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Introduction

In Volume I of Harrington on Hold 'em, 1 explained some of
the basic (and not-so-basic) concepts you needed to be a
successful no-limit hold em player. We saw how to evaluate a
hand in the context of all the information available at the table,
how to take into account the different playing styles you might
encounter in your opponents, how to analyze hands and evaluate
pot odds, and how to play before and after the flop, as well on
later streets.

My emphasis in Volume I was playing in the early stages of
tournaments, when most of the following conditions apply:
1. The tables are mostly full, with 9 or 10 players.
2. The stacks are large relative to the blinds.
3. The stacks sizes are roughly the same.
4. The money is still far off in the distance.

In this book, I'm going to show you what happens when we
reach the ending stage of a tournament, and some (or all) of these
conditions break down. Be warned: Ending play is very different
from early play, and I’ll introduce many ideas that you’ve never
seen explained in a poker book before. But as in Volume [, I’
introduce them slowly and carefully, with plenty ofhand examples
along the way.

To be consistent with Volume I, the parts of the book will be
Numbered starting where Volume I left off.

Organization

Part Eight, “Making Moves,” is really the last chapter of
olume I, but space considerations forced us to move it here to
olume IT. Ip contrast to the discussions in Volume I, which were

Mostly concerned with betting for value, here I'll discuss bets that
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don’t reflect the true value of your hand. We’ll look at bluffs,
delayed bluffs, check-raises, and the various forms of slow-
playing. Most important, I’ll show you the preconditions required
to give your moves a high percentage of success.

Part Nine, “Inflection Points,” is probably the most important
chapter of the two volumes. Here I'll show you how to play when
the blinds become a larger and larger portion of your stack size.
I’ll introduce the M and Q ratios, as well as my “Zone” concept,
and show you how different types of hands become more or less
playable as you move from zone to zone.

Part Ten covers the play at tables where stack sizes and ]
inflection points are wildly different, so that each player is |
operating under a different agenda. Once again, you have to i
consider how the table appears to each possible opponent before ‘
making your moves. ’

Part Eleven, “Short Tables,” shows you how to play when the |
table size shrinks to six, five, four, or even just three players. ]
Starting hand and playing requirements change dramatically at |
these tables, and of course inflection points play a major role as 1
well. ,

Part Twelve, “Heads-Up,” shows you what to do when only
one other player remains with you. This phase of the tournament |
doesn’t usually last very long, so you have to be alert and decisive
to squeeze out an edge. i

Part Thirteen is our miscellaneous catch-all chapter, where |
I’ll talk about some loose ends that didn’t really fit anywhere else,
like making deals and playing in tournaments with multiple ‘
qualifiers, as well as some final insights on the psychology of the §
game. ]

Thanks to the Forums and Others

The Two Plus Two Online Forums (www.twoplustwo.com
are an excellent source of poker discussions and commentary
We’d like to thank all the contributors who submitted comments;

Introduction 3

and suggestions following the release of Volume I. All were
appreciated, and we used some of the ideas to improve the layout
of Volume IL

In addition, I want to thank David Sklansky and Mason
Malmuth for their comments throughout this manuscript, and Ed
Miller for his help in creating the index.



Making Moves

Introduction

In Volume I focus for the most part was on “value bets,” bets
that more or less accurately reflected the true strength of your
hand. When you play poker, however, you can’t simply bet when
you have a hand and throw your cards away otherwise. If you do,
even the most perceptually challenged opponents will eventually
figure you out. Instead, you’ll have to mix in some moves with
your value bets, pretending to be strong when you have nothing,
and pretending to be weak when you really have a hand.

Moves break down into two broad categories. Bluffs, where
you pretend to have a strong hand when in fact you don’t, and
slow-plays, where you pretend to have a weak hand when in fact
you are strong. Both can be powerful and effective tools. Both
techniques can be underused, and both can be overused.

In this chapter I'll look at the various forms these moves can
take. I'll show you what conditions provide a favorable situation
to make a move, and when moves should be avoided. Remember
that while moves can be used to set up your value bets, they can
generate a profit on their own if properly employed.

Bluffing

Bluffing is a pretty straightforward idea. You have a weak
nand, but you bet anyway, pretending to have a strong one. If your
opponent believes you, you take down a pot.

In this section I'll cutline some very specific bluffing moves
that have a better-than-average chance of success. First, however,
let’s talk about some general characteristics of all bluffs.

How many players should you bluff? The fewer, the better. One
is better than two, and two are better than three. Bluffing more
players creates the appearance of a stronger hand, but increases
the chance that someone may have a hand that’s strong enough to
call or raise your bet.

Who to bluff? The ideal opponent is the weak-tight player. He
thinks every glass is half-empty and every rising market is a
bubble. The only hand he really wants to play to a showdown is
the nuts. The weak-tight player looks for an excuse not to play a
hand. A big bet by you could be just the encouragement he needs.

What kind of stack to bluff? Medium-sized stacks are better
targets than either small or large stacks. The danger with a small
stack is that the player may be getting desperate, and decide that
his hand is just good enough for an all-in move. The large stack
may feel he’s in a comfortable enough position to look you up and
see what you’re doing. The medium-sized stack is probably more
concerned about the danger of shrinking to a small stack than the
Opportunity of growing to a large stack, and is therefore more
likely to fold a moderate hand in the face of apparent strength.
These are all very general guidelines, of course, and you’ll

thcounter many exceptions. Now let’s look at some specific types
of bluffs.




Bluffing Pre-Flop

I won’t say that bluffing before the flop is entirely a
beginner’s move. There’s a place for pre-flop bluffing in poker,
especially as the blinds rise relative to the chip stacks. However,
beginners certainly get too involved trying to steal the blinds.
Usually this occurs because beginners don’t yet have the patience
to endure the long runs of bad cards that prevent them from
making any solid bets, so periodically they’ll take a couple of
worthless cards and make a move at the pot. (We saw a few
examples in the problems in Volume 1.)

While these random moves can certainly work from time to
time, eventually they will become an expensive habit. Keep in
mind that the starting hand requirements that I outlined in Part
Five of Volume 1 already include the equity of bluffing. When you
raise with something like

* =

L4

on the button, your move has a big bluff component already.
Y ou’re not rooting for someone to stand up to you; you just want
to pick up the pot when the blinds fold. But when someone does
call, you still have a hand to play.

By using your starting hand requirements to generate your
bluffs, you achieve an additional goal: randomizing your play. The
shuftle will ensure that your bluffing hands arrive on a random
time schedule, thus making your play harder to read.

The Continuation Bet

Continuation bets, which we discussed briefly in Volume I,
are the most basic sort of post-flop bluff. A continuation bet
occurs when you took the lead in the betting pre-flop, indicating
strength, you missed the flop, and now you are in position to make
the first bet after the flop, either because you’re first to act or
because the players have all checked to you. In this situation, you
lead out with a bet. The bet “continues” your pre-flop action, and
indicates to the table that you’re still strong. Since it’s consistent
with your previous play, the bet has a reasonably high probability
of success unless the flop really hit your opponent.

Here are a few ideas to keep in mind when making
continuation bets:

1. Bet size is important. While you’ll need to vary the size of
your continuation bets to keep your opponents guessing, the
basic continuation bet should be about half the size of the
existing pot. That’s both large enough to give you a good
chance of winning the pot, while small enough to create
favorable odds for yourself. A half-pot bet only requires you
to win one time in three to break even.

2. The number of opponents is important. The ideal number
of opponents when making a continuation bet is one. The
more opponents, the smaller the chance of success. | might
On occasion try a continuation bet against two opponents, but
If I'm facing three or more players, I need to hit the flop to
keep playing.

]‘he quality of your hand is important. Did you completely
miss the flop, or do you have a draw to a good hand?
Completely missing the flop is a good indicator for a
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continuation bet, since it costs you nothing extra to walk
away from your hand when your move fails. If, however, you
have a draw to a big hand, then a continuation bet could be a
big mistake, giving your opponent another chance to chase
you out of the pot. This advice particularly applies if you act
last in the hand and have already seen your opponent check.
Now taking a free card with a drawing hand is likely to be
better than making a continuation bet. (Notice that this
concept is the opposite of good strategy in limit games.)

4. The texture of the flop is important. A dangerous flop is
one with several high cards, which are likely to have hit the
holdings of the other players. You don’t want to bet into a
dangerous flop with nothing, for the obvious reasons. While
a weak-tight player will fold, no one else will. Good flops for
continuation bets have low cards, or a medium card and a
low pair, or three widely separated cards. Flops of three
different suits are always a plus as well.

