living soul, other than my two best friends, Steve and Dave, who moved there with me from the cornfields of southern Illinois. We had all played in a rock band together since we were fifteen and figured attending a contemporary music school (The Grove School of Music) would be a great excuse to avoid the agony of a four-year college while living it up in Hollywood. Sure, I wanted to get a record deal and become rich and famous . . . who wouldn’t? But I had serious plans for myself whether music panned out for me or not. As it turned out, music led me into the television business.

			I was hired for some session work on a TV show called Showtime at The Apollo, produced by the legendary variety show producer Bob Banner, who had created such hits as The Carol Burnett Show, Star Search, and Solid Gold. I would go up to this house in the Hollywood Hills to a recording studio and record sound-alikes for the Pointer Sisters, Bob Marley, and tons of other famous R&B artists who had once played at the Apollo theater in New York. Turns out they didn’t want to pay the license fee to use the real music, so I was hired to do “sound-alikes.” Hell . . . It was my first gig and already it felt like a hustle. Unfortunately, the 50-dollar session fees I was getting paid weren’t gonna pay the bills, so I ended up working for Bob Banner Associates as a full-time production assistant and all-around gopher. With a day job, a band at night, and poker, I was determined to be successful, even if that meant starting at the bottom.

			My plan was a radical—and admittedly slightly fucked-up—take on the American Dream. One, I was gonna roll the dice on trying to get a record deal, two, I was going to work damn hard to get as far as I could in the entertainment industry, and three, I was going to deploy a secret skill I had slowly been perfecting since I was a young boy to help me strike it rich. That skill was the ability to manipulate a deck of playing cards as good if not better than anyone in the country. I was a card mechanic, and a good one at that.

			For the uninitiated, a card mechanic is someone who knows how to control the outcome of a card game by manipulating the cards in plain sight using false shuffles, false cuts, stacking techniques, and other sleight-of-hand feats that take years to master. Some people might call it cheating . . . but I always preferred to call it “advantage play.” Truth be told, I always made an effort to target the suckers who not only deserved to lose, but who could afford to lose. Whenever I had a question of conscience, I was reminded of the immortal words of S. W. Erdnase, the mysterious author of the 1902 classic The Expert at the Card Table: “All men who play for any considerable stakes are looking for the best of it,” he wrote. Words to live by.
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