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For Susan, for believing in me and always being there

For Grandmother, for raising me the right way






Prologue


October 11, 2017.

It’s two in the morning and sleep is nothing but a memory. I’m flat on my back on a three-inch mattress eyes wide open, staring at the sagging bottom of a top bunk. The air reeks like a truck stop toilet.

Ten of us are crammed into a tiny room (eighteen by twenty-two feet) built to house four Navy airmen. It’s my first night inside Federal Prison Camp (FPC) Pensacola. A fellow inmate would later describe the look on my face that day as “shell-shocked.” I had officially entered another dimension of time and space. A single thought was running on a continuous loop through my head:

I am seventy-one years old. How in the hell did I get here?

Logistically, the answer was simple. After my felony convictions on ten counts of insider trading, a private prison consultant I had hired to advise me on a number of matters recommended two prisons—Taft Correctional Institution near Bakersfield, California, or FPC Pensacola in the Florida Panhandle.

I dismissed Taft because of the poor air quality in the Central Valley. Pensacola provided a far shorter commute for my wife, Susan, from our Louisville home. The facility also offered a Residential Drug Abuse Program, which I certainly qualified for given my history with alcohol. If I successfully completed the nine-month program, it could cut a full year off my five-year sentence. I also believed that Pensacola would provide a more temperate climate and soothing gulf breezes.

Big mistake.

As I prepared to report to prison, fast-moving Hurricane Nate was bearing down on the Gulf Coast. I worried that, if Susan and I waited too long to leave Kentucky, I’d miss my Tuesday morning reporting time.

We arrived on Saturday and checked into a Pensacola hotel. As Nate hit with a fury that night, Susan and I huddled in our room while the wind whistled outside. On Tuesday morning we woke up in a daze.

Susan couldn’t bear to say goodbye at the prison gate. Instead, we hugged and kissed in private. My parting words were meant to ease her fear.

“I can handle this as long as you’re okay,” I said.

“I’ll be okay,” she replied. “Don’t worry about me.”

Shortly after 6:00 a.m., I walked into the administrative office at FPC Pensacola, a single bag of belongings in hand.

“William Walters, reporting,” I said.

The intake office was called Control. I got the point when a corrections officer greeted me with a bark: “Stand right there!” I stood diligently until another officer appeared.

“Stand outside,” he ordered.

As I would soon discover, the serene exterior of FPC Pensacola was a mirage. The cozy church chapel and campus-like setting were cruel illusions that masked the conditions inside. The admission process is designed to dehumanize and deliver a single, stark message:

We own you.

I stood alone outside until 7:30 a.m., when a corrections officer named Green approached to begin the intake process—or tried. Officer Green proved incapable of operating a new electronic fingerprinting machine and left me holed up in a tiny cell, air-conditioning blasting away. I sat alone, waiting, waiting, and more waiting. He finally showed up again around two in the afternoon with an old-fashioned fingerprint pad.

I was then passed on to another officer, Ms. Gamble, who would be my cheerful counselor for the next thirty-one months. She warmly inquired if I had eaten. I told her no, so she went to the cafeteria and returned with something I did not recognize. My appetite disappeared with my introduction to prison food.

Next came a visit to Laundry, where I was outfitted by an inmate named Rock in five sets of polyester prison “greens”—shirts, pants, T-shirts, etc.—along with an ill-fitting pair of steel-toed shoes. The shoes were so tight that I lost a toenail the first day, my sock soaked in blood.

After the Laundry visit, I was returned to Ms. Gamble. We walked up three flights of stairs to Dorm C, the top floor of a crumbling red-brick building. Two hundred men lived on my floor when it was fully occupied, ten or twelve to a room. Another two hundred or so were housed in Dorm B, one floor below. The administrative offices were on the ground floor. A separate “A” dorm, with a different layout, could hold as many as 275 more inmates.

The rooms in “B” and “C” dorms were identical. Each was crammed with five or six bunk beds and small lockers for storing personal belongings. A single community table was bolted to the floor. Black mold stained the walls. Down the hall were two main bathrooms with a half-dozen stalls and curtained showers. A river of urine ran through the bathrooms. The smell of farts and rancid food further fouled the air.

If you research FPC Pensacola, it’s listed as a minimum-security federal prison located on Saufley Field, an auxiliary area of the local naval air station, the home of the Blue Angels, the famed U.S. Navy Flight Demonstration Squadron. Pensacola is about 175 miles from the state capital in Tallahassee and sixty miles east of Mobile, Alabama. Tourists come to Pensacola for the sandy beaches, waterfront restaurants and bars—charms that were no longer available to me.

Dig a little deeper and you’ll find the area is home to jet-fuel-soaked air, bone-chilling winters, unremitting rain, and some of the worst drinking water in the United States.

In 2009, Forbes magazine ranked FPC Pensacola as the second “cushiest prison” in the country—a country club for white-collar criminals who enjoyed swimming and golfing at the taxpayers’ expense. If that was ever true, the place had changed dramatically by the time I arrived.

The ramshackle dorms, built in the 1940s, were falling apart. Air chillers ran at arctic levels except in summer, when you needed them most. During North Florida winters, temperatures could dip into the twenties at night. To keep from freezing, my fellow convicts and I had to purchase sweatpants, sweatshirts, and T-shirts, as well as winter gloves, while smothering ourselves in blankets at night.

Day two brought more bad news. Dr. Luis Berrios examined the short list of drugs prescribed by my longtime physician and promptly eliminated two of them. He replaced an anti-inflammatory drug to ease the pain of three shoulder operations with a different prescription that tore up my stomach.

Dr. Berrios was kinder to my feet than my stomach. He took one look at my lost toenail and issued me a pair of softer shoes.

When I walked into the cafeteria, I took a seat away from everyone else. As I stared at a lump of something I could not identify on my plate, an inmate from a nearby table spoke up.

“William, come over and sit with me.”

His name was Luis Duluc, better known as Louie. The son of two physicians, Louie came from a wealthy family in the Dominican Republic. In December 2014 he had been sentenced to eleven years in prison for his role in a massive scheme perpetrated by the physical therapy rehabilitation company he owned.

By that point, I was on prison overload and didn’t want to step on any toes, bloodied or not. But Louie seemed to have a handle on things. So I started asking questions.

“What do you do here?”

“How do you get a good job?”

“How’s the commissary?”

Louie had all the answers and knew all the angles. He’d been inside Pensacola for nearly three years.

The next time I bumped into Louie, word had spread that the new guy, William, went by another name. And had something of a reputation.

“So, William,” Louie said, “do people call you Billy?”

I gave Louie a sheepish grin and said, “My friends do.”



My life ran off the rails when I was just eighteen months old. After my father died at age forty-one, my twenty-five-year-old mother hightailed it out of town, leaving three young children in the care of separate relatives.

It took me decades to get back on track. You see, from my teenage years to my early forties, I lived on the edge and flaunted it. I was a heavy drinker, a chain-smoker, and a gambling addict with a capital A. I hung out with all sorts of questionable characters while hustling pool, cards, golf, and every other game of chance. I risked life and limb practically every day of my boom-and-bust existence.

I married for the first time as a seventeen-year-old. Within a year, I became a father. By age twenty-three, I was twice married with three kids I loved but hardly knew.

Back in my wildest gambling days, I was tossed into a car trunk at gunpoint and beaten beyond recognition. One day, I woke up lucky to be alive and, finally, a light flickered in my muddled brain.

This is not working. I’m a dead man if I don’t change my ways.

I quit drinking and smoking cold turkey at the age of forty-two. But without a doubt, my smartest move was marrying my third wife. During our forty-six years together, Susan Walters has been unflinching in her loyalty, even when I screwed up badly. We met during the darkest of times—I was a bankrupt, divorced alcoholic whose young son had just been diagnosed with a terminal brain tumor.