When these criteria aren’t in place, a continuation bet
becomes a low-equity play that often just takes you off a hand that
you’d really like to play. Here’s a concrete example:

Example 1. You’re at the final table of a major event, in the
big blind. Your stack is $65,000, and the small blind has
$83,000. Other stacks range from $60,000 to $180,000. The
small blind is an experienced and tenacious player who likes
to set traps. The blinds are $600 and $1,200, with $200 antes,
and the starting pot is $3,000.

You pick up

The Continuation Bet 11

The first four players fold around to the small blind, who puts
in $600 more to call. What do you do?

Answer: King-jack suited is a pretty good hand heads-up, so
you might as well find out if the small blind is serious about
playing. Put in a raise about the size of the pot. Most of the
time, this will end the hand right here.

You raise $3,600, and the small blind calls. The pot is now
$10,800. The flop is

3 22
vd
& vv v

%’ UIJ ‘ ‘3

The small blind checks. Should you now make a continuation

bet, and if so, how much?
Answer: This is not a good spot for a continuation bet.
You’ve missed your hand, but you have some good draws. A
queen will almost certainly win for you, while either a king
or a jack might also be an out. If you bet and your opponent
check-raises, you’ll have to throw your hand away, wasting
your draws. His check might have indicated weakness, but
he’s certainly capable of checking a strong hand as well. You
have position, so your opponent will have to make the first
move on fourth street, giving you a little extra information.
Preserve your draws and check. Note that if the flop had
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Defending Against
the Continuation Bet

missed you completely and you had no draws, a continuation

bet would make much more sense.

You check. The pot is still $10,800. Fourth street is the
QY. Your opponent checks. What do you do?

Answer: You’ve made your straight but there are now three

hearts on board. Your opponent probably doesn’t have a

flush, but you can’t let him draw at a flush for free. A bet of

at least half the pot will require

4-to-1 flush draw, so that’s good enoug
has a small heart. It’s also small enough to allow him t

if he’s just made a pair of queens or perhaps two pair.

Since continuation bets are a powerful part of no-limit
strategy, what can you do when you’re on the other side of wh 1t
. - a
may ?«E a;ontmuatlon bet? What’s the best defense?
e first part of a successful defense is knowledge. As
study the table when you’re not directly in i  action,
S : y involved in the action
o : ogt 1mp0rt§nt things to observe is how players behav ,
when they’re in situations where a continuation bet is a possible
strategy. How often, after taking the lead pre-flop, do the make
berthteﬁ' the flop? How many of those be;s are );n th:
E:ig) Aor ood ofhalf_the pot? (The optimal size for a continuation
bet. Are mor}st of their bets in this range, or do they like pot-sized
s instead? Or do they prefer making little probe bets? (O
quarter to one-third of the pot) ¥ (One:
A ’ i
iss msoilto}‘;l re watching, k'eep one key fact in mind: Most flops
ot fand& If you notice that when a particular player took
- thme 0{6 the flop, he almost always bets after the flop, you
bave b h.a ot of the bets are simply bluffs, since he cou’ldn’t
1s hand that often. (On the other hand
rarely bets after the f] e beyer who
doos by o st ¢ flop but who makes pot-sized bets when he
commits i o ns:);;e;-ltlght p}llayer who wants the nuts before he
. ' . Play at him when h ’
WayAfrom him whon b doms. n he doesn’t bet and stay
tough player will by definiti
°l_’~ If ho e ¥ y definition be hard to read after the
teking g strength before the flop, he’ll probabl
lead 50 to 60 . o~
¢ fillin - percent of the time after th ’
b g his hang uite o e flop. He can’t
me deCiding et at often, but you’re going to have a hard
nd i bets oy e's got a strong hand and when he doesn’t
POt-sizeq t all be around half the pot. Th i '
bets. so . P ere will be some
probe-sized bets, and some overbets in the

him to take 3-to-1 odds on a
h to push him outifhe
ocall }

You bet $5,000, and the small blind folds.

moved to no-limit from limit hold *em will

Players who have
mit move called 1

recognize the continuation bet as a variation ofali
the lead bet. In limit play you almost always (if you were the pre-
flop aggressor) make a lead bet after the flop, because so often : ‘
ill just throw his hand away, and the cost of '
ap. But in no-limit the cost j
bet that, when it fails, will §
g like one-quarter to one-

your opponent w
discovering that information is very che

is not nearly so cheap; you’re making a
cost you half the pot instead of somethin

sixth of the pot.

13
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mix as well. Against such a playcr, you’ll need to use your best
judgment, but for the most part you’re going to need a real hand
to continue to play.

One further fact to consider: Continuation bets are a good
tactic against a single opponent, or two at the most. If a
{competent) opponent led out before the flop and was called by
three or four players, and now leads out again after the flop, he’s
almost certainly got something and he’s making a value bet, not
a continuation bet. Stay out of the pot unless you too have a good
hand.

Now let’s consider the interesting cases. Y our opponent, who
took the lead before the flop, makes a continuation-type bet after
the flop. You are his only opponent. From your observations, you
know that this player makes continuation bets with some
frequency after he misses his hand. How should you proceed?
We’ll break our analysis down into a few cases.

Case 1: The flop gave you a monster. This is the most pleasant
case to analyze, since your options are all good. You’ve flopped
a set, or a straight, or the nut flush. (The non-nut flush is a little
different. We’ll look at that in a bit.) How do you extract the most
money from your great hand?

The standard play is to simply call the continuation bet,
hoping that your opponent already has something and will lead out
again on the turn, or that he will catch something on the turn so he
will call a bet by you later on. If he does lead out on the turn,
you’ll win at least that bet, plus possibly much more if he’s
willing to go to the end with you.

The other play is to raise his continuation bet. If he has
nothing, he’ll throw his hand away right there. (This looks like a
bad result for you, but keep in mind that if he had nothing at this
point, you most likely weren’t going to make any more money on
the hand anyway.) If he has something, either a pair or a draw, he
may call this bet; whether you make any more money depends on
Jjust how much of a hand he has and what comes on fourth street.

.
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Of the two plays, simply calling is the technically “better”
ay against most opponents, in the sense that 1t.w1ll win m(zre
i ohey, on average, if your opponer'lts aren’t wa.tchmg whatyou’re
_ ‘oing. Since unfortunately they will be watching, you’ll nee?d to
vary between the two plays on occasion. I’d recommend a mix of
. swo-thirds calls and one-third raises on a random basis, to keep
them guessing. Note one important exception, however: If an ace
hs come on the flop, there will be a better than average chance
- that your opponent is betting with a pair of aces. In this case, you
- ghould simply raise his bet, and be prepared to get all your money
in_the pot on the flop or the turn.

The case where your monster is a flush that’s not the nuts is
¢ little trickier. Let’s look at an example.

’5‘;\;\Example 2. Blinds $50/$100. A solid conservative player in
' middle position puts in $300. From past observations, his most
likely holding is two high cards, but he would bet a high pair
. the same way. You elect to call on the button with TY9Y¥. (It’s
a bit unusual for you, but you’re varying your play to keep the
table guessing.) The blinds fold. Just the two of you are in the
pot, which is now $750. You each have about $8,000
remaining. The flop is Q¥7Y3Y. He bets $400. What should
you do?

Answer: You’ve made a flush, but it’s not the nut flush.
Should you slow-play and just call? It’s an idea, but there are

some problems.

You may already be beaten if your opponent raised with
AVKY or AY]® before the flop. (Ace-small of hearts is
pretty unlikely from a solid opponent.) That’s unlikely, but
must be considered.

Your opponent willingly bet into that board. That fact
makes the high-card hands containing a single heart much
more likely than the high-card hands without any heart. Now
You must confront the possibility that your opponent has a
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draw to a flush that will not only beat you, but which might
win all your chips.

On balance, slow-playing with a call is too dangerous
here. I would assume that my opponent held a single heart,
and make a bet that they couldn’t call if they saw my hand. In
this case, suppose my opponent holds AYQ#. Now six hearts
are accounted for, and seven remain in the deck, out of 45
unseen cards. My opponent’s odds of drawing a heart on the
turn are 38-to-7, or about 5.5-to-1. With the pot now
containing $1,150, you should call his bet (making the pot
$1,550) and raise him about $750 more. Now he’ll be getting
3-to-1 odds to call, not enough if he knew that the flush was
his only out. If he calls anyway, he’s made a mistake, which
is what you want no matter how the hand turns out.

