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Dedication

[ dedicate this book to my father, Malcolm. He taught me long ago the value
of a dollar and how to be a smart gambler — lessons that have served me
well in life.

About the Author

Growing up in a conservative small town along the Maine coast, Kevin
Blackwood never anticipated visiting Sin City. With aspirations of becoming a
college professor, he traveled the usual roads of academia, earning bachelor’s
and master’s degrees in religious education and Biblical history.

His journey took a sudden detour in 1984. While working on his doctorate at
the University of Oregon, he learned how to count cards and started playing
blackjack on weekends. His studies began to pale in comparison to the excit-
ing world of gambling. And one day, after a futile effort to find a parking spot
on the crowded campus, he bagged his plans to teach church history, quit
school — and headed to Las Vegas.

Since then, Blackwood has lived what many would consider the American
dream, earning big bucks while working only part-time, winning consistently
at blackjack tables all over the world. More recently, he has jumped on the
Texas Hold’em bandwagon, with several poker tournament wins under his
belt.

His unusual life experiences inspired Blackwood to write a novel, The Counter
(Wooden Pagoda Press). In addition, he is the author of Play Blackjack Like
the Pros (HarperCollins), the most comprehensive guide to becoming a win-
ning blackjack player. He has also written for magazines, including Casino
Player, Midwest Gaming and Travel, Blackjack Insider, and Gambling.com. His
TV appearances include the World Series of Blackjack (semifinalist 2005) and
the Ultimate Blackjack Tour (finalist 2006).

Blackwood lives in Oregon with his wife of 25 years. They have two sons in
college and a 22-year-old feline that is the most worshipped cat since the
golden era of the pharaohs. You can reach Kevin by e-mail at Kevine
kevinblackwood. com.
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Foreword

Do you like to gamble? So do I. And so do the estimated 50 million people
who set foot in U.S. casinos each year. In fact, Americans spend more
money on gambling than on all sports, movies, music, and even gentleman’s
clubs combined. Why? Because gambling is fun/

Gambling can be even more fun when you know what you’re doing. But learn-
ing how to do the right thing in a casino normally requires enormous intellec-
tual and emotional investments that most people simply aren’t willing to make.

Here’s a great example of a play that a novice gambler would normally make:
You see a $100 minimum blackjack game at a casino on the Strip in Las Vegas,
but the casino across the street is advertising a $10 minimum game. Obviously
the $10 game is cheaper to play, right? Wrong. In fact, you'll lose less over time
by playing the $100 blackjack game if you know a basic strategy.

“How’s that?” you ask. The $10 game likely has terrible rules and terrible pay-
offs that cost the uninformed gambler about 25 cents a hand, while the high
roller’s game is set to make about 20 cents for every $100 you put in action.
And the bonus? When you play the high-dollar game, you also earn spectacu-
lar comps.

Which game should you play? That decision depends on your bankroll, your
stomach for action, and your availability to control passions on the game.
Understanding yourself and the house advantage on every game is the core
message in Casino Gambling For Dummies.

Kevin Blackwood is one of very few successful professional gamblers who
know how to write and teach recreational gamblers — in everyday, common
language. He shows how to evaluate the dizzying array of gambling games so
that you can lose less money and have more fun, all while you're pursuing
this great pastime.

Have fun!

Max Rubin

Author and Blackjack Hall of Famer
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Introduction

Fle ancient Chinese and Egyptians gambled. Greeks and Romans loved
games of chance. Julius Caesar sealed the deal for the biggest risk of his
life when he crossed the Rubicon and pronounced, “The die is cast.” Even on
this side of the pond, gambling has a long history. Native Americans have
passed down tribal traditions that sanction betting, and forefathers of the
United States funded the nation’s birth with lotteries. In fact, Thomas Jefferson
allegedly harbored a passion for betting that bordered on the compulsive.

Today’s culture accepts gambling, too. Whether in casino resort areas,
through state-sponsored lotteries, or in church bingo games, gambling has
become a legitimate form of entertainment. But, as popular as it is, gambling
has risks, particularly in casinos.

Here’s why: The folks who run the casinos are professionals who are astute

business people with a successful formula for profit. They have the technol-
ogy and resources to conduct research and development, to fine-tune their

operational strategy, and to grow their business.

The average casino patron, however, isn’t a professional. He’s the one who
thinks he can win his retirement in Atlantic City just because he takes his
brother-in-law for a few bucks on card night. Or she’s the one on the
Caribbean cruise who relies on intuition to pick the lucky slots. And that
couple who went to Vegas just for the entertainment? They're suddenly
seduced by the roulette wheel before they make it to the next show.

A poorly prepared player — someone who doesn’t understand the games or
the odds behind them — has virtually no chance to beat the house at its own
game. Remember this fact: The Las Vegas Strip is an impressive stretch of
elaborate resorts built one brick at a time from the losses of clueless sheep.
The same story holds true for the casinos in Atlantic City, Tahoe, and Reno,
cruise ships, Indian reservations, and riverboats. Inexperience, intuition, and
lucky guesses are poor guides in casino gambling.

But you don’t have to follow the flock to slaughter. This book arms you with the
knowledge to turn casino odds in your favor. 've won more than $1 million in
casinos worldwide, so | know it can be done. Follow my advice, educate your-
self, and get ready for a positive — even profitable — gambling experience.
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About This Book

If you're heading to Vegas, Atlantic City, your nearest riverboat gambling
haven, an ocean cruise, or anywhere casino bets are buzzing, then this is the
book for you. From blackjack to baccarat, from sports betting to slot strate-
gies, I give you the essential information to help you succeed on all games
and broaden your casino experience.

Casino games range in complexity and risk, so it’s critical that you under-
stand those games and then choose the best ones for your gambling dollars.
For example, you should know that blackjack and poker require skill, while
slots and keno typically remove brains from the equation. Feel free to gamble
your dollars any way you want inside the casino, but my mission is to steer
you toward the best games (and away from gimmicks and bad bets).

In addition to carefully explaining the nuts, bolts, and winning strategies of
each casino game, | offer overviews of important concepts, such as probability,
money management, and the role of luck in gambling. Too many people neglect
these dynamics; by mastering them, you improve your chances of winning.

[ don’t view casinos as evil empires and dens of sin. However, they have no
vested interest in showing you how to win or play smarter. Such information
runs contrary to the primary goal of their business: to part you from your
money. But in Casino Gambling For Dummies, | share the knowledge and tools
to increase your chances of coming home a winner.

Conventions Used in This Book

Each game of chance covered in this book comes with its own vocabulary —
gambling jargon — that helps you become a successful player. For example,
to play craps correctly, you must know what a field bet is and why you should
avoid it. To make money at blackjack, you want to understand the terms
double down and insurance.

Starting to sound like the first session of a foreign language course? Don’t
worry; it’s much easier than you think. I use the following conventions in this
book to help you:

v Each time I introduce a new word, I italicize it and then define it.

v | put all Web sites in monofont.

v [ use bold text to indicate keywords in bulleted lists or to highlight the
action parts of numbered lists.
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What You're Not to Read

If you only care about the games, you can skip the sidebars (framed in gray
boxes) throughout the book. They serve as asides, anecdotes, or examples,
but they aren’t critical to your understanding of the game. In many cases,
however, they clarify the principles and tactics in that chapter.

Foolish Assumptions

Call me psychic, but I'm assuming you picked up this book because you're
open to the sport of casino gambling. I make the following assumptions about
you, my dear reader:

v You're preparing for an upcoming visit to a casino and want to under-
stand the basics and correct protocol before entering that foreign world.

v You may be familiar with most games, but you simply want some tips to
improve your performance and skills.

» You want to win when you gamble in a casino.

v You also want to have fun. (Sure, casino gambling is entertainment, but
it’s a lot more fun when chips are flowing in your direction.)

Are you an expert who doesn’t really identify with these assumptions? Don’t
worry. [ provide a few advanced tidbits for the more experienced gambler as
well, so you don'’t feel left out.

How This Book Is Organized

Like other For Dummies books, each chapter is self-contained, so you can read
only the chapters that interest you most. This modular feature allows each
section to stand alone, without demanding that you read the rest of the book.
For example, if you're anxious to throw some dice, feel free to fast-forward to
the craps chapter.

That said, the book does have a logical sequence, and the following sections
give you a better idea of its five major parts. (You can also check out the
table of contents and index to see what interests you.)
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Part I: Casino Gambling Basics:
Everything You Need
to Know to Start

Part I is a quick overview of the fast-paced, adrenalin-pumped world of casino
gambling. The first chapter provides the big picture of casino gambling.
Chapter 3 looks more closely at odds, probability, luck, and house edge. In
Chapter 4, I give important money-management tips, including how to report
your winnings (and losses) to Uncle Sam. The last chapter covers gambling
etiquette and protocol.

Part II: Conquering the Table Games

This part examines the most popular table games, starting with poker. I explain
the rules of several different types of poker and provide some strategy tips
from well-known stars, such as Phil Hellmuth and Annie Duke. This part also
includes chapters on blackjack, craps, roulette, and other table games.

Part I11: Beyond the Tables: Slots, Video
Poker, Sports Betting, and More

In Part III, [ cover a wide variety of casino topics. First, because slots are the
biggest cash cow for casinos, I offer practical, no-nonsense advice on which
ones to play and, more importantly, which ones to avoid. [ also include a
chapter on video poker, where I analyze several games and offer optimal play-
ing strategies. Chapter 14 focuses on two popular games: keno and bingo.
Finally, I show first-timers how to navigate the complex, high-tech sports
books in order to place bets on your favorite sports team or horse.

Part IU: Taking Casino Gambling
to a Different Level

This part is short, but it has valuable information. Although most of the book
focuses on casino gambling, I offer a chapter in this part on online casino
gambling. The chapter includes guidelines for staying out of trouble in that
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murky yet potentially profitable arena. I also provide a chapter on the current
craze of tournaments, which comes from the explosion of TV poker matches.

Part U: The Part of Tens

Every For Dummies book ends with the famous Part of Tens. Mine includes —
drum roll, please — ten great places to gamble, ten mistakes to avoid when
gambling in a casino, and ten really cool ways to score comps.

Part Ul: Appendixes

This part includes two helpful appendixes. The first one is a handy glossary
to keep all these casino gambling terms straight (or is that flush?). The
second appendix provides additional resources for delving deeper into
casino gambling.

Icons Used in This Book
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Icons are a signature feature of For Dummies books. They help draw your eye
to specific types of information. And after you have read the book, the icons
provide a great guide for a final review before hitting the casino.

This bull’s-eye denotes a suggestion that can potentially save money, win
money, or help you play better. Mastering these tidbits can keep you on the
winning road.

Casinos have numerous pitfalls that trap novice gamblers. This icon acts as a
caution, a red light that guides you away from an action or aspect of gambling
that’s potentially harmful.

When you see this sign, look for critical information that you want to take away
with you — key concepts that come up repeatedly when you're gambling.
Remembering these pointers can help you stay on the road to success.

Information after this icon can help you understand the odds behind casino
bets. Educated gamblers choose the best games and bets, greatly increasing
their chances of coming home a winner.
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Where to Go from Here

The best place to begin is Part [ because it sets up the remaining chapters.
This section covers the gambling basics, orients you to casinos, and tells you
how formidable a foe you are up against.

From there, just pick the chapters that appeal to you. Scan the table of con-
tents or index and find the topics that interest you. Feel free to frolic — there
are no rigid road maps to follow in Casino Gambling For Dummies.

[ can’t guarantee you’ll hit a jackpot after studying this book. No one wins all
the time. But knowledge is power. And I'm guessing you want to find out
which games offer the best odds and the best bets. If so, you've come to the
right place. And odds are, even if you don’t come out a winner, this book can
guide you toward a great casino experience.
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In this part . . .

Fis overview introduces the fast-paced, adrenaline-
pumping world of casino gambling. The first chapter
offers a sneak preview of what to expect in Casino
Gambling For Dummies. Chapter 2 helps you find your way
around a casino and introduces you to the key players.
Chapter 3 provides a quick overview on probability, odds,
house edge, and luck so you have a strong foundation
before you start playing. Chapter 4 focuses on important
money-management issues, including essential tax-report-
ing info. Chapter 5 identifies casino gambling etiquette so
you don’t make a gambling faux pas.




Chapter 1

Casino Gambling 101:
The Inside Scoop

In This Chapter

Entering the world of casino gambling
Tallying up the casino’s many offerings
Pinpointing casinos on the gambling map

Testing your gambling aptitude

I was a big golf fan during the game’s golden age, when Jack Nicklaus and
Arnold Palmer ruled the links. Yet, despite the presence of those two
titans, I idolized Gary Player, a South African whose diminutive size made for
a less-than-intimidating physical presence in the tee box. But Player’s welter-
weight appearance belied a heavy-weight swing. [ was always amazed that
someone so small could hit the ball so far.

Believe it or not, casino gambling is a lot like golf. And, no, not because both
games are about going for the green. Golf is all about technique, skill, and
knowledge. And masters of the game are inspiring to watch. With swings as
graceful and elegant as a ballet dancer’s leap, they make each challenging
stroke look effortless. The pros seem to play as smoothly as those on the PGA
tour. But, as in golf, the successful player has gathered important knowledge
and studied effective strategies to finesse the outcome in his or her favor.

In other words, casino pros aren’t winners just because they’re lucky, any
more than Tiger Woods is a golf god because the angels of the green have
smiled upon him. Trust me, the greats of the poker tournament circuit may
look like they could take the table in their sleep — but they’re skilled, savvy,
and have studied the game diligently.

I'm guessing, though, that you’re not planning to become the Tiger Woods of
blackjack . .. or keno . . . or the slots. Your gambling aspirations are probably
similar to my golf ambitions: to play better, win more often, and increase
enjoyment of the experience. And you have every reason to believe that you
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can attain your goal. But success requires knowledge, strategy, and some
skill. You've come to the right place. This chapter (and book) can provide the
preparation you need to help you find your swing in the casino.

Entering the Casino: What You're
Up Against

The first secret to gambling success is to understand the inner workings of
the casino world before you're seduced by the flash and dazzle. Casinos are
sophisticated and highly successful enterprises — and they don’t get that
way by giving away money. Your best bet, then, is to be aware of basic casino
operations so you can manipulate the experience to your advantage.

Marketing their way to your wallet

They see you coming from miles away. They know exactly who you are, how
much money you make, what you like and dislike, and whether you’re mar-
ried, single, or divorced. Who are these omniscient watchers who track your
secrets? The IRS? CIA? Al-Qaeda?

None of the above. I'm talking about the marketing gurus at modern casinos.
They’re constantly studying reams of data on millions of gamblers to develop
profiles of guests who most willingly spend their discretionary income on a
couple hours of distraction.

Nothing is left to chance in a modern casino. Every possible element, from
the design of the wallpaper to the thickness of the carpet, is there to draw
you in and keep you gambling as long as possible. All the colors, sights,
sounds, and sensations serve one purpose: to make you happy — even when
you lose.

Accepting the odds: The house rules

The casino’s first commandment is “The house shall always win.” A couple of
games permit sharp players to break even or eke out a small edge occasion-
ally. But casinos are in business to make money, so for most players, winning
is a losing proposition.
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Why? Three good reasons:

v The house charges a vigorish (commission) in some games, such as
sports betting. (Check out Chapter 15.)

» In many games, the casino doesn’t pay out true odds.

In roulette, for example, there are 37-to-1 odds of guessing the right
number. But if you win, the payout is only 35 to 1. This difference may
seem small, but that discrepancy actually gives the house one of the
biggest edges in the casino. (Refer to Chapter 3 for an explanation of true
odds and Chapter 9 for more info on roulette.)

v The casino has a house edge — a mathematical advantage over the
player in any game. Throughout the casino, players must overcome
odds that aren’t favorable to winning. (Read more about the edge in
Chapter 3.)

Your goal is to find games where the casino has the lowest edge. Craps is
a great example. This fun, exciting game offers great odds — if you stay
away from the bad bets. [ explore craps in Chapter 8.

To get the lowdown on house edge in other games, check out the indi-
vidual chapters in Parts Il and III.

Protecting your money with a plan

For most people, developing a strategy for doling out their gambling bankroll
can keep them out of serious trouble. Set a budget and stick to it. Consider
contingencies (such as losing your bankroll in the first few minutes of your
visit) and know how to respond when your wallet gets whacked.

Your strategy, however, is only as good as your willpower. Nothing jacks up
casino profits faster than undisciplined gamblers. If you’re an impulsive type,
then gambling may leave your bank account looking like it just went 15
rounds with a heavyweight boxing champion. (Refer to Chapter 4, where I dis-
cuss important money-management issues.)

Now, it’s certainly true that most people can save their money by avoiding casi-
nos altogether. So, the best advice I can give to folks who don’t want to lose
money is simple: Don’t gamble! But the conservative and prudent path in life
isn’t the only choice (and that would make for a very short book). Gambling
can be a great way to spice up a vacation and break out of a boring routine.
Gambling is all about taking a risk — exposing yourself to a chance of loss.

11
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However, don’t overdo it. Government studies show that as many as 1 in
every 25 adults has a problem with compulsive gambling. Think about that
the next time you sit down at a blackjack table. Several people in the pit prob-
ably shouldn’t be there. Could you be one of them? Gambling addiction is a
serious matter (refer to Appendix B for some helpful info).

Identifying the colors of the rainbow

Knowledge is power and is your only ally against the formidable forces that
threaten to separate you from your hard-earned cash. One piece of knowl-
edge you definitely need, particularly if you're going to wade into the shark-
infested waters of table games, is the varying colors and matching
denominations of standard casino chips.

The casinos make this bit easy for you because the chips also have a denomi-
nation printed on them so that you know the red chip, for instance, is worth
$5 and the green chip is worth $25. The following is a comprehensive list of
common casino-chip colors, as well as their corresponding values:

» White: $1

+* Red: $5

v Green: $25

v Black: $100

v Purple: $500

+* Burgundy: $1,000

v Brown: $5,000

Playing the Games: What's Your Poison?
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Casino games are as diverse as the people who play them — and that’s part of
the fun. You may think of craps as a rough-and-tumble game, played by hus-
tlers and wiseguys, but step into a casino and you're just as likely to spot an
angelic-looking nurse rolling dice next to a cursing cowboy from Texas. And,
because no game has a precise player profile, don’t restrict yourself to the few
games that you think suit you. Give each one a try and see where it takes you.

Although the majority of casino visitors prefer slot machines, chances are, if
you’re reading this book, you're willing to try new ways to gamble. After you
read this book and know which games have the best odds, I suggest you take
a quick walk around the casino floor to see where you want to start and give
several of them a try.
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Touring the table games

In a casino, the tables come in all shapes and sizes, from the oval shape of
poker tables to the half-round crescent of blackjack to the long rectangle of
craps. And the table is just about all they have in common.

Unspoken rules seem to govern the table games. Most casino guests have
discovered from experience to avoid the taboos: holding your cards with two
hands, touching chips in the betting circle after the cards are dealt, and
throwing the dice so wildly that they fly over the rail and end up in some-
body’s drink. You can discover general casino etiquette in Chapter 5 and
more game-specific rules in most chapters. However, before you worry about
acting proper, this section includes a brief overview of the main table games
that you may encounter in a casino.

Poker: Boosted by Internet and TV tournaments

To say that poker is taking over the world may be only a slight exaggeration.
Considering its current popularity explosion, Texas Hold’em could replace
war as a way to settle regional conflicts. In truth, many factors have con-
tributed to the card game’s wide appeal, including the broad reaches of the
Internet and television poker tournaments.

But technology is only one factor. The big draw? Poker is one of the few
games where good players consistently win. In poker, you compete against
other players rather than the house. And with honed skills and intimate
knowledge of the game, you can have a significant edge over those other,
less-prepared gamblers.

Hiding your emotions is a requisite skill for successful poker. They don’t call it
poker face for nothin’! So, if you can’t control your nervous ticks when you bluff
or if your eyes get as big as saucers when you make a full house, either play
your poker online or put a bag over your head. (For other tips, read Chapter 6.)

Blackjack: The best odds

Blackjack (also called 27) has been the most popular table game in casinos
for more than 40 years. The card game always draws a loyal crowd because
it’s easy to understand, provides good camaraderie, and offers great odds. If
you memorize basic strategy (that is, the optimal way to play every hand),
your chances of winning at blackjack are better than at virtually any other
game in the casino.

Blackjack also is intriguing because each hand is like a movie clip — with
you as the star. Each game has an opening scene (the deal), the simmering
suspense (the dealer’s hidden card), the moment of truth when the hero (you!)
makes a dramatic choice, and finally the conclusion, where the hero wins or
loses. The trick, of course, is to have more happy endings than tragedies.
(Chapter 7 provides a thorough look at best blackjack strategies.)
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Craps: Backslaps, high-fives, and cheerleaders

This dice game draws a raucous crowd and has many of the best bets in the
casino. Some guests find the noise and the complex layout of craps to be a
little intimidating. But before you slink back to your comfort zone, consider
this fact: The house advantage is low in craps, making this game a great bet.
Just be sure you stick with the best craps bets.

Furthermore, craps is like a sporting event, with its dramatic swings of luck,
high-fives, backslaps, and noisy cheering section. Every roll has a home team
(players who bet with the dice) and an opposing team (wrong-way bettors)
that gets dirty looks and ridicules from the hometown fans. Now, if they just
had those big foam We’re No. I fingers, the experience would be complete
(but a little hard to roll the dice). For more on craps, check out Chapter 8.

Roulette: The place for eccentric hunches

The spinning wheel of roulette symbolizes the world of casino gambling. This
popular, entry-level game is ideal for novice gamblers because it requires
absolutely no skill, concentration, or complex strategies. You simply bet on
the number or possible numbers that the ball will land on. A table full of play-
ers can be quite sociable, although not as rowdy as a craps game. Roulette
gives you a chance to play your eccentric hunches on a single number, a
combination of numbers, or on an even-money wager that can just extend
your playing session. Refer to Chapter 9 for more on roulette.

Baccarat: More tuxedo than T-shirt

Although blackjack and poker appeal to the masses, baccarat is a card game
that draws a far more upscale and refined crowd. You’re more likely to see
tuxedos than T-shirts playing this game. But everyone is welcome, so even if
you don’t have a penguin costume in your closet, check out baccarat for a
game that’s simple to play (just bet on the bank) and has fair odds. For the
complete lowdown on baccarat, read Chapter 10.

Let It Ride, Pai Gow, and other table games

Beyond the traditional favorites, several other table games have developed a
strong following. Today, most casinos intersperse Caribbean Stud poker, Let
It Ride, Pai Gow, and Three Card poker tables throughout their pits.

@‘“\NG! These games are fun diversions when you need a change of pace, but a word
S of caution: Don’t play too long. These games have odds that may make you
wish you’d gotten mugged instead of gone gambling. Unless you have a pas-
sion for these games (along with a bottomless bank account), don’t make a
habit of playing them. I tell you why in Chapter 11.
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Turning to machine games

For some folks, the intimidation factor of table games is too much to bear.
Excuse me while I dab the tears from my eyes, but I'm touched when I realize
that nearly all casino operators — through the goodness of their hearts —
thoughtfully accommodate shy gamblers by supplying acres of go-solo
gaming machines.

Even the most timid gambler can enjoy a satisfying time at these machines —
no bluffing by other players, no angry gamblers if you hit or stand at the
wrong time, and no embarrassment about table rules. The lone gambler
squares off against a machine (or in the case of the loony gambler, against
several machines at once).

Just remember that the best and worst that the casino has to offer are often
sitting side by side. This section looks more closely at slot machines and
video poker, two entirely different beasts. They have very different rules and
very different odds. This section also briefly discusses keno and bingo.

Slot machines: From one-armed bandit to high-tech robotic

At one time, slot machines were simple devices. You put a coin in, you pulled a
lever, and the reels spun. When they stopped, you heard the soothing sounds of
clinking coins . . . or painful silence. Sure, you spent only a nickel or a quarter,
but that silence was so painful that you couldn’t help but put in another coin.

If you’'ve been in a casino recently, you know how everything about gaming
machines has changed. The humble one-armed bandit is now a sophisticated
robotic master thief, with enough computing power to fly the space shuttle.
This soulless adversary even plays you a little song while it gleefully sucks up
all your coins. Sure, the games still have some reminders from the past (like
fruit or bells on the paylines), but the level of sophistication grows every day.
And today’s slots are the most popular game in the casino, hands down —
despite the fact that they offer some of the worst odds in the house.

Slot machines occupy all that space on the casino floor for a good reason —
people love to pump money into them, and they’re available in practically
any denomination — from pennies to dollars. If you're a person who just
can’t say no to their alluring call, make sure you read Chapter 12, so you can
pick a worthy game with a better-than-average payout table.

Video poker: Not your Aunt Beatrice’s kitchen-table game

Like slots, video poker offers a solo gambling experience, yet the two games
are very different. Slots are primarily about luck, but video poker requires a

15
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certain amount of skill and technique. And just because you've played some
kitchen-table Five Card Draw with your Aunt Beatrice, don’t assume you can
break the bank at video poker. Several variations confront the casino guest,
and you want to master the strategies before you decide whether to hold ’em
or fold 'em.

The strategies for video poker can be a little complicated (see Chapter 13),
but the reward for that extra work is worth it. Video poker offers perhaps the
best odds of any game in the house — at least for those who play correctly.

Keno and bingo: Two old standards

Keno and bingo have many similarities, and both have a long history and a
loyal following. Keno is a casino staple and a great way to stay in action while
sipping on your soup in the coffee shop. Bingo is less common in casinos,
although some clubs still offer this venerable game.

There is not much strategy to playing either game other than hoping to get
lucky, but I do cover the basics in Chapter 14 and give a quick overview for
anyone unfamiliar with how to play either game.

Betting on ball games and fast horses

Some people travel across the country to a casino in order to do exactly what
they do at home: sit in an easy chair and watch sports on TV. The only differ-
ence? In a casino, they’'re viewing sporting events and horse races on the
massive projection screens in today’s best race and sports books. These
plush, high-tech rooms draw fans to cheer their favorite teams or horses. So
what’s the major difference between these rooms and your living room? The
casino is ready and willing to take your bet on just about any sporting event.

Sports betting: Thrill of victory, agony of defeat

Currently, only Nevada has casino sports betting. (You can make some sports
bets online as well. Read Chapter 17 for more info.) When you’re in a Nevada
casino, you may notice that the employees in the sports book are strangely
unemotional when the crowd cheers for one team or another. Why? Because
the house takes a vigorish (a small commission) from every wager, virtually
ensuring a profit on every bet.

Casino guests can find all kinds of betting opportunities in the wide world of
sports, including football, basketball, baseball, hockey, tennis, boxing, golf,
and special events. But being a great sports fan doesn’t make you a natural
winner at the sports book. Why? Point spreads and money lines add complex
challenges to the process. But understanding how to handicap and analyze
sports statistics can simplify that process — and help you improve the odds
of winning. (See Chapter 15 for more on sports betting in a casino.)
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Horse racing: A run for your money

If you love a day at the track, the race book is going to feel like home sweet
home. After all, through the modern miracle of simulcasting, you can enjoy a
day at several tracks at once, without leaving your cozy chair. Casinos dedi-
cate luxurious space and resources to keep fans happy: leather seats, private
work desks, and stacks of publications full of data on the ponies. And just
when you think the experience can’t get any better, the cocktail server hands
you a double espresso to get your brain into high gear before the race day
starts. Comfortable? Good, now you just need to pick some winners.

In both horse racing and sports betting, your understanding of handicapping
and external factors can improve your chances of winning. And both kinds of
betting favor gamblers who take a contrarian view. When you go against the
grain — and you’re right — you win bigger than when you bet with the
crowd. (Read Chapter 16 for more about horse racing.)

Gambling Near and Far:
Where to Find Casinos

Formerly quarantined to select areas, today’s casinos are nearly everywhere,
making gambling possible in almost every state. Only two states (Hawaii and
Utah) have no legalized gambling. The main reason for this explosion is that
the stigma of gambling has mostly been removed from our society. Although
the previous generation generally viewed gambling with moral indignation,
today’s attitudes are more relaxed, and many people consider casinos fun
entertainment rather than one of the seven deadly sins.

This section looks more closely at the different types of gambling locations.
Although Las Vegas and Atlantic City are still popular destinations for casino
gambling, hundreds of other options are also waiting for you. (Flip to Chapter
19 for ten cool places to gamble.)

Nevada: Viva the gambling state!

For decades, Nevada was famous for being the only U.S. state where casino
gambling was legal. That limitation changed when the state of New Jersey
legalized gambling in the late 1970s (although only in one town, Atlantic City).
And, despite the growth of on-the-water and Indian casinos throughout the
United States (primarily in the 1990s), the Silver State remains the king of
casino gambling.
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Las Vegas reigns supreme

Las Vegas is the jewel in the crown and far and away the biggest gambling
destination in the world. Also known as Sin City or Lost Wages, Vegas is a
unique agglomeration of palm trees, fountains, neon lights, and 100,000-plus
hotel rooms among a wild mishmash of must-see architecture.

From its forbidden-fruit beginnings to its mobster adolescence, to its starring
role in a few hit TV shows, Vegas exudes a frenetic energy that makes the city
a unique place in American pop culture. And Vegas takes full advantage of its
iconic position. New hotel/casino complexes continue to rise from the desert
floor at an astounding pace. As of 2006, nine of the ten biggest hotels in the
world were located within a few miles of each other on the Las Vegas Strip.

The city is still primarily known for its gambling — after all, where else can
you expect to find slots in grocery stores and in airports? But that image is
changing. At some point in the late 1990s — for the first time in its history —
gambling money amounted to less than half of the total revenue brought in
by the Vegas casino industry. And that change means people from around the
world are seeing the city as a resort (or convention) destination first and a
place to gamble second.

If you're eager to find out more about Las Vegas, check out Las Vegas For
Dummies by Mary Herczog (Wiley).

Tahoe and Reno: Quieter cousins

Before Las Vegas rose to prominence, Reno was the epicenter of gambling in the
United States, and casinos around Lake Tahoe frequently hosted celebrities,
such as Frank Sinatra and his buddies. Now, their southern Nevada competitor
easily eclipses both Tahoe and Reno, but these two intriguing cities remain
good alternatives for visitors that don’t care for the Vegas speed-of-light pace.

As “the biggest little city in the world,” Reno’s Wild West frontier spirit and
gambling accessibility appeal to many travelers. Tahoe also boasts gambling
opportunities on the Nevada side of the border while promising superb skiing
in winter, a wealth of lake activities in summer, and spectacular mountain
scenery year-round.

Atlantic City: Uegas of the east

In the late 1970s, New Jersey took the bold step of legalizing gambling as a way
to revitalize Atlantic City. The transformation hasn’t always gone smoothly, but
today Atlantic City’s casino industry is healthy. As one of the biggest gambling

spots in the United States, it sees billions of dollars in wagers every year.

Although the Atlantic City Boardwalk can’t rival the Vegas Strip, it does offer
a unique blend of glitz and glamour in a carnival atmosphere and a seaside



Chapter 1: Casino Gambling 101: The Inside Scoop

setting. More importantly, the location means convenience for people on the
East Coast — they no longer have to fly cross-country just to play blackjack.

Diving into on-the-water gambling

Some people may not understand why gambling can be legal on the water
but illegal on land. Nevertheless, if your state has a river running through it
or you live on the coast, you're likely to find a casino within driving distance.
(Of course, take your motion-sickness pills and be prepared to walk the plank.)

Riverboat casinos: A piece of the past

New laws and regulations have revived an icon from America’s colorful past —
riverboat casinos. Although these contemporary vessels bear little resem-
blance to the fabled paddleboats that plied the Mississippi, gambling fun is
still rollin’ on the river.