Susan inspired me to be better. She is my best friend and helped make me the man I am today.

By age thirty, I finally had matured enough to be a loving husband and father. My transformation didn’t happen overnight. I slipped and slid backward a dozen times or two. But I beat my addictions and overcame my worst vices to become a successful gambler, entrepreneur, businessman, investor, philanthropist, father, and husband.

I still gamble, but I approach it strictly as business. I stay out of casinos (mostly) and wager on football, golf, and a few other sports. News organizations ranging from ESPN to 60 Minutes have called me the most successful sports bettor in history. I don’t place bets on whims or team loyalties or tips overheard in the barbershop. My research is far more sophisticated than most (as you will see), and I have a small army of experts behind me.

However, I’m not just a bettor. I’ve made hundreds of millions in the stock market and business as well as sports gambling. With my earnings, I built a legitimate group of businesses from scratch that included residential and commercial real estate, thirteen golf courses, and twenty-two car dealerships.

Now for the ironic part: when I was indicted for the sixth time, having beaten all but the only one I was guilty of—a bookmaking charge in Kentucky—I was in my seventies and enjoying as clean and righteous an existence as I had known in my lifetime.

All hell broke loose in 2011 after I took a shot at the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission in the final minute of an otherwise flattering profile on 60 Minutes.

My brief tirade at the tail end of a terrific interview no doubt ticked off the powerful forces that control Wall Street, including federal prosecutors who had pursued me for twenty-seven years. I was sued by the SEC, investigated by the FBI, indicted by the U.S. Department of Justice, and audited by the Global High Wealth Industry Group, the so-called “Wealth Squad” of the IRS—all at the same time.

You could say that I was hounded and harassed by people who were desperate not just to put me in prison but bury me.

The Justice Department did not take me down when I was gambling and drinking and scrambling day-to-day while surrounded by mobsters, hustlers, and shysters. I wasn’t busted because I’d run afoul of mob enforcer Tony “the Ant” Spilotro or other nefarious types from my more reckless days.

No, I was nailed because of my stock trading and association with Wall Street legend Carl Icahn, professional golfer Phil Mickelson, and Dallas community leader Tom Davis, then on the board of Dean Foods.

Carl is the only one of the three I still respect. As for Mickelson, well, I will have a few things to say about him. Bottom line, if he had simply taken the stand in my trial and told the truth about the public information I had provided him, I believe that I never would have stepped foot inside a rat-infested Pensacola prison.

The truth is, Phil liked to gamble as much as anyone I’ve met. And I’ve known some of the biggest gamblers in the world. To give you an idea of how much Phil liked to gamble, he called me in September 2012 from the Medinah Country Club outside Chicago with an astounding request. He asked me to place a $400,000 wager for him on his own United States team to beat the Europeans in the 39th Ryder Cup.



I’ll be the first to admit that I’m wired differently. My brain never rests. I am impatient and can be intimidating when my temper gets triggered. That volatility has done me more harm than good. Like many people, I’ve made a few enemies because of it.

I was not a good bet to even graduate high school, but I made it thanks to an advanced degree in street smarts. Then again, how smart could I be to go broke so many times in my life?

I turned seventy-six years old while chronicling my story in these pages. The characters you will meet include a Scorsesean cast with nicknames like Jim Dandy, Puggy, Sarge, Treetop, Cabbage, and Texas Dolly, along with famous and infamous folks both worldly and underworldly, such as my mortal enemy, the disgraced former casino czar Steve Wynn.

I will share some tales that I hope will enlighten, entertain, and educate you. I’d also like to get a few things off my chest, to share some information you haven’t seen before. And I’ll say things that probably will make some folks unhappy.

And you know what I say to that?

Exactly what Muhammad Ali, the pride of my native Kentucky, wrote in his autobiography, The Greatest.


I’m a fighter

I believe in the eye-for-an-eye business

I’m no cheek turner

I got no respect for a man who won’t hit back

You kill my dog you better hide your cat



But let’s be clear about one thing: My motivation is not to extract revenge. No, I have devoted years to writing this book for three reasons:

First, to inspire those who struggle with addiction to lead better lives. I truly believe that my story will help people. Maybe you have given up hope. Maybe you grew up under tough circumstances. Maybe you were raised without a parent. I want you to understand how and why you can overcome adversity and succeed.

Second, to expose the full truth about the felony convictions that landed me in a federal prison for thirty-one months. To explain how federal prosecutors colluded with senior agents at the FBI to bring charges of insider trading after decades of investigating me on phony allegations of illegal bookmaking. How they broke the law in their pursuit of me, covered up their wrongdoing, lied and then admitted their crimes only after getting caught.

And third, to share my secrets on sports gambling. To reveal for the first time the details of a handicapping, betting, and money management system that made me a successful gambler. Secrets that will help casual, recreational, and professional bettors tip the odds a bit in their favor.

My philosophy on life is simple: You come into this world with nothing, and you leave with nothing. So seize every opportunity to leave a legacy that might inspire others to make the most of their time on earth. At the end of the day, there are two people you can’t bullshit—yourself and your maker. You will be judged by the way you’ve lived and by whether you’ve followed your servant’s heart.

For the longest time, I was anything but a shining example. But I firmly believe that we can benefit more from studying the lives of sinners than saints.

After reading my life story, I hope you feel the same way.






1 Chicken or Feathers


It’s five thirty in the morning West Coast time on a jam-packed college football Saturday. I’m in my home office in front of three computer screens pulsing with colors, squares, and numbers that only the most sophisticated sports bettors and handicappers understand.

White squares. Red squares. Black squares. Pluses. Minuses. Cities and states masquerading as teams. Baltimore. Detroit. Dallas. Kentucky. Michigan. Minnesota. Texas. The battle lines drawn over the point spread—the posted number that bookmakers believe to be the difference between two competing teams.

I’ve been up since 4:30 a.m. double-checking games and adjusting my predicted numbers developed in concert with my brain trust, a collection of some of the smartest minds and most sophisticated numbers guys on earth.

The games with odds to my liking are listed on a legal pad to my right along with the corresponding power ratings. The greater the difference between my rating and the point spread (also known as the “posted line”), the more I’m going to bet.

My wagers could vary from as little as $8,000 on an early-season college basketball game to more than $3 million on an NFL playoff game.

Now and then, I look up from a desk cluttered with pens, pads, tiny candies, and breath mints to the array of computer screens positioned in front of me. There, I see the latest barrage of ever-shifting information from more than four dozen sportsbooks around the world.

The data include the latest figures on point spreads, moneylines, first- and second-half totals, weather conditions, player injuries, starting times, and more. All of it is fluctuating in real time with white boxes turning red then black as the line adjusts.

The computer to my left lists the day’s college football games. My middle screen reflects a similar list of college basketball contests. The screen on my right offers information on tonight’s NBA games and tomorrow’s NFL schedule.

For the next eighteen hours, the only times I’ll get up from my chair will be to eat and go to the bathroom. I’m in the zone, orchestrating bets on about 150 games and tapping into more than 1,600 betting accounts worldwide through an intricate network of proxies—“beards,” “runners,” and “partners.” To hide my identity and maintain an edge against our competitors, my team deploys tactics and equipment not unlike an undercover spy operation, including disguises and voice-altering devices.

Why?

Because today I will have $20 million in play.

And tomorrow I’ll wake up and do the same thing.

I’m a gambler. But not just any gambler.

My wagering has run the spectrum—pitching pennies in dingy racetrack bathrooms, hustling pool in back-road shanties, betting thousands of dollars on a single putt on golf courses, and losing millions in Las Vegas casinos. And that doesn’t include betting billions of dollars collectively on nearly every American sport.

For nearly twenty-five years, I was an addict. I could not control the craving, the need to be in on the action, especially when drinking—dual dependencies that wreaked havoc on my life and the lives of those around me.