Case 2: The flop hit your hand, but You don’t have a monster.
Sometimes the flop will hit your hand and give you middle pair or
bottom pair. Your hand certainly isn’t a lock, but it is worth
something. In general, if your opponent now makes a
continuation-type bet, you should call it. Your game plan is to see
what happens on fourth street, and take the pot away if he shows
weakness.

Remember that a continuation bet contains a weakness: When
you bet around half the pot, you’re offering about 3-to-1 calling
odds to your opponent. (If the pot contains £20,000, and your
opponent makes a $10,000 continuation bet, you have to put in
$10,000to see a $30,000 pot — 3-to-1 odds.) Those are good odds
when you already have something and you probably have some
number of outs as well. So call, and if your opponent checks on
fourth street, be prepared to move at the pot. In many cases, a
continuation bet represents a player’s last attempt to win a pot
cheaply. If it doesn’t work, they’re prepared to throw their hand
away rather than lose a lot of money. For your part, you’re willing
to pay some money (at good odds) to see if they were making a
continuation bet or not.

Defending Against the Continuation Bet 17

gxample 3: In the middle of a multi-table tournament. Blinds
are $300/$600 with $50 antes. At a 10-player table the player
fll fifth position with a stack of $35,000 raises to $1,500 pl.'e-
flop, and you, with a stack of $40,000, call on the button with

‘30§ W ¢
¢ 0 ¢
+ 0 @

It’s a weak holding, but you’re varying your play. The blinds
fold behind you. The pot is now $4,400.
The flop comes

You’ve hit bottom pair. Your opponent bets $2,000. What do

you do?
Answer: Your pair of fives aren’t worthless, so don’t be in a
hurry to throw your hand away. It costs you $2,000 to see a
pot of $6,400, so you’re getting pot odds of 3.2-to-1. You
could easily have the best hand now, and the fives and sixes
are probably all outs even if you don’t. Call, and see what
happens on the turn.

You call. The pot is now $8,400. The turn comes 44. Your

* Opponent checks. What do you do?

Answer: That was a good card for you. You added eight
more outs to the five you already had, and your opponent
checked besides. You should bet about $5,000 to $6,000.
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You may hold the winning hand now, and you have many
ways to get a big hand on the river.

You bet $5,500, and your opponent folds.

Case 3: The flop missed you. Your opponent bet before the flop,

and you called. The flop missed you, and your opponent bets

again with a continuation-sized bet. What should you do?
Answer: Absent any specific information, you should mostly
just fold. There’s no shame in avoiding the loss of a lot of
money on a hand when you don’t have anything and you
don’t know where you stand. You should only play here
under certain (somewhat rare) circumstances.

1. Although you missed your hand, you have a draw with
close to the right odds.

2. You’ve seen this player make many continuation-type
bets in the past, so you know there’s a reasonable chance
he does not have a made hand.

3.  On occasion, you’ve seen him fold to a bet on fourth
street after making a continuation-sized bet on the flop.

4.  You haven’t seen him check good hands after his flop
bet was called

Put all of these circumstances together, and it’s
reasonable to call his bet with the idea of taking the pot away
from him on the turn. Remember, many players who make a
continuation bet on the flop will surrender the hand on the
turn if they encounter resistance.

Be cautious, however! The money odds for stealing the
pot on the turn are not particularly favorable. For example,
suppose the pot has $2,000 after the pre-flop betting, you
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miss the flop, and now your opponent makes a continuatior_l-
sized bet of $1,000. The pot now contains $3,000. At this
point you can fold your hand, losing nothing more. If you
decide to wrestle the pot away from him, you’ll need to

- invest $1,000 to call now, plus a $2,000-$3,000 bet on the

turn, assuming he checks. That’s an investment of $3,000 to
$4,000 to win a pot that’s currently $3,000. You’ll need to
think that you’re an actual favorite to get away with this play
in order to make it. While that can be possible, you need to
know your opponent very well. It’s not a move that’s suitable
for a table of strangers.




Probe Bets

A probe bet is a cross between a bluff and an informational
bet. It’s a lead-out bet of somewhere between one-quarter and
one-third of the pot. The bluff part comes from the fact that it is,
after ali, a bet. Sometimes your opponent will just lay his hand
down to any bet, and in that case you scooped the pot without
risking much. But mostly the probe bet has an informational
function. It’s a way of asking two questions:

1. Please tell me a little something about your hand?

2. Wouldn’t it be nice if the two of us could just see the next
card cheaply? (Can’t we all just get along?)

When confronted with a probe bet, I like to employ the Travis
Bickel Defense. “You wanna know somethin’ about my hand?
You talkin’ to me? You talkin’ to ME?!!,” and then toss in a big
raise. This usually takes the pot, and when it doesn’t, I'm gone. (I
don’t actually start screaming, it’s just a metaphor.)

While probe bets may look like a cheap, low-risk way to gain
information, they contain a potential hidden downside. Consider
the next example.

Example 4. Late in a minor tournament. Blinds are
$600/$1,200, antes are $75. There are 10 players at the table,
so the starting pot contains $2,550. You have $13,600, and are
in sixth position holding 8484. The player in first position,
who has $24,000 but who plays tight and weak, calls. The
intervening players fold to you. What do you do?

Answer: A raiseiscertainly reasonable. A weak-tight player

would almost certainly raise with a high pair, so you’re

probably facing two high cards or a low pair, in which case
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your hand is best right now. You also want to be surc to
chase out the players behind you so you have position during
the hand.

You raise to $5,000. The players behind you and the
plinds fold. The first player calls. The potis now $12,550. The
flop comes A%787¥and your opponent bets $1,200. What do
you do?

Answer: Your opponent, who has a much bigger stack, bets

10 percent of the pot. You probably have the best hand right

now, but you can’t be sure and you don’t really want to lose

your whole stack on this hand if he’s trapping. Just call.

You call. The pot is now $14,950. The turn is the J¥. Your

- opponent bets another $1,200. What now?

Answer: There are two overcards to your pair on board, but
he’s giving you 12-to-1 odds, so you can’t fold.

You call. The pot is now $17,350. The river is the 9¥. He
checks.

There are three overcards to your pair and a heart draw on
board, so don’t even think about betting. Just see his hand.

You check, and he turns over 444%, You win a nice pot.

You did nothing wrong, and won a nice pot for your effort.
But look at what happened to your opponent. His call of your raise
before the flop was weak. Then he made two probe bets, to
Prevent you from raising. He succeeded, but in this particular case
he actually would have been better off just checking after the flop
&l{d throwing his hand away if you bet (which you would have).
His plan worked, but cost him an extra $2,400. A series of probe
bets with a very weak hand aren’t necessarily an improvement on
folding — they just look more active.




The Squeeze Play

The squeeze play is an advanced and elegant bluff. You make
a large reraise after two players have already entered the pot, the
first with a raise and the second with a call. The first player is
trapped between you and the second player (the “squeeze”™). While
he may believe he has the pot odds and cards to play against you,
he can’t be sure what the second player will do. Hence he throws
his hand away. The second player felt he had enough equity to
play against one raiser, but not against a reraiser. So he mucks his
hand as well, and you take the pot.

A successful squeeze play is a delight when it works, but to
make the play several preconditions are required.

1. Youneed some reason to believe that the first player does not
quite have the hand he’s representing with his initial raise.
Some sort of tell is nice, but usually you’re looking for a
player who’s been aggressive for some period of time, and
who’s clearly been pushing some marginal raising hands.

2. The second player has to just call, not reraise. If he reraises,
he has an excellent hand and you can’t play. If he just calls,
he could be on any number of drawing hands that he’s willing
to play against one raiser but not two.

3.  You should have a reputation for at least solid play, if not
outright conservative play. Don’t try this move if you’ve been
caught bluffing lately. If you’ve shown down any hands in the
past couple of hours, they should have been good hands.

4. Don’t try this move if you’ve already made it once at the

session (even if you actually had a hand that time). It’s a big
move and people will remember, so don’t overdo the play.
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If all the pieces fall in place, the squeeze play is a powerful
weapon that can win a lot of chips. Here’s a good example from
Jast year’s World Series.

gxample 5. Final table of the 2004 World Series of Poker.
Seven players remain, with chip count and positions given

below.