Most casino voyages are “cruises to nowhere” that last one to three hours.
Some floating casinos don’t even leave the dock, but they're in compliance
with state gambling laws because they’re on water. These casinos are typi-
cally smaller than the big boys in Vegas and aren’t always open 24 hours, but
they usually offer most of the same games.

Cruise ships: Sailing for international waters

What could be finer than cruising off the coast of Carolina? Okay, maybe
cruise ships don’t hit those waters often, but they do sail nearly everywhere
in the world, including hot spots (like the Caribbean and the Panama Canal)
and scenic destinations (like Alaska and Mexico).

Nearly every cruise line takes advantage of international waters (where gam-
bling is legal) by offering casinos on board their ships (open only certain hours
and only when the ship is in international waters). These casinos have most
of the same games and similar odds as regular land-based casinos (with a few
differences), so if you don’t mind your dice rolling funny when a big wave
hits, cruising may be just the ticket for you.

Indian gaming: Cashing in on less glitz

Although reservation gaming came on the scene late, it has dramatically
changed the landscape of casino gambling across the country over the last
two decades. The biggest and best-known Indian gaming area is in Connecticut
(outside Hartford), providing an appealing alternative to Atlantic City for New
York gamblers.

19



20 Part I: Casino Gambling Basics: Everything You Need to Know to Start

¢MBER
é@

Today Indian gaming generates billions of dollars in revenues every year and
provides significant competition for more traditional gambling destinations.
In fact, the combined gaming revenue of all tribal casinos is greater than all
the revenue of Atlantic City, Las Vegas, and Reno together.

Native American casinos typically offer the same machines and table games
that other gambling capitals have. However, many Indian casinos don’t allow
alcohol consumption, and few of them can compete with the glitz of Vegas.
Nevertheless, the success of tribal gaming speaks volumes about the quality
of the casinos. So if you can live without exploding volcanoes or fancy foun-
tains, you're bound to enjoy the friendly, less spectacular tribal casinos (see
Chapter 19).

Beyond the borders: Gambling abroad

If you feel stuck in a gambling rut, traveling abroad for gaming may just be
the adrenalin shot you need. Most foreign casinos offer the same or similar
games as casinos in the United States, but the experience is often more refined
and memorable, especially in high-class locations such as Monte Carlo.

But customs differ around the world, so you may be surprised at the rules
across the pond. Many European casinos charge an entry fee, and many of
them require more-formal attire. (Pack a coat and tie or evening dress if you
plan on playing on the Continent.) Travelers should also be aware that the
American traditions of megacasinos and multithousand room resorts are rare
overseas.

The Caribbean is also a popular getaway for gamblers, and several islands
offer casinos to complement their sun and sand attractions. The biggest
casino in the tropical region is the Atlantis Casino in the Bahamas, which is
truly a world-class resort.

Betting on the Internet

Gambling and cyberspace seem to be made for each other. Through the con-
duit of the Internet, casinos and gaming companies can invite themselves
directly into the homes of gamblers. Now people can play anonymously and
comfortably, without ever leaving the house.

Considered the last frontier for gaming, cyberspace has now been settled —
if not fully tamed. Online gaming (check out Chapter 17) represents a
multibillion-dollar industry worldwide that continues to grow exponentially
every year. In spite of its convenience and fun, however, online gambling has
some serious drawbacks.
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v The whole casino experience is missing. You don’t have any table
camaraderie, shows, restaurants, or cocktail servers for variety and
entertainment. The purists may not care, but many people gamble for
the experience as much as for the game itself.

1 Internet gambling has serious temptations for the undisciplined
player. You can wager and play — and lose — at a breakneck pace when
gambling online. And you don’t have the typical safety checks, like a
companion who urges you to stop throwing good money after bad.

v If you lose your bankroll in cyberspace, no one can hear you scream.
That is, except for your unsuspecting (and innocent) significant other
who’s watching television in the next room.

Measuring Your Gambling 10

As I stress throughout the book, individuals who find the greatest pleasure in
gambling do so with

v Realistic intentions

v An understanding of the odds

v An informed strategy

v Some skill, depending on the game
To paraphrase the character Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof, it’s no great shame
to lose at gambling — but it’s no great honor, either. I emphasize that gam-

bling can be a fun experience whether you win or lose . . . but it’s a lot more
fun when you win.

In that spirit, I hope to arm you with the understanding and knowledge you
need to maximize your enjoyment and success at casino gambling. Before
you take a step into a casino, [ suggest you answer the following ten ques-
tions to measure your grasp of gambling and the world of casinos. If you
answer them all correctly, congratulations! And if not? Not to worry; after you
read Casino Gambling For Dummies, you'll ace this test — and the many gam-
bling experiences you encounter in the future.

The questions

1. To come out ahead overall at sports betting, you need to win
approximately

A. 50 percent of the time.
B. 53 percent of the time.
C. 20 percent of the time.
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2. You're playing Annie Duke at the final table of the World Series of
Poker. She makes a big bet and then starts blinking her eyes rapidly.
Is she

A. Flirting with you?
B. Having contact problems?
C. Bluffing?

3. At which game would you lose more per hour (on average)?
A. Playing a 25¢ Double Diamond slot machine
B. Playing $1 video poker
C. Playing single-deck blackjack for $100 a hand
4. You're at the roulette table and a black number has come up five
times in a row. What are the odds that the next number will be red?
A. 47.3 percent
B. 75 percent
C. 50 percent

5. How many states have legalized gambling?
A. 48
B. 52
C.2

6. Players who bet on the pass line in craps are hoping the first roll is a
A 12
B. Yahtzee
C.7
7. What is the minimum number of innings required for an over/under
baseball bet to be official?
A2
B. 8%
C. 4%
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10.

. Video poker is adapted from what poker game?

A. Texas Hold’em
B. Strip poker
C. Five-Card Draw

. Which of these games can you play while in the bathroom?

A. Keno
B. Bingo
C. Slots

Where is the biggest casino in the world currently located?
A. Monte Carlo
B. Connecticut

C. Las Vegas

The answers

1.

B. In sports betting, a gambler needs to win approximately 52.4 percent
of his bets to break even because the house charges a commission (or
vigorish) on every bet.

. C. This could be a trick question because Annie Duke has bluffed and

flirted on the same hand. However, rapid eye blinking is often an indica-
tor of bluffing.

. C. Surprisingly, playing high-stakes blackjack can be easier on your

wallet than low-limit slot machines. Assuming you know basic strategy
(see Chapter 6), your loss in a good single-deck game should be less
than $14 an hour. Likewise, video poker (Jacks or Better 9/6) is a good
bet and also will only set you back about $14 an hour. Neither one of
those is very bad, considering that three quarters going into the slot
machine every spin adds up to over $15 an hour.

. A. No matter how many times one color or number comes up, the odds

for the next spin aren’t related to past spins. And the answer isn’t 50 per-
cent because there are also two green numbers (0 and 00) on the
roulette wheel (in addition to the 18 red and 18 black numbers).

. A. Currently 48 states offer some form of legal gambling, but just 20

years ago, there were casinos in only two states, so C was a reasonable
answer. However, if you picked B, you may want to retake that high
school geography class.
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6.

10.

C. Seven is an automatic winner for pass line bettors on the come-out
roll (first roll). B is incorrect because prowess at Yahtzee rarely trans-
lates into winning at the craps table — the pit boss is never happy when
you try to throw all five dice.

. B. Even though a major league baseball game is sometimes an official

result after 4% innings, an over/under bet is invalid unless the game goes
at least 8% innings.

. C. Video poker has many versions, but all are based on Five-Card Draw.

So you never need to worry about losing your shirt (or your socks) at
this game.

. A. Keno is one of the few games in which you don’t have to be present to

win. It’s even possible to play from your room or the buffet line.

B. The Foxwoods Casino just outside Hartford, Connecticut, is the
biggest casino on the planet.



Chapter 2

Taking a Quick Stroll
Through the Casino

In This Chapter

Educating yourself about the casino environment
Finding your way around a casino

Identifying the characters whom you meet at the casino
Avoiding trouble through security

Wlen you step into a modern megacasino, prepare to be dazzled.
Blinking lights and ringing bells signal jackpots. Glittering chandeliers

and rich furnishings and fabrics often mimic the sequined gowns and dapper
dress of the folks at the high-roller tables. Clinking ice chills your drinks, and
courteous staff appear to serve your every whim. When you see and hear
these characteristics, you know you’ve walked into a fantasy world where
every hand you play can be a winner, and every pull on the slot machine may
make all your dreams come true.

Lucky gamblers make fortunes every day, but the reality is that most money
ends up on the other side of the table. And the casino, or the house, is willing
to pour millions of its profits into making sure you walk inside, stay inside,
and — most importantly — gamble inside.

Always remember that, in addition to wanting your business, casinos provide
a service to you, so you have every right to shop around for the establishment
that best serves your needs. To assist you in your shopping, some casinos
have Web sites where you can take a 360-degree virtual tour without ever leav-
ing your house. I hope this chapter accomplishes a similar goal.

In this chapter I explain and prepare you for what to expect when you step foot
into a casino and give you not only a glimpse of the razzle-dazzle designed to
distract you but also the blueprint of the typical casino. I explain why this goes
here, that goes there, and with whom you interact. Finally, I introduce you to
who’s watching you while you wander onward with your hand on your wallet
and mind in the painted clouds on the starlit ceiling.
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(Casino) Knowledge Is Power
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The shrewdly packaged allure of the casino starts the minute you pull up to the
glittering facade. From neon signs to valets to the smooth hum of the sliding-
glass doors, the modern casino entrance is designed to attract you. Every
possible consideration is given to design, color, and lighting.

The scheme doesn’t end at the front steps, however. As you proceed through
the casino’s front door, every square inch of floor space entices you into
moving forward. Like a siren call, the sounds of winning jackpots beckon you
onward, as do the color schemes, floral arrangements, glittering lights, slot
machines, and table games. If you aren’t prepared, you may become disori-
ented inside a casino. The master plan behind the traffic flow is to bring you
(and your wallet) into close proximity with the slot machines or table games
at every opportunity. The pulsating pace of the gambling world is seductive
and makes it hard for you to leave a winner.

Feeling overwhelmed — and not a little manipulated? It can be deflating to
discover that the sounds, sights, and even smells are devised to lull you into
a mesmerized state where you continue emptying your wallet into the casino
coffers. But a casino visit doesn’t have to be a Svengali-like experience.

Don’t let the harsh realities of the casino world turn you off. Embrace them,
because knowledge is power. And by understanding the psychology of casino
design and getting to know the employees who perform their duties within
the casino, you put yourself in a better position not only to enjoy the casino
as an entertaining leisure activity but also to maintain the level-headedness
and critical thinking required to succeed at your gambling ventures.

Your mission — if you choose to accept it — is to educate yourself before you
enter these temples of chance. If you build your understanding of the compo-
nents of a casino and the people who make it run, you're more likely to

make rational decisions when it comes to the games you choose to play —
and less likely to part with the contents of your pocketbook because of some
subliminal pull.

Navigating the Casino Maze

From Monaco, the Las Vegas of Europe, to the Queen Mary II, the largest cruise
ship ever to sail, most casinos of the world are laid out in a similar floor plan.
Even at the smaller clubs, you recognize many of the same aesthetic and func-
tional characteristics found at the megaresorts. This common design is no
accident — casino owners have an intimate knowledge of the gambler’s mind,
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and they design the interiors to make their guests comfortable with parting
with their cash.

This section takes a stroll through a typical casino to prepare you for the
sights and sounds you encounter when you walk through those neon-bathed
doorways. Preparation is the key for maintaining control. You’ll understand
what I'm saying when you find yourself subconsciously reaching for your
wallet before you finish the chapter.

Remember that gambling is the ultimate impulse buy. The casino’s layout
encourages this impulse. Taking away the mystique is your first step toward
improving your odds and coming out a winner. I suggest that, in addition to
the virtual walk-through you get by reading this chapter, you do the same in
every brick-and-mortar establishment you visit before you drop your first
dollar on the table or pump a coin in a slot. Prepare yourself: Stand still, take
a deep breath, and look around.

Getting in is the easy part

It may surprise you how fast you can find yourself in the middle of the sen-
sory hurricane on the casino floor. In less restrictive states, such as Nevada
and New Jersey, you can walk in off the street or get dropped off by a taxi and
find yourself a few feet away from the gaming areas. You're practically hold-
ing the door for your significant other with one hand and rolling the dice with
the other. After all, casinos want as little as possible to stand between you
and your favorite game.

But most casinos give you a chance to catch your breath and do some mental
stretching prior to plunging into the action. When you walk in, you often find
yourself in a lobby or foyer. Remember that most casinos are also hotels, so
you may see familiar sights, such as the concierge, bell desk, and check-in
counter. People bustle about and crowd together before they find the destina-
tions suited for them. While some gamblers are anticipating the excitement
just steps away, others are exiting with delirious grins on their faces — or
expressions of shock and awe.

This bottleneck is no accident; it’s part of the calculated marketing strategy
to lure you ever closer to the games. At the threshold of the gaming floor, the
sounds, colorful lights, and crowd energy all go to work on your senses, even
from a distance. Just like an infant reaching for bright colorful objects, casino
visitors gravitate to the sights and sounds of the casino floor.

Interior design is to a casino floor plan what aerodynamics is to automobile
manufacturers; forward movement is a result of an ever-expanding array of
enticements including colors that dazzle, lights that entice, and a temperature
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scientifically controlled for maximum comfort. You quickly find that every des-
tination in a casino — the guest elevators, the bathrooms, or the buffet —
requires that you walk through (or dangerously near) the gaming areas.

Slot machines and video poker stations are positioned just inside the casino
entrance. The boys in marketing put them here so you can test the waters
and feel the rush a quarter at a time — getting your feet wet right at the
casino entrance. Up ahead you see the casino proper, a virtual indoor carni-
val buzzing with excitement. You can almost feel the energy pulsing.

Slot machines: Place them
and they will come

As you enter the casino proper, you see hopeful gamblers, often two-deep,
standing in line, patiently waiting their turn to reap the spitting, buzzing pay-
offs from the slot machines. You operate the slot machines by pushing the
buttons or yanking down on the lever to the side. Larger casinos hold aisle
after aisle of slots, like rows of corn.

Casinos typically place the most profitable slot machines within easy access
to the main traffic aisles, such as the foyer, restaurants, and bars, and are
extremely careful to place high-hit frequency slots within earshot of the
thronging masses.

If you venture farther onto the casino floor, you can see this philosophy in
action. Clusters of people sit at the corner slots, sometimes two-deep as the
individuals standing in line patiently await their turn to enjoy the spitting,
buzzing payoffs. As you venture down the aisles of slots, you may find a few
open machines, but not many. As one row ends, another aisle begins. Some of
the most popular machines are Double Diamond and Wheel of Fortune. (See
Chapter 12 for more slot info.)

Table games: Penetrating the inner circle

Just as the sun is the center of the solar system, the table games rest in the
middle of the casino system, attracting visitors ever inward and at the same
time providing the main source of energy and vitality to the floor. Table games
are grouped together into areas known in casino lingo as pits. The pits are sepa-
rated from slot machines, restaurants, and other casino functions by a wide
aisle, allowing nonplayers to watch the action and vicariously enjoy the thrill of
turning over the winning card or nailing the winning roll.
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Table games you can play include

v Baccarat: The classic card game is often played in a separate room to
create a more civilized and secluded atmosphere; see Chapter 10.

+» Blackjack: Determine your own fate with smart decisions and timely
double downs; see Chapter 7.

1 Craps: Roll the dice and hear the crowd roar in the most boisterous
game on the floor; see Chapter 8.

v Poker: It’s just like your neighborhood game, except you never have to
shuffle; see Chapter 6.

v Roulette: Pick a number, place your bet, and then watch the spinning
wheel go round and round; see Chapter 9.

If you're a high roller, the most exclusive gaming tables with the highest betting
limits are often in adjoining rooms, separated by glass from the other tables.
They feature fancy amenities, such as private cocktail servers or a bar.

But most table games are designed for moderate bettors. The loud, boister-
ous call of a lively crowd gathered around the craps table can seem like a
siren song to players tempted to leave the boredom and repetition of the
slots, and that’s no accident. The intimate nature of the poker table beckons
would-be strategists, while the smoky haze surrounding a blackjack game
cries out to the novice with its lack of intimidation.

The bar: Quiet escape — or not?

Most casinos have a bar that’s central to the main action. A large casino may
offer numerous bars interspersed throughout the floor, each with a unique
theme. Some feature live music, and some are simply service bars where you
can take a quick pit stop away from the flow of traffic. But if you're picturing
a quiet setting of soft music, hushed whispers, and clinking glasses, you're
going to be disappointed. There’s no escaping the games: Casino bars are in
the midst of the lively pits.

Casinos profit from the fact that alcohol lubricates the ATM card. But no casino
wants drunk patrons, so the line they walk is a delicate one, and the policy on
pushing alcohol consumption may vary from place to place. In addition, every
state has different laws governing alcohol consumption inside its casinos, so
there is no single unifying rule about how alcohol is handled inside betting
areas. Some tribal casinos don’t serve it at all, so if sipping on a stiff one as you
play is important, make sure you do you homework before you leave home. The
bottom line: The drinking environment varies widely, so the smartest play is to
find a scene that suits your tastes, and always strive to stay in complete control.
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Sports books: Where you can cheer
for a horse or a home run

In Nevada, most casinos have a sports book, an
area devoted to betting on sporting events such
as horse races or ball games. In smaller casi-
nos, the sports book may be nothing more than
a counter with a tote board hung behind it. But
the larger casinos have super-sized rooms full
of amenities designed for anyone willing to put
his money where his mouth is. Every inch of wall
space is used inside a sports book; dozens of
megasized, high-definition monitors show
games as they're played, and digital displays
listing the current odds, scores, and available
bets for the day cover the walls.

The newer places, such as the Wynn in Las
Vegas, really roll out the red carpet for bettors.

Their sports book features leather sofas,
couches, and chairs that are so comfortable,
you could fall asleep there. Before you doze off,
read Chapter 15, which tells you everything you
need to know about sports betting, from deci-
phering the odds, to placing a bet, to (hopefully!)
cashing in.

Not ready to place a bet just yet? No problem.
The sports books are open to everyone. And if
big ball games don’t excite you, there's always
horse (and dog) racing because most places
simulcast horse (and sometimes dog) racing
from tracks all around the country. If you don't
know an exacta from a trifecta, read Chapter 16
for more about betting on horses.
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If you don’t feel like leaving your table to head to the bar, most casinos have
servers who take drink orders. You can pay and tip them with chips from the
casino or cash. However, if you want to eat, most casinos don’t allow eating
at the table. You need to visit one of the many restaurants to chow down.

Cashing out: Heading to the cashier’s cage

The cashier’s cage is where you redeem your markers — the chips the casino
uses to represent cash — for hard cash and where you buy and redeem your

slot tokens. (You must buy your chips at the tables, and you must cash out at
the cashier’s cage.)

Every casino has cashier’s cages — the larger the casino, the more cages you
find. If the slot machines and gaming tables are the arteries that circulate a
casino’s input and output, the cashier’s cage is the heart that pumps the
casino’s lifeblood: money. Highly trained and supremely trusted casino
employees handle more cash each shift than most people see in a lifetime.
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Casino cashiers: Behind bars no more

In the old days, the cashier’s cage earned its
moniker because it was, as the name implies,
behind bars. Today's technology and construc-
tion make the modern cashier’s cage much
more inviting, providing maximum security with-
out looking like Fort Knox. You can usually find
casino cashiers in the core of the casino layout,
as far from any exit as possible, which means

the casino’s money is more secure. This loca-
tion also offers a beneficial side effect that
casinos are happy to take advantage of. Their
centrality means the cashier’s cage is often in
the lion’s den of the most enticing betting areas,
tempting many recent winners to recycle their
bills by turning them right back into chips at a
nearby table.

Cashier’s cages are easy to find. Casinos typically locate them along the sides

of the rooms to allow the more valuable floor space for games. Here, much

like at a bank, one or more tellers deal with the public through a window.

@"N\BER
If you're worried about leaving with your big winnings, you can request a
check or get a safety deposit box in most casinos.
P In addition to the cashier’s cage, casinos usually offer a credit office.

Depending on how big a player you are and the type of games you want to
attack, you may want to ask for a line of credit. You can also cash traveler’s
checks, get change, receive incoming money via a wire service, and even

receive bank wire transfers (with proper ID, of course!). If you're interested in

a line of credit, check out Chapter 4, where I provide all the pros and cons.

Meeting the Casino’s Cast of Characters

A vast and sometimes complicated hierarchy of employees with a variety of
titles, responsibilities, and even different styles of dress populates a casino.

These workers simultaneously cater to the needs of the guests and the
casino owners. No matter who they are, the casino employees all have one
goal in common: to provide you with ample opportunities to try your luck
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against the unevenly-stacked house odds.

Casino employees are usually pleasant, professional, and well-trained individ-
uals (after all, if you're treated with courtesy and respect, you're more likely to
stay — and spend — longer). In this section, I introduce you to the pleasant
cast of characters you may encounter, and I explain their unique roles. With
this knowledge, you're better equipped to take advantage of their services —
to your advantage.
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In the pits: Serving the table players

As you explore the responsibilities of the various casino personnel, it helps
to split the casino into two parts:

v The area where slot machines appear in endless rows (see the section
“Slot employees: The reel dealers”).

v The area where you play table games, such as blackjack, craps, or
roulette.

The casino arranges the tables in clusters, similar to wagon trains encircled
to protect against an attack. These groups of tables are known as pits. Each
pit is designed to be an autonomous, fully functioning business, equipped
with a variety of table games and a small community of casino personnel that
is always willing to usher your dollar bills into the casino coffers.

Pit bosses

Pit bosses are smartly attired, experienced professionals who are responsible
for all the gaming operations in their assigned pits. As the name implies, pit
bosses are just that: bosses. They supervise floorpersons (see the next sec-
tion), dealers (see the section “Dealers™), and the gamers within their pit.
Theirs is a very detail-oriented job, requiring not only intimate knowledge of
all aspects of the games but also the ability to keep track of thousands of dol-
lars flowing through their spheres of influence. Even though the average gam-
bler probably doesn’t have much contact with a pit boss, in the event of a
serious dispute, the pit boss is the one who steps in to settle matters.

Among other tasks, pit bosses monitor credit markers, or the amount of credit
extended to you (I explore credit markers in greater detail in Chapter 4), and
they dispense comps, such as free meals or shows (see Chapter 21 as well as
“Casino hosts” later in this chapter for the lowdown on comps), doled out
according to an elaborate formula based on the number of hours you play
and the amount of money you wager.

Winning or losing vast sums of money often ignites supercharged emotions.
Another responsibility of the pit boss is to make sure those emotions don’t
explode into conflict. The pit boss is there to congratulate as well as to calm,
to soothe as well as to strong-arm. The pit boss’s job is part security staff,
part supervisor, part gambling expert, and part public relations manager.

Floorpersons

Reporting to each pit boss (see the previous section) are several other suits
known as floorpersons. The main difference from pit bosses is that floorpersons
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are in charge of only a couple of tables in the pit and report directly to the pit
boss. They dress and act like the pit boss, and you typically can’t distinguish
between the two without asking. Both of them make sure that proper casino
procedure is followed. These procedures include refilling dealer chip racks,
monitoring markers, and handing out comps, all while remaining cool and
calm.

Dealers

For most people, gambling is a social sport. Because the machine games are a
more solitary venture, many players prefer the camaraderie of table gaming.
Dealers are at the center of this emotional wheel of fun. Excellent customer-
service skills are a requirement; after all, dealers stand on the front line when
it comes to irate, belligerent, or inebriated gamblers. Even during high-pressure
situations, dealers must promote a relaxed and pleasant atmosphere.

Dealers have their fingers on the pulse of the casino — figuratively and liter-
ally. Their hands, after all, deal the blackjacks and the full houses and take
the money you lose or pay off your winners. Theirs is a high-pressure job
with a demanding audience. Overseeing several players at a table, dealers
must be confident in their gambling knowledge. They must know who wins,
who loses, and how much to pay out on each hand. Many gamers mistakenly
believe that dealers simply shuffle and deal cards, but dealers must also
handle dice, chips, and money — accurately and quickly.

Dealers have a wide range of personalities. Some are polite and ebullient,
others efficient and brusque. Although finding a compatible dealer doesn’t
change the cards or the size of your winnings, it can make your gaming expe-
rience more enjoyable and, sometimes, that’s as much as you can ask for. You
can spot a good dealer by his or her smile, humor, demeanor, and often the
size of the crowd at the table. When you find one you like, sit down, but
remember the dealer has no control over the outcome. Most dealers prefer
that you win because they make their money primarily from tips.

Slot employees: The reel dealers

The average American casino makes nearly two-thirds of its profits from its
various slot machines. Much is at stake along the rows and rows of cling-
clanging slot machines and electronic games. Therefore, casinos are diligent
when it comes to maintaining and stocking them for long-term play. Just like
the pit bosses and dealers who watch over the table games (see the previous
section), the staff members assigned to the slot machines — the slot atten-
dants and the slot supervisors — keep a careful eye on their vast realm.

33
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Slot attendants

The person you're most likely to deal with if you have a problem or question
about your machine is a slot attendant. Slot machine attendants are on constant
vigil, ever watchful for the next jackpot or flashing light requesting service.
They're usually wearing a uniform and sometimes push carts with oodles of
money so they can give change to bettors in need. The attendants are the per-
fect people to ask if you're not sure how to play a particular machine; they
know every bell, cherry, and bar like the back of their hand.
GWBER If you need change, assistance with a game, or simply a bill that’s just a tad
crisper than the one you have, summon a slot attendant, who’s usually at
your beck and call. However, if a machine needs repair, the slot attendant
calls a slot technician.

Slot supervisors

The slot supervisor rules the realm of the slot machines, managing employ-
ees and overseeing the maintenance and upkeep of the machines. The slot
supervisor generally has several slot attendants as direct reports. For casual
gamblers, slot supervisors normally play a part in your life only if you hit a
jackpot that can’t be paid out in coins.

Management: Running the tables

In addition to the employees who ensure the smooth-running operations on
the floor, a host of other casino personnel contribute to the success of the
house. As a beginning casino player, you may not come into contact with any
of these people. However, if you do, management employees, such as the
casino host, may become familiar (and friendly) faces.

Casino hosts

Modern casino hosts best resemble a successful hotel concierge: They're
both at your service. Whether dealing with new guests, loyal customers, or
high rollers, the casino host focuses on service, service, and more service.

Hitting the jackpot, baby!

For those rare but exciting payoffs when you
defy the gods of gambling and win more than
the machine can pay out, a slot attendant —
and, in some cases, the supervisor —responds
to your flashing machine. The slot attendant
arrives with a big wad of cash to ceremoniously

peel off the hills, one Franklin at a time, to you,
the happy winner. And if the payout is $1,200 or
more, you also receive an IRS form (called
a W2-G) reporting your win to your favorite
uncle — Uncle Sam (check out Chapter 4 for
more tax-reporting issues).
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A typical casino host is an affable and professional employee whose mission is
to serve your every need. Hosts are hands-on people who greet VIP guests at
the door and pamper them throughout their stay. Depending on the size and
popularity of the casino and the thickness of your wallet, a casino host may

v Comp your rooms
v Arrange for greens fees at the golf course
v Get tickets to sold-out shows

v Give away free meals
“@N\BEH
& If it’s your first time in a casino, don’t expect to have the keys to the Rain
Man suite at Caesar’s Palace handed to you. But even low rollers can make a
relationship with the casino host profitable. Keep the following in mind:

v+~ Join the club: The casino host expects you to be a casino loyalty club
member before you're offered many comps. And don’t forget to use your
club card whenever you play (See Chapter 21 for more on club cards.)

v Express yourself: Don’t wait for the host to find you in the penny slots
area; go introduce yourself to the host.

v Be loyal: Find your favorite gambling locale and stick to it. Even small-scale
visits can make you a valuable customer if they’re repeated regularly.

v Just ask: The players who get comps are the ones who ask the casino
host. Don’t be rude or demanding, just ask politely and see what bene-
fits you qualify for.

“‘Q,N\BEI? Player development is all about forming relationships. Casino hosts are eager to
S wine and dine you if they believe they can create player loyalty through these
lavish perks. Although player-development departments often employ telemar-
keters or other representatives to reach out to gamers through databases,
casino hosts achieve their goals on a one-on-one basis by working their cell-
phones and roaming the casino floors, seeking ways to make their clients’
gaming experiences more enjoyable.

Other managers

As in other walks of life, every casino employee has to report to somebody,
and those somebodies are the shift managers. The shift managers then report
to the casino manager. As the name implies, shift managers are responsible
for their areas of casino expertise (such as slots or table games) during a par-
ticular shift (day, swing, and graveyard). Most land-based casinos are 24/7
operations, so shift managers must be prepared to work weekends, holidays,
and late-night shifts.

When player disputes arise, money needs to be accounted for or items need
to be authorized; the shift manager takes on these duties as well. Shift man-
agers are responsible for employee schedules, customer service, comps,
credit, and a host of other duties that make for a mind-boggling job.
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The only position above the shift manager is the casino manager. You rarely
see this head honcho on the floor, but he’s the ultimate decision-maker for
most gaming operations. As a beginning casino player, you aren’t too con-
cerned about who the casino manager is. The only time you may ever inter-
act with the manager is if you win enough money to buy the casino.

Maintaining a Safe and
Secure Environment
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In today’s massive casinos, five-star hotels merge with gargantuan, themed
buildings, encompassing entire city blocks and housing restaurants, bars,
theaters, nightclubs, gaming tables, slot machines, ATMs, snack bars, gift
shops, and even the occasional theme park. A casino’s security division,
therefore, must function much like the police department of an entire town.

This section explains who the security personnel are, lets you in on who'’s
watching you, and details how you can be proactive to protect yourself when
betting your hard-earned money.

Security personnel: The human touch

In the old days, casinos simply had hired muscle watch after the owners’ mil-

lions. These days, casino security folks are considered important members of
a casino’s floor team. Because it’s a dynamic and demanding job, casino secu-
rity has become a true career; casinos offer competitive salaries and benefits

so they can hire people who are mentally and physically fit.

Security staffs have a two-pronged task:

v Protect the casino’s property

v Safeguard the casino’s guests

Unfortunately, a security employee’s job is made less agreeable by the fact
that one task doesn’t always go hand in hand with the other. For instance,
some guests are also out to separate a casino from its money, either through
cheating or through faking an injury in crowded conditions.

The responsibilities of security employees range from viewing the rows of
surveillance cameras in high-tech rooms to patrolling the casino floors,
constantly on vigil for fights, thieves, drunks, and other disturbances.
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Surprisingly, security also keeps a close eye on the help — casino employees
have initiated many cheating scams over the years.

You can easily spot the security staff; they’re always available to help you
resolve a conflict or point you in the right direction. Even though every casino
is different, security staff typically wear a uniform that is quasi-military, with a
shirt that says SECURITY or at least a nametag or badge that identifies them as
such. Other identifying features include a walkie-talkie, a badge, and possibly
a gun. Keep the gun in mind the next time you feel the urge to help yourself to
the dealer’s chips.

Bigger hotels can have several dozen security officers working at the busiest
times of day and a supervisor in each major area of the casino who manages
the team. Security supervisors must wear many hats, including the hat of a
diplomat. Their staff is on the front lines, both protecting and ejecting guests,
and when the occasional temper flares or a misunderstanding arises, the
security supervisor must wade in to render an on-the-spot verdict.

Surveillance: The eye in the sky

On-site security personnel at a casino can only see so much when trying to
protect the casino and its guests. To assist them in their daily rounds, secu-
rity personnel rely on electronic surveillance — the eye in the sky.