They say smart people learn from their mistakes, but it took me a long time to figure that out. Fortunately, I am extremely hardheaded and driven. It’s also possible that I simply outlasted my mistakes.



Today, sports betting is Big Business and getting bigger and bigger year after year. Maybe I was just ahead of my time.

This transition began in 2018, when the U.S. Supreme Court struck down the 1992 Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act (PASPA), which had made it illegal to bet on sports in any state but Nevada.

In doing so, the Supreme Court allowed states to determine whether to legalize sports gambling. As I write, betting is legal in sportsbooks and on mobile apps in thirty-eight states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. According to the American Gaming Association, a record $100 billion was wagered in 2022 with commercial sportsbooks in the U.S. alone.

The rapid growth of this new industry has been fueled by full-throated endorsements from major sports leagues that for many years opposed any form of legalized betting. Their past position is epitomized by this quote from NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle: “I have frequently expressed my opinion that legalized gambling on sporting events are destructive to the sports themselves and in the long run injurious to the public.”

Rozelle is long gone (RIP Pete) and so is the NFL’s anti-gambling stance. With an eye on their bottom lines, professional football and its heavy-breathing brethren—MLB, NBA, NHL, and the PGA Tour—have joyfully jumped into bed with the likes of DraftKings, FanDuel, Caesars Entertainment, BetMGM, and Fanatics. In 2023, NFL owners officially welcomed gambling, voting to allow sportsbooks in stadiums to operate on game days.

The leaders of these sports now acknowledge what they’ve known for years—Americans love to bet on games. By making it legal and lawful for people to participate in sports gambling, online and otherwise, the government is creating jobs, generating tax revenues, and cleaning up the criminal element.

Gambling websites are now taking wagers on everything from football to boxing to tennis to UFC and fantasy sports. I wouldn’t be surprised if they started accepting bets on whether it will rain before dinner tomorrow night. The bet-takers and bookmakers promote their services with a blizzard of ads featuring star athletes and celebrities including Peyton, Eli, and Archie Manning, Jerry Rice, Barry Sanders, Kevin Garnett, Jamie Foxx, Kevin Hart, and J. B. Smoove.

How fierce is the fight over this booming market? In November 2021, the New York State Gaming Commission granted mobile sports-betting licenses in their state for the next ten years to a pair of entities representing the biggest names in the gaming industry. One of the groups included Caesars Sportsbook, Wynn Interactive, and Resorts World; the other consortium included FanDuel, DraftKings, BetMGM, and Bally’s Interactive.

The collective price they paid to host New York’s betting operations for the next decade was $250 million—a one-time fee of $25 million each—and a 51 percent state tax on gross gaming revenue. In January 2022, the first month that online sports betting was available in New York, the state set a national record for the highest total handle in a single month—$1.67 billion. In the fiscal year ending in March 2023 New York took in more than $16 billion in handle.

My greatest successes as a gambler came only after I got serious about wagering as a business. I’ve kept my methods to myself over the years even as other gamblers tried all sorts of ways to figure them out or steal them. They have hacked my phones, cloned our beepers, rifled through my trash, and offered bribes to my employees.

I’ve fended them off and refused to share my secrets—until now. Truths that I will explore and share in this book are aimed at recreational and professional bettors looking for an edge.

Truth No. 1: My bets are based on extensive research, a vast network of experts and insiders across the country, and my own finely honed instincts.

Even avid bettors often do not grasp all of the factors and variables that go into a professional making an informed wager. I’ve eaten, slept, and breathed sports betting 365 days a year for more than five decades, driven by my obsession to grind out an advantage against bookmakers and other gamblers.

Truth No. 2: Betting sports is about one thing and one thing only: value. Which means your prediction needs to be better than the bookmaker’s and you need to get the right number at the right price. Nothing else counts. And that leads me to:

Truth No. 3: The percentage of gamblers who are successful enough to earn a living is less than 1 percent. Frankly, I think most people would make more money washing cars. Why? The professional term is “eleven to ten odds.” A sports gambler must lay down $11 to win $10 and pay $11 for a loss.

Warning: The following example may cause a short in the wiring of your brain if you do not share my enthusiasm for gambling calculations.

If Gambler A bets Team A in a contest and Gambler B bets Team B, each man puts up the requisite $11 and a bookmaker ends up holding a total of $22 from both bettors. If Gambler A wins, he gets his original $11 back plus $10 more, a payoff of $21. In the same scenario, Gambler B loses $11. If the book is properly balanced, the house keeps the extra dollar, the so-called vigorish, also known as “the vig” or “juice.”

This mathematical formula means that gamblers need to win 52.38 percent of their bets just to break even. For the average bettor, that’s like trying to swim the English Channel at night, doing the backstroke, without a wetsuit. Surrounded by sharks.

Truth No. 4: There are a very small number of gamblers who gain an edge by specializing in one sport and betting as soon as the line comes out. Those guys make a living, but not what I would consider serious money. Most of them last fewer than five years. The problem with this approach is that their betting limits are very small and the lines move very fast.

What separated me from the rest of the pack is that I beat all major sports for thirty-six straight years. I should mention that I quit betting baseball in 1995. Not because I wasn’t winning. No, I quit because my team had to work virtually 365 days a year betting every facet of every major sport—sides, totals, halves, and futures. And it was killing us.

My approach to sports betting is militaristic.

If your average Joe thinks of himself as G.I. Joe—meaning one man with one gun and no backup—then, in my heyday, I was more like a Navy SEAL or a CIA special ops warrior. During my thirty-six-year winning streak, I had an armory of sophisticated weapons and a vast array of intelligence at my disposal.

My wagering decisions were based on weather patterns, field conditions, team morale, injury updates, and historical records, to name but a few factors. My expert analysts gathered a thousand points of data and fed them into a computer programmed with proprietary algorithms and probability theories.

Armed with a headset, speed dialer, and the betting equivalent of a Tomahawk missile—an almost endless supply of cash—I struck a wide array of targets from every direction through a clandestine network of accounts based in Las Vegas, Costa Rica, British Virgin Islands, Europe, Panama, Gibraltar, and everywhere in between.

If you were able to breach my many levels of security and listen in to my war room, this is the language you would hear:


Alabama minus 10. Up to fifty thousand.

Detroit plus seven. Up to sixty thousand.

Loyola Marymount as low as 8, open order. No limit.

Cleveland Browns, we’re looking for as low as 1 ½. Bet all you can bet.



My special forces made hundreds of surgical hits in a single weekend, including one Super Bowl bet of $3.5 million alone. At times, I was overseeing more than $1 billion a year in gross wagers.

I’ve been around gamblers since I was six years old. I’ve seen it all: smart money, stupid money, sharps, half-sharps, suckers, and squares. I’ve run into every sort of hustler, scuffler, con man, and bullshit artist you can imagine. I’ve dealt with killers, drug dealers, celebrities, billionaires, and a thug-fest of would-be tough guys.

For the longest time, I could not resist that sweet voice called Action whispering in my ear, drawing me in, pulling me down. For years, I lived what gamblers in the South like to call a “chicken or feathers” existence; flush one day, dead broke the next. I’ve lost cars, houses, businesses, and marriages. I gambled until I had all your money, or you had all of mine.

There was no middle ground. I’d flip you a nickel for every quarter I had. My goal was to win every dollar you had, to drain you dry before you drained me. I bet without fear.

It’s safe to say I was on a suicide mission at one point in my life. Not happy until I lost every penny I had—only to wake up and try to win it all back. Chicken or feathers. Time and time and time again.






2 Kentucky Home


I was born into rural poverty in Munfordville, Kentucky, a place where even today time crawls and potluck dinners and front porch gatherings remain local pastimes. My hometown is a farming community of some 1,600, not counting dogs and cows. It’s a notch in the Bible Belt surrounded by soybean, hay, and alfalfa fields as far as the eye can see.