Sm Blind Glen Hughes $2,375,000
Big Blind David Williams $3,250,000 A+Q%

1 Josh Arieh $3,890,000 KV¥94
2 Al Krux $2,175,000
3 Greg Raymer  $7,920,000 AS2%
4 Matt Dean $3,435,000
5 Dan Harrington $2,320,000 6V2¢

The blinds were $40,000 and $80,000, with $10,000 antes, so
the pot was $190,000 to start.

Josh Arieh. Josh opened the betting with a raise to $225,000, a
little less than three times the big blind. So far, Josh had been
active at the final table, and his bet looked to the other players like
a pretty standard raise on his part. Actually king-nine offsuit is a
little weak for an opening raise even at a seven-handed table. I
like raising for value at seven-handed in opening position with
hands like ace-ten, acc-nine, and king-queen.

Al Krux. Folded his hand.

Greg Raymer. Greg had been crushing the table for a long time,
although in the last hour his cards had cooled off a bit, and some
of his lead had been trimmed away. He elects to call with ace-
qeuce suited. That’s another aggressive play, although as the cards
lie he’s actually a favorite over Josh.
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If Josh had been playing a conservative game, thc gap
concept would apply and Greg would need an even stronger hand
to call than the minimum hands Josh would need for opening,
Since Josh has been playing aggressively, Raymer doesn’t need
hands of that strength. In Raymer’s position I would call with the
same hands I might use for opening in third position — ace-seven,
ace-six, king-queen, and any pair. With medium pairs, 1 would
actually be raising to try to win the hand pre-flop. I wouldn’t,
however, make a call with ace-deuce, a hand which is just too
vulnerable to being dominated.

Matt Dean. Folded his hand.

Dan Harrington. Of course I could throw the six-deuce away, but
Raymer’s call has created the perfect conditions for a squeeze
play. My sense from Arieh was that he had a good hand, but not
a premium hand. (Raymer may have picked up on this as well). If
[ was right, then it would be nearly impossible for him to call a big
raise with Raymer still to act behind him. Raymer’s call, on the
other hand, probably indicated a hand that was not strong enough
to raise. It might also indicate a hand that Raymer felt was
adequate for calling a bet from Arieh (who had been playing
loosely) but not me (who had been playing conservatively). In any
event, it was clear that a big raise on my part had an excellent
chance of winning the whole pot immediately.

The next question was — how much to raise? Here I thought
back to how the table had been playing over the last couple of
hours. In general, the table had been loose, and players had shown
a witlingness to call raises, based on their good pot odds. (This
varies from final table to final table. In 2003, the final table had
played somewhat tighter.) I thought it was likely that a normal-
sized reraise, to perhaps $450,000 or $500,000, stood a better-
than-usual chance of being called. As a result, I made an unusually
big bet for me: $1,200,000. I wanted both Arieh and Raymer to
know that by betting more than half my chips, I was committing
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self to the pot, s0 they couldn’t have any notion about calling
then maneuvering me out of the pot after the flop.
élen Hughes. Folded his hand.

~:.';.;.vid williams. Williams picks up the best hand at the table,
@e.queen offsuit! Unfortunately, the action in front of him has
n raise, call, and big reraise, and ace-queen just can’t stand that
kind of action. He correctly (given what he knows) folds his hand.

Josh Arieh. He has no interest in playing king-nine offsuit with
two players active behind him, so he folds.

Greg Raymer. At this point, he has to assume that either his ace
is dominated by a bigger ace, or he’s facing a medium-to-big pair.

In either case, he’s not getting close to the pot odds he needs, so
- he folds.




The No-Limit Semi-Bluff

A semi-bluff is a post-flop bet that’s partially a bluff and
partially a value bet. The flop gave you something, or perhaps a
combination of little somethings — say a medium pair plus a
straight or flush draw. You doubt that your hand is the best one at
the table right now, but it might be. If you hit your draw, it almost
certainly will be. In that case, you might lead out with what we
call a semi-bluff. It’s a bet which will probably be profitablc
because it offers multiple ways to win:

1.  You might win right away if your opponent folds his hand.

2. You might get a call, but win because your hand is actually
best.!

3. You might get a call, but win because of your draw.

In addition, since your bet represents strength, you may get
to see both the turn and river cards for free, as your opponent may
interpret a future check as a trap and refuse to bet.

The semi-bluff works best against a tight opponent, of course.
But if you think there’s as much as a 30 percent chance that your
opponent will lay down his hand right away, then the semi-bluff
is usually a profitable move, even if your plan is to fold to an
immediate reraise.

The no-limit semi-bluff is frequently made with an all-in
move. You usually don’t want to go all-in with your very strong
hands, since you want people to call, not go away. A semi-bluffing
hand, where you have for example a pair and a flush draw, is a

! The traditional definition of a semi-bluff, as defined by David Sklansky
in The Theory of Poker discounts this option.
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more likely candidate for an all-in move. Now you’d really like
your opponent to go away, you have outs based on the flush draw,
while the pair may generate a few outs on its own. The multiple
ways to win will make the move profitable.

Good players understand this point, while beginners and
intermediates often do not. When the board shows two of a suit
and their opponent makes a big bet or moves all-in, most top
players would think that a semi-bluff flush draw is now the most
likely hand they’re facing.

Between experts, a cute variation on the no-limit semi-bluff
is a play which simply represents the mo-limit semi-bluff.
Consider the next example carefully.

Example 6. Final table of a major tournament. Five players
remain. You are in the big blind with an average-sized stack
of $100,000. The button, an imaginative and aggressive player
has slightly more chips than you, with about $110,000. Blinds
are $600/$1,200, with $200 antes, so the starting pot is $2,800.
The first two players fold, the button raises to $5,000, and the
small blind folds. Your hand is AVY3&, What should you do?
Answer: With plenty of chips, you’re under no pressure to
get involved in marginal situations. However, here your
situation looks pretty good. The button bet more than four
times the big blind, a larger-than-usual raise which looks like
he’d prefer that you go away quietly. You have to put up
$3,800 to see a pot of $7,800, so you’re getting more than 2-
to-1 odds. And finally, you do have an ace, although it’s not
a strong ace. It’s reasonably likely you have the best hand at
the table right now, so you have a very easy call.

You call, and the flop comes A4T#3%. You act first. The
Pot is now $12,800. What do you do?

Answer: Under the circumstances, top and bottom pair rates

to be a very strong hand. If your opponent was trying to steal

the pot in the first place, a bet may chase him away, but a
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check may induce him to try and steal again. Check, and see
if you can make a little extra money.

You check and the button bets $12,000. What do you do?
Answer: You could call, but the combination of your call
before the flop and your call after the flop with an ace
showing is going to make even the dullest opponent a littlc
suspicious. If he’s not holding an ace, you’re not going to
make any more money in the hand.

You could raise him another $12,000. He’ll probably
fold his hand now, but he might stick around with a pair of
aces. With smaller pairs he should go away and concede you
the pot.

Or you could go all-in! With the two clubs on board, one
explanation for this play is that you’re pulling a semi-bluff.
You’re representing a hand with two clubs, where you just
want your opponent to go away and give you this sizeable
pot, but you’ll have a few outs if he doesn’t. Mostly, of
course, this play will just win the current pot like your other
options. But occasionally the button will call your apparent
bluff only to discover it wasn’t a bluff after all!

You go all-in, and your opponent folds.

Back-Alley Mugging

Betting When a Big Card Comes on a Late Street

Another nice bluff to have in your arsenal is what I call the

back-alley mugging. A scary card arrives on fourth or fifth street,
a card that could swing the hand. It missed your hand, but your
opponent doesn’t know that; you make a big, scary bet, and he

folds.

1.

This is a nice play when you can make it, but a number of

preconditions are required.

The card has to plausibly fit some hands that you might
have been playing. If a king or a queen hits a board of
mostly low cards, review the betting and make sure that
holdings like ace-king, ace-queen, or king-queen would fit
the bets you’ve made thus far.

Make this move against a player of medium strength.
Weak players play much more attention to their own cards
than to whatever their opponents might hold (a big reason
they’re weak). Your subtle trap may simply go unnoticed. A
very strong player, on the other hand, has seen it all before.
He’ll wonder if you’re making a move and he might spot
something in the betting sequence that you didn’t. A
medium-strength player is a good target; he’ll see what
you’re representing and worry about it.