One-way glass conceals thousands of digital cameras in any casino. Some are
hidden where you least expect them. Others are prominent, large, and notice-
able so that they serve as warnings. Technology is such today that sophisti-
cated cameras can see not only a player’s face but also the cards in his or her
hands and even the serial numbers on dollar bills. On-site security personnel
can view banks of television screens to identify cheats and save casinos mil-
lions of dollars each year.

In the most brazen scenarios, a nickel-and-dime thief reaches over from his
machine to grab grandma’s slot tokens. The cameras capture his attempt,
and the thief is quickly arrested. In less obvious but equally common situa-
tions, security personnel carefully observe, identify, and apprehend cheats
and cons.

Although most surveillance is for the detection and prevention of cheating
and swindling, the eye in the sky also protects honest gamblers from slick
crooks prowling the casino for easy prey. The newer casinos have cameras
outside the building, such as in the parking garages, to cast the safety net far-
ther for you.
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Taking safety into your own hands

The modern casino should be a carefree environment where you forget your
troubles, spend money, and — with hope — win some money back. Although
winning isn’t always possible, at the very least you expect a safe environment
in which to gamble. Unfortunately, where innocent, naive, and trusting people
congregate in great numbers — surrounded by huge amounts of disposable
income — the predators of society gather as well. Thieves are on the prowl
for ways to separate you or even the casinos from hard-earned cash.

Although casinos implement the most stringent security measures and the
latest in state-of-the-art surveillance technology, you, as a prudent casino
guest, should assume responsibility for your own safety. The following tips
can help you avoid becoming a victim of a casino predator:

v Tuck your wallet in a safe, hard-to-access spot, such as your front pocket.

v If you carry a purse, take a small one that you can wear close to your
body, preferably under a jacket or wrap.

v Guard your chips or slot tokens; these work the same as money, so treat
them accordingly.

v If you go to the casino solo, be cautious about the overly friendly people
you meet. Maintain tight control of your personal information, get your
drinks straight from the cocktail servers, and keep your big wins to
yourself so you don’t become a target.



Chapter 3

Probability, Odds, and a
Bit of Luck: What You
Need to Succeed

In This Chapter
Coming to terms with the concept of luck
Figuring out probability and odds
Understanding how casinos make money
Hedging your bets
Steering clear of common gambling mistakes

Wlen I told a friend [ was writing this book, he laughed and said the title
was appropriate because “only dummies would ever gamble.” [ smiled
to myself. Although it’s true that most people who gamble do lose, the real dum-
mies are the ones who take on the casinos without first educating themselves —
especially on concepts about probability and odds, understanding the house
edge, and identifying which games offer the best chance for success.

Sounds like the intro to a lecture in higher mathematics? Don’t worry, this
chapter is brief — just enough to prepare you to walk through those casino
doors, make sound gambling choices, and get wise to certain myths and
superstitions.

Defining Luck: A Temporary Fluctuation

Unfortunately, too many newbie gamblers rely on luck to guide their experi-
ences. Casinos can be an easy place to burn through money, so your best
chance for hanging on to that hard-earned cash is through a little dose of
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knowledge. But, you wonder, when it comes to striking it rich in the casino,
isn’t there such a thing as luck? Technically, the answer is yes — but don’t
count on your rabbit’s foot to keep you on the path to riches over the long
haul. The term luck can describe many situations, especially in gambling.
Someone may have a lucky run at the baccarat table, or maybe your Aunt
Rosemary plays a lucky slot machine that never loses.

But in order to have a realistic perspective of your chances in the casino, you
need to view luck in rational and mathematical terms: Luck is a temporary
fluctuation or deviation from the norm. In the short run, you may perceive
that you got real lucky when the dealer busted eight hands in a row at black-
jack. But in reality, such an event is just normal fluctuation — also known as a
random walk — such as when the stock market drifts one direction or another.

For example, in Caribbean Stud poker, for every $100 you wager, you can
expect to lose about five bucks. Yet over the short run, anything can happen.
You may get lucky and finish the day ahead — or you may get unlucky and
lose far more than $5.

In a purely mathematical sense, neither of these results has anything to do
with luck. They are simply the normal consequences of fluctuation. For exam-
ple, try flipping a coin. Half the time it should be tails and half heads. But
over a short-term sampling, it can veer far away from 50 percent.

Understanding the Role of Probability
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Millions of merry gamblers frequent casinos all over the world every day
without a clear understanding of one important concept — probability.
Mastering one of the more complex branches of mathematics isn’t necessary
for successful gambling. But an elementary understanding of probability is
certainly helpful in making sound gambling choices.

Probability is the study of the laws of chance, the identification of how often
certain events can be expected to occur. For example, to express the proba-
bility that a coin will turn up heads, you can give the result in numerous
ways, such as a

v Ratio — 1 in 2 times

v Fraction — / or half the time

v Percentage — 50 percent

v Decimal — .50, which is the same as 50 percent

»»Odds —1tol
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Odds expresses the number of times something won’t happen next to the
number of times it will happen. So, 1-to-1 odds means the event is an
even money event; it has an equal chance of occurring or not occurring.

(If you're biting at the bit to find out more in-depth info about probability,
check out Probability For Dummies by Deborah Rumsey, PhD, [Wiley].) This
section looks a bit closer at probability’s role in casino gambling.

Identifying independent events

Another important term to understand here is independent outcomes. Being
independent has nothing to do with successfully ditching your loser boyfriend
in the keno lounge. In gambling, independent refers to events (such as roulette
spins or dice throws) that aren’t affected by any previous results. Craps and
roulette are great examples. The dice and roulette table ball don’t have a tiny
brain inside, so each new throw or spin is independent of all previous turns. In
other words, the dice or ball doesn’t know what numbers are running hot or
cold, so the probability of outcome for each and every spin is exactly the same.

Slot machines are also independent. Recent jackpots do not change the likeli-
hood of the same combination coming up again. If your chances of lining up
three cherries are 5,000 to 1 and you just hit the jackpot, the three cherries
have exactly the same chances of appearing on the very next spin.

Recognizing dependent events

So you may be asking yourself, what constitutes a nonindependent or depen-
dent event? Dependent events are occurrences that are more or less likely
based on the previous occurrences. Imagine a bag of five black balls and five
red balls. Before you pull a ball out, you know you have a 50 percent chance
of pulling out a black ball and the same odds of pulling out a red ball. Then
you reach in and pull out one red ball and toss it aside. Now the odds have
changed — you no longer have a 50 percent chance of pulling either ball. Your
chances of pulling out a black ball are now greater (56 percent).

So in some situations, the past does affect the future. Another classic exam-
ple is the game of blackjack. Because cards are removed after they’re played,
the remaining composition of the deck changes. For example, your chances
for getting a blackjack drop dramatically when a disproportionate number of
aces are used up.

Almost all casino games consist of cards, dice, spinning wheels, or reels.
These games almost always yield independent events. Blackjack is the rare
exception, which is the main reason for its popularity.
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Factoring in the odds

To be a successful gambler, you must understand the intersection of statis-
tics, probability, and the odds. In simple terms, that means you need to
understand how likely something is to happen (statistics), how likely that it
can happen to you (probability), and what you're going to get out of it, if it
does happen (odds). With a grasp of these concepts, you're ready to tackle
the casino with realistic expectations, and you can understand why some
games should be avoided.

The best example to start with is the coin flip. You probably know that heads
and tails each have a 50-50 shot at turning up. As I say in the previous section,
you can communicate the probability of the flip in terms of odds. In the case
of a two-sided coin, your odds of flipping heads are 1 to 1. In other words, with
two possible events (outcomes), you have one chance to fail and one chance
to succeed. Clear as mud? Here’s another example. Consider the roll of a six-
sided die. What are the odds that you'll roll a 3? The ratio is 1 in 6, so the odds
are5to 1.

Odds are, you’ll hear the word odds used in other contexts. For example, the
amount of money a bet pays compared to the initial bet are sometimes called
odds too. But don’t confuse payout odds with true odds. True odds refer to the
actual chance that a specific occurrence will happen, which is usually differ-
ent from the casino payout odds.

Examining How Casinos Operate
and Make Money: House Edge
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The seasoned gambler can count on true odds to dictate the chances of
winning a particular game, right? Not exactly. Casinos aren’t in the charity
business — they exist to make money. And like all successful enterprises, they
follow reliable business models. With their intimate understanding of proba-
bility and odds, casino owners guarantee themselves a healthy bottom line.

So you can’t beat the odds when the house arranges them in its favor, but
you can understand the odds of winning inside a casino by arming yourself
with information about the house edge. The house edge (sometimes known as
the casino advantage or house advantage) by definition is the small percent-
age of all wagers that the casino expects to win. Every game has a different
house edge, and even certain bets within a single game have a better house
edge than other bets.

To put it a different way, casinos expect to pay out slightly less money to win-
ning bettors than they take in from losing bettors. The laws of probability tell
casinos how often certain bets win relative to how often they lose. Casinos
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then calculate the payout odds based on the winning probabilities, or true
odds. The payouts are typically smaller than the true odds, ensuring that,
with enough betting action, the casino will take in a certain amount with
every dollar wagered.

Table 3-1 shows the house edge for popular casino games and how much you
can expect to lose for an average three-day weekend of betting for gamblers
playing $10 a hand at table games. As you can see, the higher the house edge,
the more you can expect to lose. For example, you cut your losses by 80 per-
cent if you switch from roulette to baccarat!

Table 3-1 The House Edge for Popular Casino Games
Game House Edge Loss per $8,000 in Total Bets
Baccarat 1.06 percent $85
Blackjack 0.50 percent $40

Craps 1.36 percent $109
Caribbean Stud Poker 5.22 percent $418

Let It Ride 3.51 percent $281

Pai Gow Poker 2.54 percent $203
Roulette 5.26 percent $421
Three-Card Poker 3.37 percent $270

Video Poker 0.46 percent $37

This table assumes you only make the most optimal bets at games such as
baccarat and craps. Also, the edge for many games, such as video poker or
blackjack, varies depending on the particular type and version you find and
on how skillfully you play. (Check out the specific chapters later in this book
for detailed strategies.) This next section looks at the three methods that
casinos utilize to assist themselves in performing profitably.

Charging a fee

With some games, casinos charge a fee, or commission. Baccarat is a perfect
example. If you bet on the banker’s hand and win, a 5 percent commission is
deducted from your winning bet. This fee tilts the odds slightly in favor of the
house and ensures that the casino makes a profit at this popular table game.
Another example of fees is in sports betting. The house adds what is called
vigorish or vig (a commission) to every wager (check out Chapter 15 for more
on the vig).
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Paying less than the true odds

Another way the casino makes money is to pay out less than the true odds
(see the earlier section “Factoring in the odds™). Take roulette: With 38 num-
bers on the wheel, your odds of guessing the winning number are 37 to 1. So
you bravely place a $100 bet on a single number and hit it. Congratulations!
After you quit jumping up and down and kissing the cocktail server, dealer,
and anyone else who couldn’t quickly escape, you collect $3,500.

But, wait a minute. $3,500 means a payoff of 35 to 1. What happened to the
true odds of 37 to 1? The fact is, even though you win, your payoff is less
than the true odds. The bottom line? Casinos take $200 out of every $3,800
wagered, which leaves the house with a hefty edge of 5.26 percent.

Muddying the odds

Casinos offer three types of games — games with fixed odds, games with vari-
able odds, and games where skill can affect the odds. They all have different
styles of play and appeal to different kinds of gamblers. Although you should
naturally gravitate toward the games that are the most fun for you, you need
to be clear on the three classes of games. This section looks at the three
types more closely

Games with fived odds

When the odds are fixed (not subject to change), the bean counters in the
back room can calculate exactly how much each of these games wins for
every $100 gambled. That’s because, no matter how much gamblers vary
their play, the casino has the same edge. The house seldom has a losing day
on games with fixed odds, such as

v Slots
v Craps
1 Keno
v Roulette
Even though the profits fluctuate each day (due to short-term luck), casinos

can easily forecast for the long run because they have hundreds of machines
and tables all operating at once.

Games with variable odds

In this classification, the odds change, depending on how well gamblers play
their cards or place their bets. Several of these games may yield better odds



Chapter 3: Probability, Odds, and a Bit of Luck: What You Need to Succeed

for smarter players. But the gain in these games can only go so far because over
the long run, the odds still strongly favor the house. In other words, even if you
play better than anyone else at the table, these games can’t be beaten.

Some examples of these games include

v Pai Gow poker
v Three Card poker
v Let It Ride

Games where skills affect the odds
A few games reward skillful play and allow a tiny minority of gamblers to get
an edge over the house. These games are variable-odds games, but they offer
an advantage that the others don’t: Gamblers actually have a chance to win
money in the long run. But don’t think you can walk in off the street and start
pocketing Ben Franklins. Winning requires study, discipline, patience, and
practice. Here are the games where skill can get you over the hump:

v Blackjack

v Video poker

v Regular poker

v Sports betting

v Horse racing

Calculating the Odds in Casino Games
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If you're good at math, you often can detect when the casino payout odds are
lower than true odds (see the section “Factoring in the odds” earlier in this
chapter). With dice, for example, you have 36 different combinations, and the
odds are 35-to-1 for each combination. But with other games, the odds can be
impossible to calculate. Take slots, for example: The thousands of possible
reel combinations and ever-changing progressive jackpots make it difficult
for anyone to calculate the odds of winning.

One of the most confusing aspects of odds is the difference between for and
to. For example, in video poker a flush pays 6 for 1, which means your win of
six coins includes your original wager. So your actual profit is only five coins.
However, if the bet pays 6 to 1, your odds are better. Your profit is six and
your total return is seven (your win plus your original wager). This small
detail may seem like a silly case of semantics, but it can make a big difference
in your payout.

b5
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This section ties together the joint concepts of payout odds and true odds
that will get you on the road to understanding the house edge (or advantage).
Armed with a full understanding of that key statistic, you’ll be able to dis-
criminate between good and bad bets in a casino.

Identifying payoff odds

In almost all cases, the payoffs favor the house, and you lose in the long run.
However, some unusual situations arise that give astute gamblers an edge.

Zero expectation

A zero expectation bet has no edge — for the house or the player. This bal-
ance means that both sides can break even in the long run. For example, if
you remove the two extra green numbers (0 and 00) from the roulette wheel,
the game now becomes a zero expectation game because it has 36 numbers,
18 red and 18 black. Any bet on red or black would be a zero expectation bet.
In other words, when you bet on one color, your chances for winning and
losing are equal, just like flipping a coin.

Negative expectation

However, casinos aren’t interested in offering zero expectation games. In
order to make a profit, they need to add in those two extra green numbers to
change the odds in roulette. Now, when you bet red or black, your odds of
winning are '%s rather than '%s So your even money bet moves from a zero
expectation to a negative expectation.

Whenever you’re the underdog (such as in roulette), your wager has a negative
expectation, and you can expect to lose money. It may not happen right then.
You may defy the bad odds for a while and win, but over time you will lose.

Most bets carry a negative expectation because the house doesn’t give true
odds for the payouts (as is the case for roulette). Craps provides another
good example. Say you bet that the dice will total seven on the next throw. If
you win, you are paid 4 to 1. However, the true odds for this occurrence hap-
pening are 5 to 1 (%s).

That difference may not sound like a major change, but the house edge on
that bet is a whopping 16.67 percent! And a negative expectation bet for you
is a positive for the casino. (The casino makes an average of $16.67 on every
$100 bet in the previous craps example.)

Positive expectation

In a positive expectation bet, the tables are turned on the house so that the
players have the advantage. Most people can’t believe casinos actually allow
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a positive expectation for the gambler, but surprisingly, some are out there.
One example is in tournaments, where, in many situations, more money is
paid out by the casino than is taken in. (I detail a few of these opportunities
in Chapters 18.)

Getting an edge on the house edge

It’s a fact: In most casino games, the house has the edge. But you can get an
edge over the casino in two ways:

1 Using match play coupons to double your fun. You can often find
match play coupons in the free fun books distributed by many casinos.
Rip these coupons out and tuck them underneath your bet. In most
cases, they essentially double your wager without having to risk any
more money.

v~ Taking advantage of promotions. Promotions can be the best way to
secure a positive expectation. Here are a couple of examples: | have
played at several casinos where they changed the rules for a short
period of time and paid out 2 to 1 on all blackjacks. This change tipped
the odds enough so that even basic-strategy players had nearly a 2 per-
cent edge over the house.

Another great promotion was when the Pioneer Casino in Laughlin,
Nevada, offered Double Jackpot Time on some slot machines. Twice an
hour, for a short period of time (approximately 30 seconds), they gener-
ously doubled the payout on certain jackpots. Most people shrugged off
this opportunity as just another marketing gimmick, but it was very
lucrative. A friend of mine made six figures a year there playing only a
few minutes every hour.

Finding out about these great deals isn’t easy. However, one helpful
resource for casino promotions and coupons is the Las Vegas Advisor
(see Appendix B). Another tactic is signing up for casino mailing lists to
keep abreast of upcoming special events.

Avoiding Myths, Magic,
and Other Superstitions

Perhaps the biggest mistake for novice gamblers is making a betting decision
based on superstitions or instincts rather than facts. I can assure you that
poker superstars such as Howard Lederer and Phil Hellmuth do not win
because they wear their lucky sweater or rely on horoscope readings.
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Winners like Lederer and Hellmuth are brilliant in analyzing the complex
choices each hand offers in a high-stakes tournament. This section debunks
some common hocus-pocus that gamblers mistakenly turn to.

Going with your hunches

Using your intuition, going by your gut, and playing a hunch are all paths to
ruin. If the odds favor the house by more than 9 percent (like they do on a
hard eight bet at the craps table), then that’s the rate you lose over time. Sure,
you may get lucky and win in the short run, but casinos are geared to outlast
you. (The only way to leave a winner on a lousy-odds game is to immediately
stop playing if you’re up.) They have a huge bankroll, and when they have the
edge, not even the luckiest person on the planet (or even Olga, the All-Knowing
Psychic) can turn the tables and beat the odds.

He took my machine!

| was in Laughlin, Nevada for a few days and
decided to join my friend for some easy money
during the Double Jackpot Time promotion at
the Pioneer Casino. | found a machine to play,
sat down, and then waited for Double Jackpot
Time to begin.

Only certain machines were included in this
promotion, and because | was running late, |
was happy | had snagged one. Unfortunately, an
older lady had been playing that same machine
all day long and had just walked away for a few
minutes to go to the restroom. She was furious
that | had taken her machine.

| politely stood my ground because | hadn't
broken any slot etiquette (she hadn’t saved the
chair or left anything to hold it). When | tried to
appease her by saying | would only be on the
machine for a minute, she calmed down slightly
but still hovered over my shoulder like an impa-
tient vulture.

When the promotion started, | feverishly
pumped in dollar coins as fast as possible and

hit a $1,000 jackpot just before the promotion
ended. Though | was happy, the lady was infu-
riated. She loudly complained that the jackpot
should have been hers.

| calmly recited to her the inner workings of slot
machines and how the actual outcomes can be
different depending on her speed and when she
pulled the handle, but it didn’t help. | finally quit
trying to reason with her and waited for the slot
attendant to show up.

After | was paid, the casino requested all slot
customers to play at least one more spin to
clear any jackpots from the screen (to prevent
someone from trying to get paid twice for the
same winner). After | putthe coinsin and pulled
the handle, you can probably guess what hap-
pened. | miraculously hit another $1,000 jackpot!
The lady, who already believed | had taken her
machine, was now livid. | grabbed my winnings
and said, “Okay, | guess you can have the
machine now.”
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Instead of relying on your hunches, you're better off diverting that psychic
energy to studying the laws of probability and choosing games that offer the
lowest house edge. (You've made a great start by reading this book.)

Playing a lucky machine

Many people have a favorite slot machine they like to play. That’s reasonable.
After all, gambling at a familiar game is better than taking a chance with one
you know nothing about. However, many players return to the same game
because they believe they have found a lucky machine.

If you're relying on a lucky machine and think you’re consistently winning, |
urge you to keep records of your play. Write down how much money you
start with before you sit down, and then count up what you have when you
walk away from the machine. You may be surprised to see that you didn’t
perform quite as well as you thought, especially over the long term. Selective
memory plays tricks and deceives gamblers into thinking they’re ahead,
which is seldom the case.

Breaking the law of probability

Many players erroneously believe certain events are due. For example, if the
roulette ball lands on a red number five times in a row, some gamblers feel
black is due to hit.

It’s true that, over time, 50-50 propositions (like flipping a coin) even out and
finish close to the average. But the most likely outcome for the short-term is
anything but average. It’s not unusual to have seven heads and three tails in
ten flips of a coin. Even if you take time off work and meticulously keep track
of a million flips, it’s highly unlikely the results will be exactly 500,000 for
each. The occurrence of heads and tails will be close to 50 percent, but there
still may be thousands more heads than tails.

How does this example relate to gambling? Don’t get sucked into illusory con-
cepts such as hot dice, cold cards, or streaky machines. This fact is just the
principle of random walk at work; short-term fluctuation is normal in any game.
But can you predict that fluctuation or make money off it? Absolutely not!

Forecasting the trends

Some gamblers mistakenly believe that trends develop in some games — and
that smart players can spot these trends and use them to predict the future.

49
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To encourage this strategy, casinos even display previous numbers hit on the
roulette wheel and give players paper and pencils to track results at the bac-
carat table.

Unless you’re planning a future career as the scorekeeper for the Lakers,
such activities are a waste of time. The previous results are only meaningful if
there were a bias in the machine or wheel. But modern casinos are extremely
vigilant about regulating all their games, and it’s very rare for nonrandom
events to creep into games of chance.

Succumbing to selective memory

All gambling superstitions and misconceptions share one common
denominator — they all lose in the long run. You don’t believe me? Perhaps
you have a friend who always wins at slots or crushes the craps tables every
trip. The truth is that people do win sometimes — otherwise no one would
ever return to the casinos. But I would speculate that an average gambler fin-
ishes ahead about one out of every three trips. That’s simply short-term
fluctuation at work.

The problem for most people is that they don’t keep records, and it is human
nature to recall big wins and minimize losses. Consequently, many gamblers
think that they’re winners when actually they’re net losers (see Chapter 4 for
record-keeping tips).

Relying on betting systems

Gamblers instinctively understand that by wagering the same amount every
time, they ultimately fall prey to the law of averages and will lose. They reason:
“If I could somehow vary my bets, perhaps I could come out ahead. All [ need
to do is win my big bets and lose my smaller ones.” Unfortunately, that strategy
is easier said than done. But that hasn’t kept numerous people from trying to
find the Holy Grail of gambling — a winning progressive betting system.

Any betting system that has you change the size of your bet depending on
whether you win or lose is considered a progressive system. Because most
gamblers understand that the house has the edge, they vainly search for cre-
ative ways to gain the upper hand over the casino.

Betting systems generally come in two flavors: positive and negative. With
positive systems, the bettor increases his bet after a win by some predeter-
mined amount. The idea behind a positive system is to ride winning streaks
by parlaying profits from one winning bet to the next. Negative systems are
more common; they involve betting more after a loss. The idea behind a neg-
ative system is to raise your bet amount to make up for a loss or losses in one
single bet. This section looks at two of the more common systems.
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My advice: Avoid all progressive betting systems. They may look appealing,
but ultimately they all fail.

The Martingale System

By far, the best known and most popular progressive gambling system is the
Martingale system, which has been around for centuries. On the surface, this
system seems so foolproof that thousands of hopeful gamblers think they have
reinvented it, only to find out later that it’s not as infallible as they thought.

The appeal of the Martingale lies in its simplicity. You start off by betting one
unit — say, $5. Whenever you win, you continue with the same $5 bet, but
whenever you lose, you double the next bet. If you lose the next hand, you
double again ($5, $10, $20, $40, $80, $160, $320, $640, and so on).

To many gamblers, the Martingale seems perfect. However, it has a couple
of fatal flaws. The first problem is that by doubling up after every loss, even-
tually you bump up against the maximum allowable bets in many casinos. A
$5 starting unit will exceed $500 if you lose seven straight hands (which hap-
pens far more often than you may think).

But the real problem of the system is that it doesn’t work. If you're playing a
negative expectation game, such as roulette, you can expect to lose an amount
that is close to the preset house advantage of 5.26 percent. The Martingale
does give you a lot more winning sessions, but they’re mostly small. Your
losing trips, however, are bone rattling.

The D’Alembert System

In this scheme you increase your wager by one unit after every loss and
decrease it by one unit after every win. For example, with $5 units, you bump
up your bet to $10 if you lose the first bet, then drop back down to $5 if you
win the second hand. However, you never go below your starting unit, no
matter how many hands you win in a row.

The D’Alembert may be a good way to keep your mind occupied, but computer
simulations consistently show that no progressive system improves your over-
all results. Again, you encounter a lot of small wins punctuated by big losses.

Quitting early

Another myth is that knowing when to quit saves you money. But quitting
just postpones the inevitable results until your next trip. For example, you
get off to a great start during a three-day jaunt to Tahoe and find yourself up
$200 the first hour. Quitting early may have some positive psychological and
emotional benefits, but it doesn’t make any difference in the long run. Your
gambling bankroll continues on the next trip, because your money, the dice,
and the cards have no memory of what previously happened.
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Playing less time overall in a negative expectation game can save you money,
so in that sense, quitting has value. But if you plan to play 20 hours of roulette
over the next year, it really doesn’t matter how you split the time up per trip.

Chasing rainbow's

More than half the U.S. population gambles fairly regularly. For most players,
gambling is a fun diversion from the normal routine. However, you can easily
cross the dangerously thin line from pleasurable pastime to deadly addiction.
One of the best ways to avoid the pitfall of addiction is through education.
Your chances of winning increase dramatically if you understand the odds and
psychology of the games you play. That’s where this book comes into play.

You can easily get caught up in the chase. Everyone enjoys winning more
than losing, and no one likes to come home defeated. But you need to remem-
ber that no one wins every trip or every day or every session. Gambling is all
about educating yourself about the long odds you are facing and selecting the
best bets in the casino. So keep this advice in mind: Losing a small amount
and walking away is far better than dumping a bundle trying desperately to
get even.



Chapter 4
Managing Your Money in a Casino

In This Chapter
Establishing and adhering to a budget for your gambling trip

Understanding casino credit
Recognizing the danger signs

Remembering Uncle Sam — taxes and your winnings (and losses)

M y accountant shares this favorite saying with clients who want to push
the envelope: “Pigs get fed. Hogs get slaughtered.” This adage is proba-
bly more applicable to gamblers tackling the tables than taxpayers dealing
with the IRS. Greed and gambling are two words that go together like peanut
butter and jelly, and they’re just as likely to get you into a sticky mess.

When blinded by the possibility of winning more, you can easily end up
blowing your gambling bankroll (money set aside just for gambling) in one
evening — or faster. The prospect of striking it rich in the casino may make
you forget that you have other financial obligations — paying the mortgage
and feeding your children, to name a couple. I've heard and seen too many
horror stories about individuals whose dream vacation to a gambling destina-
tion turned into a nightmare when they frantically began throwing good
money after bad to make up for their losses early in their getaway.

In this chapter, [ address nothing more than practical, pragmatic approaches
to your money — the cash you come with and (hopefully) the money you

win as you go along. I arm you with the same sort of no-nonsense advice your
accountant or a financial counselor may offer to help you manage your
budget (and keep track of your wins and losses for Uncle Sam).
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Setting a Budget and Sticking to It

“&N\BEI? To enjoy your gambling experience, you must control your gambling experi-

& ence, which means setting — and sticking to — a budget. Whether you’re
taking a weekend backpacking tour in a nearby state park or a once-in-a-
lifetime cruise on the Queen Mary II, you decide what you're willing — or can
afford — to spend, and then you make your plans. The same goes for a gam-
bling getaway. First you budget for the transportation to your destination, your
hotel and food expenses, entertainment tickets, and sightseeing excursions —
and how much you plan to spend on gambling.

If your main priority is to retain all of your money, the best advice I can offer
you is not to gamble at all. Assuming you don’t want to hear that bit of
wisdom, my next-best suggestion is to firmly decide, before you enter the
doors of the casino, how much you’re willing to spend (translation: lose).

Casinos are fantastic places where you can check reality at the door.
Gambling should be a fun experience, a chance to get away from your daily
stress and enjoy the escape that risk and winning can bring. But when the
lines between reality and fantasy blur, when you buy into the dream and
forget the budget, you can run into problems, and your money can quickly
head south.

This section helps you predetermine exactly how much money you're willing
to spend on your gambling venture. You also discover how to stick to your
budget and avoid the kind of fun the casino wants to have — at your expense.

Playing within your means

For most people, gambling isn’t a lifestyle. It’s an escape from reality that
has the same components of thrill, sizzle, and excitement as other forms of
entertainment — well, maybe a little less than skydiving and a bit more than
the opera.

A good starting point to determine your gambling bankroll is figuring out how
much you spend on different types of entertainments and vacations, such as
theme parks, ski resorts, or other sightseeing destinations. Knowing this
information can help you compare your casino budget to the cost of last
summer’s beach vacation or that week in Paris.

\&&N\BER Your gambling bankroll needs to reflect fiscal reality. If your other vacations
& cost $1,000, why should your gambling vacation cost two or three or even
four times as much? Like all trips, hobbies, or flights of fancy, gambling is a
form of entertainment. And, just like that Caribbean cruise, your gambling
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losses shouldn’t affect your day-to-day lifestyle or your ability to pay bills for
the rest of the month, after the vacation is over.

As you calculate the cost of your gambling trip, consider its value to you in
terms of fun and entertainment. If you perceive your casino gambling adven-
ture as a form of entertainment similar to, say, dinner at a fine restaurant and
an evening at the theater, you can begin to put a price on its value. Would
such an evening cost you $500 for two? Possibly. Would you pay $1,000 for it?
Possibly again, although sticker shock may be setting in.

Okay, [ may sound like a credit counselor, but the money for your gambling
vacation should come from your entertainment budget. In other words, don’t
cash in a savings bond, dip into the kids’ college funds, or take out a new
credit card to bankroll the trip. And by all means, don’t budget with money
you plan on winning during the trip!

Determining your daily limits

After you figure out your budget for your gambling adventure (whether a five-
day trip to Vegas or just a quick jaunt to a riverboat casino), you need to break
down that budget into how much you can spend each day. Take your deter-
mined trip bankroll, and then divide that amount by the number of days you're
going to be in the casino. For example, say you set aside $1,200 for gambling on
your three-day getaway weekend. You have $400 to play with each day, sepa-
rate from the money you budget to feed, house, and entertain yourself.

From day to day at the casino, you're either up or down. For example, on
Friday, the first day of your three-day venture, you enter the casino with four
crisp $100 bills in your pocket and finish the day with $600 for a $200 win.
Congratulations! But how does your success affect your game plan? It doesn’t.
The next day, you should stick to your budget and still only gamble with
$400. However, Saturday is a disaster and you lose every last penny of the
$400 budgeted for that day. The carnage continues on Sunday, and once again
you burn through $400. But because you stuck to your budget, you return
home with $600 of your original $1,200 bankroll, which is a lot more money
than less-disciplined gamblers (who never had a starting plan or failed to
follow it) have at the end of their trip.

If you lose your $400 (or whatever the amount of your daily budget) early in the
day, do something else. The free activities in and around casino towns can be
pretty entertaining. Discover the mountain trails of Lake Tahoe, stroll the board-
walk in Atlantic City, or just hang out at the hotel and enjoy the swimming pool
or workout room. A big mistake many people make is getting so engrossed in
gambling that they miss out on the attractions of a beautiful resort.
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Sizing up your bets

After splitting your bankroll into daily increments, the next step to budget
your gambling is bet sizing, or breaking down your budgeted bankroll into the
amount you allocate for each bet.