Located halfway between Louisville and Bowling Green, Munfordville, the county seat of Hart County, sits on the banks of the slow-flowing and serpentine Green River celebrated in the song “Paradise.” John Prine’s 1971 coal country classic includes the lyric “Down by the Green River where Paradise lay.” (Prine was not referring to my hometown as a paradise, but to Paradise, Kentucky, about eighty-five miles to the west.)

Everywhere you turn in Munfordville, there’s one church or another. Most are some form of Southern Baptist. Local billboards preach the Word, proclaiming “Thou Shall Not Commit Adultery” and “The Holy Bible. Truth. Wisdom. Hope.” I don’t remember seeing any that condemned gambling, but then again, my fellow Kentuckians had a higher tolerance for certain vices.

Like most Walters men, my father burned at a hard and fast rate. Thurman Walters had an abiding taste for liquor, which was exceeded only by his passion for games of chance. He was a month shy of forty years old by the time I showed up.

I was named after my uncle, Roscoe “Bill” Walters, who was known as Bill Luke. He was a hustler, gambler, and serious card player, so my namesake was well chosen. Uncle Bill bought, sold, and traded farms for a living. Later, he ran a highway rest stop for the state. When he wasn’t working or keeping a casual eye on his six children (five boys and a girl), odds were that Uncle Bill was off playing cards.

Back then, Kentucky folks adopted an early version of Airbnb, but it was more like Pokerbnb. They opened their homes—beds and all—to card players who cut them in on the pot in exchange for hosting seven-card stud games. These roaming games often lasted for days, even weeks. Losers moved on. Winners took naps until the next challengers arrived. The wealthier farmers and businessmen were known to play for thousands of dollars.

Uncle Bill nicknamed two of his sons Garland “Big Maverick” Walters and Jimmy “Little Maverick” Walters after the poker-playing rounder in the popular television show Maverick. Prematurely gray and handsome, Garland even resembled the star of that show, actor James Garner.

Big Maverick was like a big brother to me and long regarded as one of the best poker players in the country. He eventually moved to Vegas, where he made a good living playing cards, including some deep runs with the big boys in the World Series of Poker. He passed away in 2023 at the age of eighty-five. His little brother, Jimmy, was a great seven-card stud player. Sadly, he died in a car wreck while coming home from an all-night card game in Kentucky on July 13, 1979.

My father died on January 26, 1948, at Kentucky Baptist Hospital. The death certificate blamed his demise on a rare form of bowel ulcer that wasn’t alcohol related. When he passed at the age of forty-one, I was six months shy of my second birthday.

As such, I never knew my father. I have no memories of him, only a faded photograph of me standing at the edge of his grave holding my mother’s hand. Yet, somehow, I grew up with a strong desire to honor his memory and to make him proud.

I was the third of three children born to Aileen “Dale” Quesenberry Walters, a sweet though troubled young woman cursed with bad luck, including an auto accident that left part of her face disfigured. My mother was fourteen years old, less than half my father’s age, when they married in 1937. Her education ended in the sixth grade.

My oldest sister, Barbara Ann, was born the year after my parents tied the knot. She was followed three years later by Martha Dale. Public records reveal my mother twice tried to divorce my dad—in ’43 and ’44—before my arrival on July 15, 1946.

Since most folks in rural Kentucky were called by their first and middle names, I was known as “Billy Thurman” from that day forward. My early childhood was not the sort that stirs fond memories. My mom was ill-equipped to care for three young children. At twenty-five, she couldn’t cope, so she drank out of anger and frustration.

One day, shortly after my father died, she picked up and fled north on Highway 65 to the big city of Louisville. Her children were not invited along. One sister was left with an aunt, the other with our paternal grandmother. By the grace of God, I was entrusted to my mom’s mother, which proved to be my salvation. I knew her simply as “Grandmother.”

Lucy Quesenberry was fifty-seven years old when she took me into her care. A plus-size woman widely hailed as “Mama Lucy,” she lived on a gravel road across from the meticulously maintained Munfordville Municipal Cemetery. From her front porch, I could see my father’s headstone.

By the time I moved in with her, Grandmother was no longer living with Clarence Marion Quesenberry, whom she married in 1909. My mother was one of their six children. Papa Cush was living in his own place in Kessinger, a hamlet just off Route 88. He died there at the age of ninety-two in 1977.

Papa Cush was country through and through, a slow-moving man with thick bushy eyebrows. He enjoyed idle time, suspenders, white straw hats, chewing tobacco, and the Cincinnati Reds on the radio. I suspect that late nights and amiable women were also on his list of favorite activities. I base this on a family story about how one of his sons, my uncle Harry, went off to war and left behind a teenage girlfriend. Upon returning home, poor Harry discovered that she was dating Papa Cush.

Welcome to Kentucky.

My grandmother’s home, long since torn down, was a one-bedroom rental for ten dollars a month—no running water, no bathroom—with an outhouse and cistern out back. Night after night, we shared the only bedroom.

I can still smell apple pies baking in the oven and homemade pancake syrup bubbling on the stove. And I see Grandmother on her hands and knees scrubbing the linoleum kitchen floor or tending to a front yard full of flowers.

A devout Baptist and fiercely independent woman, Grandmother raised me like she had raised her own children, with a loving heart and a firm hand. She was blessed with integrity and strong character. The first words she taught me were Yes, ma’am, No, ma’am, Yes, sir, and No, sir. Grandmother instilled in me good manners, commitment, cleanliness, and religion. She was simply the nicest, sweetest human being I have ever met.

Church was her life. No matter how little money we had, she never let a collection plate pass without an offering. By the time I was four years old, Munfordville Baptist Church, founded in 1914, was the center of my universe. Grandmother would take my hand as we strolled a few blocks to the Lord’s house for three services on Sunday, a Wednesday night prayer meeting, and a Saturday fun night hosted by the Royal Ambassadors, a Christian youth organization.

Our youth group played baseball and basketball, and went on fishing trips, too. I loved my days as a churchgoing boy. Baptized in first grade, I still remember the words I sang every Sunday to hymns like “The Old Rugged Cross.”


On a hill far away stood an old rugged cross

The emblem of suffering and shame

And I love that old cross where the dearest and best

For a world of lost sinners was slain.



To make ends meet, Grandmother held down two jobs. After fixing me an early-morning breakfast each day, she cleaned homes before walking to her lunch shift in the kitchen of a local restaurant. She dropped me off with Uncle Harry, who provided a form of adult supervision as my male role model and father figure.

At six foot one and 220 pounds, Uncle Harry was the strong, silent type, a rugged World War II and Korean War vet who loved guns, hunting, and stock car racing. Folks said I picked up some of Harry’s looks and friendly manners, which I took as a compliment. Uncle Harry and Grandmother gave a young boy without roots a sense of family and belonging.

Uncle Harry was the proud owner of the Q&R pool hall, a simple place with a lunch counter, jukebox, soft-drink dispenser, and a couple of pinball machines. It was a lively local hangout, especially on weekends, when farmers and their families came to town. The smell of hot dogs, hamburgers, and pickled pigs’ feet perfumed the air amid other musty odors. The main attraction, of course, was the four pool tables that stood between the lunch counter and the urinal in back.

It’s safe to say Uncle Harry was not the world’s most attentive babysitter, especially during business hours. On my first visit as a four-year-old, he led me to a pool table in the back, stacked a couple of wooden Coke boxes for me to stand on, and stuck a pool cue in my hands.

Uncle Harry didn’t even bother to flip on the lights. No need. I felt instantly at home, a Kentucky kid with gambling in his blood. In no time at all, I was cracking the cue ball against the break and scattering colored balls across the green felt.