Make this move against a player who has shown he can
lay down a hand. Mentally review what you’ve seen him do.
Has he been able to lay down a hand once he’s committed
some chips to the pot? Some players can’t lay a hand down
after they’ve made a couple of bets with it. Make sure your
Opponent can give up a hand.
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4.

As with most bluffs, bluffing a tight opponent is better
than bluffing a loose one.

The Dark Tunnel Bluff

Hollywood cranks out a lot of cheap horror films which

rfevolve around a pretty simple formula. A demented lunatic,

armed to the teeth with axes and hatchets, stalks about committing
mayhem. A bunch of supporting characters decide this would be
really neat time to start wandering around caves, tunnels, and

-abandoned houses, looking for clues. While the audience shrieks,

the maniac dispatches them in ever-more-gory fashion.

This scenario often reminds me of how many beginners and
intermediate players approach poker hands. They find themselves
‘making bets which aren’treally bluffs, but which aren’t value bets
either. They’re just — bets. I call these “dark tunnel” bluffs. You
don’t know where you stand, you don’t really know what you're
doing, but it feels more active to bet than not, so you put more
‘money in the pot. Eventually you’ve lost a big pot where you
‘never really had much of a chance.

s The cure for this syndrome is simple: stay out of dark tunnels.
. “Always know why you are making a bet, and what you expect to
. -gain. Every good bet should either give you a chance to win the

. ‘pot right there, or provide you with information about your

“opponent’s cards that you can act on through the rest of the hand.

Example 7. First day of a major tournament. Blinds are
$100/$200, no antes yet. You are in the big blind with $17,000
in chips. The small blind, a well-known world-class player, has
$22,000. Everyone folds to the small blind, who calls. You have
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What do you do?
Answer: The pot is $400, and you very likely have the best
hand, so you have no reason not to bet. Your opponent’s call
most likely means he has a little bit of a hand and he’s
looking to see a cheap flop. Just bet $300 or $400, and you
will most likely win the hand right here.

You actually raise $1,000, and your opponent calls.

$1,000 is an unusual bet size. If your opponent is going to
fold, he would probably have folded to a $400 raise.

The flop comes

The small blind checks. The pot is $2,400. What should you do?
Answer: The flop missed you, but it may have missed your
opponent as well. The shape of the flop isn’t great for you;
the queen and the ten are certainly danger cards. However,
his most likely holdings at this point are ace-x or a medium
pair, so you may still have the best hand. Since you led before
the flop, it’s worth thinking about taking a stab at the pot
with a continuation bet to see if you can take the hand down.
Even if your bet is called, you may have ten outs. A jack
gives you an inside straight, and either aces or kings may be
outs as well.

On the other hand, as in the previous example, you could
just take a free card. With ten draws to what should be the
winning hand, do you want to give your opponent a chance
to take you out of the pot?
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The play I actually like here is the delayed continuation
bet. Check to take a free card now, then bet on fourth street
if your opponent checks. Daniel Negreanu is a specialist at
this play, and he’s worked it to perfection on many occasions.

. You bet $1,500 and your opponent calls. The pot is now
$5,400. The turn comes an 8¥. Your opponent checks. What
now?
Answer: You didn’t improve your hand, but you still have
outs and your opponent gave you a chance for a free card on
fifth street. Check and take the free card.

You actually bet $2,000, and your opponent calls.

The “dark tunnel bluff” rears its ugly head! You bet before
the flop and got called, and you bet after the flop and got called.
Your opponent says he has something and he’s not going away.
Your last bet was reasonable, but this tiny bet is just blind
aggression. What can the bet accomplish, aside from sweetening

-a pot you are almost certainly losing right now? If your opponent

reraises, you will have to drop, and you’ll have taken yourself
right out of the pot.

Players who bet like this are usually thinking that a failure to
bet will show weakness. Their pre-flop bet showed strength, their
continuation bet showed strength, and now they’re afraid that not
betting here will reveal that they don’t have anything yet. That’s
all true, but it’s not a reason to blow another $2,000 if that bet
can’t win the pot.

The river is a J#, giving you a straight. Your opponent
checks, you go all-in, and after long thought he calls. You show

Your straight and he shows J#94.

You’re saved by some great luck, and you win a nice pot.




Slow-Playing

Slow-playing is just the opposite of bluffing. You have a
strong hand, but you want to represent a weak hand, to lure more
mongey into the pot. Slow-playing is a powerful weapon that can
either win a big pot or even knock an opponent out of the
tournament. The great danger of slow-playing is that you may lose
a big pot by allowing someone to catch free cards that eventually
make a hand stronger than yours. It also has the problem that it
sometimes results in winning a smaller pot than a non-slowplay
would.

I’ll lock at specific examples of slow-playing in the following
sections. Meanwhile here are some guidelines to slow-playing in
general.

Who should you slow-play? The loose aggressive player is the
best target because he will often actually make a bet. He likes to
take pots away from players who seem weak, so checking to him
is likely to induce the bet you need. Slow-playing the weak-tight
player is likely to be both a waste of time and dangerous. By
giving him free cards, you’re allowing him a chance to make
money from you, but you have no chance to make money from
him, since he won’t bet with a weak hand. (If you’re slow-playing
areal monster, of course, this reasoning doesn’t apply since he has
no outs.)

What kind of stack should you slow-play? Big and small stacks
are the best targets, while medium stacks are the worst.

Note that these criteria are the exact opposite of our bluffing

criteria. The best situations for bluffing are the worst for slow-
playing, and vice-versa.
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- Slow-Playing Before the Flop

Very few hands are legitimate candidates for slow-playing
pefore the flop. You might, for instance, choose to call rather than
raise with a hand like ace-queen suited, but what you’re doing 1s
yarying your play so your opponents can’t detect your betting
pattern. The same holds true with a hand like a pair of tens in
early position when you’re first in the pot. You could raise five

. times the big blind, or three times the big blind, or you could just

call, but the point of calling is not to draw more players into the
pot but just to disguise your hand so you can’t be read so casily.
' The only hands that are really candidates for a legitimate
slow-play are aces, kings, and sometimes queens. Even with hands
this strong, I need several preconditions in place before I'm
tempted to slow-play the hand.

: 1. T’m at a full or nearly-full table — 9 or 10 players.

2. T’m in early position, and no one has entered the pot before
me.

3. The table has been generally loose and aggressive, with lots
of raising and reraising pre-flop. The loose and aggressive
players are on my left.

What I’m seeking is a situation where I can call with a strong
likelihood that someone behind me will raise. I need a full table
and early position so that as many people as possible arc cligiblc
to raise. Obviously I want loose and aggressive players to be doing
the raising. Less obvious but equally important is that I be first to
act. If someone has raised or called in front of me, a call on my
Part will tend to dampen action (even at a loose table) since two
Players have already shown strength. The right play after a raise
ot call is just to raise with my high pair. Remember that a series
of limpers is a disastrous result for the high pair. As always in this
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case, your eventual goal is to get heads-up against one opponent
with as big a pot as possible.

Note that David Sklansky advocates an unusual play which
is worth mentioning here. He sometimes likes to limp with accs
in middle position after a limper has entered the pot, the players
are somewhat loose, and the stacks are large. A series of limpers
may cause a late player to put in a big raise, or it may enable you
to play a completely disguised set of aces when an ace falls on the
flop. The occasional massive wins from these situations more than
compensate for the loss of equity when you’re forced to play an
unraised pot against several limpers. In order to make this play,
however, you must be skilled at letting your aces go when the
post-flop betting shows you’re in trouble.

After the Flop: General Considerations

Slow-playing after the flop is much more common. In fact, |
think it’s foo common. Many good players, perhaps trying to live
up to their tricky, trappy image, overuse the slow-play concept.
My natural move is to bet good hands for value. When I do slow-
play, I’'m careful about picking my spots and I’m looking for very
specific criteria.

An aggressive opponent. When I check my strong hand, I want
my opponent to bet out. A loose, aggressive player is most likely
to do just that. A tight player, obviously, is a poorer candidate for
slow-playing.