A general rule (for most table games) is to have a bankroll with at least 40 times
the maximum bet you plan to make. So if you decide to ration your trip bankroll
into daily allotments of $400, your betting units are $10 per hand. Proper pro-
portional betting reduces your risk of tapping out (going home flat broke).

Keeping your bets consistent

Unless you're a professional card counter or an expert sports handicapper,
you don’t benefit from changing the amount of your bets. The simplest and
safest strategy in most casino games is to bet the same amount each time.
For slots and video poker, that may mean playing the max number of coins or
credits each time, if you are playing a progressive machine (see Chapters 12
and 13).

Most players change the amount they bet on each play — typically increasing
the bet size — because of two circumstances:

v They’ve been losing, so now they’re desperately attempting to regain
that money. Consequently, they steam, or increase the size of their bets.

v They’ve been riding a hot streak and are playing on house money (funds
they’ve won from the casino).

Although games do run in streaks, you can’t know when those streaks begin or
end. After you have the money, it’s yours. How you obtained it doesn’t matter,
but you still need to be judicious about how you spend or bet the money.

Limiting your losses

In addition to establishing a budget and portioning it out on a daily — and
bet-size — basis, you can employ some simple strategies that help you stay
within the framework of your budget. This section contains a few time-honored
methods of limiting your losses.

Stop-loss limits: Covering your own butt

You may be familiar with stop-loss limits from the stock market. Stop-loss
limits protect your shares from a severe downturn by instructing your broker
to sell if a stock falls to a certain price.
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You can apply the same rationale to gambling. An example is my earlier re-
commendation to decide in advance how much you’re willing to risk per trip
and per day (see the section “Determining your daily limits™). When you lose
your preset amount, stop, head for the door, and spend the rest of the day
golfing or sightseeing.

Big comebacks — erasing your gambling debt by winning big — are the stuff
of legends. And that’s where those stories belong. You're not gambling in the
casino to make a living or pay off your bills. Treat gambling like a vacation,
and leave the dreams of making a fortune in the casino for Hollywood movies.
(Check out “Resisting the urge to chase losses” in this chapter for more
about how this strategy can get you in trouble.)

Time limits: Knowing when you've had enough

Another good restraint is to set limits on how long you play each day.
Marathon sessions at the tables usually spell disaster. The longer you play,
the more likely you are to lose your focus and perspective.

Don’t play for more than two hours at a time, and don’t go play for more than
four to six total hours a day. Casinos are tough enough to beat anyway, but
when you’re mentally foggy or hungry, you add an extra burden to the job.

Figure out how to take breaks because they can help you clear your head and
protect your bankroll. Stopping for lunch or dinner may seem obvious, but
the number of players who totally forget to eat when they’re gambling is
amazing. Reasons to take breaks abound. Here are just a few:

v Visiting the bathroom: Drink plenty of water so you have to take fre-
quent trips to the powder room. Those short walks stretch both your
legs and your bankroll.

v Scoring in the sports book: Place a few minimum-bet sports wagers
over in the sports book (see Chapter 15 for more about this intriguing
part of the casino). You’ll be motivated to stand up every so often to
track the progress of your teams, and these wagers provide perhaps the
best entertainment value anywhere in the casino.

v+~ Exercising: Even if it’s just a brisk walk around the casino floor, do
something to get your circulation going. Even better is a real workout at
the hotel gym.

v+~ Calling your loved ones: Your significant other and family appreciate a
check-in call every once in a while. A check-in call can also provide addi-
tional restraints for sticking to your budget. You can easily lose touch
with reality while gambling, and a quick phone call can remind you of
what’s important in life.
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Win limits: Winning something is better than losing

Everyone wants to walk away a winner. Cashing out a winner is one of the
greatest feelings in the world, and it’s the ultimate goal of everyone who gam-
bles. But remember — one of the worst feelings is dumping all your winnings
back when you’re up a lot and then losing for the day. So quitting when you
win a predetermined amount ensures that you have some winning days
during your visit.

Some people set up target goals, such as quitting when they get ahead of
their daily bankroll by 50 percent or 100 percent. If you wisely add your pro-
fits back into your bankroll (rather than spending them), you have a larger
buffer to withstand future negative swings.

Keep in mind that quitting early never helps you in the long term because
you have absolutely no way of knowing when the cards are going to turn for
the day. But you reap a tremendous psychological benefit if you stop playing
when you win a certain amount.

Looking at Casino Credit and Its Risks
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Most people feel safer using credit cards rather than cash on vacation
because, if stolen, credit is easier to replace than cash. But you have to turn
that strategy on its head on gambling vacations. If you want to play it safe
when gambling, always use cash instead of credit.

The more credit you use (or perhaps abuse), the more you have to replace
when you get home. For example, if you set a personal loss limit of $400 and
blow your $400 in cash, stopping is easier because you’re out of money. But
with a $2,000 credit line, after you burn through the first $400, you can still
tap into more funds, which can ultimately lead to serious debt trouble.

This section explains the downside of relying on casino credit. But there are

also some advantages to casino credit, so | explain how to set it up and when
to use that credit in a positive way.

Grasping casino credit

To understand the lure — as well as the danger — of casino credit, you first
need to understand it. Casino credit is no different from store credit, something
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most people take advantage of every day. To make shopping easier, many
department stores offer customers a little plastic card with a line of credit.
Similarly, the casino offers you a line of credit based on your credit report
and the size of your bank account. This line of credit allows you to borrow
money from the casino in order to gamble — either because your funds have
run out or because you just prefer not to carry cash.

The whole casino industry is designed to make you forget that you're playing
for real money, which is why casinos use chips rather than cash at the tables.
And taking the next step — playing against your line of credit — can move
you one step further from the harsh reality that eventually you have to pay
the piper.

Credit is convenient, yes. But, it’s also a very risky venture. First, access to
credit tends to make some people spend more money than they otherwise
would — both in gambling and in the real world. But with casino credit,

the problem is compounded. If you buy a $300 sander from the local home-
improvement center on your credit card and your spouse promptly persuades
you that you don’t need that item, you can usually return it and get your $300
back. But when you borrow $300 from your favorite casino and lose it at craps,
it’s long gone. Even worse is when you lose that $300, followed quickly by
$600 more, and return home with bigger debts than you can handle.

Definitely steer clear of casino credit if you have an impulsive nature. Can’t
stop eating potato chips until the bag is empty? Then casino credit may be
another bag you don’t want to dip into.

Crediting yourself with an account

Recognizing that borrowing from the casino can lead to gambling debt is a
critical step as you consider managing your bankroll. Yet credit can benefit
people who are extremely disciplined inside the surrealistic confines of the
casino. And casino credit does offer the following clear advantages:

1 Makes you a prime target for attractive comps (free meals and entertain-
ment, for example)
v May lead to invitations to big casino events

v Allows you to cash personal checks at the casino cage instead of using
the ATM or borrowing on your credit card, which can result in additional
service fees

v Allows you to gamble without the risk of carrying large amounts of cash
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High rollers: Moving up to the
champagne and caviar crowd

High rollers may want to ignore my warning
about the dangers of casino credit. But if you're
a serious gambler (bankroll of $20,000 or higher),
you may, in fact, have several good reasons to
obtain a line of credit rather than play with cash.

The main advantage of credit is safety. Traveling
to and from casinos with pockets full of C-notes
can be a risky proposition. Also, when you
gamble with markers, the casino cantrack your
action more easily. As a result, you qualify for
higher levels of comps and make the A-list for
special casino events and functions.

Most casinos around the world comp high
rollers to room, food, and beverage (RFB), but
that's only the beginning. Other perks may
include taking a free limo from the airport and
skipping those long, tedious lines at check-in or
at restaurants and showrooms. And frequently
casinos comp airfare for their biggest bettors.

For exceptionally high rollers, comps can be
truly over the top. I've been flown to big ball
games, and my friend Mike Aponte (one of the
most successful players on the MIT black-
jack team) was whisked off to Vail for some
skiing, followed by a jet to the Caribbean for
sand and sun. These perks are certainly appeal-
ing and just may entice you to step up to the big
leagues.

But remember, for most players, the more they
gamble, the more they lose. And just because
you have money to burn doesn't mean you
should. Bill Gates is, without question, one of
the richest men on the planet. But whenever he
plays poker in Las Vegas, Billionaire Bill sticks
to the $3 to $6 tables, which is probably a good
life lesson for everyone else.

\\J

Establishing a line of credit is easier than you may think because the casino
doesn’t want to make borrowing money hard for you. You can set up a casino

line of credit in one of two ways:

v At the cashier’s cage upon arrival

v Over the phone prior to your visit

Because credit approval may take a few days, call ahead and fill out an appli-
cation form in advance. That way your line of credit is available to you as

soon as you arrive.

Using markers against casino credit

After you establish your line of credit, don’t expect to get a plastic credit card

with the casino logo on the front. Instead, you use markers at the tables to
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tap into your line of credit. (A marker is basically a check or 1.O.U. that you
sign at the gaming table.)

Keep this fact in mind as you sign a marker for that next baccarat game:
Chips and now markers serve as tools to distance you psychologically from
the reality that you're spending your hard-earned money. And when you
don’t have to reach into your wallet when you're losing, continuing to play is
a whole lot easier. If you choose to ignore my advice about sticking to cash
while gambling, then be sure you're constantly aware of where you stand
with the house, and never lose sight of the fact that payback will occur before
the end of your casino stay.

At the end of your visit, the casino expects you to write a check to cover the
cost of any losses you incurred during your visit. If you refuse to pay, the
casino has the right to post the outstanding markers with your bank for col-
lection from your account.

You use markers only after you've established a line of credit with the casino.
And a line of credit is good only at the casino where you applied. In other
words, you can’t borrow money at the club across the street unless the same
company owns both casinos.

Knowing When Enough Is Enough

Gambling, by its very definition, implies risk, something many people aren’t
used to dealing with. In your work life, you eliminate uncertainty by accept-
ing a job with a fixed salary. In your daily life, you protect against disaster
through a spectrum of safety precautions, from smoke detectors to seat belts.

When you walk into the casino, the house is betting that your unfamiliarity
with risk will work in its favor. (Look at how easy establishing a line of credit
is and how quickly the little extras, such as comps, make you amenable to
spending and risking more money.)

Don't like the cut your bank takes when you use  the casino hits you with a stiff fee at the termi-
the ATM at home? Try using one at a casino! nal. How can you avoid both fees? Simple: Bring
Not only are the odds at a casino stacked a set amount of cash and spend only what you
againstyou, but so are the ATM fees. In addition  bring.

to the standard bank charges for using the ATM,

The true cost of an ATM
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By following the advice in this chapter, you're taking the appropriate steps to
reduce your risk of gambling-related problems when you enter the casino. But
you're wise to continue looking for signs of trouble during, or even before, your
casino visit. These problems can take many forms beyond simple financial
issues; they can affect your relationships as well as your health. This section
helps you identify the warning signs so you can walk away before it’s too late.

Knowing the odds of failure

The best protection you can offer yourself in a casino is knowledge. Having a
full understanding of the odds involved with every game allows you to set
realistic limits in your play. You can know when pushing a little harder and
continuing to play is okay, but you can also have a solid grasp on when it’s
time to tuck your tail between your legs and go home. Without a basic under-
standing of your chances, you won’t be able to recognize when you’ve taken
one step too far.

Because heaven knows the casino does everything in its power to help you
step off the plank and into the ocean of risk, is it any wonder some people get
in over their heads before they even realize they’re in deep water? Chapter 3
looks more closely at odds, and each chapter on the specific games examines
the odds and explains whether the game is worth playing or not.

Knowing thyself

You may have packed light for your long-weekend gambling getaway. But,
trust me, you're carrying more baggage than you realize — all that other stuff
that defines who you are and how you react to certain situations. So be realis-
tic about your own personality and temperament.

If you have the tendency to get a little out of control when things go wrong,
then bring along some safeguards in the event you start to lose. Have a friend
hold your wallet, or simply leave access to money (beyond your bankroll)
behind and carry nothing but cash. Above all else, be honest about how
you've gambled in the past. Just because you haven’t been a perfect angel
doesn’t mean you can’t go, but you do have to be more careful than other
gamblers.

Are you a disciplined type? Is adopting positive behaviors, such as daily exer-
cise and saving money, easy for you? If you're cool, calm, and rational in your
daily life, you're likely to be a good candidate for video poker or the blackjack
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tables. Or are you impulsive and undisciplined? Does a trip to the mall for a
package of batteries turn into a shopping spree that sets you back a couple of
paychecks? Do you struggle to stick to a diet? If you lack control in everyday
activities, such as shopping and eating, then casinos can become a danger-
ous diversion. I'm not suggesting that you swear off casino visits if you can’t
stop yourself from eating just one more chocolate chip cookie. But under-
standing your nature and taking precautions to protect yourself from “clean-
ing out the cookie jar” is important.

If you choose to partake in the pleasures and excitement of a casino visit,
then, in addition to strictly following the money-management advice in this
chapter, you may want to take extra steps to curtail your impulsive side. For
example, try traveling with someone who’s more disciplined than you are and
willing to serve as the designated banker.

Resisting the urge to chase losses

Even if you're a highly disciplined soul, the hypnotic sway of the casino can
seduce you into uncharacteristic behavior. One typical lure that pulls gam-
blers off the cliff of control is chasing your losses. For example, say you've lost
more than you intended. But, you think, if you could just win one big bet,
your problem would be erased. So chasing your losses is tempting, especially
in a casino where people seem to be winning all around you.

The sad fact is that most people lose when gambling. And when people lose,
they tend to want to get their money back. Even though it’s almost always a
quick path to ruin, the urge to chase losses is a phenomenon that seems to
sweep over casinos from the Mississippi River to Monaco.

Don’t fall victim to chasing your losses! When you seek to retrieve that lost
money, you start throwing good money after bad, hoping to win it all back. To
avoid losing even more of your gambling bankroll, treat a loss as just that: a
loss. Say no to the next hand or play, and say yes to some other activity.

One reason some of the best professional gamblers win is because they don’t
chase their losses. As a matter of fact, the best pros win, not because they're
lucky, but because they have a long-term perspective on their gambling. Annie
Duke is one of the world’s top poker players. Her philosophy is not to fixate
on individual sessions or daily results. She feels that — over time — all play-
ers get dealt the same cards. The important difference is how skillfully you
play those cards. Maintaining a proper emotional attitude and composure,
even when you're losing, ultimately spells success.
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Sipping, not sinking

Part of the casino experience is enjoying the festive atmosphere, bright
lights, and free drinks. But enjoying and exceeding are two different events,
and the quickest way to short-circuit your budget is to overindulge at the bar.

Overindulging is tempting, of course, with cocktail servers adeptly appearing
just when the game gets tense, graciously slipping a fresh cold drink next to
your elbow. As you sweat a little more, the next drink goes down more
quickly. And before you know it, you've lost count of how many drinks you’'ve
had, not to mention how much money you’ve lost.

Monitor your drinking as closely as you manage your budget. If your game of
choice requires strategy, then you play better with a clear head. And even if
the game doesn’t require player expertise, you're still better off without the
excessive alcohol muddying your thoughts or encouraging you to go for
broke when you're in the hole.

Recognizing a gambling addiction

Exceeding your established gambling budget by a few hundred dollars on a
trip to Vegas or your nearby riverboat casino is one matter. Getting yourself
tens of thousands of dollars in debt over the course of time is another matter
entirely; this sort of trouble is a serious gambling problem. Gambling addic-
tion is a complex problem far beyond the scope of this book, not to mention
this chapter. But I'd be irresponsible not to address it in a chapter about man-
aging your gambling money.

Gambling debts almost ruined Edgar Allan Poe and Thomas Jefferson and
have devastated many families. Whether you're a beginning gambler, an occa-
sional gambler, or a regular bettor, you need to know the signs of gambling
addiction. A few signs include

v Trying to escape other problems in your life by gambling
v Lying to others about the frequency or amount of your gambling

v~ Falling behind on basic payments, such as rent or other bills, in order to
feed your gambling habit

v Asking to borrow money from friends and family to cover your
gambling debts

If you suspect you have a serious problem with gambling, you’re not alone.
Some excellent sources and support groups are available to help you fight
your addiction and find ways to overcome debt and other related problems.
You can start with an excellent Web site, www . gamblersanonymous . org,
for answers and help. Check out Appendix B for more resources.
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Understanding Taxes and the Law
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After I figured out how to count cards with a friend, we tried our skills at the
blackjack tables and we both won. As we left the casino, I vividly recall my
friend tucking his $80 win into his jeans and saying, “The best thing about
this money is that it’s tax-free.”

Unfortunately, that’s not true. Do you remember that old saying: Only two
things are certain in life — death and taxes? In casinos, two outcomes are
also inevitable. First, the house always wins in the long run. Second, when
gamblers somehow turn the tables and get lucky in the short run, Uncle Sam
wins, too.

You may wonder how Uncle Sam actually gets his share. This section covers
all the important tax-related issues of gambling and helps you keep complete
records so you aren’t scratching your head when tax day comes around.

Deducting your losses
and taxing your wins

First problem: Classifying taxes on gambling winnings is a complex subject.
Another problem: The tax code often changes from year to year. So, if you're
a regular gambler, consulting with your CPA or accountant each year is criti-
cal. 'm not a tax advisor (and don’t play one on TV).

One general principle is pretty much etched in stone: All American citizens
who win money gambling must pay taxes on their winnings. So don’t assume —
like my misinformed friend — that your gambling income is exempt. In fact,
currently U.S. citizens can count on forking over 28 percent of their wins to
Uncle Sam. (Nonresident aliens typically pay 30 percent.) Proper tax prepara-
tion involves separating the wins from the losses. Yes, you have to consider
your losses, too, but you don’t automatically have a great tax return in a losing
year. In fact, a recreational gambler can only deduct losses up fo the amount of
his or her winnings for the year.

Consult with your accountant or tax preparer for specific help with your tax
form. Just know that losses are a little trickier than winnings. And you can
only offset your wins by losses if you itemize rather than take the standard
deduction on your tax return. So, if your losses are small, they may have no
effect at all on your taxes.

For example, say you had winnings of $4,300 for the year and losses of $5,000.
You may assume that the higher losses cancel out the win so you don’t owe
any tax. But when your total deductions (including your gambling losses of
$5,000) are less than the standard deduction (for a married couple filing
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jointly, that’s $10,000), you can’t take any of those losses on your return
because you aren’t itemizing. Unfortunately, you still must pay taxes on your
winnings, even though you actually lost. Confused? Welcome to the crazy
world of the tax code.

Unreported winnings: Don’t fool the IRS

It’s a known fact that casinos typically report some activity to the IRS —

but not all. In craps, for example, the house alerts the IRS with a Currency
Transaction Report (CTR) when a player buys in or cashes out for $10,000 or
more in one day. And in slots, the casino must complete a W-2G form, which
includes the winner’s name and Social Security number, for wins of $1,200 or
more. Casinos file the same form for keno wins of $1,500 or more.

Don’t waste your time begging casino employees not to fill out tax forms on
you (either a CTR or a W-2@G). U.S. laws require these forms, and trying to
avoid them can land you in hot water. Casinos send the W-2G to Uncle Sam,
and you get a copy at the end of the year. Make sure you include a copy when
you file your return.

Hopeful gamblers may believe they only have to pay taxes on winnings that
the casino reports to the IRS. Not true. All gambling winnings are subject to
taxation, whether they come from a foreign country, the Internet, your neigh-
bor’s poker game, a church bingo night, or a casino. Many players ignore this
law, however, figuring Big Brother won'’t find out about their small wins.

The IRS can conceivably obtain records from your favorite casino to deter-

mine your yearly win or loss, although I'm not aware of any such cases. But
remember this principle: Underpaying your taxes is a crime. So even if your
chance of getting caught is small, it’s not worth the gamble.

Counting comps for tax purposes

Comps (the free perks that casinos give to gamblers) pose a gray area in tax
reporting. Technically, casino comps are income, but the government is likely
to care only when you receive substantial gifts or luxury merchandise, such
as an expensive watch or a new speedboat.

Few gamblers lose enough money to have casinos ship them a luxury car for
Christmas. Most comps are soft — meaning the casino doesn’t incur a hard
cost for them. Examples of soft costs are hotel accommodations or the dinner
buffet. (Check out Chapter 21 for ways to score comps.)
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Lowering your gambling tax

For most recreational gamblers, there aren’t many ways to reduce taxes on
winnings. If gambling is a hobby, which is true 99.9 percent of the time, then
you can’t deduct any expenses — only your losses. Professional gamblers
can deduct expenses, but a rigid list of requirements prevents all but a hand-
ful of diehards from qualifying as professional gamblers.

The only tax-reducing tool for recreational players is a log of gambling activ-
ity (see the next section for what you need to record). Because you can only
deduct substantiated losses, you must be able to verify your losses in order
to offset your wins.

Keeping a log may seem unnecessary for people who expect to show a net
loss for the year. However, one of the appeals of gambling is that the unex-
pected can happen. For example, you take four trips a year to Vegas and play
dollar slot machines. The first three trips are losers and leave you $2,200 in
the hole. However, on the last hour of the last day of your last trip, you line
up three diamonds and win $2,000.

In this scenario the IRS assumes you won at least $2,000 for the year because
they received notice of this $2,000 win from the casino in the W-2G form.
Unless you have documentation to show your previous losses, you will have
to pay tax on that win, even though you actually lost $200 for the year. But if
you can substantiate the $2,200 in losses and you’re itemizing on your return,
you can avoid paying tax on that $2,000 win.

Keeping a gambling log
The IRS addresses the issue of proper record-keeping and documentation for
gamblers. The basic requirements include

v Date and type of gambling event (poker, blackjack, and so on)

v Name and location of casino, racetrack, or gambling venue

v Table or slot machine number where gambling took place

v Who you were with when gambling

v Total dollar amount you won or lost
If you neglected to track these details, you're permitted to use airline tickets,
canceled checks, bank withdrawals, credit-card cash advances, losing betting
stubs, or yearly statements of your win/loss from the casino as additional col-

laboration. The burden of proof rests on you, the taxpayer, so the better your
records, the better your chances of surviving an audit.
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Sharing with Uncle Sam upfront

In some cases, Uncle Sam doesn’t wait until the end of the year to collect his
share. The government may immediately take out withholding on any really
big jackpots in progressive slots or lotteries (the threshold is typically $5,000
or higher). As of this writing, the withholding is 28 percent for U.S. citizens
and 30 percent for non-U.S. citizens. But remember, the tax code changes.

be able to recover the money withheld.

Wagering with a group: Who pays the tax?

An old joke goes like this: Woody takes his yearly trip to Las Vegas. His friend,
Dave, gives Woody $500 and tells him to bet it all on lucky number 22 at the
roulette. Woody dutifully takes the money and, upon arriving in Sin City, he
goes straight to the wheel and plunks $500 down on Number 22. Amazingly,
Number 22 hits, and Woody wins $17,500. After raking in all the chips, Woody
says, “Wow, that sure was a lucky number. Now I guess I'd better make the

$500 bet on Number 22 for Dave.”

If you're not as ethically challenged as Woody, you at least split the winnings
with your fortunate pal. And the word from the IRS is that you can share the
tax obligation as well. Form 5754 covers those situations and alerts the IRS

that more than one person actually won the prize.

Even when the IRS takes a portion of your big win right away, you still have to
include that win in your tax return. Your actual tax obligation may end up

being higher or lower, depending on your other deductions and income. Also,
some foreign countries don’t tax gambling winnings, so non-U.S. citizens may



Chapter 5
Minding Your Gambling Manners

In This Chapter

Dressing for success and indulging your vices
Showing off your best table (and slot) manners
Handing out tips to casino personnel

Fighting off the temptation to cheat

K nowing how to play the games is one critical component of success in
casinos. But minding your gambling manners is equally important, no
matter how you cut the deck. Manners, you ask? You're seeking tips on how
to win at cards, chips, and chance, and I'm pulling a Mr. Manners on you?
What’s next? Instructions on holding your cards with your pinky fingers
extended? Admonishments for ladies to draw first?

[ stand by my pronouncement, but in this context, | broaden the definition of
manners to encompass your manner in the casino: how you conduct yourself
and behave with players, dealers, and the casino staff. Manners are frequently
defined not only as a way of behaving according to polite standards but also
as the prevailing way of acting in a specific culture or class of people. And,
indeed, a casino exudes its own unique culture, with a social (not to mention
legal) code of conduct. In order for you to fit in and maximize your casino
experience, you need to know the code.

Most gambling etiquette harkens to two issues: respecting other players and
discouraging cheating. In this chapter, I reveal the keys to the casino code of
conduct, which encompasses those issues (you've seen enough Westerns and
gangster movies to know that this info is serious stuff). But it’s not just about
following rules. You also need to know how to fit in, so I also offer advice for
tipping dealers and casino personnel and for communicating to others in the
middle of a hand. And I promise I won'’t tell you to extend your pinkies.
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Dressing (And Acting) the Part

James Bond sported a tuxedo. The Rat Pack wore ties and fedoras as they
roamed the Vegas Strip. And a woman wouldn’t be seen at the roulette table
without her flashiest sequin-and-gem outfit.

True, the traditional dress code for casinos is more akin to a night at the
opera than a day at the track (and I'm not talking about the Kentucky Derby,
where you see plenty of high fashion). Traditional players tend to dress to the
nines, pulling out their formal evening wear. Today’s modern dress code, how-
ever, means that you're more likely to see T-shirts, tank tops, and flip-flops.
Although overseas casinos may make more sartorial demands on gamblers,
most Vegas casinos, riverboats, cruise ships, and Indian reservation casinos
are far more casual and tolerant of the clientele’s new fashion informality.

Dress codes, unwritten or enforced, still exist in some casinos, however, so
check out this section before you head to the casino to make sure you don’t
make a fashion faux pas.

Getting comfortable

For table play, restaurant dining, or touring the casino, most people go for
comfort, especially during the day. Most establishments tolerate even the
most casual of casual attire — tank tops, cut-offs, flip-flops, and other casual
beachwear — but don’t dress down too much. Dressing too casually may
make you feel out of place and uncomfortable. And if you hope to get the
very best service or even comps, dress like you deserve them. A good rule to
remember: Dress as you would if you were taking a short airplane flight (or a
long elevator ride); go for what’s comfortable to you, but also keep in mind
that you’ll be sharing close quarters with other people.

In most cases, men should feel comfortable wearing short-sleeved or long-
sleeved shirts — collared or collarless — jeans, casual pants, or moderate-
length shorts, and sneakers or sandals. Women are safe to consider capris,
pants, jeans, skirts, moderate-length shorts, and blouses from long-sleeved to
sleeveless.

Casinos strive to regulate the temperature in the gaming areas, but there’s no
guarantee that it’s just right for you. Some casinos crank up the air condition-
ing, so taking a sweater is always a wise precaution. But if you're walking
between casinos in the summertime (especially in Vegas), you don’t want to
bundle up. So dress in layers that are easy to add and subtract as needed
without requiring a full change of clothes
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Dressing up for evenings

The casino landscape often changes at night, especially on the weekends in
the bigger resorts and on cruise ships. In the evening, you’re bound to see
more formal wear as people are moving to and from night clubs, shows, and
the gaming tables themselves. Add to that the array of high-end restaurants
available in Vegas, Atlantic City, and other destinations, and you’ll likely
come across some sharply dressed ladies and gentlemen.

Nothing prevents you from wearing at night what you wear during the day.

But looking snappy is part of the fun of casino gaming. When preparing for an
evening out, just consider the same outfits you'd wear for attending a nice party
or a night at the symphony. For men, a jacket of some kind is always a winner.
Slacks and good dress shoes go well. But what goes in between is up to you. The
more adventurous player may go without a button-down collared shirt; the
more formal may opt for a necktie. For women, the range includes dresses,
skirts or slacks, fancy tops, and heeled sandals or dressy shoes. Remember, it's
not a funeral, and it’s not work, so have some fun with your threads!

If you're off to a night on the town and are unsure about the proper attire, a
hotel concierge is an excellent resource for help. He knows the dress code for
every place in town and can help you avoid any potential embarrassment.
Most hotels have a concierge on speed dial from the room phones, and if not,
their desk is usually adjacent to the front desk. If you're in a casino without a
hotel, you can ask the casino host about attire, although he may be less
knowledgeable about requirements for other establishments.

Smoking permitted (sometimes)

In contrast to almost every public venue, most casinos allow smoking through-
out their many public areas and offer only token nonsmoking arenas. For many
gamblers, their entire casino experience depends on the ability to puff while
playing. If you're in that camp, you’ll find yourself among friends virtually
everywhere you go in a casino. However, you should always check first before
you light up, just in case you stumble across a nonsmoking table game or find
yourself in a smoke-free section of the casino. You can also show good manners
by asking other players at the table if they mind your firing up a cig or stogie.

As more casinos restrict smoking, do your research and make sure you're vis-
iting a place that allows smoking before you find out the hard way. In addition,
casino restaurants and bars may also have nonsmoking policies or sections,
so look for the signs, or ask a casino employee about the smoking policies.

/1
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Butting out

City and state governments across the country  and, yes, casinos. Smoke-free gaming is cur-
have been steadily reducing the opportunities  rently available in many places, but for some
to light up in public places. These new regula-  states, such as Connecticut and New Jersey,
tions have affected virtually all non-open air the statewide smoking ban has a casino-spe-
space, such as businesses, bars, restaurants, cific exception.
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If you're not a smoker, don’t automatically assume the advanced filtration sys-
tems will remove all secondhand smoke from the casino air. If you're playing in
an older casino that has low ceilings and allows smoking, you're essentially
playing in smog. For the occasional visitor, a few days won’t bother you. But if
you have any medical conditions (such as asthma) that bad air may aggravate,
don’t expect a smoke-free table in a smoke-filled casino to do you much good.

Like just about everything else in a casino, smoking has its own set of unspo-
ken rules for nicotine fiends to be mindful of, including the following:

v Casinos that allow cigarette smoking may have a prohibition on cigars,
so double-check before you fire up that stogie.

v Cocktail servers are often able to buy packs of cigarettes for you; just be
prepared to pay higher prices and make sure you tip generously for
going the extra mile.

v Dealers for some games ask you to take extra care with a lit cigarette.
For example, if you're playing craps, never hold your cigarette over the
rim where ashes could drop on the table.

Drinking encouraged

Drinking and gambling seem to go hand in hand, so you shouldn’t be sur-
prised to find out that drinking at the tables, slots, restaurants, clubs, and
shows isn’t only permitted but also — many would argue — encouraged.
After all, how many places aside from casinos offer free drinks on the house
with cocktail servers coming to your table to take and deliver your orders?
Drinking doesn’t get any easier: however, in some casinos, drinking isn’t free
or allowed, especially on Indian reservations.

Keep in mind that, from the casino’s perspective, alcohol is a lubricant that
helps loosen your inhibitions — translation: purse-strings or wallet clips. If
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you’ve had a drink or two, you're more likely to take risks with your money.
So, yes, many casinos encourage alcohol consumption — as long as you'’re

of legal age, that is. Don’t be surprised if you have to provide proof of age
before you can place your drink order. Keeping your identification with you is
a wise idea.

And because I focus on etiquette in this chapter, you’d be smart to control
the amount you drink while gambling. A sober head not only helps you play
better but also keeps rein on your emotions and your mouth. Loss of either
may lead to trouble with the dealer, other players, and casino security.