As a child in search of stability and a sense of belonging, I couldn’t have asked for a better hangout. I learned many a life lesson in my uncle’s poolroom, though not the sort they taught in Bible class or grade school.

I learned that pool tables may look the same, but there are subtle differences. One pool table may be tilted a half degree to one side, another may have pockets that are tighter than others.

I also learned the importance of matchups and the ways of hustlers, including partners inclined to double-cross you and dump a game. I learned that certain players can shoot the hell out of a four-by-eight-foot table, but can’t play a lick on a larger tournament table.

I learned who craved competition and who crapped their pants in crunch time. How a pool cue slides easily for most players when there is nothing but pride on the line and how hands turn twitchy when there’s a week’s worth of grocery money at stake. How to assess what gamblers call the “choke point” and exploit it.

That knowledge made me dangerous from a young age.

So did the fact that I played without fear. Call it instinct. Call it a curse. Call it the Walters Way. I wasn’t happy until I was playing balls-out, with every last dollar I owned at risk.

At six years old, I was racking balls and hustling pool for a penny a game. By age ten, I was a star at the Q&R. Locals got to calling me “the Kid.”

My little legend only grew after I played a simple game of nine-ball for twenty bucks against a hotshot out-of-towner. The pool hall’s railbirds, who could smell a fish a mile away, had set the hook. They talked me up, knowing they were in for some solid side action.

Near the end of our game, all the hotshot had left was the nine—a little corner pocket shot any good player makes 95 percent of the time. As he eyed the angle, I reached into my pocket and grabbed a wad of bills from my paper route held together by a thick rubber band.

I sensed the guy’s choke point was a hundred bucks. I knew I had more than that in my hand. Just before he was ready to take his shot, I tossed the wad onto the center of the table. It hit with a thud that quieted the room.

“Bet you what’s there you don’t make it,” I said.

“You got to be joking,” the man said. “There’s nothin’ to that shot.”

Maybe there was. Maybe there wasn’t. Only one way to find out. One of the regulars counted the cash. It came to $223. All the money I had in the world.

“You’re on,” the man said.

He chalked his stick three times. When he finally took his shot, his smooth stroke had a hitch to it. The nine ball rattled the edges of the pocket and refused to drop. The room filled with four-letter words as I finished him off and the railbirds cheered me on.



Grandmother never let me leave the house without a clean shirt and pressed pants. New clothes in my neighborhood were as rare as hundred-dollar bills. On my first day of grade school, I walked in with patches on my coveralls and earned another nickname, one I despised.

“Hey, Patches, how you doing?”

“Hey, Patches, nice pants.”

“Patches, you know where I can get a set of those?”

Elementary school kids can be a special kind of cruel. In retrospect, the schoolyard and hallway taunts altered my DNA. From the moment I first heard their insults, a fire built and burned inside.

I had no battle plan, other than a determination to prove my worth to anyone who figured me a failure based on my clothes or country accent. My answer to the doubters and bullies was to get up every morning, throw the blinders on, and charge like Billy the bull. Head down, horns up, taking on the world, willing to go as hard and as far as needed to defend my dignity.

I’ve been a fighter my entire life. Barroom brawls, street fights, beer bottles to the face, pool cues cracked upside my head. I’ve racked up more stitches than I can count. I’ve fought bullies and lost, and I’ve fought would-be robbers and won. My overall brawling record is something like four wins and forty losses.

But I never backed down.

I went through first grade with at least one and, often, two eyes blackened. I did not know it then, but I was fighting for something far beyond the physical. I was fighting for recognition and respect.

My first real test in school came that same year courtesy of Paul “Jeep” Minton. Jeep was four years older, and every time I ran into him he’d bully me. I can’t explain my temperament, but the last thing I wanted was guff from a guy named after a four-wheel-drive vehicle.

I got my ass whipped every time we tangled, but he took his share of the beating. Finally, Jeep got tired of picking on me and left me alone. I learned that whatever I couldn’t outfight, I could outlast. I could wear down bullies like Jeep, and I could work hard to combat the worst deprivations of poverty. But there was one boyhood challenge that I struggled with even late into my adult years.

We didn’t have running water in Grandmother’s place. There was a cistern outside, and we drew from it. Grandmother boiled the murky brew before we drank it, cooked with it, or bathed in it. That’s because the water quality in parts of rural Kentucky was notoriously bad. Cities in the state may have had plants that cleaned and treated water with fluoride, but most rural areas did not.

Grandmother was a blessing to me in many ways, but she knew next to nothing about dental hygiene. That was one of the reasons she had false teeth. We did not brush our teeth before bedtime or anytime, really. It didn’t help that we were always sipping soda and eating sweets.

My teeth have given me problems my entire life. I was so self-conscious growing up that I’d cover my mouth when I talked or smiled. At the age of ten, I went to our dentist, Dr. David Belt, thinking, Hell can’t be any worse than this. He shot me full of Novocain and gave me fillings, but he was already fighting a losing battle.

A third of my teeth were gone by my early teens. The rest gave me so much trouble that I had them all yanked when I hit eighteen. My dentist put in upper and lower false teeth, but the bottom ones never fit right because the bones in my lower jaw were in such bad shape. I stopped wearing the lower dentures. For a while, I avoided eating anything that required much chewing. Eventually my gums toughened up so that I could eat whatever I wanted if I chewed long enough.

I had no bottom teeth until I was in my thirties, when an acquaintance told me about his dental implants. I had money then, so I flew to Chicago for an oral surgeon to slash open my gums, remove my bad bones, and rebuild them so I could have implants, too. Only one problem—they became infected, causing the worst pain imaginable.

Later on, I found two specialists in Las Vegas who put implants in my jawbone. At age forty I had my first good set of teeth and a full smile.



Tobacco was king in Kentucky when I was growing up. There were no child labor laws governing farmwork. By the second grade I was helping out in the fields of a farmer named Roscoe Lawler.

When tobacco plants get to a certain size, you have to pull ground leaves off the bottom of the stalk. My fellow field hands and I would gather the leaves together, wrap a rubber band around them, and leave them on the ground in the tobacco patch. Then we would pick them up so we could put them on sticks and hang them in the curing barn.

It was hard work even for a boy who stood close to the ground. My pay was five dollars a day plus “dinner”—that’s country for “lunch.” I remember thinking that if I could just make enough to have $10,000 one day, I would have it made.

Years later, my tobacco field memories came back to me when, oddly enough, I played a friendly golf match with one of my favorite athletes, Michael Jordan, at Rancho Santa Fe Golf Club in Southern California. I recalled that he grew up in tobacco country in North Carolina, so I told him about my first job in the fields of Kentucky.

“Did you ever work a tobacco crop, Michael?” I asked.

A strange look came over his face before he broke into a smile. Michael told me that the most scared he ever got as a kid was working on a tobacco farm. He was up on the fourth tier of a barn when a big black snake started crawling his way. Michael said he was so scared he fell all the way to the ground floor. Luckily, he wasn’t hurt, or that might have been the first and final flight of Air Jordan.

To supplement my tobacco wages, I created my own first “full-time” job, at the age of seven. I wanted to mow lawns, which, of course, required a lawn mower. Grandmother wasn’t one to simply hand me her hard-earned $40 to buy one. She had to teach me a lesson first.

“I’m going to take you down to the bank and we’ll see if I can get you a loan,” she said.

Grandmother marched me down to Hart County Deposit Bank, where I met Colonel Luther Caldwell. Little did I know that the “loan application” process was nothing more than a charade; Grandmother already had worked things out with the colonel. He played along and made me sign a note to finance the purchase of a Huffy lawn mower.

Once the papers were signed, I went to work cutting grass for two bucks a lawn. Half of everything I earned was mine; the other half was set aside to pay off the loan. This was Grandmother’s way of teaching me responsibility.