A single opponent. Slow-playing works best against a single
opponent. With a very strong hand, you can consider slow-playing
two opponents. I would only slow-play three or more opponents
with a real monster, something close to the nuts. The problem
with multiple opponents is twofold: there are more chances that
someone is drawing to a hand that can beat you, and it’s more
likely that someone has a hand that could actually call (or raise)
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sur value bet. Remember that there’s no need to slow-play if a
gtraight value bet is likely to be called. 4
Always bear in mind that the immediate goal of slow-playing
‘is to win an extra bet. Instead of the sequence “bet, fold,” you’re
fhoping for the sequence “check, bet, raise, fold.” Some beginners
t carried away by the idea of setting an elaborate trap which
\l‘):xiowly causes the opponent to lose all his chips. That certainly can
‘)happen, but only when your opponent has a strong hand of his
own which he’s inclined to keep pushing. If he has a weak hand
-and thinks, from your check, that you have a weak hand too, then
“jt’s only his first bet that you’ll win. Once he realizes that you
‘sctually have a hand, he’s not going to put more money in the pot.

‘I'After the Flop: Candidate Hands

What hands are strong enough to slow-play after the flop?

; ‘Full house or four of a kind. Not only are these obviously good
-enough to slow-play, you must slow-play them. When you flop a

+ full house, for example, there are very few cards left in the deck
. that can fit with the board. If you hold

* -

" and the flop comes
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there are only two aces and one queen remaining. You’ve gobbled
up all the oxygen in the room, and now you have to wait and hope
that someone bluffs or hits a card on the turn or the river and can
play with you.

Flushes and straights. These are also strong slow-play situations,
although you have to be careful when you flop a flush which is not
the nut flush. The danger here is that a player with a high card
which matches the board will stick around and draw to a flush that
beats you. Slow-playing a flush when the ace of the suit is on the
board is the safest situation; good players will often play ace-x
suited but are much less likely to play two lower suited cards. If
the ace is on the board, your chances of facing a draw to a better
flush go down. (Online, weak players love to play two suited cards
pre-flop, so this logic doesn’t apply there.) Straights are excellent
slow-playing hands since the danger is not as obvious to your
opponents.

Trips. These are good slow-playing hands, and are much more
common than the stronger hands. Some authors tell you to be
careful when you flop middle or bottom trips, because you might
lose to higher trips. Nonsense. If you get knocked out of the
tournament because you lost in a set-over-set confrontation, then
it just wasn’t your tournament. When your set gets outflopped,
you’re supposed to lose a lot of money. When 1 hear someone
telling a story about how he shrewdly laid down middle set after
some intricate chain of reasoning convinced him he was beaten,
my quick (but silent) reaction is “Idiot.”

Two pair. Top two pair are a candidate for slow-playing. The
other two pair combinations are weak. The bottom pair, especially
if it’s a very low pair, is too often counterfeited when high cards
appear on the board. I prefer to just bet out for value and win the
pot.
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Top pair. Even a lowly top pair can be slow-played under certain

* yery specific conditions. Here’s what I like to see.

1. The best situation is to hold ace-king and flop king-x-x, with
three different suits and no connecting straights. You're not
afraid of an ace flopping since you have one, and you’re not
afraid of the pair being outdrawn since you have top pair.
Your only fear is that one of the two low cards on the board
has paired someone, and they might now hit trips or pair their
other hole card. But those are small risks, worth taking to
pick up an extra bet.

* 2, The second-best situation is to flop queen-x-x when you hold

ace-queen or king-queen. Again you hold top pair and a
higher kicker, but now there is one overcard that can appcar
and beat you.

3. The final situation is to flop jack-x-x when you hold a jack

with an ace, king, or queen. This is a very marginal slow-
playing situation at best, but against the right opponent and
under perfect circumstances I might try it.

For the top categories of hands, the straights, flushes, and full
houses, a more interesting question is “When dor 't you slow-play
the hand?” If you believe from his betting before the flop that your
opponent may have started with a high pair, or made one on the
flop, then just bet. There’s a good chance you will be raised.
Remember, your primary goal is not to trick him, but to get his
money in the pot. Many players lose sight of that simple fact in the
heat of battle.

A betting sequence I particularly like when I have a monster
hand is one where I make my continuation-sized bet and get
C’alled. Then I check on the turn and he checks behind me. Now
I've created the impression that I had nothing, I made my one stab

atthe pot, and gave up after I got called, but now just maybe I can
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steal the pot on the river. When I make one final good-sized bet,
it’s almost impossible for my opponent not to pay me off if he has
anything at all!

After the Flop: The
Check-Raise and The Check-Call

The check-raise can be a very powerful move. Good players
usually employ it after the flop, or in some cases, after the turn.
You make a big hand, but instead of betting you just check,
indicating that you’ve missed the flop. Your opponent bets. Now
you raise, revealing the strength of your hand. If your opponent
throws his hand away, you’ve made one more bet than presumably
you would have had you bet out straightaway. If he calls, you’ve
gotten significantly more money in the pot.

While the check-raise can make you some extra money with
a good hand, it does come with associated risks. Here are a few
things to consider when contemplating a check-raise:

1. 1Is your opponent aggressive? If he’s not aggressive, then
checking with the idea of check-raising may just be a tactical
error. A tight or weak-tight player may just check behind you
and take a free card, and you haven’t succeeded in getting
any more money in the pot.

2. Can you stand to give a free card? If there are draws on
board that can beat your strong hand, you may well be better
off taking the pot right there, or at least giving your opponent
the wrong odds for drawing.

3. Do you have the table persona of a straightforward value
bettor or a tricky trappy guy? If you've been playing
straightforward poker, your check-raise is more likely to
work. If you’ve been shucking and jiving through the session,
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your opponents have probably started to assume that your
plays mean the opposite of what they appear to mean, and
will give you a wide berth.

Here’s an example showing a good check-raise situation:

- Example 8. Eight players remain at your table. Blinds are
-~ $400/800 with 350 antes. $1,600 in the pot to start. You are the
big blind with A¢Q#. The first five players fold, and the
< button, a very aggressive player who routinely bets at pots no
-~ one has opened, and who makes continuation bets after the
“. flop, raises to $3,000. The small blind folds. Both you and the
button have large stacks at this point. You have played solidly
. throughout the tournament. What do you do?

Answer: The normal play is to reraise with a hand this good,
but you need to call occasionally for variety. The button may
be stealing, but you don’t know thatand he will have position
on you in subsequent rounds. [ would use a mixture of 70
percent raises and 30 percent calls in this situation.

You actually call and the pot is $6,800. The flop comes
AY942¢. You act first. What do you do?

"~ Answer: All conditions are right for a check-raise. Your
opponent is aggressive and has moved at pots in the past, you
seem solid and straightforward, and the board isn’t offering
any dangerous straight or flush draws. Y our pair of aces with
a queen kicker is very likely to be good at this point.

You check. He bets $3,500.

A good amount for a raise is something between double and

 triple his bet, but closer to triple than double. Drawing out on you

should be 5 very expensive proposition.

You raise to $9,000, and he folds.
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Check-calling is a riskier but potentially more profitable play
than check-raising. Here you are going to voluntarily give your
opponent a free card, with the idea of winning more money later
in the hand. The next example shows some of the issues involved.

Example 9. Final table of a major tournament. Six players
remain. The blinds are $1,000 and $2,000, with $200 antes,
The starting pot is $4,200. You are second to act before the
flop. The players and their chip counts are as follows:

Sm Blind  $80,000
Big Blind $210,000
Player 1  $240,000

You $250,000
Player 3  $110,000
Player 4 $90,000

You are known to be a very smart, experienced player,
capable of making moves at any time. Player 3 is also smart
and very experienced, with a reputation for aggressive play.
Player 1 folds. You pick up

L

2.8
¢ *.!.*
i b ¥

and raise $7,000, slightly more than three times the big blind.
It’s been the standard opening raise during this round of
blinds. Player 3 calls. The button and the blinds fold. The pot
is now $18,200. The flop comes
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" Youw’re first to act. What should you do?

‘ Answer: You’ve flopped a monster, trip nines, and your hand
is obviously strong enough to slow-play. You should mostly
elect to check here. I say “mostly,” because you will
occasionally have to put out a bet in these situations, so your
opponents can’t simply peg you as someone who checks
when he’s strong and only bets when he’s weak. Good
players have a tendency to fall into that pattern, especially in
short-handed situations at the end of tournaments. But let’s
assume you’ve been mixing up your play well recently, so
now you are free to check and set a trap.

Here’s the really interesting question. Suppose you
check and your opponent makes a good-sized bet, say
$10,000. Do you then raise, or just call?