Playing Well with Others: Minding
Vour Table Manners

a\\J

Most of your interaction with other players comes within the context of the
games themselves. So whether you’re playing poker, blackjack, baccarat, or
roulette, you want to know how to play the game, and you want to have an
understanding of the house rules that dictate your conduct before, during,
and after the game. House rules help ensure respect and sensitivity to all
players participating, and they protect against cheating.

Knowing your limits

Before you cash in your money and make any bets at a table game or slot
machine, be sure you know the rules and parameters of the game you're
about to play. Even popular standards, such as blackjack and video poker,
may have weird variations or unusual rules. Avoid disrupting other players —
and save yourself some embarrassment — by confirming that you're playing
the game you think you are before you join in. Just ask the dealer (while she’s
shuffling is the best time) to give you a quick overview of the game. But most
specialty or unusual games have their rules printed at the table, so you can
typically read them before you play.

Always check the table limits — the betting minimums and maximums — before
you sit down. Casinos usually print the limits on a small, colored placard on the
table to keep you from inadvertently joining a high-limit game where you can’t
afford even the minimum bet. Making a $5 bet only to have the dealer point out
that you're sitting at a $100-minimum table can be humiliating.

/3
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Joining a game

Sitting down at any table or slot machine that has an empty chair is accept-
able, but remember these caveats when joining a game:

v Ask at a crowded table if a position is open. (For example, someone may
have merely run to the restroom.) Craps doesn’t have chairs or stools,
so sometimes you can’t obviously determine whether the table has room
for you. If in doubt, ask the dealer closest to you or the stickman if the
table has room for one more. Some blackjack tables have a sign saying No
midshoe entry. At these tables, you need to wait until the shuffle before
you can play.

As you discover in Chapters 7 and 8 (on blackjack and craps, respec-
tively), some games are played in natural cycles. If the table you want to
join has any big bettors, you should politely ask before jumping in mid-
shoe or in the midst of a hot roll. Many players are superstitious, and if
they have great runs going, they often prefer you wait. In blackjack, you
hold off until the shuffle so you don’t break up the sacred order of cards.
In craps, you wait until the next come-out roll.

Q&N\BER v When you do sit down, you need to buy in (convert money to chips),
& unless you bring chips with you from another table. To do so, place your
money on the table (but outside any betting areas) for the dealer to
exchange into chips.

Thou shall not touch. . .and other
table commandments

In many games, what you can do with your hands (the ones on the end of
your arms, not the ones made of playing cards) is strictly defined, and the
reason is simple: The casino wants to minimize your opportunity to disrupt
the game or, worse, cheat. You can discover the protocol of specific games in
the respective chapters of this book, but for now, be aware that casinos are
very sensitive about how you handle all gaming material, such as chips,
cards, or dice.

v In craps, don’t touch the dice unless you're the shooter.

v In table games, if the cards are dealt face-up, don’t touch them after they
hit the felt.

v After you place a bet and play has begun, you aren’t allowed to touch
the table again, even to tidy up a toppled stack of chips. (There are a few
exceptions to this rule in craps.)
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v Use only one hand to touch your cards. This is primarily because
cheaters use two hands to switch cards.

v Understand and use all hand signals or gestures that are part of the
game. (Although the dealer or the other players may help you, you need
to know the rules before you sit down to play.)

v Don’t do anything to mark or damage the cards in any way, such as
bending, warping, or scraping with your fingernail.

v Don’t give unsolicited advice to other players. Even if you're offering
good strategy, players aren’t likely to accept it in the generous spirit in
which you gave it. And if they do take your advice and lose, guess who
they’ll blame?

v If you bring a friend to cheer you on, remember that the chairs are only
for players. However, if the casino isn’t crowded, nonplayers usually can
sit in a chair as long as they’re prepared to vacate when the table begins
to fill up.

v At the end of the hand, place your cards in front of you; don’t hand them
to the dealer.

v Some slots and video poker fanatics play more than one machine at a
time. Before you sit down at a machine, make sure someone isn’t playing
the machine; arm pullers can be very territorial.

v Casinos are sensitive to any kind of electronic devices around the
gaming areas. In some places, you aren’t allowed to snap pictures, talk
on a cell phone, or tap away at a two-way pager.

Giving Gratuities to Dealers and Others

Tipping is a difficult subject for gamblers to stomach and for gambling
authors to write about. For years, blackjack was my business, and every
dollar I tipped eroded the slim edge I held as a card counter. Too many tips
and I could easily turn my winning profession into a losing venture.

Most people, however, don’t view the casino as their office or gambling as
their livelihood. Most people view gaming as a form of entertainment. And
just as you tip a restaurant server, valet, coat-check assistant, or cashier at
your favorite coffee shop, offering gratuities to the service staff you
encounter in the casino is customary.

Q@N\BER Most of the casino employees, like other workers in the service sector, rely

> heavily on the generosity of the people they serve in order to supplement
their wages. Hard-working dealers, cocktail servers, bellhops, and the like
depend on your support, so offering tips — or tokes, as they’re known in gam-
bling lingo — is a customary practice in the casino.
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Although some people feel that casino staff have become jaded — eagerly
expecting (if not outright demanding) a tip whether or not their service justifies
it — most staffers genuinely strive to serve and make your casino experience a
pleasant one. So be prepared to tip your service providers; maybe you'll
increase your odds of generating positive casino karma!

Tipping your dealer

Servers, valets, bartenders, housekeepers — you’re already familiar with
tipping many of the service personnel you encounter on a daily basis. But
dealers are unique to the casino world, so tipping can pose a dilemma to the
gambling novice. When do you tip? How much do you give? How exactly does
the money change hands? This section helps pare down when tipping your
dealer is appropriate and how to tip correctly.

Spreading the wealth

Dealers make most of their income from tips. But casinos don’t work the way
a restaurant works. When your food comes on time and your server remem-
bers to put the horseradish on the side, the extra buck you toss him goes
directly into his pocket. However, casino tips are almost always pooled, and
with good reason.

v Pooling eliminates any direct incentive for a dealer to cheat on behalf of
a player.

v Pooling provides equality for dealers, some of whom deal at low-end
tables while others get the high-rollers who toss black $100 chips
around like they were nickels.

Tips are usually pooled based on shifts, which allows for a simple daily calcu-
lation for everyone who worked at the same time.

If you think you can get by without tipping your dealer, you may be surprised
to feel the overt pressure to tip at the table. Some dealers are out-and-out
rude if a winner fails to share his good fortune with them.

So the first question is, under what circumstances is a tip to the dealer cus-
tomary? The standard practice is to tip when you’re winning, but winning or
losing has nothing to do with the dealers. Tipping is a way of showing appre-
ciation, but it doesn’t change the odds, help you in the future, or give you
better cards. Tipping only changes the way dealers, players, and pit bosses
treat you while you're sitting at the table. So if you want to be loved, tip gen-
erously whether you win or lose.

How to tip the dealer

The most common method of passing a tip to your dealer is placing an extra bet
in front of your regular bet. You also can place any amount on top of your bet
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for the dealer. Adding to your bet basically makes your dealer a partner with you
on that hand. Dealers usually enjoy being able to participate in the game.

“@N\BEI? Giving the dealer a chip or two when you leave the table after collecting your

J winnings is also common. Dealers often have you color up (exchange your many
smaller denomination chips for chips of higher value) before you leave a table,
so make sure you set aside some small chips for the dealer before this process.

How much to tip (or not)

Casinos have no universal tipping standards such as those recognized for
valets or bellmen. Most dealer tips are based on how much you’re betting or
how much you’re winning. Unfortunately, most gamblers tip far more than
they realize — and win far less than they think.

For example, suppose you bet $10 every hand at a full blackjack table (typi-
cally six players). You decide to tip only when you get a blackjack (an ace and
a face card, or 10). Because a blackjack pays you an extra $5 (at 3-to-2 odds),
you share that bounty with the dealer by placing a $5 bet for her on the next
hand. That action translates into approximately $15 worth of tips for the
dealer every hour (or one tip every 20 minutes).

Your expected loss during that same time period is $6.70 (assuming that you
master the condensed basic strategy for blackjack in Chapter 7). So your
modest tipping actually gives the dealer more than twice as much money as
you lose to the casino. If everyone at your table follows this same tipping
practice, the dealer averages close to $100 an hour in tips!

A\\S
Now that I've told you how not to tip, you may still be wondering how fo tip.
Keep these few guidelines in mind when tipping:

v+ Think of tips like dog treats. The quantity of cheddar cheese is less
important to Fido than the frequency. He'll roll over just as enthusiasti-
cally for a sliver as he will for a chunk. So spread out your tips and make
them in small amounts.

1~ Start off on the right foot. Making a small bet for the dealer when you
first join a table is always appreciated.

v Make amends. If you're getting bad service or you're playing with a rude
or indifferent dealer, a tip is a good way to end the cold war and get the
dealer back in your corner. But if that’s not your style, or if you simply
don’t think he deserves it, by all means don’t hand over a gratuity.

+” Keep track of your tips. Most important of all, keep a very rough
estimate in your head of how much you’ve tipped. The number may
surprise you.

Tipping doesn’t have any hard-and-fast rules. A casino or dealer will never
kick you out or ban you for refusing to tip. Remember that these guidelines
are simply that — guidelines. Observe how more-experienced players at your

/7
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table give gratuities and make note of the rapport they build with the dealers.
Before long, you can develop a feel for what’s appropriate and what isn’t. Just
as important, you get a feel for what kind of tipping pattern fits your person-
ality and budget.

Tipping other casino employees

From the valet who parks your car to the cocktail server who delivers your
complimentary drinks to the hotel housekeeper who turns down your bed,
you encounter plenty of casino employees who anticipate a gratuity of some
sort. Some services — waitresses and concierges — are universal, and
others — slot attendants — are unique to casinos.

This section provides a quick rundown of tip situations you can expect to
encounter on your casino adventure. Table 5-1 breaks down the customary
tip amounts for all the different service workers who may serve your needs.

Table 5-1 Tips for Proper Tipping

Occupation Standard Tip High-Roller Tip

Bartenders $1 per round $5 per round

Casino cocktail servers  $1 per round $5 per round

Dealers $2t0 $10 $25 to $100

Hotel bellhops $1to $2 per bag— more $3to $5 per bag — more
for heavier bags for heavier bags

Limo drivers Minimum of $5 Minimum of $10

Maids $1 per night $5 per night

Room service personnel 15 percent of check 20 percent of check

Servers in restaurant 15 percent of check 20 percent of check

Slot attendants, $11t0 $5 $10to $25

Keno runners,
change personnel

Taxi drivers Minimum of $2 Minimum of $5

Valets $1t0$2 $5t0 $20

Pay attention to the following tips for tipping the different casino personnel
and hotel, restaurant, and bar staff in a casino hotel:
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v Cocktail servers. Many casinos provide free drinks while you’re playing

any game in the house. Like most other casino employees, cocktail
servers receive low wages and count on your tips. Depending on your
first few tips, cocktail servers can leave you either high and dry or
refreshed and relaxed. A standard tip is $1 for every one or two drinks,
and you can always use chips for tips.

Servers record what you order based on where you sit in the casino.
They work by sections, and each server stays in her area. Therefore, if
you move, don’t expect your server to find you and deliver your drink.

v~ Slot attendants. You can tip your slot attendants at any time, but nor-

mally they expect tips only when you hit the bigger jackpots, which are
paid out by hand. A customary tip is 1 to 3 percent of the win to the
employee who pays you. The amount is solely at your discretion, how-
ever, as the attendants do the same amount of work when paying out
$2,000 or $20,000.

v Security personnel. Casinos require security officers to attend to all

money transactions (hand pays) on the slot machines, and the officer
who attends your transaction is allowed to accept tips for this service. A
modest tip (1 percent of the jackpot) for security at the same time you
tip the slot attendant is usually good form — particularly because they
stand right next to each other, and one of them has a gun.

1 Other hotel workers. Just as in any resort hotel, the service personnel

at a casino hotel expect a commensurate gratuity, more or less, depend-
ing on the level of luxury and hoopla provided by the house. Therefore,
even though you only pay $1 to park your 1988 olive-green Chevy at
your hometown country club, consider upping that amount to at least $5
if you've rented a Ferrari and pull into the driveway of Caesars Palace.
The same goes for your other service providers.

Be prepared to tip the cast of characters by having plenty of one-dollar
and five-dollar bills handy before you arrive. You can snap them off as
smoothly as James Bond when the occasion merits or as audaciously as
Jim Carrey in Dumb and Dumber. Up to you!

Tipping is a voluntary practice, so don’t ever Justdon'ttip out of compulsion or guilt. At high-
feel obligated to tip if the service is bad. Alter-  end casinos like the Wynn, dealers take home
natively, if the casino employee you encounter more than $300 a day in tips, cocktail servers
isincomparably entertaining or incredibly pleas-  make around $125,000 a year, and valet parkers
ant, tipping liberally is certainly appropriate.  bring in $150,000 annually.

The richest valets in the world

79



80 Part I: Casino Gambling Basics: Everything You Need to Know To Start

Avoiding the Appearance of Cheating
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Cheating in casinos is a subject worthy of its own book because it has a long
and not-so-distinguished history. But as a novice casino visitor, you need to
understand some basic facts about the subject and how it affects you.

With so much money flowing, casinos are an inevitable target for cheats. But
put your mind at ease because the casino virtually can’t cheat you. Gaming
commissions and competition ensure fair games these days, and besides
that, casinos don’t have to cheat. Probability theory guarantees them long-
term profits on the games. Nevertheless, some cheating still goes on — from
both sides of the table — just not in the way you may think. Casinos catch
dealers cheating from time to time, but the dealers’ targets are rarely the
gamblers at their tables. The few dishonest dealers try to swindle the casino
by palming chips, overpaying an accomplice, or some similar technique.

Of course, the era of the Wild West, when a cheater could end up with a
bullet through the heart — or hanging from the gallows —.is over. And,
despite their gangster heritage, modern casinos don’t make it a practice to
provide their dishonest guests with cement overshoes.

Even though you may not end up sleeping with the fish, make no mistake
about it: Cheating when gambling is an extremely serious offense. If a casino
catches you cheating, jail time is in your cards!

You may not be able to imagine yourself cheating in any shape or form to
win. But if you devote any good amount of time to gambling, chances are
you'll be confronted by temptation. A dealer may overpay you, or your slot
machine may malfunction and spit out extra coins.

You may also experience casino protocols that, on the surface, seem irrele-
vant but are actually in place to avoid situations that can be interpreted as
attempts to cheat. One example is the marking of cards. Of course, you didn’t
mean anything by getting your chili-cheese-fry fingerprints on the ¥ Q in the
last hand. But you find that casino personnel are very unsympathetic to your
tragic lack of a napkin.

Following are some efforts made by casinos to eliminate cheating among play-
ers. Some examples appear elsewhere in this chapter, but they bear repeating.

v~ Casinos typically have the legal right to ask anyone to leave their premises
at any time for any reason. If casino employees suspect a customer of
cheating, they can detain the person and possibly arrest him or her.
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v Even though casino personnel do their very best to be polite about it,
touching taboos are taken very seriously. Casinos expect neophytes to
accidentally violate these rules from time to time, but repeat offenders
are eventually asked to leave.

v Theft is a problem that casinos take seriously even though they aren’t
directly in harm’s way. Gamblers are caught snagging chips from stacks
of other players every day. You're especially vulnerable at craps and
roulette tables because attention is so often focused away from your
stack.

v~ Casinos are also sensitive to violating interstate gaming laws, so they’re
wary of cell phone use in certain areas. For example, don’t make or take
calls while you're in the race and sports book. (For more details, turn to
Chapter 15.)

v Casinos invest millions of dollars in security technology to protect them-
selves against cheaters. You can use this technology to your advantage
as well. For example, if you believe a dealer made a mistake, the tape
can be rolled back to see what really happened. And the lens doesn'’t lie.

Losing like a champ

Being a magnanimous winner is easy. Being a
gracious loser is much more difficult. Although
you have limited control over your luck, you can
control how you behave. An upbeat tempera-
ment is not only helpful in making more friends
at the tables but also a key ingredient in your
long-term gambling success. After all, your
emotions are one of the few factors you can
control when you’re gambling, so why let the
house have the edge by giving in to self-indul-
gent behavior?

Don't get me wrong. I'm not espousing some
mind-over-matter mantra that magically changes
your cards into winners. But how well you deal
with adversity ultimately affects your prosperity.

Russ Hamilton won the World Series of Poker
main-event championship in 1994 and is widely

believed to be one of the world’s best all-around
gamblers. He asserts that keeping a proper
attitude is fundamental to his success in poker.
Russ suggests you ask yourself the following
questions:

v+ Do you complain when you take a bad beat?
v Do you say, “I'm never lucky”?

v Do you ridicule other players when they
beat you?

v~ Are you a jerk at the table?

If you answer yes to any of these questions,
you're not maximizing your potential. A negative
attitude never helps you win and possibly costs
you money.




82 Part I: Casino Gambling Basics: Everything You Need to Know To Start



Part lI

Conquering the
Table Games

The 5th Wave By Rich Tennant

gou just ask for another card.”



In this part . . .

n this part, [ put it all out on the table! From poker to

blackjack to craps to roulette to the more exotic games
(such as Caribbean Stud poker, Let It Ride, and Pai Gow
poker), I explore the spectrum of casino table games and
offer a thorough mini-course on each. In addition to a
general overview of each game, I provide insider strate-
gies to improve your win record — or slow down your
spending — and share some secrets from the pros.




Chapter 6
Will Bluff for Food: Poker

In This Chapter

Mastering poker basics

Understanding the role of betting
Exploring Seven-Card Stud
Trying Texas Hold’em

Playing Omaha/8 poker

Steering clear of poker mistakes

T)day poker is probably the most popular game in casinos. But what
makes poker so fascinating and alluring? Poker has an element of emo-
tion and energy that enthusiasts find lacking in other casino games. When
you sit down at a poker table, your opponents are the other players at the
table rather than the house. They’re betting their money so that they can take
your money. When you beat your opponents in poker, raw emotions and
bitter disappointments flare up into full display. Poker players have diverse
personalities and individual styles of play — all of which makes poker a
highly intriguing and exhilarating game.

So you may as well jump on the wagon and ante up! But before you take the
plunge, read this chapter. It can help you master the basics of poker so that
you don’t throw away your hard-earned money. It also shows you some key
tactics and the best ways to act when playing. Finally, it covers the most pop-
ular types of poker in more detail — Seven-Card Stud, Texas Hold’em, and
Omaha poker — and provides some basic strategies for each game. (If you're
itching to master poker and take your game to the next level, check out Poker
For Dummies, by Richard D. Harroch and Lou Krieger [Wiley].)
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Uncovering the ABCs of Casino Poker

In this chapter, [ walk you through two of the most popular casino poker
games: Seven-Card Stud and Texas Hold’em. I also introduce you to a few
other versions. But in this first section, I explore the aspects that are univer-
sal to all games of poker — as well as factors that make playing poker in a
casino different from playing poker at your kitchen table. The following are a
few poker basics that you need to remember:

v The goal in poker is to win the pot of money by having the highest hand
(or, in some versions of the game, the lowest hand) or persuading the
other players into believing you do.

v~ Betting is a critical part of the game.
v Players don’t play with cash on the table in a casino — they bet with chips.
v A professional dealer sits in on all games.

v The dealer passes out the cards, clockwise to the left, using a standard
52-card deck.

v In casinos, you play poker at an oval table seating seven to ten players,
depending on the version of poker.

v To join a poker game in a casino, you must speak to a floor supervisor or
poker-room host, also known as a brush, who finds an available game for
you or puts you on a waiting list for a game.

Poker's popularity reigns

For years, poker was relegated to smoky back
rooms. However, today the game is booming,
and massive poker rooms now take center
stage in the nation’s biggest casinos. When you
look at all the different casino card games,
poker is clearly the hottest game in town.
Television has elevated poker champions Phil
Hellmuth Jr., Annie Duke, and Doyle Brunson
into cult figures as admired as rock stars. And
notjustin the United States. Their fame is so far
reaching that some foreign fans are virtually
ready to bestow royalty status on poker celebs.

The poker bug bites nearly everyone, from
Spiderman (actor Tobey Maguire) to Baptist min-
isters, who practice their skills with the shades
drawn. Flip through your cable channels on any
given night, and you’re apt to run across more
than one televised poker tournament airing
simultaneously — from the World Series of Poker
to celebrity tournaments featuring Hollywood
stars to the dazzling glitz of the World Poker Tour.
And to punctuate just how popular the game has
become, poker chips are now a favorite
Christmas gift for men (and even women).
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Paying homage to hand hierarchy

Before you can play poker, you need to understand the basic order of the
cards. You play most poker games with a standard 52-card deck consisting of
four suits:

v Clubs &

v Diamonds ¢
v Hearts ¥

v Spades &

Each 52-card deck has 13 cards of every suit (A-K-Q-J-10-9-8-7-6-5-4-3-2), and
all suits are equal in value. A 52-card deck has more than 2 million possible
five-card combinations. How likely you are to hold a particular hand deter-
mines a poker hand’s value.

The ace is the key card because it ranks highest, although you may also use it
as the lowest card for a wheel straight (5-4-3-2-A). Consequently, the ace is far
too valuable a card to not use.

Don’t sit down at any poker table until you understand what the nuts are. Nuts
is a poker term for the best possible hand. To determine your chances of win-
ning, you need to know the ranking of poker hands. Check out Figure 6-1 for a
complete listing of poker hands, from highest to lowest. These hand rankings
are fairly consistent throughout all variations of poker.
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Poker Hands
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v Royal flush: The best possible hand, a royal flush is an ace-king-queen-
jack-10 of the same suit. The royal flush beats all other hands. When two
players have royal flushes, the hands tie. An example of a royal flush is
AV-K¥-Q¥-J¥-10¥, all of the same suit. No suit (spades, hearts, dia-
monds, or clubs) has any higher rank than another.

1~ Straight flush: A straight flush_is five cards in numeric order of the same
suit. A straight flush can be 6ée-5¢e-4é-3¢-2¢ or any other succession
of ordered cards up to Kee-Qee-Jeh-10%-9 . If the straight flush runs all
the way to ace high, it’s no longer just a straight flush but a royal flush
(see the previous listing, and then consult your financial planner for
ways to open up your Swiss bank account).

v Four-of-a-kind: Four-of-a kind, or guads, is four cards of the same rank —
for example, four kings or four 3s or four 8s. The higher the ranked cards,
the better the hand. Four queens beats four jacks, for example.

v Full house: A full house is three cards of the same rank, combined with
a pair of other ranked cards — for example, three jacks and two 8s. The
set of three ranked cards determines the value of a full house, not the
paired cards. For instance, a full house of 5¥-5&-5A&-3¥-3 ¢ beats 44 -
4e-4Mh-A ®-AV. Even though the aces are the highest-ranking cards in
the deck, the three 5s are higher than the three 4s.

v Flush: A flush is any five cards — not in numeric order — of the same
suit. If two or more players are both holding a flush, the flush containing
the single highest card wins. If the high cards are tied, the next card,
then the next, and so on determines the better hand.

v~ Straight: A straight is five cards in numeric order, not all of the same
suit. If two or more players hold a straight, the straight with the highest
card wins. For example, a queen-high straight of Q #-Jee-10¥-9¢-8A
beats a 9-high straight of 9N-8¢-7TA-6¥-5¢.

v Three-of-a-kind: Three-of-a-kind is three cards of the same rank with two
other cards that aren’t paired. If two or more players hold a three-of-a-
kind, the highest-ranking set of three cards wins, regardless of the two
other cards. For instance, K¢ -K¥-K&-4M-24 beats 90-9¥-9eh-8A-TA.

v Two pair: Two pair consists of a pair of one rank, a pair of a different
rank, and an unmatched fifth card. When two or more players have a
two pair, the best hand is the one with the highest single pair. For exam-
ple, K®-KV-2A-2¥-74 beats Q¥-Q¢-JA-J¥-10A because the kings
are higher than the queens. The second pair matters only if two players
each have the same top pair; for instance, 9¥-9M-6¥-6 #-AM beats 9¢-
9-44-4%-7 4. In the case of two players’ hands each containing the
same two pair, then the fifth card determines the best hand. For exam-
ple, J¥-J&-7TA-7 -9V beats IA-] ¢-7T¥-T&-59.
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v One pair: One pair_is two cards of the same rank along with three cards
of different ranks. The highest-ranked pair wins. If two players have
the same pair, the next highest card each player holds determines the
best hand.

1 High card: A high-card hand, the lowest-ranking hand, contains none of
the previous hands, just five unmatched cards not of the same suit. If
players face each other with just high-card hands, the hand with the
highest-ranked card is the winner.

Knowing the dealer

Unlike at your weekly home game, a dealer is part of the package in casino
poker games. The dealer has no financial interest in the game (he is paid by
the casino and through tips, known as tokes). The dealer’s job is to see that
all the players abide by the rules and that the house takes its share of the pot,
or rake. (The rake is the house’s portion of each pot — a predetermined amount
that is usually capped at 10 percent of the pot but is often much less.)

Even though the casino provides the dealer, the position of dealer moves
from player to player around the table. The rotation of the dealer position is
critical to ensuring the fairness of the game because one of the most impor-
tant aspects in playing poker successfully is being in position, or being one of
the last players to act. A disc or puck called the bufton designates the dealer
position. As the dealer deals each successive hand, the button moves from
player to player so that everyone starts from the position of dealer once each
round and has the advantage of playing after everyone else.

Following basic poker etiquette

Before you sit down at the casino table, always be sure you understand the
rules and limits of any game you choose to play. Knowing proper poker eti-
quette is also critical. Otherwise, the dealer may reprimand you for making
novice mistakes, and other more experienced players at the table may criti-
cize you. Keep the following tips in mind so you can stay out of trouble when
you first start playing:

+* Keep your cards hidden from other players by shielding them, but
don’t take them off the table. Even though modern casinos are far
removed from the seedy Wild West days, cheating is still a valid fear for
many players, and consequently everyone is expected to keep all their
cards on the table at all times.

v Never fold or bet or out of turn. Doing so is considered rude and can
also give an unfair advantage to other players. For example, knowing
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you're either going to fold or raise (increase the bet) your hand behind
them makes their decision making easier.

1 Never turn your cards face-up for others to see when you fold. Simply
slide your cards toward the center of the table and into the muck — the
area on the table where you and other players place all the dead cards,
including hands that have folded.

v Protect your cards when you have a good hand. If you watch any poker
on TV, you probably notice players putting a chip or a lucky memento
over the top of their cards. For example, 2005 World Series of Poker
champion Greg Raymer uses a fossil to protect his cards. This safeguard
helps prevent your good cards from getting mixed into the muck. If that
happens, your hand is dead. When you place an item over your cards,
you show the dealer that your hand is still active.

1 Raise either by saying “I'm raising five dollars” or by silently pushing
out five dollars in chips — or do both. When raising, however, you aren’t
allowed to make a string-raise, where you make a bet and then go back to
your stack to add more chips. Perform all raises with one hand motion,
unless you verbally announce your bet. Then count out the chips.

v Never splash the pot, or toss your chips into the center of the table,
and mingle them with other chips. The correct technique is to place
your chips (when you call or raise) slightly in front of you and let the
dealer pull them into the pot when all the betting action is complete.

v Never add chips or money to the amount in front of you during the
play of a hand. The reason for this piece of advice is that most casino
poker games are based on table stakes (amount you have on the table at
the start of a hand). If you run out of chips in the middle of a hand, you
can stay in, but only for that portion of the pot that your bets cover. You
normally buy your chips when you first sit down, but you can also pur-
chase more chips later — but only between hands.

v Don’t talk about hands in progress — even when you’re no longer in
the hand. Your discussion about possible holdings or what you held
may influence the remaining active players.

Betting the Farm (Or Other
Parcels of Real Estate)

Betting is what elevates poker from an amusing card game into the next
stratosphere. Without that element in the equation, poker would have as
much chance of being on ESPN as high school cribbage championships.
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Betting is the single most important aspect of poker. Over time, everyone is
dealt his or her fair share of great hands and weak hands. Though streaky,
these cards even out in the long run. So what separates successful poker
pros from everyone else at the table is their skill at betting. The only player
left standing with any chips when the sun goes down (or comes up, for some
games) is the one who outplays his opponents with skillful bets, bluffs (mis-
representing the strength of a hand), or judicious folds (laying down a good
hand when you’re most likely beat).

Grasping the betting basics

Strategies on betting vary from one poker game to the next, but you need to
keep a few key principles in mind. Most poker games start with an ante, an
upfront wager that buys you the right to play. This amount is typically a per-
centage of the game’s minimum bet and goes in the pot, or pile of chips in the
center of the table. You make the ante before the cards are dealt.

Most poker games consist of several betting rounds — the exact number of
rounds varies from game to game. After the cards are dealt and you review
your cards, you can take one of four actions:

v Determine that your hand is a no-hope loser and fold (throw the
hand away).

v Check — opt not to bet, but stay in the game.

v Call — bet the same amount as the original bet (in the case of the first
player, the bet typically is the established minimum bet for the table).

v Raise the amount wagered, increasing the original bet.

The betting round continues until all players take a turn. If only one player
remains in the hand, that player automatically takes the pot. If two or more
players remain, subsequent rounds of betting take place. After the final round,
if two or more players are left, then the hands are turned over for a showdown
to determine who wins the pot and who is left crying for his mommy.

Following betting limits

Poker junkies addicted to TV tournaments are no doubt familiar with

no-limit poker — where players can bet any amount of chips at any time. But
most poker tables have fixed-limit games. In fixed-limit games, you can’t bet
or raise more than the fixed limit of that table, although the limit may change
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from round to round. For example, if you sit down at a two- to four-dollar
Texas Hold’em table, the maximum bet is $2 through the first round; then it
doubles to $4 for subsequent rounds.

Less common versions of limit poker are spread-limit games. At these tables,
you can bet any amount within the assigned limits at any time. For example,
at a one- to five-dollar spread-limit game, you can fire away any size bet from
$1 to $5, provided it’s at least equal to any previous bets made on that round.
Meanwhile, pot limit is a cross between limit and no-limit poker. In pot limit,
only the amount of money in the pot restricts the bets or raises.

Knowing when to check or fold

Your opportunities to use the check option (opting not to bet but staying in
the game) are limited. After you make a bet in the round, no other player may
check. For instance, if you as the first player call (bet the same amount as the
original bet), then the rest of the players may call, raise, or fold — but not
check. If you fold, then the second player has the option to check because
you didn’t make the initial bet.

If you check, you still retain the right to call or raise any bet made by players
who follow. A checkraise occurs when you first check but raise a bet made by
an opponent later in the same betting round. A checkraise is a common trap-
ping technique you can use when you’ve made a monster hand.

When you fold, you say adios to any chips you previously put into the pot.
But don’t stay in just because you have money invested in the pot. Always
call or raise depending on the current strength of your hand, not on how
many bets you already have put into the pot.

Upping your knowledge of raising

When you raise the bet, you convey to the other players that you're confi-
dent of your chances of winning. This action forces the other players to bet
this amount as well (they have to at least match your bet or fold). Those who
suspect their hand won’t stand up to yours are more likely to fold, improving
your odds of taking the pot.

In most poker games, you can have only three or four raises per betting round.
That means other players can reraise an opponent who has already raised. As
soon as the game reaches the maximum number of raises, the betting is con-
sidered capped — you can make no more raises until the next round.
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Bluffing: When deception pays

Some casino games demand skill and experience; others are based on sheer
luck. Poker is unique in that it’s a blend of skill, luck, and one other critical
component, the art of the bluff. It’s a great feeling when you win not because
you have the best hand, but because you make everyone else believe you
have the best hand.