At age nine, I switched from lawn boy to paperboy. I took out another bank loan to cover the $90 deposit required to secure a paper route. Make that two routes. I delivered The Courier-Journal before school and The Louisville Times after school.

Two paper routes a day became quite a slog. This was country living, so the houses were not exactly next to each other. I had to load up my bike’s front basket with eighty papers at a time and somehow make my way all over town. I was on that bike four hours a day. On Saturday I did my collections from subscribers, who paid thirty-five cents for the week’s daily papers and twenty cents more if they wanted the bigger Sunday edition.

On Sundays, I rode to the town square around four in the morning to pick up the main news sections. Then Grandmother and I would sit on the floor of our home and insert the other sections. I had to pull my bicycle up to the porch when it was time to load all of the bulky Sunday papers. Grandmother would hand them to me, and I’d stuff fifty or so into the huge basket on the front of my heavy-duty bike, careful not to fill the basket too high and tip over. Then I was off and rolling, pumping the pedals and tossing papers onto porches and lawns all over town.

Keeping the routes going in the winter months was a test of my will. I remember one cold and rainy Sunday around the holidays when my mom surprised me by showing up unannounced, which she was inclined to do at times. She played the rescuer role, driving me from house to house in her ’51 Ford. It was a tender reunion, a memorable though fleeting moment when she came through for me.

Another memorable day from my paperboy career came when I was ten years old. Snow and ice covered the ground. I was wearing two or three layers of clothes to keep from freezing. Hart County was bone-dry as far as bars and liquor stores, which only created a ripe market for bootleggers and moonshiners.

On that subzero Sunday in January, the county court clerk named Mr. Stewart opened his front door just as I arrived.

“C’mon in, Billy Thurman,” he said. “You got to be real cold. I got something here to warm you up.”

Mr. Stewart, who had only a tuft or two of hair on each side of his head and nothing on top, escorted me to the back of his house, where he opened the refrigerator and pulled out a jar of clear liquid, along with a single egg.

As I was thawing out, he poured a bit of the liquid into one glass, then another. He took the egg and cracked it open against his ample forehead. Then he swallowed the egg and drank the liquid in one big gulp.

I took a big swig and felt a burn. I thought my innards were on fire. After a few seconds, my body began to glow from the inside out. The bottom of my feet felt snuggly and warm.

(Mr. Stewart, I would later learn, occasionally pilfered the courthouse evidence room where the ’shine was stored for criminal trials. I didn’t know enough to question what the clear liquid was or where it came from—nor did I care. I also would later learn that the egg was both a shot of protein and a potential hangover cure—a favored nutrition for people who liked their moonshine.)

Between the pool hall and pitching pennies, I displayed early signs of the Walters family gambling gene. My first sports bet came at the age of nine. The wager was $125, every last cent I’d saved from two years of cutting lawns and odd jobs. I bet on Mickey Mantle and my beloved New York Yankees to win the 1955 World Series. On the other side of the wager was George Gatewood “Woody” Branstetter, the town grocer, who was equally fond of Duke Snider and the Brooklyn Dodgers.

The Branstetter family lived about a block and a half from us. I was usually at their place, bouncing a ball off the roof or the back of the house with their son, Charles Elwood. I figured the Yankees were a sure thing since the Bronx Bombers had been world champions five of the previous six years. Three of those wins came at the expense of their archrival Dodgers.

I hadn’t counted on a crafty left-handed pitcher by the name of Johnny Podres winning two World Series games, including a 2–0 shutout in Game 7. My Yankees lost, and I lost along with them. Handing my hard-earned cash to Woody was the coldest feeling I’d known since that subzero day at Mr. Stewart’s house.

But that first betting loss on sports didn’t turn me off from gambling. Just the opposite. The thrill of having all my money on the line was nothing less than addictive.

About the time I’d grown accustomed to living with Grandmother and basking in her care, my mother moved back to the area with her second husband in tow. His name was Iman Doyle, a mild-mannered man, perhaps a bit too mild, given my mother’s domineering temperament.

Iman and my mom took up residence in a ramshackle rental across the river in an unincorporated community known as Woodsonville. Once they settled in, they notified me that I was expected to join them. This was not welcome news.

By then, my thirteen-year-old sister, Martha, was already married and had a child. Our sister, Barbara, was still under the care of my other grandmother. That left me as the sole focus of my mother’s unwanted attention. I didn’t like living with my mom and stepfather. Their relationship was tense and so was the household. Iman was targeted by some of my mother’s rage, but I bore the brunt. Her temper tantrums and verbal threats would be considered outright abuse by today’s standards, but not by the standards of that era.

I lived in fear of my mother’s screeching demands. Mow the grass. Clean your room. Churn the butter.

I didn’t mind the work; I was accustomed to hard work. It was her never-ending threats and the continuous mood swings that took their toll.

“My mom’s gonna kill me,” I told my best friend, Lester “Boo” Bradway, on more than one occasion, and I wasn’t kidding.

I fled the scene at every opportunity. Boo and I rode our bikes around town until the sun went down, picking up pop bottles on the side of U.S. Route 31W, which connects Louisville to Nashville. We exchanged them for cash to splurge on penny candy at the mom-and-pop store a mile down the road. Then we’d play baseball, basketball, and pinball—any activity to avoid returning to a house that was anything but a home.

I wasn’t surprised or the least bit upset when my mother’s marriage to Iman ended. I went back to live where I was loved, with Grandmother.

As I grew older, I came to realize that my mother’s early life was beyond difficult. We eventually reconciled, and I forgave her for everything she said or did. She led an independent life in Louisville before dying of emphysema in 1985 at the age of sixty-three.






3 On My Own


While other kids my age were reading about Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn, I was living a real-life version of their ragtag adventures. Like Mark Twain’s fictional characters, I was hustling and hunting for money because I thought it would solve my problems.

I mowed lawns. I delivered newspapers. And then I added a third enterprise—a shoeshine stand—on the Hart County courthouse square. My customers were mostly farmers who brought their families into town on Saturdays to shop. Their footwear was caked with cow shit, chicken shit, and shit I didn’t care to identify, so my services were in demand.

I charged ten cents a shine and put on quite a show, snapping rags until they popped and finishing in a flourish by buffing boots with a spit polish. Between shines, I’d join a group of courthouse regulars who shot craps in the public bathroom. I usually managed to lose all or most of my day’s earnings, which became a pattern for a good part of my life.

Many of my losses were at the hands of a huckster known as Jim Dandy. The nickname came from his gaudy appearance, which included flashy clothing, a billed hat, and gold-capped teeth. Jim Dandy always had a pair of dice in hand, and he would blow on them four or five times “for luck” before rolling.

His blow-and-throw method seemed to work quite well whenever we played. Craps. High Dice. Low Dice. It didn’t matter. I thought I was just unlucky until the day Dandy bounced a pair of dice off a wall, and they only showed fives, aces, and treys.

Even at a tender age, I knew that something was up. I eventually figured out that when Dandy blew on his dice, he switched out the legit set for a pair of smaller “loaded dice” known as “Pee Wees,” which he conveniently kept tucked in the corner of his mouth so he could consistently roll the same odd numbers.

I never shot craps with him again. But that didn’t stop me from pitching pennies with him in the men’s room for hours on end. He couldn’t cheat in that game.

Gambling was simply a way of life in Kentucky. My friends bet on a daily basis as naturally as they ate supper. We played cards, shot pool, pitched pennies, shot dice, and wagered on racehorses and sports. Basically, we’d bet on anything that moved. We never gave a thought to gambling being immoral or illegal.

Growing up around Munfordville Baptist Church, I learned that some folks considered gambling to be evil. During Sunday and Wednesday evening sermons, the preachers scolded the congregation for engaging in life’s pleasures, be it gambling, dancing, or premarital sex.

Frankly, I never bought a word of it.