Deciding between slow-playing with a check-raise and
slow-playing with a check-call is one of the toughest
decisions in poker. Often there will not be a clear-cut answer.
You have two goals:

1. Extract as many extra bets as possible from your
opponent, and

2. Avoid losing the hand. Here are some of the issues that
bear on the decision:

Is your opponent weak and/or tight? Will he put in extra
bets down the road, or not? A weak-tight player might make
one stab at the pot, but if he meets resistance, he’s done with
the hand unless he catches something big down the road.
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Check-calling an opponent with this profile is wrong since he
won’t put any more money in the pot unless the free card you
gave him actually improves his hand, in a way that may beat
you. Here you check-raise, and expect to win the hand
immediately.

Is your opponent known to be aggressive? An aggressive
player presents different problems. He’ll certainly interpret
your check-call as representing some sort of hand, but if he
puts you on a drawing hand (in this case a flush draw), he
may be inclined to test you with another bet on fourth or fifth
street. If he’s holding a medium or low pair (say eights or
fours) he may simply believe that he still has the best hand
and bet on that basis. A check and a call makes the most
sensc against this player. That play represents two high cards,
and if a small card comes on fourth street and you check
again, he may bet again.

Do you need to establish some defense? There’s yet another
reason for check-calling against an aggressive player — a
defensive reason. You’ll find yourself in plenty of situations
where you check after the flop and don’t want anyone to bet
at you. To get some respect and free cards, you need to
demonstrate occasionally that you’re capable of checking a
very strong hand all the way down to the river while waiting
for your opponent to bet at you. Once your opponents realize
you can do this, they’ll be a little more reluctant to toss out
routine bets after you miss the flop and check. If your
opponents have been betting at you relentlessly, this hand
could be useful for that purpose.

How likely are you to lose the hand if you give free cards?
I emphasized in Volume I that giving free cards was
potentially one ofthe worst mistakes you can make. For each
hand, youneed to ask “What’s the chance that a free card will
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beat me?” In this hand, that chance is clearly very small. The
9¥9434 flop can’t fit very many hands, especially when you
hold the third nine. The two spades are a small threat, but the
spade flush draw is sufficiently unlikely that you’re going to
have to pay off to it for now, given how strong your hand is.

Conclusion: Given your opponent’s known aggressive nature
and the relatively safe flop, your plan is to check and call.

. You check and your opponent checks as well. Fourth
- street is the 54,

You didn’t induce a bet, and a third spade appeared on the
board. Both are bad signs for continuing to trap. It doesn’t look
% like your opponent had anything, and you could lose the hand to
. aspade on the river. (It’s highly unlikely he has a flush now. If he
. had four spades after the flop, he was in a good semi-bluff
situation after your check, and probably would have bet.) Time to
“'make a bet and take the hand down.

You bet $10,000, and your opponent folds.

’ His actual holding was J#T#, and he made a fairly loose call
preflop. Afterwards, the situation was just too dangerous for him
to make a move.




Massaging the Pot

The classic error that most beginners make with a monste,
hand is an obvious eagerness to get all their chips in the pot. Wiy,
the security of a big hand behind you, focus on getting your chipg
in the pot gradually. We call this massaging the pot, and it’s a key
skill for winning extra bets and larger bets. Keep these ideas ip
mind when you’re betting with a big hand:

1. Build the pot gradually. Use smaller bets rather than larger
bets, because they’re easier to call. The more money you can
lure into the pot, the more tempting a prize it becomes.

2. Let him go all-in. You can’t win all your opponent’s money
unless he somehow thinks he can win all your money. Try to
pick bets that are smaller than half his stack. That leaves him
feeling that he can call your bet and still be in pretty good
shape. Don’t raise him all-in, let him raise you all-in.

3. Sit on your hands. (Your real hands, not your cards.) I got
this good advice from an old chess coach, but it applies just
as well to poker. Don’t ever give the impression you're in 2
hurry. If you must, count to 15 before you put in a raise. Let
him wonder what you’re thinking about. Who knows what
reasons his fevered imagination might invent?
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The Check-Raise Bluff

Aswemove into the more arcane forms of move-making, we
need to mention the check-raise bluff. This operates just like a
check-raise, except that now you don’t really have a hand at all.
you’re just representing one by first checking, and then raising.

Some of the more adventurous pros love the check-raise
pluff, and try to pull a couple in every session they play. Others of
us are more skeptical. The trouble with the check-raise bluff is
simple: It’s a very expensive play when it fails. You’ve allowed
your opponent to bet at the pot, then you come over the top with
a big raise, probably about the size of the new pot. You’re hoping
that either your opponent’s bet was a bluff, or that he had a
medium-strength hand but will lay it down in the face of your
apparent monster. Most of the time, one or anothcr of these
conditions will be true, but when he does have a real hand you’ve
cost yourself a lot of money.

To see the problem clearly, imagine that the pot contains
$2,000 after the pre-flop betting. You’re first to act against one
other player. The flop arrives and misses you. For whatever
reason, you’re unwilling to give up on the hand. You contemplate

::715/0 moves: a straight continuation bet/bluff, or a check-raise
uff.

L. The continuation bet will cost you about $1,000. (Let’s say
that if your bet doesn’t win the pot, you will go away and
commit no more money.)

2.

The check-raise bluff will cost you about three times as

much. You check, he makes a continuation-sized bet of

31’000, and you come over the top for a pot-sized reraise of
f3,000. You’ve invested much more of your stack to discover
your opponent has a real hand or not.

i
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The check-raise bluff isn’t one of my favorite moves, py
make it occasionally, but I’ll need to have seen this opponent lay
down some hands even after committing significant chips to the
pot.

The Post-Oak Bluff

wpost-Oak Bluff” is Doyle Brunson’s term for a particularly
sneaky sort of play that you can malfe on the turn or the river. (1
don’t get the reference — it must derive from those legendary old
Texas road games.)

To understand the idea, imagine that you have made the nuts
on the river and you’re first to act. You know you’re going to win
the pot, and you’d like to win as much money as possible. You
think your opponent has a little something, but you’re also pretty
sure that he thinks he’s second-best at this point. If you shove in
a pot-sized bet, he’ll just throw his hand away. So instead you
make a luring bet, a small bet amounting to perhaps 20 percent or
25 percent of the pot. You're giving him pot odds of 5-to-1 or 6-
to-1, and these odds are so good that he’ll toss in a little more
money on the off chance you’re bluffing. It’s not much, but it’s a
little extra profit in your stack. You’ve made these bets from time
to time, as has everyone ¢lse.

The post-oak bluff turns that idea on its head. You don’t have
anything on the turn or river, but your play to that point
represented a good hand. Now you make a smali bet, hoping your
opponent will think you’re trying to lure him into the pot, and
throw his hand away.

It’s a brilliant play when it works, but unlike somc other
moves it requires extensive preconditions. Before I make the
move, I need to be sure of several things:

I Imusthave seen my opponent make the luring bet himselfin
the past, so I'm sure he’s familiar with the basic idea.

any Opponent must have seen me make luring bets, so he
Ows they are in my repertoire.
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3. I must have seen by opponent fold to a small bet, so | knoy
he won’t routinely call with great odds to keep me honest,

Those are a lot of preconditions, but if all are in place the
move is worth trying. The post-oak bluff has the advantage of
being a cheap and clever way to try to win a lost hand.

BSB Play

when everyone folds to the button, an interesting dynamic
gdevelops between the three remaining players in the pot. [ call this
«gSB Play,” since the remaining players are the button, the small
plind, and the big blind.

The button has seen most of the players at the table get out,
and he’ll have position on the remaining two players for the rest
of the hand. Logic dictates that he’s entitled to call or raise with
much weaker hands than normal, since the chance of his winning
the blinds is so great. In Volume I the hands I like to play on the
button were listed. Summarizing quickly, raisc with any pair, any
ace, any two cards jack-nine or higher, and suited connectors
down to six-five. That’s a Jot of hands.

The small blind, of course, knows that the button could be
raising with a wide range of hands, so his calling or raising
requirements are much less as well.

And the big blind knows what the button and the smali blind
are doing, so he may also move with hands that aren’t so strong.