Familiar with the term “poker face”? Poker is a game where the flicker of an
eyelid or the twitch of a lip may give away a full house — or a losing hand.
Because your poker hand isn’t entirely revealed to the table — and you and
the rest of the players have the opportunity to withdraw, or fold— even a
poor hand has a chance of winning a big pot. Observing your opponents —
trying to pick up on their unique mannerisms and weaknesses — can help
you win. If you employ skill and timely bluffs, you leverage luck to create a
strategy that improves your chances of walking away a winner.

Betting when you've low on chips

What happens when you find yourself running out of chips in the middle of a
poker game? No, you can’t bet your watch or shake your pockets out into the
pot. Unlike your kitchen-table game, casino poker adheres to a bit of deco-
rum, and you make wagers with chips that you bring with you to the table. If
you find the game heating up and your chip supply dwindling, you may be
forced to declare that you're all-in. In other words, you come to a round
where you must place the last of your chips in the pot.

Are you out of the game? No. You may continue playing, but a side pot is cre-
ated. Those players who aren’t all-in can continue to make bets into the side
pot. If you win the hand, you get the contents of the original pot, but not the
side pot.

Eating (and drinking) at the table: A poker tradition

At most casinos, you can order and eat right
at the tables without even missing a hand,
which is not only convenient but highly fitting
to the grand history of food. About 300 years
ago, a British nobleman named John Montagne
instructed a servant to put his roast beef
between two slices of bread so that he could
eat with one hand and play cards with the other.

His “invention” lives on today and bears his
name, as John Montagne’s titled position was
the “Earl of Sandwich.”

You can also drink at the table. However, don't
bring your own six-pack. The casino has a
cocktail server who comes to your table to take
your order.
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A long winter's Stud game

Seven-Card Stud is the game my baby-boomer
generation grew up playing. | still have vivid
memories of a marathon poker game of Stud my
dad played with some friends back in the winter
of 1964. A blizzard pounded our small town and
kept any of the players from leaving for several

the bravest member of the crew offered to
snowshoe into town for supplies (the roads
were impassable). He returned a few hours
later. But the only supplies he brought back —
much to the consternation of my mother —
were beer and cigarettes.

95

days, so they just kept dealing the cards. Finally,

Checking Out the Most Popular Uersions

Poker boasts a spectrum of variations — more than 120 different games —
and each version has its own unique rule twists. In some games, you're dealt
five cards, in others, seven. In some versions, the cards are dealt face-down,
in others face-up — and in some, face-up and face-down. In some games, you
draw for additional cards (Five-Card Draw, for example); in others, you play
the hand that’s dealt you (Seven-Card Stud).

The biggest casinos typically offer a variety of games and limits in their poker
rooms. This section examines three of the most common games: Seven-Card
Stud, Texas Hold’em, and Omaha/8, and a few related versions.

Playing Seven-Card Stud

Seven-Card Stud used to be the favorite game for many players. Today, you
can still find it in most poker rooms, but it has taken a severe back seat to
Texas Hold’em in popularity. However, Seven-Card Stud is easy for even
novice players to get a handle on, making it a great entry-level game.

In Seven-Card Stud, you receive a total of seven cards — two dealt face-down,
followed by four face-up, and then a seventh card face-down. You and every
other player play your seven cards to make the best five-card hand possible.

If you want to win, you first have to survive all the way to seventh street (each
round is called a street, culminating with the seventh and final card) without
folding. And then you need to have the best hand (according to the rankings
in Figure 6-1), or have everyone else fold. You should fold weaker hands and
stay to the end with only your better holdings.

¢MBER
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Playing the game like a stud: An overview

Before you sit down for a game of Seven-Card Stud, read through the follow-
ing steps to understand the game:

1.
2.
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You and the other players put an ante into the pot.

The dealer deals each player two cards face-down and a third card
face-up.

The downcards are called the hole cards (because no one else can see
them — as if they’re hidden in a hole).

3. The deal pauses for a round of betting.

4. The player with the highest face-upcard opens, or has the first oppor-

tunity to bet.

If you tie with another player for the highest face-upcard, the player
nearest the dealer’s left is first to bet.

. The first player checks, calls, raises, or folds.

However, some versions require the lowest upcard to go first (rather
than the highest upcard) and to make a forced bet, called the bring-in.

. You and each other player (in clockwise order from the first person to

act) take a turn to call, raise, or fold.

. Assuming active players are still in the game after the round, you and

each other player are dealt a fourth card face-up.

8. Another round of betting occurs.

10.
11.
12.
13.
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. The player with the highest-ranking poker hand showing makes the

first bet.

For example, one player may have an A ¢-Kv showing, but you have 2a-
2&. You (with the pair of deuces) bet first, because a pair ranks higher
than no pair.

The dealer deals you and each other player a fifth card face-up.
Another round of betting occurs.

The dealer deals a sixth card face-up.

Another round of betting occurs.

You can fold at any time. Don’t be afraid to give up on a bad hand that
doesn’t improve. Or you may also want to fold if you see that one of
your opponents appears to have a stronger hand than yours based on
his visible face-upcards.
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14. The dealer deals the seventh card face-down — the last of the three
hole cards.

15. Another round of betting occurs.

16. You and all remaining players reveal your hole cards to determine
the best five-card hand.

17. The winner takes the pot.

Implementing Stud’s basic strategies

Seven-Card Stud is lively because it features five rounds of betting. The deci-
sion you make in the first round is the most important one. The strength of
your starting hand — your two hole cards combined with your upcard —
determine whether you should stay in or fold when someone makes a bet
before you.

The best possible starting hand is a three-of-a-kind, especially three aces.
Other good starting hands include three-suited connectors, such as J¥-10v-
9w; three cards suited J&-9&-5&; three cards connected, such as 10 ¢-9a-8&;
a high pair; or even a hand with just a couple high cards, like A ¢-K&-5.

If you have a good starting hand and are first to play, you usually want to bet.
When you’re in a later position with a strong hand and someone ahead of you
has already bet, you should call, raise, or reraise. As long as you think you
have the best hand, continue to bet.

Exploring variations of Seven-Card Stud

Seven-Card Stud has some close cousins: Razz, Seven-Card Stud/High-Low
Split, and Seven-Card Stud/8. In these games, the seven cards are dealt in
exactly the same way as in regular Seven-Card Stud: two down, four up, and
one down. And the betting rounds also are the same. The only difference is
what constitutes a winning hand.

Turning it upside down with Razz

You can describe Razz as Seven-Card Stud turned upside down. Instead of the
best poker hand winning the pot, in Razz the worst hand wins — or in other
words, the best low hand wins.

What’s a low hand? The lowest-ranked hand is simply a lousy hand with no
pairs or better (check out Figure 6-1). In Razz, you ignore straights and flushes,
and the ace is always low. Thus, the best low hand is A-2-3-4-5. To win at Razz,
you want a junk hand (no three of a kind, full houses, quads, and so on). The
five-card hand with the lowest high card wins.
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&,\‘I\BER Even though ace through 5 makes a straight, this hand is still the lowest pos-
& sible hand in Razz. Likewise, if the five low cards make a flush, you still have
a low hand because straights and flushes don’t count in Razz. If two players
have hands that are six-high, a 6-4-3-2-A beats a hand of 6-5-4-2-1. Because the
6 is tied for low, you go to the next card, then the next, and so on to deter-
mine the winner.

A good starting hand in Razz is three low cards of different ranks. Betting is
the same as in regular Seven-Card Stud, but keep in mind the low hand wins
(just turn Figure 6-1 upside down).

Mixing it up with Seven-Card Stud/High-Low Split

This game (you can call it High-Low for short) combines Seven-Card Stud

with Razz. The best high hand (as in Seven-Card Stud) wins half the pot, while
the best low hand (as in Razz) wins the other half (hence, the splif). The

main difference between High-Low and the other two games is that you can
use all seven of your cards in different combinations of five-card hands.
Consequently, you can sometimes win both the high hand and the low hand,
which creates some interesting twists and some crazy betting.

For example, if your seven cards are Aa-Ja-8v-5&-4a-3a-24a, your high hand
is an ace-high flush Aa-Ja-4a-3a-24, and your low hand is a cool-looking
S5&-4a-3a-24a- Aa. Each of these hands should be a winner against your

opponents.
<MBER
;{.3‘\ You don’t have to win both high and low to collect any chips. High-Low is a
split-pot game — half the pot goes to the high hand, and half goes to the low
hand. Winning both in a single hand is called scooping the pot.
Betting is the same as in Seven-Card Stud, with five action-packed rounds.
This game can yield monster-sized pots because some people are betting
their low hand, while others are betting on a high hand.
Q‘&N\BER
& As always, your starting cards are very important — particularly your hidden

hole cards. Getting aces in this game is particularly valuable because you can
play them both high and low.

Another vaviation: Seven-Card Stud/8

A popular variation of the game is Seven-Card Stud Eight-or-Better High-Low
Split (that’s a mouthful, so it’s often called Seven Card Stud/8). What distin-
guishes this game is that the low hand must be 8 or better — meaning the
highest card in any low hand must be 8 or less. If at the end of the hand, nei-
ther you nor any other player has a qualifying low hand of 8 or less, the
winner of the high hand takes the entire pot — no split.




Chapter 6: Will Bluff for Food: Poker

Holding your own at Texas Hold'em

Texas Hold’em is clearly king today. No other poker game gets as much televi-
sion exposure. The reason for this exposure is because Texas Hold’em has
nearly perfect ingredients for the TV screen. The community cards (five cards
shared by everyone) make visually tracking what’s going on easy for the
viewing audience.

In fact, the most successful Hold’em players have become famous celebri-
ties. The catchy Full Tilt Poker commercials give pros such as Chris “Jesus”
Ferguson the kind of exposure that promises more than a mere 15 minutes
of fame.

Even if you don’t seek any TV celebrity fame, you can still play Texas Hold’em
and have tons of fun. Who knows? You may even get lucky. And if you do
decide to enter tournaments after you master the game, you may be the next
budding star. The game has made instant millionaires of tournament winners
and turned them into household names to the dedicated fans who religiously
follow every episode of the World Poker Tour. (Check out Chapter 18 for
more info on tournament play.)

Flops, turns, and the river: How Hold'em differs from Stud

Although Texas Hold’em shares some characteristics with Seven-Card Stud,
it’s quite a different game. (To grasp how to play Seven-Card Stud, check out
“Playing Seven-Card Stud,” earlier in this chapter.) In Texas Hold’em, you and
each other player start with two cards face-down just as in Stud, but then the
action quickly diverges.

Hold it! | see a Texas Hold'em star

Texas Hold’em is all the rage in television poker
tournaments with big names and big person-
alities. I've even got sucked up into crazed
hero worship of poker icons. After returning
from a trip to Las Vegas, where | competed
against some well-known poker personalities in
the inaugural Ultimate Blackjack Tour, | found
myself beginning conversations with complete

strangers on the airplane with “l rode in the
same car with Phil Hellmuth” or “I shook hands
with Annie Duke.” Most of my fellow flyers were
impressed that I'd actually met Hellmuth,
although a few passengers’ eyes glazed over or
frantically scanned the plane for emergency
exit doors.
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Figure 6-2:
A Texas
Hold'em
hand.
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The remaining five cards are dealt face-up as community cards, which you
share with all the other players to complete your best five-card hand. This
places far more importance on the two hole cards (also called your two
pocket cards) because they’re the only cards that separate your hand from
your opponent’s hand. (Check out Figure 6-2 for an example of a Texas
Hold’em hand.)

Player's hand

Community cards in center of the table

Betting in Texas Hold’em is different from Stud, too. In Stud, the first round of

betting occurs after the third card — when you have two hole cards and one

upcard. Texas Hold’em has four rounds of betting (Seven-Card Stud has five),

which unfold as follows:

1. The first round of betting occurs after you and each other player have

your two hole cards, called preflop play.

2. The dealer places three cards face-up on the table (see Figure 6-2),
called the flop.

3. The second round of betting takes place.

-~

If your hand doesn’t improve by the turn, you may want to fold.
5. The third round of betting occurs.

6. The dealer places the fifth card face-up on the table (see Figure 6-2).

This final card is called the river. If you’'ve been holding out for that mira-
cle card to help you complete a flush or a straight and your ship doesn’t

come in, you may drown here.

7. The fourth and final round of betting takes place.

8. If you remain in the hand, you show your cards to see who wins (after

all the betting, baiting, and trash-talking is over).

The best five-card poker hand — using any of your own hole cards and
the community cards — is the winner.

. The dealer places the fourth face-upcard, called the turn, on the table.
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Each time before the flop, the turn, and the river, the dealer burns one card,
placing it face-down. No one sees the burn cards, and they serve no useful
purpose (sort of like the vice president).

Substituting blinds for antes

Another critical difference exists between the two most popular casino poker
games. In Texas Hold’em, you use blinds (forced bets before any cards are
dealt) rather than antes to create the starting pot. Where does the name blind
come from? The first two players to the left of the dealer have to make these
blind bets before looking at their cards — they’re betting blind.

The first player posts the small blind, and the second player posts the big
blind. The table stakes at each game determine the amount of the blinds. The
big blind is normally twice the amount of the small blind ($10 and $5, respec-
tively, for example). A dealer button keeps track of which player is in the dealer
position, and the small blind is to the immediate left of the dealer, followed by
the big blind. This button moves one player to the left after each hand, ensur-
ing that all players take their turns in posting the small and big blinds.

Lassoing basic Hold'em strategies

As Mike Sexton likes to say on the World Poker Tour, “Texas Hold’em takes a
minute to learn and a lifetime to master.” The fact that it does look decep-
tively simple to play on TV causes many to fail to understand the deeper
nuances of the game. The biggest misconception comes from believing that
poker is all about bluffing and that the best players are the ones who move
all-in with any two cards. Although bold aggression may work for some pros,
it’s a bad strategy for normal players, especially at lower-limit tables.

Knowing when to fold 'em

Probably your most important decision in Hold’em comes before the flop,
your first round of betting. This is where you may make a lot of errors that
can prove very costly later. Are your first two cards good enough to play?
Because you have only two cards of your own (the remainder are community
cards), the entire outcome of the game hinges on the strength of those two
precious cards.

Make sure you always evaluate your style of play in order to identify and plug
any potential leaks (weaknesses that drain money from your pocket). Many
different styles of play exist, but the one | recommend for most people is to
play tight. In other words, be extremely selective about which hands you're
willing to risk your money on. That style may not always be optimal, but it
does keep you out of trouble and should put you on the path to becoming a
consistent winner. (Check out “Avoiding Poker Pitfalls” later in this chapter
for other mistakes to avoid when playing poker.)
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Getting into position: When last is best

One of the most important considerations in Texas Hold’em is your position.
At a full table (nine to ten players), the first two or three players (after the
small and big blinds) are in early position — they take their turns first. Next
to act are the fourth, fifth, and sixth players. They’re in middle position.
Middle position is slightly better than early position because some players
have already acted before you.

The last two players, in late position, are called the cutoff and the button,
respectively. These players are in the catbird’s spot; they play after they see
what everyone else does. Their advantage continues, because they always go
last on the flop, turn, and river. (Check out “Flops, turns, and the river: How
Hold’em differs from Stud,” earlier in this section, to understand the differ-
ences between flops, turns, and the river.)

The type of hands you play varies greatly by position. For example, you may
often throw K&-J& away under the gun (first to act in early position). But you
may raise with it from the button. If you're playing in late position, the more
people ahead of you who only limp in (just call the big blind rather than
raise) or fold, the stronger your hand can become.

Flirting with Omaha/8

If you compare Texas Hold’em to Omaha/8 poker, the resemblance is remark-
able. They each have the same betting rounds and the cadre of flop, turn, and
the river. But the difference lies in the start of the game: In Omaha/8, each
player is dealt four rather than two down, or hole, cards.

Players originally played Omaha poker for only the best high hand, com-
monly called Omaha High. But the most prevalent variation today is Omaha
8-or-Better High-Low Split Poker — called Omaha/8 for short, and that is
what I will discuss in this section. Like Seven-Card Stud/8, which I discuss
earlier in this chapter, in “Another variation: Seven-Card Stud/8,” in Omaha/8
the pot is split for the best high hand and the best low hand.

The game’s splitting of the pot has fueled the game’s popularity because it
gives you two possible chances to win. And with people betting for both a
high hand and a low hand, the pots build quickly.

Playing your hole cards: Take two

When making your five-card hand in Omaha/8, you can use only two of your
four downcards in combination with three of the five community cards. Even
if you have four aces as the four hole cards, you may use only two of those
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aces when making your best five-card hand. Conversely, if among your four
hole cards you have an ace as your only spade, you can’t use four spades on
the board to complete a flush — you must play two of your hole cards and
three from the community cards.

More cards, better odds

If you’'ve been playing a lot of seven-card games, such as Texas Hold’em or
Seven-Card Stud, get ready to see many better-ranking hands in Omaha/8.
Because you have nine cards to build a hand from, the chance to make
straights, flushes, full houses, or better hands increases accordingly.

With five community cards, as in Texas Hold’em, the strength of your hand is
again in your hole cards. Good starting hands are as important as ever before
you enter into a pot. And because you have four hole cards in Omaha/8, you
have six possible combinations for using any two of those cards. This creates
far more opportunity to combine them with the community cards to make
winning hands.

Sizing up the strongest hands

Strong starting hands in Omaha/8 are double-suited — which means that two
of your four hole cards are of one suit, coupled with two other cards of
another suit. Because you can play only two of your hole cards, no advantage
exists to having all four hole cards in the same suit. But being double-suited
gives you opportunities to make a flush in two different suits. And because
Omaha/8 is a split game, the best starting hands include those with a combi-
nation of both high cards and low cards. Consequently, aces are powerful
because they play either way.

The worst-possible starting hand is 2-2-2-2. Because you must play exactly
two of your hole cards, you have no chance of making three of a kind — and
the hand is neither suited nor connected to easily make a flush or straight.

Play Omaha/8 similar to how you play Texas Hold’em. Don’t get into a pot
unless you have a good starting hand. But in Omaha/8, you have two oppor-
tunities to strike pay dirt — either the best high hand or the best low hand.

Avoiding Poker Pitfalls

To call poker a complex game is a massive understatement. Even the masters
who have successfully plied their trade at the tables for decades still uncover
new tricks nearly every day. Hence, tilt is a word you frequently hear at the
poker tables. It describes players who lose their rudder and play poorly,
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normally after a bad beat. Top pros aren’t immune to this affliction; the pres-
sure of big tournaments causes some to implode before a national television
audience. But the best players understand that becoming a poker champion is a
never-ending process, so keep looking for new hidden layers of enlightenment.

Delving into advanced strategies for poker is far beyond the scope of this
book. For more advanced theory, | recommend Poker For Dummies, by
Richard D. Harroch and Lou Krieger (Wiley).

Although I don’t go into advanced poker strategy, this section provides you
with some basic advice that can elevate your game. The key to winning at
casino poker is to play aggressively (raising your good hands relentlessly like
a schoolyard bully). Simply checking and calling through the flop, turn, and
river and overlooking the strength of your opponent’s hand is a sure recipe
for disaster.

The following are some common mistakes that people make in poker. Poker
may be a social game, but to be a success in the casino, you have to care
more about winning than making friends at the table. If you steer clear of
these pitfalls, you're already a leg up on your competition.

1+ Playing too many hands. Without question, the biggest strategic mis-
take most beginning poker players make is playing as if any two cards
can win. Although this is true in theory, going to war with weak starting
cards is a suicidal battle tactic. Sometimes you may hit your long shots
and rake in big pots, but over the long run this approach burns through
money faster than a wildfire.

Instead of worrying about multiple hands, focus on playing fewer hands

than you do in your home game. Then with the hands you do play, be

as aggressive as you can be. Doing so creates a tough table image, which
is critical to your success. Being feared is far more profitable than being

loved.

Keep this saying in mind: Any two cards can lose. (What — you wanted
something catchier?) In Texas Hold’em, the first step toward becoming a
winning poker player is to be extremely selective about what two cards
you play. Admittedly, throwing away hand after hand is no fun, but play-
ing tight yields far more profit than playing like a maniac.

1 Playing like you’re at your kitchen table. Even if you regularly play
poker every Saturday night, you’ll experience a bit of culture shock the
first time you play in a casino. The pace is much quicker, the game is
more formal, and far fewer people play each pot. On your first hand, a
tough player to your right may checkraise you — despite the fact that
you consider checkraising poor manners in your home game. However, if
you're able to adapt, the game can actually be more stimulating than the
slow, constantly interrupted weekly version you play with your buddies.

v Overreaching your bankroll. Stay within your financial comfort zone.
A big loss is the primary factor that commonly drives people over the
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edge and puts them on tilt. Proper money management can help you
sleep better at night. If you stay within prearranged limits, you should
never lose more than a small portion of your overall bankroll on any
given day. (Check out Chapter 4 for tips on helping you manage your
money in a casino.)

@“\NG! If you do find yourself in a losing streak, don’t jump to a higher-limit
S game in a desperate attempt to win back your losses. You may, instead,
spiral into greater loss. Better to stick to the same limits until you con-
sistently win. Then if your $1,000 bankroll grows to $1,500, you can move
up to $3- to $6-limit games. But never make such a move out of panic or
desperation.

v Checking and chasing. Staying in the hand all the way to the river even
when your hands don’t improve isn’t smart poker. The player who stub-
bornly calls bets all the way to the end while hoping for a miracle card is
as foolish as the driver who'’s lost and refuses to ask for directions (you
know who you are). Many players charge ahead to the bitter end with
bad cards when pulling off the road and getting out of the hand would be
far better.

v Losing sight from tunnel vision. Tunnel vision plagues many new play-
ers. The natural tendency when they see the flop is to only evaluate how
it improves their hand. Although this evaluation is important, reading
the table and determining how the flop may improve your opponents’
hands is critical.

§‘&\1\3’5/? Poker isn’t a solo sport. To be a successful poker player, you must

> constantly keep your eye on the big picture — not just how your hand is
playing out. Especially in games where community cards are part of the
package, you have the opportunity to read how others may fare from
the deal.

»* Overvaluing the top pair. In Texas Hold’em or Omaha/8, whenever some-
one flops top pair (pairing the top card on the flop with one of your hole
cards), his first thought often is “Cool, I have the best hand.” That may be
the case — but two pair or better are usually needed to win. So be careful
about going gangbusters with only one pair, even if it is fop pair.

Almost everyone knows that the weakest starting hand in poker is a 2
and 7. But few people know that the absolute worst finishing hand in
poker is when you have a good hand but it’s only second best. This kind
of hand sucks you in for several bets before you find out the bad news
that you have a loser. You encounter few worse feelings in the poker
realm than getting oh so close to the pot of gold, only to watch someone
else snatch it away.

v Getting married. Many poker players heartily agree that casinos and the
open road should be your only mistress in life, but the mistake I'm talk-
ing about has nothing to do with your domestic status. 'm warning you
about the danger of falling in love with and committing to a particular
hand. The result of such an unfortunate attachment is that you’re unable
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to release that hand later when the fact that you're beaten should be
obvious. Even if you start with a great hand — a pair of kings or queens,
for example — you’re likely to find yourself in a situation where you
must get a divorce and throw the hand away after the flop.

v~ Not giving any respect. Too many players are oblivious to bets that indi-

cate unusual strength. When a player makes a raise from early position,
he usually has a premium hand. Or if a player checkraises you on the
turn, alarms should go off in your head screaming that you're beaten.

Poker rewards aggression. But sometimes your best strategy is to qui-
etly retreat. Being able to fold a good hand is an important skill that
every top player has in his arsenal. Carefully watch the other players at
your table and if someone rarely raises, or only plays the very best
hands, then you need a strong hand yourself to play against them when
they bet big.

1 Being too predictable. Poker is a game that is best played by keeping

your opponents off balance. If you always check when you have a weak
hand or bet when you have a strong hand, your opponents can read you
like a cheap paperback with a formula ending. Mix up your game with
the occasional bluff or unexpected checkraise. If you normally bet when
you have a flush draw, check it next time. Anytime you feel your oppo-
nents think they know your tendencies, surprise them.

v Getting emotionally involved. Never lose your edge by focusing on just

one person at the table. Some obnoxious player may be pushing all of
your buttons and making you hot under the collar. If this jerk recently
beat you out of a big pot and then gloated, you’d like nothing better than
to bust him out and inflict some revenge.

Don’t let another player get under your skin. Take a deep breath, ignore
that obnoxious player, and concentrate on the entire table to play opti-
mally. If these tips don’t work, look for a new table or at least take a
break for a while to cool down.

1 Telegraphing your hand. | was fortunate enough to play college basket-

ball. Because I was too short to dunk, the move [ enjoyed most was
making a key steal. I often succeeded because I was adept at reading the
eyes of my opponents and discerning where they were going to pass the
ball. Likewise, at the poker table many mannerisms, or tells, give away
the value of someone’s hand. What is a tell? A player may stop talking or
breathing when she has a big hand. Another tell may be the presence of
perspiration on a player’s forehead or shaking hands. If someone plans
on betting or raising, he may take a quick glance at his chips. If a player
wants you to call her hand, she may lean back in her chair; if she prefers
that you fold, she may lean forward as an attempt to intimidate you.

Always observe your opponents for any clues to their hands. But more
importantly, study yourself to make sure you're not giving away valuable
information to your opponent.



Knowing when to quit: The 30-bet rule

Normally I'm not an advocate of any artificial
stop-loss controls in gambling. However, the
emotional and psychological aspects of poker
make these artificial barriers valuable because
they can keep you from going on tilt.

Annie Duke’s brother, Howard Lederer, taught
her a great rule. When she first started playing,
he told her to quit if she ever lost more than

30 top bets in any game. This 30-bet rule kept
her from steaming and playing poorly during
bad sessions. It also helped protect her bankroll
from taking a big hit (more than 30 bets) in
games where she may have been overmatched,
and prevented her from being the sucker at the
table without even realizing it.
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Chapter 7

The Easiest Game to Beat:
Blackjack

In This Chapter

Understanding blackjack fundamentals
Getting ready to play
Making the right moves

Avoiding common mistakes

Blackjack is the most popular table game in casinos because it offers the
best chance for beating the house. Rather than relying on the cold,
mechanical whim of slot machines, you make decisions at blackjack that help
determine your fate. Each hand of cards at the blackjack table offers several
options, and the choices you make with your cards may ultimately affect
whether you return home a winner or a loser.

You may have avoided blackjack in the past — because you felt as out of
place as a Playboy bunny at a Billy Graham crusade. But blackjack is a fairly
simple game to understand, and with just a few lessons and strategies, you
can feel comfortable and confident at the tables. This chapter lays out the
basics and gives you the tools you need for your first venture into the world
of blackjack.
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Dealing Out Blackjack Basics

Blackjack, or 21 as it’s also called, is a card game with a very clear-cut objec-
tive: You try to beat the dealer. Not your neighbor to the left. Not everyone
else at the table. Just the dealer. And you have three — count ’em, three —
ways to win:

v The dealer deals you a blackjack, any starting hand consisting of an ace
and a 10 (10s and all face cards — jacks, queens, and kings), equaling 21
points. However, this is only a tie if the dealer also has a blackjack.

v The dealer’s hand busts — or exceeds 21 points — and your hand
doesn’t.

v Your hand — which doesn’t exceed 21 — is higher than the dealer’s
hand. For example, you have 19, and the dealer has 18.

The news gets even better — the dealer must stick to some restrictive rules
that favor the players. (I explain these rules in “Drawing the dealer’s curtain”
later in this chapter.) And following a number of simple strategies helps you
to improve your odds of beating the house.

In this section, [ set the stage for your game of blackjack. I explain the arena
in which you play and the cards’ values. I also provide a brief script on how to
play the game.

Setting the scene

Even if you’'ve never set foot in a casino, you're probably familiar with black-
jack from the movies. For example, who can possibly forget Raymond
Babbitt, the savant in Rainman, crushing the tables at Caesars Palace?

Whether on the silver screen or in the real world, you play blackjack on a
semicircular, felt table that seats up to seven players on the half-moon side of
the table, while the dealer stands opposite (see Figure 7-1). These blackjack
tables are clustered together into pits, which you usually find in the middle

of a casino. The only other accoutrements to the game are the cards — the
game uses anywhere from one to eight decks (more about that in “Dealing
what’s in the cards” later in this chapter) — and the chips, which you use to
make your bets. In addition, small placards indicate the table limits and mini-
mum and maximum bets allowed. (Check out “Eyeing table bet levels” later in
this chapter for more information about bets.)
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Valuing your cards

In blackjack, the cards are normally worth their face value, or their pip
number. A 4 counts as four points, an 8 is equal to eight points, and so on.
The only exceptions are that 10s and face cards all are worth 10 points, and
an ace can count as either 1 or 11 points, depending on how you want to use
it. The ace is also the most important card in the deck — the combination of
an ace and any ten-point card (10, jack, queen, or king) on your original two
\BER cards results in a natural, or a blackjack.
\x&
& Unlike games like poker, individual suits — clubs, hearts, spades, or
diamonds — make no difference whatsoever in blackjack.

Preparing to Play

Yes, understanding the basics of blackjack is relatively easy. But, before you
can walk away a winner, you need a deeper understanding of the nuances of



1 ’ 2 Part Il: Conquering the Table Games

\\s

the game and casino protocol. In the previous section, I briefly discuss how
you play blackjack. In this section, I delve a little deeper and plumb the many
facets that, when mastered, lead to blackjack success. [ begin with the warm-
up acts — getting seated, purchasing chips, and placing bets — all of which
are important steps before you actually begin playing the game.

Finding a table: Strategic seating

Blackjack begins by selecting a seat at the table. Typically, a blackjack table
allows for five to seven players. Whenever you see an empty seat at a blackjack
table, you may assume it’s for your taking (unless chips or a coat are holding
the spot for a player who just stepped away for a moment or unless some
player is playing two hands). In most cases, joining a game in progress is okay,
although some tables have a No-Midshoe Entry policy (usually marked by a sign
at the table), which means you have to wait until the shuffle before playing.

For your first trip to the tables, you're better off finding a nearly full table.
Although the number of players at the table hardly affects the odds on your
hands, the game is much quicker with fewer players. A fuller table gives you
more time to think about each hand without being rushed or pressured.

The following sections provide a few more pointers to keep in mind when
looking for a seat. Ideally, you want to search for a table with fewer decks and
favorable rules.

Seeking single-deck tables

Without getting into a lot of math, here’s a good rule to follow: The fewer
decks the casino uses, the better for you. Your chances for success increase
if you can find a single-deck game. Most casinos worldwide have gone to six
or more decks in an attempt to thwart card counters (skilled players who keep
track of cards). But some places still deal blackjack the old-fashioned way —
with one deck of 52 cards. Most of the casinos in northern Nevada (Reno,
Lake Tahoe, and Wendover) still use one deck of cards at many of their black-
jack tables. If you aren’t sure how many decks the casino is using, just ask.

Abracadabra: Can a certain seat give you an edge?

Unfortunately, nothing is magical about seat
selection. Despite some popular myths, no spot
at the tables gives you more of an edge over
other seats. Some players like to sit in the last
spot (commonly called third base), thinking that

they can somehow control the cards right
before the dealer acts. But, unless they're psy-
chic, this position won't improve their chances
of winning.
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Staying original

Blackjack has undergone many revisions and
changes over the years. Some of these varia-
tions have stuck, and others have disappeared.
My advice: Steer clear of the hybrids and stick
to plain, old, basic blackjack. One of the more
popular hybrid games is called 6-5 blackjack. It
may look like a normal game, but, because it
pays only 6 to 5 on blackjacks ($12 for every $10

bet), this variation doesn’t provide the return
that a traditional game offers. Stay clear of it.