When I turned thirteen, Grandmother became so ill that she couldn’t care for me any longer. I found refuge in the arms of my aunt Nell, who was slowly dying of emphysema. Aunt Nell did the best she could, but I was essentially on my own for a couple of years before she passed on. At fifteen, I had no choice but to leave a place where I knew everybody and everybody knew me, to live with my mother and her latest partner in Louisville.

For me, moving out of Munfordville to the largest city in the Commonwealth of Kentucky was like moving from Mayberry R.F.D. to New York City. And my mom didn’t exactly live in a Park Avenue co-op.

Husband No. 3 turned out to be a short, wiry ex-Marine named Van Taylor, who had courted my mother while she was working twelve-hour shifts as a waitress at his truck stop. Van lost the business, but kept my mom. He had twins of his own—a son, Jerry, and a daughter, Terry Fey.

Van managed to support his family with a job at the Brown & Williamson Tobacco factory. I moved into their shabby one-story rental on the backside of the Hazelwood projects, a thrumming cauldron of blue-collar misery on Beech Avenue on the south side of Louisville.

I spent as much time as I could in other places, including a dive pool hall in one of the worst parts of town. With fifteen tables, it was a step up from my uncle’s joint back in Munfordville. This new haunt was within walking distance of dilapidated homes and trash-filled yards that lined Bicknell Avenue, the kind of street, even today, where dreams go unfulfilled.

The poolroom regulars sized me up and quickly dubbed me “Country,” based on my farm-store fashion, greasy Elvis pompadour, missing teeth, and backwoods drawl. I’d been called “the Kid” at the Q&R and “Patches” in school. What was one more nickname? I brushed off their taunts, found a decent cue, and began picking their pockets. In no time at all, I was taking marks for five, ten, and twenty bucks a game.

My success did not win many friends. One night, a couple of older men took offense after I took a chunk of their wages.

“We want our money back,” said one.

“Right now,” demanded the other.

Relinquishing my winnings was not an option. I smashed the butt end of a pool stick against one guy’s forehead, opening a gash that spewed blood. Then I snatched a fresh cue off the rack and slammed it over the head of the other guy.

To my shock, they recovered and retaliated, which was not part of my plan. I took a beating that day, but hung on to my money and earned some measure of respect among the pool hall regulars. Word spread that I’d fight for every dollar. Of course, a tough-guy reputation only invites tougher guys to come knocking. After that dustup, I went country commando. My homemade weapon of choice was a sturdy, fourteen-inch log chain with one end wrapped in duct tape for a firmer grip. I kept it stashed in my back pocket and didn’t have to wait long to whip it out.

While walking home one night with $60 in fresh winnings, two young men jumped out of the shadows. One waved a knife.

“We want your money,” he said.

I hit him with my bravado first.

“You don’t want to mess with me.”

He wasn’t impressed.

“Fuck you.”

The kid with the knife took a swipe just as I pulled out my steel chain. I whipped it within inches of his head and kept moving closer, swinging and swinging until both would-be muggers disappeared into the darkness.

Score one for the Louisville slugger.

I’d been living with my mother and Van for a short time before they cobbled together a down payment on a two-story home on Rodman Avenue in a slightly better neighborhood a few blocks from Churchill Downs. They claimed the first floor while renting out the second floor to help pay the mortgage. I was banished to the basement and sharing space with another tenant, Barbara Yocum, who would become my sister-in-law.

My mom charged me ten bucks a week to sleep with roaches and bugs, who proved better company than my parental landlords. Both raging alcoholics by that time, they would hole up in their bedroom and go on benders for four, five, six days at a stretch.

As if that wasn’t harsh enough, I lost the seminal source of love and support in my life. Grandmother, a woman who loved me when no one else did, died on March 3, 1962, at the age of seventy, due to heart failure. At the time of her death, she had $220 in life savings.

When Aunt Nell delivered the news, I went half out of my mind. I did not eat or sleep for days. At Grandmother’s burial, I contemplated joining her in the open grave, inching closer and closer to the edge, until my mother grabbed my collar and yanked me back. The only thing worse than my grief was my guilt.

Grandmother had put me on the right path, but I had abandoned it for back alleys and smoke-filled rooms. I was hanging out with hustlers old enough to be my father, drinking and shooting pool until the lights went out. I only had to look at the sorry asses around me to see my future if I stayed on the same course.

Looking back, I wish I could return the love Grandmother gave to me, to let her know that one seed she planted took root. In the fall of my eighth-grade year, we were sitting together on her porch swing watching leaves tumble from the trees when she reflected on the hard life she’d led.

“The Quesenberrys and the Walters never had it easy,” she said. “My girl, Dale, got pregnant at fourteen and never got past sixth grade. Your uncles were all uneducated men who could barely read or write. I want more for you, Billy Thurman.

“Promise me…”

I knew what she was about to ask.

“Grandmother, I promise to get a high school education.”

There it was. I made a commitment. A promise to Lucy Quesenberry. I did not waver from it. That’s the way she led her life and that’s how she taught me to lead mine.

Thanks to Grandmother, I never considered quitting school. I’d like to say that after her passing, I resolved to turn my life around. I might have resolved to do that, but my follow-through fell through.

A wiser person might have buried himself in books and obtained an education to elevate his life. I was not that wiser person. DuPont Manual High School was located in the Old Louisville neighborhood with beautiful red-brick Victorian homes. But I hated Manual High. Hated the teachers, hated the students, hated the Striving for excellence vibe.

My worst instincts were my only instincts, and I paid the price.

One morning, I missed the school bus and had to hitchhike. The man who picked me up made his move in the front seat about three blocks from campus. He flashed a smile, reached over, and put his hand on the inside of my thigh.

I had never heard of pedophiles. Grandmother had not warned me. Neither had my mother nor any other adult in my life. Even so, I knew that a strange man grabbing for my crotch was not acceptable. I quickly moved out of his reach, leaned back, and punched the pervert in the face with all the fury and fear he’d churned up.

He was stunned by my swift shot, which gave me time to jump out of the car and race to school. I was a country hick living in the city, but I was beginning to learn about things I had not known before. One lesson: don’t hitchhike in Louisville. I stuck to public transportation, mastering bus routes and navigating my way to pool halls around town. A pool hustler can only hustle where he hasn’t hustled before, so I roamed the city in search of fresh prey.

My wanderings eventually led me to Churchill Downs, Louisville’s storied Thoroughbred horse racing track. Given my instincts, I wasn’t drawn to the majestic Twin Spires or the ornate floral gardens or even the grassy infield. I headed for the backside of the track, where there was work to be found mucking stalls, walking “hots” (cooling down horses after hard exercise), and soaping grimy saddles, halters, and bridles that oozed sweat and stench.

I was captivated by the exotic odors, the click and clatter of hooves, and the beguiling beauty and power of the sleek Thoroughbreds. And, oh yes, the sweet smell of money changing hands. I quickly found a job and won the approval of the mostly Black stable hands, who appreciated a kid with country manners, willing to wade into stalls ankle-deep in straw, hay, and horseshit.

Although I was making ends meet working at Churchill, I needed more money to bet. I quit my job at the track to work the early shift at Davis Donut Bakery, a block and a half from our house. On weekdays I worked from 4:30 a.m. to 7:30 a.m. Weekends from 4:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. I mopped floors and cleaned trays, in addition to rolling, cutting, frying, and glazing dozens of donuts per shift. Then I went to school.

Working those hours didn’t leave much energy for my studies. I didn’t do well in class, not because I was dumb, but because I was exhausted. The one subject that perked me up and came naturally to me was math—no doubt the result of all the numbers I crunched as a budding gambler and entrepreneur.

Most kids could focus on learning because their parents supported them. I didn’t have that luxury. My teenage years were marked by struggle, and things didn’t get any easier when I became a father as a junior in high school.

