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Who would have thought it?  Poker has become a mass-audience spectator sport.  Names like Chris ‘Jesus’ Ferguson, Phil ‘Unabomber’ Laak, and Dave ‘The Devilfish’ Ulliott may not be familiar to all readers of the TLS, but on any normal night you can see these top poker professionals on the nether reaches of the satellite channels, as they bluff and bully their way to pots worth hundreds of thousands of dollars.  Like their counterparts in tennis and golf, they tour the world, playing in lucrative tournaments which are avidly followed on television by millions of amateur enthusiasts whose own poker experience is mostly limited to small-stakes games played with faceless strangers on internet poker sites. 
The professionals really do seem to be terribly good.  According to the British gaming laws, poker is a game of luck, but this is belied by the regularity with which the same players keep coming out on top.  The attraction of televised poker, which reveals all the hidden cards, is that it shows how the trick is done.  The top players have an uncanny ability to gauge the relative strengths of the hands, and in particular to ‘sense weakness’—opponents who are not sure what is going on—and ruthlessly exploit their uncertainty. 
In 1988 the British journalist Anthony Holden spent a year trying his luck on the professional poker circuit.  His record of his experiences, published as Big Deal, was a modern classic of poker literature.  Television and the internet had yet to transform the poker world, but there was still plenty of action for those who knew where to find it.  Holden introduced his readers to the old Las Vegas, traditional centre of the poker world, where the fabled ‘Amarillo Slim’ Preston held court, and you could still sit down with Johnny Moss, who in 1949 had played head-to-head with Nick ‘The Greek’ Dandalos for five months and walked away with 2 million dollars.  
Bigger Deal tells the story of Holden’s return to the professional poker circuit fifteen years on.  There are now many more characters, and many more opportunities for them to ply their trade.  Huge amount of money wash around, not just in the play itself, but also from television rights, sponsorship, publishing and websites.  Holden conveys the excitement of the poker boom, but also finds much to regret.  In 1988 the World Series of Poker, the acknowledged climax of the poker year, attracted 167 entrants.  Last year 8873 competitors chased a first prize of $12 million.  Holden’s book finishes with this bloated beanfeast, and it makes pretty harrowing reading.  Sponsorship logos and chesty female television presenters are everywhere.  Cheap plastic cards have replaced the normal casino packs.  Players scream and shout, hoping to catch the attention of the cameras.  Some of the wall portraits in the old-timers Poker Hall of Fame are missing.  Holden doubts he will come back again.   
The narrative of the new book, like Big Deal before it, is carried by Holden’s attempts to keep his financial head above water on the shark-infested poker circuit.  To be frank, it is clear from the start that ‘London Tony’ is not going to make it big.  There is a paradox at the heart of poker.  The game is only interesting if it is played for enough money to matter.  If it the stakes are too low, there is no incentive not to play every hand to the end, and poker quickly degenerates into a game of pure chance, and a very boring game at that.  Yet at the same time you can only be seriously good at poker if you are deeply indifferent to the money.  You can’t let your judgement be clouded by the thought a mistake will cost your summer holiday, or your car, or your house.  That’s why the best players have something of the psychopath about them.  They lack the prudence that makes poker cowards of the rest of us. 
As Holden himself allows, he’s just not mad enough to make the big time.  He talks the talk, with frequent references to the Moll (novelist Cindy Blake) and the Crony (poet and long-time poker companion Al Alvarez).  But his engagingly confessional narrative gives the game away.  He remembers his children’s birthdays.  He worries about bad reviews of his books.  From time to time he even performs his day job as the Observer’s music critic.  He’s clearly not going to bet his house on anything.  He takes pride in his small profits in limited-liability games, but he steers clear of any real risks.  Ah well, he may never make a big killing.  But he remains undefeated as the champion chronicler of those who do. 