Other more-common new breeds of blackjack
are Spanish 21, Super Fun 21, and Double
Exposure. If you're ever unsure of the rules at
your favorite casino, just ask, because games
and rules often change.
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Spotting tables with favorable rules

When searching for your table, you also want to know which rules favor you.
Some rule changes are beneficial and help players — dealer standing on soft
17 and surrender are good examples (look at “Homing in on house rules” later
in this chapter for specifics on these rules). Sometimes these rule variations
are spelled out at the table, but if you're unsure, just ask the dealer what the

specific rules are.

Eyeing table bet levels

Before you actually sit down, look for the table’s minimum and maximum bet-
ting limits. Every table has these fixed limits, which the casino usually posts

on a small sign located on the table to the right of the dealer.

For example, you may sit down at a table where the placard says $5-$500,
which means you have to bet at least $5 on every hand and can never bet

more than $500 on any one spot. Typically, the higher the minimum starting
bet, the higher the maximum bet for that table. (Check out “Eyeing table bet

levels” later in this chapter for more about bets.)

When you’re starting out, find the lowest minimum table in the casino and
begin there. Making smaller bets keeps you out of trouble until you under-

stand the game better — and you’re less likely to end up sitting next to a high

roller (who may not appreciate a novice at his table).

Purchasing chips

After you select your seat, you need to buy chips from the dealer. Select the
amount of money you want to start with and lay your cash on the felt in front

of you. The dealer changes your cash into chips and slides them across the

felt to you.

113
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Don’t hand your money directly to the dealer; doing so is a breach of eti-
quette and brands you as a greenhorn.

After you receive your chips, leave them on the table in front of you. Chips
come in several denominations and are color-coded. Although every casino
uses distinctive chips, most colors are standard. (Check out Chapter 1 for a
list of the different color chips and their values.)

Start off with a small amount of chips. A good approach is to cash in no more
than 25 percent of your daily bankroll for chips. For example, if you budget
$400 for the day, buy in for no more than $100 to start. This way, when you’re
losing, you minimize the temptation to bet more than you planned. You can
always buy more chips later if necessary.

Homing in on house rules

Blackjack rules are fairly similar worldwide — with a few variations. Sometimes
a small placard sitting on the table indicates where the casino stands in regard
to certain scenarios. If you don’t see a placard, you may ask the dealer what
the house rules are, even when you're in the middle of a hand.

Does the dealer hit on a soft 17?

A soft hand is any hand that counts an ace as 11 rather than 1. The hand is
soft because it can’t bust on the next card. For example, if you hit (take
another card) a soft 18 (an ace and a 7) with a 6, the ace automatically
reverts to 1 (rather than 11), and the hand total is now 14 (rather than 24,
which would be a bust).

Whether a dealer hits on a soft 17 is usually spelled out in bold white letters
right on the felt. Normally the dealer counts an ace as 11 anytime he has a
hand of 17 or more. However, about half the casinos worldwide deviate from
this rule on soft 17 (an ace and a 6). In those cases, the ace counts as 1, and
the dealer hits his soft 17.

Cuts and burns: Ensuring shuffling safety

Cutting the cards is a time-honored tradition in  The dealer then takes the bottom section of
gambling that helps protect the honesty of the cards and places it on top of the other half.

game. In blackjack, the dealer places the shuf-
fled deck or decks in front of one of the players
to cut the cards. (This job rotates, and you can
decline.) You cut the cards by placing a plastic
cut card into the middle of the deck or decks.

To further ensure the integrity of the game, the
dealer takes the top card, known as the burn
card, and removes it from play.
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Is doubling down restricted to certain card combinations?

In Las Vegas, casinos typically allow doubling down, an option that allows you
to double your bet, on any two cards, but other places may restrict this move
to just 10s or 11s. The placard probably won't list restrictions to doubling
down. If you aren’t sure whether restrictions are in place, don’t be afraid to
ask the dealer, even if you're in the middle of a hand.

Can you surrender?

A playing option known as surrender is an extremely profitable option for you
as a player, but not many casinos offer it. When you surrender, you lose half
of your initial bet and give up your hand. For example, if you bet $10 and are
dealt a 16, you can surrender and only lose $5 (half your bet) rather than risk
the entire $10 on a bad hand. Once again, the placard may not readily adver-
tise this rule variation, so always ask if surrender is available.

Dealing what’s in the cards

All right, you're situated at the table, you’ve made your bet in the betting
box, and your heart is pumping like a jackhammer. The dealer flashes you a
warm smile, wishes you good luck, shuffles the deck, and asks you to cut the
cards. (Check out the sidebar “Cuts and burns: Ensuring shuffling safety” for
what you need to know about cutting the deck.)

If you're playing a one- or two-deck game, the dealer holds the cards in his
hands and deals you two cards face-down. You can pick up these cards, but
make sure you only hold them in one hand.

However, the majority of blackjack games today use six or eight decks. In
these cases, the dealer deals your two cards face-up from a shoe (a boxlike
device that houses the cards).

Whether your cards are dealt face-up or face-down really doesn’t matter —
dealers follow strict rules, and seeing the values of your cards doesn’t influ-
ence them. Dealers’ hands always start off with one card exposed and one
card hidden, regardless of the number of decks.

Betting Your Bottom Dollar

On the felt in front of you is a betting circle or betting box. Place your chips in
this spot to indicate how much you want to bet on the upcoming hand. You
must make all bets before any cards are dealt.

After you make your bet, you aren’t allowed to add, take from, or touch the
wager again. After the hand is resolved (the dealer has paid out the winners
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and collected chips from the losers), you may change the amount you wager
for the next hand.

Ah, but of course, exceptions apply to every rule. And in blackjack you may
alter your bet in two ways:

+* Doubling down: You double your original bet.

v~ Splitting: You break your original hand into two separate hands.

For more information about these two lucrative options as well as other play-
ing options, check out the next section, “Playing Your Hand.”

Playing Your Hand

After dealing, the dealer addresses the players from left to right, asking them
to take action. At last — the moment of truth. Now your skill and understand-
ing can improve your chances of beating the dealer.

Unlike many of the casino’s games, blackjack isn’t based entirely on luck. Skill
and strategy play a significant role in who wins at the blackjack tables — and
part of the fun and challenge is weighing the various options you can use in

a hand.

Exercising your options

Depending on your hand and the dealer’s upcard (the one you can see), you
have a number of options to consider. The great appeal of blackjack lies in
the many decisions available to you, and each hand presents a wide range of
choices. The two most common ones are the following:

v~ Hitting: Taking another card to improve your hand.

v~ Standing: Passing up the opportunity for another card if you're satisfied
with the total you already have.

The following sections explore your other options. (You can also check out
“Identifying Common Mistakes” later in this chapter for help with some spe-
cific blackjack circumstances.)

Act natural: Holding 21

If your first two cards total 21(an ace and a 10 or a face card), you're the proud
owner of a natural, also referred to as a blackjack. A natural is as good as it
gets — you no longer have any agonizing decisions over whether to hit or
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stand. (Check out “Drawing the dealer’s curtain,” later in this chapter to find
more information about whether you win.)

Stand and deliver: Staying put when your total is high

If you don’t have 21, but your total is still pretty high — 17 or more — your
best strategy normally is to stand.

Communicate that you're standing by waving your hand over the top of your
cards in face-up games or by tucking your cards gently under your bet in
face-down games.

Hit me, baby: Asking for another card

If you don’t get a natural, and your hand total is very low —say a5 and a 4
for a total of 9, you should hit. Even if you get a 10, you won’t bust, so you're
safe to request another card. Signal you're hitting either by motioning with
your finger in face-up games or by scratching your cards on the felt behind
your bet in face-down games.

Anytime your hand totals 12 or higher, there is a risk in adding another card.
If your hit card is a face card, your hand now exceeds 21 and you lose, regard-
less of what happens to the dealer’s hand. (I provide correct basic strategy
for all hands in “Strategizing in the computer age.”)

Get two for one: Splitting pairs

If you hold two cards of equal value — such as two 8s — you have the option
of splitting, or making two separate hands from the pair. With this tactic, you
must match your original bet. In other words, if you bet $10, you increase
your bet by $10 more for the new hand. You then play two separate hands,
each starting with one of the original 8s. You play these two hands out, one at
a time, with the normal options of hitting, standing, splitting, or doubling
down. Splitting is one of the rare opportunities you have to alter your bet in
the middle of a hand.

Double the fun: Increasing your bet

Doubling down is an option that allows you to double your original bet. The
tradeoff is that you receive only one more card, which the dealer traditionally
deals face-down. Most casinos permit doubling down on any first two cards.

Going beyond Lady Luck

Most new players have two primary goals for their first session of blackjack:
win money and avoid looking like a rookie at the table. But to become a suc-
cessful blackjack player, you need to master the principles of basic strategy.

117
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And relying on Lady Luck or a rabbit’s foot isn’t a basic strategy that works in
blackjack.

In this section, [ simplify and condense basic strategy down to six bite-sized
blocks — tactics that help you reduce the house edge to approximately 1 per-
cent. If you want even better odds, then I suggest you skip this simplified ver-
sion and learn regular basic strategy (see the section “Strategizing in the
computer age”).

Basic strategy for hard hands

A hard hand doesn’t have an ace or, if it does, the ace counts as 1 rather than
11. Use the following strategies for hard hands:

v On 17 or more, always stand.

v On 12 through 16, hit if the dealer shows a 7 through an ace as his
upcard; otherwise stand. If the dealer’s card is lower, stand.

v+ On 11 or less, always hit. (However, if your total is 10 or 11 on your first
two cards, the double down options (see “Basic strategy for double
downs”) take precedence over hitting.)

Basic strategy for soft hands
A soft hand is a hand in which an ace counts as 11 rather than 1. Remember

these two basic strategies for soft hands:
+» On 18 or more, always stand.

v On 17 or less, always hit.

Basic strategy for double downs

Doubling down permits you to double your original bet but restricts you to
receiving just one more card. The following are the best times to use this
strategy:

v On 11, double if the dealer’s upcard is a 2 through 10; otherwise hit.
v On 10, double if the dealer’s upcard is a 2 through 9, otherwise hit.

A starting total of 10 or 11 is the best time to double down because you have
approximately a 30 percent chance of receiving a 10 or a face card.

Basic strategy for pair splits

When you hold two cards of equal value, you can split your cards and make
two separate hands from the pair by matching your original bet. You play the
hands out one at a time.
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Keep the following strategies in mind for pair splits:

v Always split aces and 8s. Aces are great to split because of the chance
to make 21; you split 8s more for defensive reasons (16 is a poor starting
hand).

1 Never split 5s or 10s. Never split 5s and 10s because their totals (10 and
20, respectively) are great starting hands.

Basic strategy for stiff hands

Stiff hands are any hard totals between 12 and 16. Stiff hands are obviously
your worst nightmare because any 10 busts your hand. Follow these strate-
gies for stiff hands:

v~ Stand when the dealer is weakest (upcard of 2 through 6).

v Hit whenever the dealer is strong (upcard of 7 through ace).

Basic strategy for pat hands

Pat hands are any hard hands of 17 to 21. Because of their high starting total,
pat hands deliver most of your winnings. Whenever you have a hard hand of
17 or more, stand.

The founding father of card counting

Once upon a time, craps was king of all casino
games, and blackjack lagged far behind in pop-
ularity. That pecking order changed dramati-
cally when Dr. Ed Thorp, a professor from MIT,
developed a system for counting cards in 1961.
His work showed that blackjack is a game of
skill; how you play the cards and vary your bets
can dramatically affect the outcome. Thorp's
powerful pen set off a stampede of players
eager to make their fortune at the blackjack
tables. Unfortunately, very few got rich. The
reason they failed was simple: Most of them
couldn’t master Thorp's complicated strategy.

This history lesson should provide one clear
insight — players can beat the game of black-
jack, but the complex math often proves more
than players can comprehend. Far too many

gamblers still don't know how to correctly play
their hands. Therefore, the first step for any
budding blackjack pro is to study basic strategy,
a computer-simulated model, for the optimal
way to play each and every hand of blackjack.

There's only one way to consistently win at
blackjack — by learning to count cards. Anyone
with average aptitude can become a card
counter — but this skill takes discipline and
drive, and most players don't want to get that
serious about their hobby. Counting cards is
a strategy a bit advanced for this book.
However, if you want to try moving up to the
next level, | explain several different counting
systems in my book Play Blackjack Like the Pros
(HarperCollins).
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Strategizing in the computer age

After you have a little experience under your belt at the blackjack tables, I
recommend studying the complete version of basic strategy in this section.
Mastering basic strategy definitely takes a little work, but the additional gain
is very worthwhile. Following basic strategy (rather than the simplified strat-
egy offered earlier) cuts the casino edge against you in half — to a half per-
centage point or less — by far the best odds of any table game played against
the house.

If you aren’t able to memorize Tables 7-1, 7-2, and 7-3 right away, you can
always buy a basic strategy card at most casino gift shops and use it right at
the tables. Strategy varies, depending on rules and decks, so if you want to
know exactly how to play at your favorite casino, go to www.blackjackinfo.
com. There you can input any variables for blackjack and come up with the
optimal strategy.

Table 7-1 Strategies for Hard Hands
Hard Hand Playing Strategy

8 orless Always hit.

9 Double versus 3-6. 0/W (otherwise) hit.
10 Double versus 2-9. 0/W hit.
1" Double versus 2-10. O/W hit.
12 Stand versus 4-6. 0/W hit.
13 Stand versus 2-6. 0/W hit.
14 Stand versus 2-6. 0/W hit.
15 Stand versus 2-6. 0/W hit.
16 Stand versus 2-6. 0/W hit.
17 through 21 Always stand.

Table 7-2 Strategies for Pair Splits
Pair Split Playing Strategy

A-A Always split.

2-2 Split versus 2-7. 0/W hit.

3-3 Split versus 2-7. 0/W hit.
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Pair Split Playing Strategy

4-4 Split versus 5-6. 0/W hit.

5-5 Never split.

6-6 Split versus 2-6. 0/W hit.

1-1 Split versus 2-7. 0/W hit.

8-8 Always split.

9-9 Split versus 2-6, 8-9. Stand versus 7, 10, A.

10-10 Always stand.

Table 7-3 Strategies for Soft Hands

Soft Hand Playing Strategy

A-2 Double versus 5- 6. O/W hit.

A-3 Double versus 5-6. 0/W hit.

A-4 Double versus 4-6. O/W hit.

A-5 Double versus 4-6. O/W hit.

A-6 Double versus 3-6. 0/W hit.

A-7 Double versus 3-6. Stand versus 2,7, 8.
Hit versus 9, 10, A.

A-8orA-9 Always stand.

A-10 Always stand.

Making a side bet

Occasionally you may sit down at a blackjack table that offers side bets. You
can make these bets in addition to your basic wager (typically before the
hand is dealt) in a separate, distinct betting box. The appeal of side bets is
their huge payoffs for certain card combinations (up to 1,000 to 1 in Lucky
Ladies, for example).

Although several popular blackjack side bets exist (you may have heard of
some, such as Super Sevens and Royal Match), only one — insurance — is gen-
erally available at all blackjack tables. Insurance is a hedge bet you can take
whenever the dealer’s upcard is an ace. You wager up to half of your original
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bet that the dealer’s hole card is a ten (that the dealer has blackjack). If the
dealer does have blackjack, your side bet pays back 2 to 1.

@“\NG! Side bets are almost always bad, and you should avoid them. Unless the bean
$ . . . . .
counters in the backroom make an error on their slide rules, every side bet in
a casino favors the house with odds far worse (for you) than regular black-
jack. The insurance bet is a good example; it’s just another tactic to separate
gullible gamblers from the contents of their wallets.

Drawing the dealer’s curtain

Now the dealer. . .drum roll, please. . .reveals that mysterious face-down hole
card that can make or break your successful outcome (see Figure 17-2).

|
Figure 7-2:
The dealer’s
hand is
revealed.
|

© Lynn Goldsmith/Corbis

The following possible scenarios can result:
v~ If the dealer has a natural (21), the game is over — you lose (unless you
also have a natural; then you tie).
v If the dealer’s total is 16 or less, the dealer has to hit.

v~ If the dealer busts (exceeds a total of 21), the game is over — you win if
you haven’t also busted.

v~ If the dealer’s hole card reveals a total of 17 or more, the dealer must
stand. Your hand must beat the dealer’s hand to win.
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The dealer is bound by these rigid rules. For example, if the dealer has 15,
she can’t choose to stand, even if doing so is beneficial, because she must
always hit until reaching 17 or higher. And the dealer doesn’t have the
options that are available to players, such as doubling down or splitting.

Looking at payouts

After the dealer has completed her hand, you know whether you win, lose, or
tie. The following are some of the payout possibilities:

v You're dealt a natural (your first two cards equal 21). The house pays
you 3 to 2 — at least in most casinos — which means that a $10 bet wins
$15 ($25 total, for a profit of $15).

+ You bust, exceeding 21. You lose, no matter what happens with the
dealer’s hand, and the casino wins your $10 bet (a loss of $10).

v Your hand is higher than the dealer’s hand. For example, your hand
totals 20, and the dealer has 18. You win even money on your wager —
$10 for every $10 bet ($20 total, for a profit of $10).

+ Your hand is lower than the dealer’s hand. For example, you have 17,
and the dealer has 19. You lose, and the dealer keeps your chips (a loss
of $10).

+* You and the dealer tie, or have a push. Nobody wins, and no money
changes hands.

Mathematically speaking, the casino game of blackjack is the best table game
to play because of its favorable odds. The small house edge comes from the
simple fact that the dealer goes last and that many players bust out and lose
their money before the dealer even acts on his hand.

Blackjack protocol: How to avoid trouble

When playing blackjack, you want to ensure that you don’t make any faux
pas. Just like in other casino games, etiquette is important when playing
blackjack (check out Chapter 5 for general casino etiquette). Blackjack is a
fairly social game, and talking openly about your hand with other players is
common. But make no mistake, blackjack — along with poker — boasts a
long history of innovative or desperate players who cheat in order to get an
edge. And modern casinos are vigilant about stopping any suspicious activi-
ties that suggest card-marking or other nefarious techniques. Consequently,
you want to be careful, especially as a rookie, how you handle yourself — not
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to mention your cards and chips. For example, you can easily bend cards
without realizing you’re doing anything wrong.

Here are some tips to help you be a good citizen of the blackjack table:

v If you're uncertain as to what behaviors draw suspicion, explain to the
dealer that you’re new to the game and ask him to inform you if you're
making any mistakes.

v Follow the game protocol by turning over your cards when you bust or
have a natural (in a face-down game).

v Remember that you aren’t competing against other players at the table,
so don’t feel like you have to hide your cards like you do in poker.

v Lastly, don’t give any advice. Although you have good intentions, other
players rarely welcome your help, which can backfire if they follow it
and lose. Telling other people how to play or how to spend their money
is also poor etiquette.

Identifying Common Mistakes

In order to help you play your cards correctly and understand basic strategy
principles, Table 7-4 includes six examples of common mistakes and the ratio-
nale for how to avoid them.

Table 7-4 Common Blackjack Mistakes — and How to Avoid ‘Em

Common Scenario Strategy Explanation
Mistake

Hitting with a Youhavea12(abh Stand A general rule for
stiff hand when and 7), and the these troublesome
the dealer’s dealer’s upcard stiff hands is to stand
card is low isad against a dealer’s

upcard of 2to 6 and
hit against a dealer’s
upcard of 7 or higher.

Standing with a You have an Hit Always hit or double
soft hand, ace aceanda4. down on soft 17 or less
and 6 or less (when you hold an

ace and 2 through 6).
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Common Scenario Strategy Explanation

Mistake

Not splitting when  You have two 8s. Split Splitting the 8s con-

you have two 8s siderably reduces the
house edge on this
difficult hand. If you
chicken out and don't
split, the dealer has
an advantage higher
than 50 percent
against you.

Splitting two You have a queen Stand Close to 70 percent of

face cards and king. your gain in blackjack
comes from being
dealt either 20 or 21,
so don't be too quick
to part with your gift
horse.

Not doubling down You hold a5 Double down  The odds favor the

on 11 when the and a 6 and the brave in this scenario,

dealerhasa10up dealer holds a and you'll make more

10 or face card. money over the long

run by taking the extra
risk and doubling
down.

Not taking You holda b Double down  When the dealer has

advantage of a and a b, and the a small upcard (2-6),

weak dealer dealer holds a 2. you typically want to

upcard go gangbusters and

double down or split
whenever you can.
Against the bigger
upcards (7 through
ace), you tend to split
and double down
less often.

If you can avoid these six common mistakes, you're ahead of 95 percent of the
players in the casino. Very few gamblers understand that a correct way exists
to play each and every hand of blackjack. After you acquire that knowledge,
you can whittle the odds against you down to nothing at a good single-deck

blackjack game.
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Chapter 8
Rolling the Dice: Craps

In This Chapter

Understanding craps basics

Playing the game
Placing the best bets
Steering clear of bad bets

Sep into any casino and follow the noise — and you no doubt end up at
the craps table. Craps is loud. Craps is fast. And craps is definitely where
the action is. While the baccarat room exudes a genteel hush and the poker
tables emit a restrained energy, the mood of the craps corner is one of
exuberance — irrational and otherwise. Above the jabbering of slot machines,
whirring of roulette wheels, and ca-ching-ing of payouts, you can hear the
craps crowd cheering and moaning as luck shifts with each roll of the dice,
the heart of the game.

Despite all its heart-pounding intensity, craps can be one of the best games in
the house. Depending on which bets you make, the house edge can be less
than 1 percent. And even though craps may seem incredibly complex, it’s easy
to play. After all, in essence, you're betting on the outcome of two rolled dice.

This chapter gives you the lowdown on craps, including how you play and
what your best (and worst) bets are. So let your ears lead the way. Listen for
the roar of the crowd and get ready to rock — and roll.

Setting the Craps Stage

Craps is like no other casino game. The sheer variety of bets means that you
and other players at the same table may all be playing different games. A
single dice roll may mean a win to you, a loss to another player, and
absolutely nothing to a third.
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Figure 8-1:
The possible
dice combi-
nations.
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Before you can start making your bets, you need to know how to play craps.
This section looks at the game’s objective and its important props and char-
acters. [ also have a short section on how to properly behave at a craps table.

Casting the dice

The dice are the heart and soul of the craps game. No doubt, you know a die
(the singular form of dice) when you see it: that six-sided cube, one to six
dots (or pips) marking each face.

In the game of craps, the objective is to bet on the outcome of the roll. So you
can help yourself by understanding the various combinations of dice throws.
Take a look at Figure 8-1. A pair of dice has 36 possible ways to land on a given
throw, which means that you have a 1-in-36 chance of rolling any single combi-
nation. But for the most part, the dice total is what matters in craps. A 7 is still
a 7, whether the dice come up 5 and 2, 6 and 1, or 3 and 4. Because some
totals have multiple combinations, certain rolls are more likely than others.

Number True Odds
Rolled

yam - | 3% to 1
3N A 17 to 1
48 A UN N to 1
58 B E 8 8 to 1
68 A (N B 8 62 to 1
@A R @E U8 U8 A 5 to 1
8 (J@A M HE (D8 (8 62 to 1
(@ HE =8 I8 8 to 1
10 (@ 8 =8 M to 1
(NIRA| : : IEE - 17 to 1
12 6 3B to 1

In craps, you have the following possibilities of outcomes:

v Six ways to roll a 7, or 16.7 percent
v Five ways to roll a 6 or an 8, or 13.9 percent for each

v Four ways torolla5 or a9, or 11.1 percent for each
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v Three ways to roll a 4 or a 10, or 8.3 percent for each
v Two ways to roll a 3 or an 11, or 5.6 percent for each

v One way to roll a 2 or a 12, or 2.8 percent for each

Don’t think of craps as a game of just dice rolls but as a game of dice-roll
sequences. Craps is more than a toss of the dice; it’s a series of tosses. Most
bets win or lose based on numbers thrown in a certain order. Knowing the
terminology can help you keep it straight: A throw is a single toss of the dice,
and a roll is the series of throws that result in a win or loss for the main craps
bets. Sometimes you even hear the word hand, which refers to every roll (as
in sequence of throws) a single shooter (see “Shooting for the whole table,”
later in this section) has before relinquishing the dice to the next player.

Surveying the lay of the table

Before you can start to play craps, you need to know the landscape. You play
craps on a long, narrow, felt-covered table (see Figure 8-2) that has a foot-high
ridge running all the way around, making it the perfect mini-arena for tossing
dice — or racing hamsters. The standard craps table is large in order to accom-
modate up to 14 players at a time. Craps is a stand-up game — no chairs for you
or the other players. At the top of the ridge is the rail with two grooves (the rail
rack) perfectly sized to hold casino chips. But make sure you keep your drinks,
purse, cigarettes, and everything else off the rail. A built-in shelf at your knees
keeps your personal items safely out of the way of the game.

Going on a dice dig

Dice have been around since the dawn of
recorded history. Many Roman emperors were
hooked on dice games. Caligula was a notori-
ous cheater — but who was going to argue with
a sadistic despot who forced his enemies to
commit suicide?

Archaeologists have unearthed loaded dice in
Pompeii and ancient India, as well as limestone

dice dating from 600 B.C. in Egypt. Another early
version of dice was carved from the box-shaped
knuckle bones of pigs, which explains why
people sometimes refer to both dice and domi-
noes as bones. As popular as they were for
gambling games, dice were also used as tools
in rituals to predict the future.
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Figure 8-2:
The craps
layout.



Looking at superstitions: Craps rites and rituals

Beliefs and superstitions closely intertwine with
the customs and habits of craps. And because
craps brings out obscure beliefs and quirky
superstitions more than any other game in the
casino, | suppose that intertwining is only fitting.
Even the most rational people develop strange

You take turns rolling the dice with other play-
ers, but the outcome of everyone’s good fortune
rides on the shooter, who can be the hero orthe
goat with a flick of the wrist. The bettors loudly
cheer a hot shooter if he can hit a series of point
numbers, but they shun him like a leper if his
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habits, like rubbing the dice three times on the  dice turn cold.
felt, refusing to look another player in the eye,

or blowing on their dice for luck.

Depending on how you choose to bet, you place your bets in the designated
area of the layout (the playing surface). Figure 8-2 shows the jigsaw puzzle of
betting boxes. (I explain these boxes in “Relying on Strategy to Place the Best
Bets,” later in this chapter.) The layout consists of two parts:

v The center section is for long-shot bets (see “Avoiding ‘Sucker’ Bets” for
more on high-risk bets).

v The left and right wings are for the main bets.

The left and right halves of the table are identical to each other, so you can
pick either one. Some space-constrained casinos have smaller craps tables
consisting of a center section and a single wing. But other than the truncated
table (and reduced dice trajectories), game play at those tables is identical to
play at full tables.

Getting to know the craps crew

Before you start to play, you need to understand who’s who at a craps table.
The following four people man a standard craps table. (You can also check out
Figure 8-2 to see where these people stand during play.) They're listed accord-
ing to how much you interact with them during a session at the craps table.

v Two dealers: Each dealer covers one wing of the table. The dealer’s job
is to change your currency into chips, help place your bets, and pay off
winners.

v Stickman: The stickman, who stands at the middle of the table and
opposite from the dealers, is in charge of the dice. His job is to retrieve
and deliver the dice to the felt in front of the shooter by using a long,
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straight, putter-shaped stick. The stickman also makes the call
(announcing the results of the roll to the entire table), oversees the cen-
tral betting area (placing all bets in that area for players), and instructs
the dealers to pay out winners.

v+ Boxman: Sitting across from the stickman at the center of the table, the
boxman is also the bossman, overseeing the entire game, releasing stacks
of chips to the dealers, and collecting cash for the house. He watches the
bets and keeps a wary eye on the dice, the other dealers, and you and the
other players to make sure everything’s on the up and up.

Shooting for the whole table

The shooter is a key character in craps because she’s the player who'’s rolling
the dice. In craps, shooting, or dice rolling, is a rotating affair. Each player gets

a turn to roll for the entire table, and the honor moves clockwise around the
table. When your turn comes around, the stickman pushes five dice toward you,
and you select two. The only requirement to shoot is that you have a bet riding.

P If you're a craps newbie, you can refuse your turn to roll the dice. But I recom-
mend you give it a try. Shooting is part of the experience of craps. Even if your
first roll goes completely off the table or lands in someone’s drink, pocket,
sleeve, mouth, or cleavage, the game continues, and nobody gets too upset.
The stickman (when he’s done laughing at you) calls, “No roll.” Then the
boxman inspects the errant die and gives you another shot at getting it right.

Minding Mr. Manners at a craps table

Q‘&N\BER When you’re playing craps, most of the etiquette-related manners focus on

> the dice, so pay attention to where the dice are at all times. When the stick-
man yells, “Dice are out!” the shooter has permission to roll the dice. This is
your signal to get your hands up and out of the way (assuming you’re not the
shooter).

The following are some of the simple do’s and don’ts of craps etiquette:

1 Keep drinks away from the rail. And definitely don’t hold your drink
over the rail. Craps is a fist-pumping, back-slapping, wild game, so you're
bound to get jostled and splash your whiskey on the felt.

v Don’t touch the numbers. Craps dealers keep a lockdown on parts of
the layout. Players are only allowed to place chips on the bets right in
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front of them: the pass-line and don’t-pass bets, plus the come, don’t-
come, field, and Big 6/8. The unspoken demarcation line is the come
box; any bet in the numbered squares requires a dealer’s assistance. The
same is true for all bets in the middle area; the stickman places those
bets for all players. (Check out “Avoiding ‘Sucker’ Bets,” later in this
chapter, for more info about these bets.)

\‘&N\BEB +* Handle the dice with one hand only. When your turn comes, never use
& two hands — and keep the dice where the crew can see them. Casinos
are justifiably obsessed with cheaters who might sneak crooked dice
into the game, so these rules limit those chances of cheating.

+* Do your best to toss a valid throw. Toss the dice so they hit the far wall
of the table and bounce off. This move ensures a random outcome and is
considered a valid throw. Also, don’t toss the dice too high or too soft,
and keep the arc lower than the tallest player at the table.

1 Leave the fancy pitches to baseball. Don'’t fling the dice like a hotshot
grounder to third — you’re likely to leave piles of rubble in your wake
and generate a dirty look from the boxman. As a dealer once said of
dice, “They’re small, light, and not made of dynamite.”

Walking through Craps, Step by Step

Craps is definitely a luck-based game, but estimating the odds successfully
does require some homework so you understand the chances of rolling cer-
tain number combinations. The good news is that your odds of coming out
ahead of the house are some of the best in the casino if you stick to the basic
bets (despite the numerous fancy bets available).

Before you decide to join the game, make sure you've read the previous sec-
tion, “Setting the Craps Stage,” for the lowdown on a craps table layout and
the important members of the cast and crew.

Buying in

The game cycle starts as you place chips — or have the dealer place them —
onto the marked betting boxes on the table. Minimum craps bets typically
begin at $5. (The table minimum and maximum appear on the standard
casino betting-terms placards on the inside wall of the table in front of

each dealer.)
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After you elbow your way in and claim a spot at the rail, you need to get
some chips to play with. Wait until after the dealers pay out the winning bets
and the dice are sitting idle at the center of the table in front of the boxman.
Then ask the dealer for chips by saying “Change please.”

&,\‘I\BER Dealers can’t take money directly from your hand, so drop the bills on the
& table. If the dealer is busy doing something else, just wait a few seconds.
The crew has its own ways to keep track of all the players. After the dealer
notices your bills, she takes them and slides a stack of chips back to you.
Pick them up and put them in your rail rack — the two grooves on the rim of
the table that act as trays for your casino chips.