Now, the odds of a small-town boy with no bottom teeth finding a sweet-faced girlfriend in the big city must have been long, but I was adept at beating the odds. I was athletic and what might be considered “country handsome,” so long as I hid my bad teeth by keeping my lower lip sealed.

Sharon Yocum was the girl who caught my eye and didn’t look away, in part because we shared a backstory of poverty and neglect. After her parents split up, she lived with her grandmother in The Point, a decaying neighborhood near the Louisville salvage and stockyards. What we lacked in parental supervision, we made up for in raging hormones. First base led to second, and the next thing I knew a baby was in the making.

We had no socially acceptable option other than to get hitched. Besides, I loved Sharon as much as any clueless teenage boy could. She was sixteen—too young to get legally married, even in Kentucky, without parental consent (not an option). So on November 23, 1963, we climbed into my beat-up ’51 Chevy and drove 145 miles south to Celina, Tennessee. The sorry vehicle proved a fitting carriage for what would become our wreck of a marriage. The car had a plastic sheet covering the driver’s-side window that flapped in the wind. The right front fender was bashed and hung low.

Nobody at the courthouse in Celina, including the justice of the peace who married us, seemed interested enough to ask for proof of our age. (We told them we were eighteen and twenty.) We drove home the same day listening to the radio the entire trip as the nation mourned the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Another omen of the dark days ahead.

We hadn’t told a soul of our plans. We announced the news upon our return to Louisville. Our nuptials, which did not make the society pages, were met with widespread silence and indifference. My mother and Van were thrilled only because it meant that I’d be moving out of their basement and they could charge higher rent.

Sharon and I found a furnished apartment at Fourth and M Streets for $12.50 a week, silverware included. The University of Louisville campus was nearby, not that it mattered—I was still fighting just to stay in high school and keep my promise to Grandmother.

The principal, who knew a hard-luck kid when he saw one, gave me permission to skip study hall at the end of each school day so I could work a second job—the three-to-eleven shift at a Shell station on the corner of Taylor Boulevard and Queen Avenue. When a car rolled in, we were expected to run out, fill ’er up, clean the windows and headlights, and check the oil, wiper blades, and air filter. Every customer presented an opportunity to sell a quart of oil, blades, and filters. Hustling came naturally to me, and the Shell job marked my true beginning as a salesman.

We pushed accessories on our customers like Bible salesmen facing eternal damnation if we failed. The more wiper blades we sold, the bigger our commission. That was my kind of incentive. I also did some grease-monkey work by changing oil, spark plugs, and other engine parts for customers. At the end of every shift, we had to scrub two work bays with kerosene. By the time I stumbled home, I barely had enough energy to take a shower before collapsing into bed.

Manual High’s classes were demanding even for students who weren’t working two jobs to support a family. If they had given extra credit for sleeping in class, I might have stood a chance. While I had promised Grandmother that I would graduate, I didn’t specify the exact high school. In 1964, for my senior year, I transferred to Manual’s archrival, the aptly named Male High School. Its academic standards weren’t lax, but more practical for working-class kids.

I was the ultimate Male High male—married to a child bride, working two jobs, and the father of Tonia Faye, our newborn baby girl. For most fathers, the birth of a first child is a cherished, life-altering moment. To my shame, I can’t recall a minute of Tonia’s birth. I didn’t go to the hospital, let alone the delivery room. Maybe it was because I had no parental instincts, having never really had a father or a mother. Or maybe I was just too young and emotionally numb to understand the impact a child can have on your life.

Here’s what I did know: I would have to work harder to support a wife and child. After graduation—I did it, Grandmother!—I took on a series of low-paying blue-collar jobs, first as a custodian for Brown & Williamson Tobacco, then as a foundry worker for International Harvester. I punched the clock, put in my hours, punched out, and then went drinking and gambling. Sharon and Tonia were basically left on their own. I was far better at being a provider than a husband or father.

The International Harvester job was brutal. The summertime heat index inside the coal-fired plant soared to 120 degrees. As the new guy, I was sentenced to the assembly line. Heavy metal parts plunged down gigantic chutes from three different locations before arriving at my station. I felt like a hockey goalie without protective gear, frantically spinning, grabbing, and lifting fifty-pound chunks of steel before placing them on a conveyor belt for chiseling or grinding.

After my first day on that job, Sharon thought a coal miner covered in soot had entered the wrong house. When I went to sleep at night, my arms felt like lead. It took only two weeks for me to realize I had no future there. I quit and went to work at Jones-Dabney, an industrial varnish and paint company at Twelfth and Hill. I started out on the day shift as a janitor in the research and development department, but quickly slipped into a side hustle booking bets.

Most of my coworkers were Black, which was nothing new to a kid who’d grown up working in tobacco fields and the backside of a track. They were avid gamblers, which rekindled my entrepreneurial spirit. Before long, I became the factory bookie, taking $5 and $10 bets on the races at Churchill Downs and other tracks, along with football games.

As an added service, I offered small payday loans of twenty-five cents interest on the dollar. The terms: $10 to gamble now and pay me back $12.50 on payday. I expanded the operation to include raffles, offering $1 chances on watches I had purchased for $10 at Arlan’s department store. I’d sell twenty-five tickets before each drawing, then pocket the profit.

From day one, I joined my coworkers at their two favorite watering holes on West Hill Street. At Nevitt Liquors, a mix of hourly laborers and tobacco executives drank booze out of brown paper bags while playing pool and shooting craps in the back of the red-brick building.

Across the street at the Gremlin Grill, soul and Motown tunes blasted from the juke. The lights were low. Come Friday night and payday, the place shook until dawn. Many a night, I’d play Liar’s Poker until I passed out drunk, often with $5,000 in tens, twenties, and hundreds in my pocket.

Every last nickel would still be there when I woke up. My friends Big John and Lefty looked after me. That often meant throwing me over their shoulder, tossing me into the back of their beat-up cars, and depositing me in bed at home.

The routine did not sit well with my red-haired wife. Sharon’s sweet disposition sagged with my drunken ways. Not that I gave it much attention. I figured my job was to keep the lights on and the bills paid. The rest was up to her.

I devoted my energy to creating new revenue streams. I persuaded the managers of the Gremlin Grill to let me run Friday and Saturday night games of seven-card stud. It was a “two and four game” (meaning two-dollar and four-dollar limits). Every time the pot reached fifteen dollars, I’d take one dollar for the house. I’d take another buck when the pot reached thirty-five dollars.

The action added up. By closing time on Saturday night, I would have cut five or six hundred dollars out of the pot, with 25 percent going to the Gremlin. The rest was mine.

The lucrative gig didn’t last long. One night, a bunch of rednecks who worked at Brown & Williamson Tobacco Co. right down the street stumbled into the Gremlin. Nothing good will come of this, I thought. But it was an open game, so I couldn’t turn them away.

As the first hand unfolded, a regular player drew a winning card.

“Why, you dumb fucking n—r!” one of the rednecks yelled.

All hell broke loose. Guns came out. Shots were fired. The lights went dark. I crawled out the back door with my cigar box full of ones and fives. I bid farewell forever to the Gremlin, which barely had time to miss me. Two weeks later, a mysterious blast leveled the bar to its concrete base.

Just before the place blew up, I received a promotion to the shipping department at the paint factory, which included a raise and a transfer to the 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. shift. My job was to fill fifty-five-gallon drums with resin, then weigh and stamp them so they could be loaded and shipped to their destination. I dreaded the zombie shift, but it provided a regular paycheck that I desperately needed.

With the raise, Sharon and I purchased our first home, an FHA two-bedroom repo in working-class Highland Park, for $10,000. I barely earned enough to make payments on our mortgage, furniture, and car, let alone food and clothing.

I was nineteen years old and felt like I had already lived two lifetimes.

Little did I know I was about to begin a third.
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