Coming out (no, not of the closet):
The first voll in craps

Before the game starts, most players at the table place line bets, which means
they put money on the pass line or the don’t pass (see “Relying on Strategy
to Place the Best Bets,” later in this section, to understand what these actual
bets mean). The action begins when the stickman pushes five dice to the
shooter, who selects two for the throw. The shooter tosses the dice to the
opposite end of the craps table for the come-out roll, the first step in the game
sequence. Although this throw looks like any other, certain rules apply for
come-out rolls that are different from subsequent rolls.

&,N\BEI? If the come-out roll is 7 or 11 (a natural), all bets on the pass line win even

> money. If the roll is a 2, 3, or 12 (craps), then all pass-line bets lose. For exam-
ple, a player sets a $25 chip on the pass line and the shooter throws a 3 and 4
on the dice (to make a 7 for a natural). That player’s bet wins, and he is paid
immediately; the dealer on his side of the table places a $25 chip next to his
original bet. Had the shooter rolled a 1 and 1 for a total of 2 (craps), the pass-
line bet would lose and the player’s $25 chip would be removed by the dealer.

Making a point

If the come-out roll is a 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, or 10, that number becomes the point. The
line bets are neither paid nor raked if a point number is rolled on the come-
out; the fate of those bets now depends on the next roll.

As soon as the point is established (assume it’s the number 9), the shooter is
no longer coming out. Instead, he now makes point rolls: throwing the dice
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until he either hits the number 9 again (makes the point) or throws a 7. If he
makes the point by rolling a 9, the sequence starts over — the table reverts
to a new come-out roll with the same shooter. However, if he throws a 7
before a 9, then the roll is a loser, the shooter’s turn is over, and the dice
move to the next shooter.

P If you make your way to the edge of the action in the middle of a game, you
can quickly tell what type of roll it is by looking for the marker puck, a small
plastic disc. If the roll is a point roll, the puck sits white-side-up in the square
above the point number on the felt. During the come-out roll, the puck sits
black-side-up in the don’t-come area (see Figure 8-2), and the dealer moves it
as soon as the point is rolled. For example, if you see the white puck over the
4, you know that the table is currently in the point roll, and the shooter con-
tinues to roll until she hits a 4 (makes the point) or throws a 7 (sevens out).

Relying on Strategy to
Place the Best Bets

Craps offers more than 100 different kinds of bets. The table layout (Figure
8-2) gives a mere hint of all the betting options to consider, from bets that
depend on a series of rolls to one-roll bets that hinge on only the next throw.
But with a variety of bets comes a variety of odds. Many of the bets in craps
tilt too heavily toward the house to be worth considering.

é@N\BEH Before you toss down your cash and buy in at a table, make sure the table bet-
& ting minimum is within your budget so you don’t make a quick exit. Minimum
bets are as low as $5, sometimes even $3, but during busy times or at ritzier
clubs, the minimums rise accordingly, with many tables sporting $25 or $100
minimums.

You may have a good understanding of how to play craps if you've read the
previous sections in this chapter. (If you haven’t, I suggest you check them
out to get a good foundation of how to play craps.) If you do understand the
very basics of craps, then this section is for you. Here I focus on betting and
how you can utilize strategy to make the best bets.

You don’t need to understand every single bet on the table to become a good
player. In fact, some bets have such poor odds that you're better off avoiding
them altogether. With so many options, you want to concentrate on the most
advantageous bets. If you're fairly new (or even an old pro) at playing craps, |
suggest you focus on the following bets.
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The pass-line bet

The main wager in craps is the pass-line bet, also called the front-line bet. The
pass-line bet is popular because it offers eight ways to win and only four
ways to lose, yielding a low house edge of only 1.41 percent (the casino wins
an average of $14 out of every $1,000 bet). The pass-line bet works as follows:

v On the come-out roll, a 7 or 11 wins.
v A come-out roll of 2, 3, or 12, known as a craps, loses.

v If the come-out roll is a 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, or 10, that number becomes the
point, and the next sequence of rolls is point rolls.

v A 7is aloser after the point is established.

During point rolls, all pass-line bets can still win if the point is rolled before a
7, which can happen on the very next roll. However, the shooter may have to
throw the dice dozens of times before the bet is resolved by either a 7 or the
point number coming up on the dice. If the shooter sevens out — rolls a 7 before
the point — all the pass-line bets lose. For example, if the come-out roll is a 10,
the dealer moves the puck white-side-up into the 10 square. For the next roll or
sequence of rolls, your pass-line bet wins if the roll is a 10 but loses if it’s a 7. All
other numbers rolled will be meaningless (at least for the pass-line bet).

You aren’t allowed to take down (remove your pass-line bet) after the point is
established, but you may increase it with an odds bet, which I discuss later in
“The odds bet” section.

Most casinos allow you to make a pass-line bet (called a put bef) after the
point is established. Some gamblers place these bets if they walk up to a
table in the middle of point rolls. This move lets them play immediately
instead of waiting for the next come-out roll. But put bets aren’t smart moves,
even if they look attractive when the point is 6 or 8. The better play is to
make a come bet. (See the next section for more on the come bet.)

The come bet

After the point is established on a come-out roll, only the point and the 7 can
affect bets on the pass line. Because it can take a dozen or more rolls to hit
one of those two numbers, the come bet offers extra playing excitement to bet-
tors. With a come bet, every point roll can be an independent come-out roll.
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You can place come bets only after a point has been established for the pass-
line bettors. To place a come bet, slide a chip to the large area on the layout
marked Come. Make sure you slide the chip directly in front of you so the
dealers know it’s yours. Now you’re betting on the next throw of the dice.
Just like a pass-line bet,

v 7 or 11 win outright.
v 2,3, or 12 loses.

v 1Ifa4,5,6,8,9, or 10 is thrown, that number becomes your point
number. You win if that point number is thrown again before a 7, but you
lose if a 7 is rolled before the point number.

So, for example, you have a pass-line bet on the board and the established
point is a 6. That bet is only resolved if a 6 (win) or 7 (loss) is thrown. Before
the next throw, you place a new bet in the come area, subject to the same
minimum betting rules as the pass-line bet. Now the shooter throws a 2. Your
original pass-line bet is unaffected, but you lose your new come bet. You put
another chip on the come area, and this time the shooter throws an 8. The
dealer moves that come bet to the 8 square. Now you’re rooting for two dif-
ferent numbers, the 6 and the 8. If either number appears, one of your bets
will pay off. Of course if a 7 appears, you lose both the original pass-line bet
and the come bet on the 8.

When you hear about players going on great craps rolls, some time period is
usually associated with it . . . 30 minutes, 45 minutes, an hour. You lose your
turn only when you seven out, or throw a 7 after the come-out roll. Only on
seven outs does the whole table lose all its pass-line and come bets. So for a
hot shooter to roll the dice over and over, she must be hitting point after
point after point.

The don’t-pass line bet

The don’t-pass line bet, or back-line bet, plays the opposite of the pass-line
bet. If you make this bet, you're called a wrong-way bettor. But don’t worry,
it’s not immoral or against the rules to bet this way. The word wrong just
means you're betting opposite the dice, or opposite the way most people bet.
How you win your bets is also opposite. If the come-out roll is a 2 or 3 (craps),
the don’tpass bet wins even money. But if the shooter throws a 7 or 11, the bet
loses. The don’t-pass line bet is fairly safe, yielding a house edge of 1.36 per-
cent, which is slightly better than the pass-line bet.

137
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Q@N\BEH
& You can only place chips on a don’t-pass bet before a come-out roll. As soon
as a point has been established and the shooter is throwing point rolls, the

don’t-pass bet is off-limits.

As a don’t-pass bettor, you want the opposite of what pass-line bettors want.
You don’t want to see a 7 or 11 on the come-out roll (automatic loser). Instead
you're rooting for a 2 or 3 (automatic winner) and are indifferent to a 12. If a
point is established, you're hoping a 7 appears before the point number is
rolled again. If that happens, your don’t-pass bet wins.

People who play the don’t pass are typically in the minority at a craps table.
Playing against the dice goes against one of the major appeals of the game:
its community spirit. You cheer as the others are shaking their heads and
cursing. But because the odds are slightly better, playing the wrong way is
absolutely fine. Some people prefer the dark side approach, and over time
the don’t-pass bets keep more money in your wallet than the pass-line bets.

In a pass-line bet, the 12 (along with the 2 and 3) means craps. But, even
though the 2 and 3 win even money in a don’t-pass line bet, wrong-way bet-
tors tie (no money is won or lost) if 12 is rolled. (The don’t-pass rules can’t be
completely opposite the pass-line rules or the wrong-way player would have
the same slight statistical advantage that the casino enjoys with the pass-line.
So one number, usually the 12, becomes the odd man out.) Two dice of 6s
(box cars) appear on the table in the don’t-pass space to indicate that the
don’t-pass line bars the 12, preserving the advantage for the casino. Even
with this negative feature, the don’t-pass line is still a good bet.

Betting against the dice

Craps players come in two basic flavors: right-
way bettors and wrong-way bettors. Most play-
ers bet on the pass line and follow up with come
bets. In other words, they bet with the dice. On
the opposite side are the wrong-way bettors.
They bet on the don’t-pass bets and follow with
don't-come bets — betting againstthe dice.

In addition to their polar-opposite strategies,
right-way and wrong-way bettors hold another
important difference: The right-way bettor must

stick with the bet, while the wrong-way bettor
can take down the bet at any time. Because
wrong-way betting has the advantage of the bet
after the point is established, the wrong-way
bettor has no reason to ever take down the
don't-pass bet.

Wrong-way bettors enjoy the thrill of bucking
the crowd and betting the “don’t.” But you're
definitely not going to win friends around the
table when you win and everyone else loses.
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Figure 8-3:
The pass-
line bet with
odds placed
behind it.

The don’t-come bet

You make a don’t-come bet after a point has been established for the pass-line
bet. But like don’t-pass bets, these bets are wrong-way, too. The don’t-come
bets are at risk on the first throw — they lose if a 7 or 11 is thrown, but they
win outright on a 2 or 3. The 12 is a push or tie — the same as the don’t-pass
bar. After the don’t-come bet gets safely on base, it wins if 7 is rolled before the
come-point is repeated, and it loses if the come-point is thrown before the 7.

The don’t-come bet is to the wrong-way bettor what the come bet is to the
regular craps bettor. The bet allows him to have more numbers working
instead of having to wait for a new come-out roll.

The odds bet

One of the best bets in the entire casino is the odds bet, offered on pass-line
and come bets. The odds bet is also advantageous for wrong-way bettors
playing the don’t-pass and don’t-come bets, although the payout is less.
Because taking odds is such a good deal, casinos sometimes don’t advertise
this option. But if you look carefully, you can see the odds limit posted on the
end zone under the rim where the dice bounce. If your bankroll can afford it,
you should almost always take the odds bets.

You have no designated spot or box to place your odds bets, but the standard
practice is to tuck them in right behind your pass-line bet. (See Figure 8-3.)

Original Pass-Line Bet

Odds Bet
o +]
PASS LINE

Odds Bet: Pass Line

Taking odds on pass-line and come bets

After a point is established for the pass bet, you can take the next step and
take odds. All you need to do is place your odds bet directly behind your
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pass-line bet (this is done between dice rolls). As long as your pass-line bet is
still alive (whether it’s right after the point was established or ten rolls later),
you're free to take odds or back your bet. The amount allowed on this bet
varies from casino to casino and can range from 1 to 3 times the norm — or
up to 100 times the odds in rare instances.

For example, three times the odds means you're allowed (but aren’t oblig-
ated) to bet up to three times your original pass-line bet or come bets with an
odds bet. Some casinos vary the amount of odds you can take from number
to number, allowing several times more on the 6 and 8 than they do on other
points. If in doubt, just ask your dealer about maximum odds allowed.

Odds bets are called free odds because the house has no advantage over the
player — the bet is a break-even proposition. By taking odds, you can reduce
the house edge to less than 1 percent, so the bet is definitely worth making. If
the point is rolled before a 7, you win both your pass-line bet and your odds
bet. But if the 7 comes first, you lose both bets.

Say you put $5 on the pass line before a come-out roll in a casino that allows
3x odds. The shooter then throws a 4, a tough point number to hit because
the shooter is twice as likely to throw a 7 before he throws a 4 (refer to Figure
8-1 earlier in this chapter for outcome possibilities). Not only is the house
more likely to win the bet, but even if a 4 is thrown, your pass-line bet only
pays even money, putting you at a serious disadvantage.

During the 10 to 20 seconds between dice throws, while other bettors place

additional bets, you reach down and place $10 in chips behind your $5 pass-
line bet. (You could have placed $15 because the casino allows 3x odds, but

it’s fine to place any multiple of your pass-line bet.)

As the game continues, the shooter tosses the dice and, sure enough, it’s
Little Joe! (That’s craps lingo for a 4.) The casino pays your pass-line bet even
money ($5 for $5) and puts $20 next to your odds bet. Payout odds on a 4 are
2 to 1, areward level that exactly matches the bet’s risk. Your odds bet did
nothing to improve the likelihood of the shooter throwing a 4 before a 7, but
you should take advantage of the odds bets because they vastly improve the
amount you're compensated for hitting your point.

Although the pass-line and come bets pay even money, the payouts for taking
odds are as follows:

v When the point is 4 or 10, the odds bet pays 2 to 1.

v When the point is 5 or 9, the odds bet pays 3 to 2.

v When the point is 6 or 8, the odds bet pays 6 to 5.
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&,\‘I\BER Always make sure you place odds bets in increments the casino can easily
& pay off. At $5 tables, the odds cause minor problems when players take single
odds on pass-line and come bets. For example, if the point is 5 or 9, your
odds bet should be an even number (such as $6 or $10, rather than $5), so
the dealer can quickly pay out the 3 to 2 on winners.

Laying odds on don’t-pass and don’t-come bets

The wrong-way bettor can lay odds on don’t bets just like the right-way
bettor takes odds on the pass-line and come bets. However, the don’t bettor
(a wrong-way player who bets on don’t pass and don’t come) gets only a frac-
tion of his odds bet when he wins. For example, he has to risk $40 to win $20
with odds on the 4 or 10. Even though the numbers may not look like it, these
are actually true odds; laying odds reduces the house advantage to less than
1 percent over the player, which makes laying odds a good option for players.
(Check Figure 8-4 to see what this bet spot looks like on the layout.)

Original
Don't Pass Bet ~ Odds Bet

Figure 8-4:
The don't- I Don't Pass Bar B
pass bet
with an
odds bet.
— Odds Bet: Don't Pass

WMBER
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& Unlike the come-bet odds, which are temporarily suspended during come-out

rolls, the odds bets on don’t-pass and don’t-come bets are always working or on.
The payouts for laying odds are as follows:

v When the point is 4 or 10, the odds bet pays 1 to 2.
1 When the point is 5 or 9, the odds bet pays 2 to 3.
v When the point is 6 or 8, the odds bet pays 5 to 6.

The odds calculation is slightly different for wrong-way betting. Use the example
of placing a don’t-pass bet of $5 and the point number 10. When you lay odds
(place odds behind a don’t-pass or don’t-come bet), you calculate based on
what you would win. At a double odds table, the most you could win is twice
your $5 bet, or $10. To win that $10, you’d place $20 behind your bet because
the odds pay 1 to 2 when the point is 10.
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Taking the maximum odds

After the point is established, you usually want to take the maximum odds
that you can safely afford on your bets. Most casinos offer single or double
odds, but you can occasionally find a table that offers up to 10 times —
sometimes even up to 100 times — the odds for games with low table mini-
mums. If the table limit sign indicates “3x — 4x — 5x odds,” the maximum
allowed bet is three times the odds on the 4 or 10, four times on the 5 or 9,
and five times on the 6 or 8. The house edge decreases as the odds increase,
making the odds bet one of the best plays in the casino.

Avoiding “Sucker” Bets

Q\“\NG!

Like any casino game, craps has bets that have better odds for you as well as
bets that have a higher edge for the house. In craps, bets of the one-roll vari-
ety aren’t player friendly — you win or lose depending on the next roll of the
dice, and the odds are poor on these bets.

Most of the bad bets are in the center box in front of the stickman, but —

be warned — danger is everywhere, and some of the riskiest (translation:
“sucker”) bets are oh so close to you. In this section, I tell you about some of
the not-so-good bets and show why they’re not the best way to make money
at a craps table.

Resisting the lure of Big 6 and Big 8

A bet on the Big 6 or 8 (found in the corner of the layout, temptingly close to
you and next to the pass-line bet box) is a wager that the shooter rolls a 6 or
8 before a 7. This bet pays only even money and has a whopping house edge
of 9.1 percent. (In other words, it’s a horrendous bet to make because the
casino wins an average of $91 out of every $1,000 bet.)

If you want to play something with a 6 or 8 in it, just mere inches away from
the Big 6 and Big 8 is the more advantageous six or eight place bet, which
pays 7 to 6 and has a house edge of only 1.52 percent!

Swearing off the place bets

A place bet on one of the point numbers (4, 5, 6, 8, 9, or 10) is a wager that the
shooter will roll that number before a 7. For example, you can place this bet
at any time by saying to the dealer “I want to place number 5” and dropping
your chips in the come area. The dealer then moves your chips to the appro-
priate number box. Place bets are identical to established come bets in how
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they win or lose. But their payout odds are different, and you have the option
of taking them down and getting your chips back, should the whim hit you.
Place bets are off on the come-out roll unless you ask for them to be on.

The house pays place bets at slightly less than correct odds, giving the house
an edge of 4 percent on a 5 or 9 and a 6.67 percent edge on a 4 or 10.

The following are the payouts for a place bet:

v A winning place bet on a 4 or 10 pays 9 to 5 (bet $5 and get paid $9).
1~ A winning place bet on a5 or 9 pays 7 to 5 (bet $5 and get paid $7).
1 A winning place bet on a 6 or 8 pays 7 to 6 (bet $6 and get paid $7).

Steering clear of buy bets

Buy bets resemble place bets but with one difference — they pay out at true
odds in exchange for a 5 percent commission. Remember, the house normally
reduces payout odds slightly, so the player isn’t compensated in proportion
to the risk level of his bet. (True odds means the house pays in exact propor-
tion to the actual risk of the bet.) Buy bets are off by default on the come-out
roll, meaning they’re in suspended animation: They can neither win nor lose,
no matter what’s rolled. Bettors are also free to bet or remove buy bets at
any time. For example, the 4 or 10 buy bet is slightly more advantageous to
the player than the 4 or 10 place bet because the buy bet has a 4.76 percent
house edge versus the place bet’s 6.67 percent house edge.

Be sure to factor the 5 percent commission into your bets ($1 on a $20 bet,
for example). The 4 or 10 buy bet is the only buy bet worth making; for the 5,
6, 8, and 9 numbers, you're better off making a place bet. Nevertheless, play-
ers often use buy bets as a way to simplify their betting; they pay the com-
mission and then enjoy correct odds on all their bets. Of course, the money
all comes from the same place, but, as they say, “Different strokes . ...”

Laying off lay bets

A bet on one of the point numbers (4, 5, 6, 8, 9, or 10) is to lay odds that the 7
rolls before the point number — the opposite of a buy bet (check out the pre-
vious section for more info on buy bets). But like the buy bet, you can place
or remove a lay bet at any time, and it’s always working — which means the
bet is active and can win or lose even on the come-out roll. Because the 7 is
more likely to appear before the point number, lay bets have a better-than-
even chance to win and, therefore, pay less-than-even money: A 4 or 10 lay
bet pays 1 to 2; a 5 or 9 lay bet pays 2 to 3; and a 6 or 10 lay bet pays 5 to 6.
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The casino takes a 5 percent commission on a win (not on the bet). So if you
bet $60 on a 9, your net win is $38 ($40 minus $2 — or 5 percent of the $40
you win, not of your $60 original bet). To place these bets correctly, you need
to lay $41 to win $20 on the 4 or 10 (your best bet), lay $31 to win $20 on the
5 or 9, and lay $25 to win $20 on the 6 or 8.

Passing up field bets

You can find field bets in the middle of the layout. These one-roll bets consist
of the numbers 2, 3, 4, 9, 10, 11, and 12. They pay even money, except for 2
and 12, which pay 2 to and sometimes 3 to 1. The house edge on field bets

is 5.56 percent and is popular with inexperienced players because it’s a one-
time roll that’s simple to understand. But you rarely see craps experts plac-
ing field bets because of the ugly house advantage.

Saying no to proposition bets

Proposition bets (also known as center bets) are one-roll bets you place on a 2,
3,7, 11, or 12, and they’re bets you can make on any roll of the dice. You can
see the prop bets in the center of the table layout (check out Figure 8-2 earlier
in this chapter). The stickman places these bets for you.

Some proposition bets indicate the bet pays 30 fo 1, while another table
layout may state the payoff odds as 30 for 1. Be careful because these two
types of bets are different. A bet that is 30 fo 1 is paying 30 times the bet —
but a bet offering 30 for 1 pays 29 times the bet. Although for seems like an
innocent little word, don’t let semantics fool you into thinking a bet pays
more than it really does!

The smartest and simplest strategy is to ignore all bets in the center of the
table (see Figure 8-5). If you feel an urge to play these bets, go for it. Just
remember that 'm offering you my expert advice because [ want to help you
keep your losses at a minimum. The following proposition bets can suck your
wallet dry:

v Any 7: A one-roll bet that pays if the next roll is a 7 and loses if any other
number appears. Although the probability of rolling a 7 is 5 to 1, this bet
pays only 4 to 1 (or 5 for 1, which is the same thing). The casino’s edge is
16.7 percent. Can you say ATM?
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v Craps-eleven: A one-roll bet on any craps (2, 3, or 12) or the 11, repre-
sented by all those circled C and E initials on both sides of the center
box. The payout is the same as for the bets for any craps (8 for 1) or the
11 (16 for 1). House edge is more than 10 percent.

»* Horn bets: A one-roll bet that pays out if the next roll is 2, 3, 11, or 12
and loses if any other number appears. Horn bets may not even appear
on all center-box layouts, but it’s the same as craps-eleven. You make a
wager with four chips as if you're making four individual bets; you're
paid 16 for 1 (for the 3 or 11) or 31 for 1 (for the 2 or the 12) — but you
also lose the other three wagers. House edge is 12.5 percent.

v The 2, 3, 11, or 12: One-roll bets in the center box offering typical pay-
outs of 16 for 1 on numbers 3 and 11 and 31 for 1 on numbers 2 and 12.
(Some casinos may offer 30 for 1.) The house edge on these bets ranges
from 11 to 14 percent.

v Any craps: A one-roll bet that pays if the next roll is a 2, 3, or 12 and loses
otherwise. A box is available for this bet at the bottom of the center-bet
layout. A win on any craps pays 8 for 1, and the house edge is a stiff
11 percent.

Seven
5FOR1 5FOR1

SEENEEER

10 FOR 1 8FOR 1

B

10 FOR 1 8FOR 1

15FOR 1|30 FOR 1| 30 FOR 1

299866
£8833%%

— 15FOR 1 15FOR 1
Figure 8-5: An cra S
The center \8FOR1" " " "P* g FoR 1)

— The Center Bets
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Finding out the hard way

Four different hard-way bets are available to players on the following numbers:
4, 6, 8, and 10. A bet placed on a hard way wins if that number is thrown as a
pair (for example, a dice roll of two 4s is a hard 8) and loses if that number
comes easy (for example, a 6 and a 2 is an easy 8). You also lose the bet if any
7 is rolled.

The bets are placed in the center of the table, but, unlike the proposition
bets, they aren’t single-roll wagers; they remain on the board until resolved
one way or the other. Hard-way bets are some of the worst bets on the table
with the house edge a hefty 9 to 11 percent.



Chapter 9

Spinning Wheel Goes Round n’
Round: Roulette

In This Chapter

Getting the roulette lowdown
Understanding bets inside and out
Reviewing roulette etiquette

Exploring strategies to improve your odds

Recognizing strategies that don’t work

Fle roulette wheel is a readily recognizable casino icon, conjuring up
images of tradition and nobility, creating an ambience of luxury and ele-
gance. In fact, roulette is the oldest of all the casino games and is still around
for two good reasons: It’s fun, and it’s very easy to play. Roulette is probably
the best place for you as a novice to start your gambling experience
(although not always the smartest because of the odds).

The centerpiece of this age-old game is the beautifully crafted wheel in which
a small, white ball spins around a groove and drops down into one compart-
ment, or pocket, on the wheel. Over the centuries, a number of scientists and
mathematicians have tried to figure out how to beat the wheel, but such sys-
tems and theories always end in failure.

The fact is that where the roulette wheel stops is a matter of chance. And
chance rarely favors the players because the stiff house odds virtually ensure
a profit for the casino. So playing roulette isn’t what I call the likeliest route
to becoming independently wealthy.

The game still has a seductive appeal, and if you catch on to some time-
tested betting strategies, you can manage your gambling bankroll and stretch
it into an enjoyable casino pastime. In this chapter, I explain the game’s
basics, some important betting tips, and some helpful strategies.
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Getting the Spin on Roulette Basics

You probably have a good sense of the basics of roulette — after all, you’'ve
seen enough movies to know that you place piles of colored chips on a long,
rectangular table. After all the bets are made, the croupier (dealer) spins a
large, bowl-shaped wheel with corresponding slots marked by colors and
numbers in a counterclockwise direction, and then she releases a small,
white ball in a clockwise direction. Anticipation builds as the ball and wheel
spin, whirr, and slow. You wait for the ball to drop into one of the numbered
pockets (hopefully in one of the spots you bet on!).

The goal of roulette is basically to guess where the ball will land when the
wheel finishes spinning. But, of course, you need to know a little more than
that. This section takes a look at the wheel and the table betting area, walks
you through a step-by-step roulette play, and explains the role of the croupier.

Starting with the wheel

The first step toward understanding the game of roulette is to decipher the
roulette wheel — the most recognizable casino gambling symbol in the
world. Beautiful and flawless, the wheel is a finely crafted device weighing in
at 100 pounds (45 kilograms) and costing thousands of dollars. A roulette
wheel has the following distinguishing characteristics:

v The outside rim of the wheel is divided into numbers in alternating
pockets of black and red.

v The outside rim also has one or two pockets in green (0 and 00).

v The numbers on the wheel are mixed up — they don’t run consecutively
or in any discernible pattern, such as alternating odd and even.

And how many number segments are on the wheel? The answer depends on
where you’re playing roulette.

v+~ United States: If you're playing in Las Vegas, Atlantic City, or anywhere
else in the United States (including cruise ships and Indian reserva-
tions), the roulette wheels you encounter most likely have a total of 38
numbered slots, or pockets, containing numbers 1 through 36, and two
green compartments, one with a single zero and the other with a double
zero. (This wheel is often referred to as the American wheel.)
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v Europe and South America: If you're gaming in Monte Carlo or another
location in Europe or South America, your roulette wheel (often referred
to as the European or French wheel) has one pocket less than its
American counterpart (it doesn’t include the double-zero pocket).

Check out Figure 9-1, which shows the major differences between the
American wheel and the European wheel.

The European Wheel The American Wheel

Roulette is more popular in Europe than in the United States mainly because
the European wheel offers better odds with one less possibility to bet on (no
double zero). But don’t buy that plane ticket to Paris quite yet. Although
most of the wheels in the United States have 38 pockets (two green num-
bers), you can find European wheels in some upscale American casinos.

Taking in the table layout

The other key component to a roulette game is the betting table where the
players place their chips for wagering. The betting table is situated adjacent
to the wheel and is inlaid with a variety of squares and bars. Take a look at
Figure 9-2 as I dissect the roulette table to make some sense of it.

149



150 Part Il: Conquering the Table Games

|
Figure 9-2:
American
roulette
wheel and
betting
layouts.
|

Security shield

Layou
e o

E ENENER
OoHno
E ENEREN
Lo n ) 2]
n L1 e ] s
16 |17 ] 18]
n ENEIEN
(2 5] u)

o

Toke
box

.

Drop
box




Chapter 9: Spinning Wheel Goes Round n’ Round: Roulette

a\\J

Two sections make up the roulette table:

1 Squares showing numbers and colors corresponding to the number
and color pockets on the roulette wheel. These squares take up the
most space on the layout. Unlike the wheel, the numbers on the table
run in sequential order in rows of three. For example, in the third row
from the top in Figure 9-2, you find the number 8 in black between 7 and
9. This betting spot corresponds to the black 8 pocket on the wheel, and
it’s where you place your chips if you want to bet on the 8.

1 Bars wrapping around the outside of the rows of sequential numbers.
For example, you can see in Figure 9-2 bars containing the words odd,
even and diamonds containing the words red, and black. As you may
guess, you place chips in these areas to bet on other aspects of the
wheel outcome. For example, placing chips on odd is a bet that the ball
lands on an odd number — any odd number.

[ explain more about these various betting areas in the section “Betting: The
Inside (and Outside) Scoop.” Inside bets are bets you place on any of the
columns of numbers; outside bets are — no surprise — bets you place in the
outside areas.

The table normally accommodates up to six players, but some double table
layouts can handle a dozen or more players. Try to get a seat right in the
middle so you can place a bet in any area on the table. If you're stuck sitting
at the end of the table or standing, you must slide chips toward the croupier
and ask her to place bets on any area that you're not able to reach.

Betting with chips of a different color

You make bets by placing chips on the squares that correspond to the num-
bers or colors on the roulette wheel. Roulette doesn’t use normal casino
chips, however. Instead, it features special color-coded chips unique to each
player at the table and the particular roulette table you're playing at. You
can’t play the chips you use at one roulette table at a different game because
the chips have no value marked on them.

Each player gets a different color of chip, allowing the croupier to distinguish
one player’s bet from another’s. For example, your orange chips may be worth
$5 each, while another player’s blue chips may be worth $1 each. The distinc-
tive chip color allows all players to have bets on the table without fear of
mixing the bets up. In other words, if the player next to you places a stack of
blue chips on your favorite number, go right ahead and stack your yellow
chips on top of his.
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Roulette’s roots: Philosophic origins
and creepy coincidences

Many of you probably played spin the bottle
(don't deny it) when you were kids (and maybe
you still play it at your company’s holiday party),
so the idea of playing a game of chance by
spinning an object isn’t foreign. And if spin the
bottle isn't gambling, | don't know what is —
especially if you were one of the unlucky girls
stuck in my circle.

The exact origins of roulette are unknown, but
you can trace the modern components of the
game (the flywheel and red/black slots) back to
the famous 17th-century mathematician and
philosopher Blaise Pascal. He’d been tinkering

with perpetual-motion devices and gave the
name roulette to the wheel he was working on.

In 1842, a couple of French brothers named
Francois and Louis Blanc invented single-zero
roulette to attract more players. The idea was a
hit, and Charles Ill, the Prince of Monaco,
invited Francois to establish a casino in Monte
Carlo. Legend claims that Francois sold his soul
to the devil in exchange for the secrets of
roulette. And if you want to enter the realm of
the sort of creepy (cue the Twilight Zone music),
add up the numbers 1 through 36 — the sum
equals 666.
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When you join the game, or buy in, you generally ask for a stack, which con-

sists of 20 chips. Let the croupier know what value you want assigned to the
chips. The croupier keeps track of the value by placing a marker called a
lammer on your color in the chip stacks. (Although at smaller casinos or
when everyone is playing the same-value chips, lammers may not be used.)
When you leave the table, the croupier exchanges your roulette chips with
casino chips, which you take to the cashier’s window and cash out.

Dealing with the croupier

In the game of roulette, the dealer is called the croupier (pronounced croop-
ee-ay) and performs a variety of tasks to facilitate the play. When you're play-

ing roulette, just remember that the croupier does all of the following:

v Converts your cash or casino chips to the colored chips unique to

roulette.

v Places your chips on the table if you're unable to reach the spot on the
table where you wish to bet them.
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v~ Spins the wheel counterclockwise and rele