When all three of these players start moving on the pot, the
result is a poker version of three-card monte: Who’s really got a
hand? The key idea to remember is simply this — don’t get too
caught up in your own cleverness. Suppose you’re on the button,
you raise with a pair of sixes, the small blind reraises you, and the
big blind reraises him! Yes, they might both be raising with trash.
In many cases, they both will be raising with trash. But the simple
fact remaing that your hand is weak and your real goal, to take
down the blinds without resistance, didn’t happen. Let the hand go
:;l: move? on. vae seen many ingenious players lose all their chips
of ;?l:helr 1n:cr1cate chain oflogic bumped‘imo an unexpected pair
cards )g;- (It s p.erfectly legal for the blinds to get dealt good

-/ Aeep 1t simple and move on.
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Smallball Versus Longball

In baseball, smallball refers to a style of play that scores a lot
of runs, onc base at a time. The manager blends speed ang
alertness with bunts, stolen bases, hitting behind the runners and
other such stratagems to keep the runs coming without the benefit
of power hitting. Many of the great National League teams of the
60s, 70s, and 80s were exemplars of this style.

The opposite style in baseball is longball, exemplified by the
raw power of the 1927 Yankees (Ruth and Gehrig) or the 196]
Yankees (Mantle and Maris) or even today’s technological
marvels. Just pound the stuffing out of the ball and keep the runs
coming in huge clumps.

Poker has its own equivalents to these approaches. In poker,
smallball is a style based on making small moves at pots, blending
probe and continuation bets, or calls followed by small raises, or
bets based on position, to pull down pots cheaply without much of
a hand. The key word here is “cheap.” Since not all of these
moves will work, don’t invest a lot of money in any particular
move. Just keep bobbing and weaving, jabbing and dancing,
stealing small pots while you wait for the big hand that will
double you up.

The opposite approach I'll call longball (although I’ve never
actually heard the term used before for poker). Here you construct
big, outrageous bluffs, representing abig hand from the beginning
moving at the pot again and again until finally your last bet makes
your opponent lay his good hand down. If you have the courageé,
longball-type moves will win the pot a very high percentage of the
time. When they do fail, however, you’ll lose all your chips.

Longball can’t be overdone, for the obvious reasons. Here's
an example of longball in action, from the 2003 World Series of
Poker.
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gxample 10. Final table of the 2003 World Series of Poker. Six
players remain, with chip count and positions given below.

sm Blind Jason Lester $1,035,000 K¥YQ+¢
Big Blind Dan Harrington $985,000 AvVIS
1 Chris Moneymaker $3,205,000
2 Amir Vahedi $560,000
3 Tomer Benveniste $495,000
4 Sam Farha $2,055,000 Ae5H

The blinds were $15,000 and $30,000, with $4,000 antes, so the
pot was $69,000 to start.

Chris Moneymaker. Folds his hand.
Amir Vahedi. Folds his hand.
Tomer Benveniste. Folds his hand.

Sam Farha. On the button, Farha raises to $70,000 with his ace-

ﬁve.offsuit. A reasonable play with a good chance of taking the
pot immediately.

;:::il}Lester.. Legter picks up king-queen offsuit, an excellent

b e(I)r the situation. It’s stronger than many hands Farha might

be ected to play from the button. However, his position will
Poor after the flop, so he just calls.

Dap .
Harrington. I have a good hand, ace-jack offsuit, so I'm

aPPy to pla th y 1.
Farhg ¢ thisy ¢ hand. It’s likely that | have a better hand than

€all despite
hanq

point. However, the fact that Lester was willing to
nd PoOr position indicates that he may have a strong
er the circumstances, | elect to just call.
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The alert reader will ask “Why didn’t you try the squeeze pow he’s seen Farha bet into an obviously dangerous board, and

play after a raise from late position and a call?” It’s a goog
question. The answer is simply that my hand is too good! g
squeeze play is basically just a bluff, and I don’t like to use my
hands that have genuine value on bluffs. I’d much prefer blufting
with a hand that’s worthless, which [ can cheerfully dump whep
someone plays back at me.

Notice that in this position it costs me $40,000 to call a pot
which is currently $194,000. I'm getting almost 5-to-1 odds with
my ace-jack, which are wonderful odds, so I'm content to just call
and see what happens.

The pot is now $234,000. The flop comes K&T4T,

Jason Lester. Jason has flopped top pair, and could reasonably
make a strong bet. Instead he clects to check. He may be planning
on trapping Farha later in the hand after seeing what I do.

Dan Harrington. | have nothing except an inside straight draw,
and the high cards out there make it likely that this flop has helped
at lcast one of my opponents. I took my shot, but the hand hasn’t
panned out, so ’'m not planning to get involved. I check, hoping
for a free card.

Sam Farha. The flop is dangerous and Farha has nothing yet
Despite the dangerous flop, neither of his opponents has taken the
lead in the betting. So Farha decides to lead out, betting $ 120,000.
It’s a gutsy move, typical of Farha. Note that at this point he has
twice as many chips as either Jason or I, so he’ll be able 10
threaten us with elimination later in the hand, a threat we can’t
make.

Jason Lester. Jason only calls after somc thought. The obviou$
question is — “Why not raise with top pair?” T think that Wai
probably Jason’s intention when he first checked the hand. BY

he’s wondering just what Farha could be holding to justify that

move.

Before the flop, Farha could have raised from the button with
just about anything. But to bet here, Farha must have something.
If he has a ten, Jason has very few outs. If he has a king, what
kings can Jason beat? King-queen is a tie, and ace-king and king-
ten are winning for Farha. Ace-queen, ace-jack, and queen-jack
are all losing, but would Farha bet with those hands? Jason
decides to just call and see another card. On the tape, the play
looks strange because we know Jason is way out in front right
now. But he’s clearly puzzled by Farha’s bet, and decides to be
cautious. He just calls.

Dan Harrington. No deep think required for me. I'm gone.
The pot is now $474,000. The turn is the 9%,

Jason Lester. The card didn’t help Jason, and it turned one of

Farha’s possible holdings (queen-jack) into a straight. Jason
checks.

2301 Farha. Lester isn’t showing any strength — he’s turned
own three opportunities to bet or raise. Although Farha doesn’t

hafve anything, he has plenty of reason to believe that this pot is
Winable. He bets $250,000.

Ja
Son Lester. Afier some thought, Jason folds. Farha bet before

the
thoseotl,)’ after. the flop, and after the turn. Few players can make
like] ets with nothing, and if Farha has something, Jason is

risk z‘to be beaten. What's more, he’s probably going to have to

" 18 whole stack on th

o 00 finally decides that
Ves up the hand.

e river to find out if Farha is bluffing.
a bluff here is just too unlikely, and he
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Farha fired three volleys at the pot, and finally pulled it dowy,
He made a profit of about $280,000 on the hand, but remembeg,
that he had to put almost one-quarter of his stack (nearly
$500,000) at risk to do so. Longball is a high-risk, high-rewarq
approach to bluffing, requiring iron ncrves and a willingness to
ride out huge swings of fortune.

For another more subtle and ingenious example of longbalj,
take a look at the last hand in the book, at the end of Part Thirteen,

Blending Moves and Styles

What kind of moves you make and how often you make them
should be guided to a large cxtent by your personal style and how
you are perceived at the table. Each style has some built-in
advantages and disadvantages at the table. Be aware of them, and
your overall play will benefit. Disregard them and you will sutfer.

The Conservative Style and Bluffing

Conservative players arc perfectly situated to execute the
occasional well-timed bluff with little or no hand. A good
example was my squeeze play against Arieh and Raymer
described earlier in this chapter. The play stands on its own merits
once I saw that Arieh was entering the pot from early position
with less-than-optimal hands. But my tight image enabled me to
make the play with any two cards; my sense was that | had a high
enough probability that I would win the pot without any further
play that I didn’t need to care what my cards were. Hence I was
quite comfortable going in with the six-deuce. If a loose player
had sat in my seat with the same read I had, he would have needed
some sort of hand to make the same move, because Arieh and
Raz’mer would both have been suspicious that he was just making
aplay.

The key question for the conservative player is: “Just how
often should [ biuff?” My quick (and very general) answer here
Z‘;‘:‘;lﬂ be this: Given an average table and pretty much average
bluffs‘ e(HO €xtended runs of either hot or §old hands), about one
about s‘i’el’g’ hour. and a half seems gbout right. "ljhat wor.ks out to

lois X h{ffs in the course of a nine-hour playing session. If the
blufy ev‘:("’mg along at 30 to 40 hands per hour, that’s about one
aboyt o Ty 59 to 60 hands. Note too that I'm not talking here
gantic bluffs where you put your whole tournament at
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risk, but just your run of the mill moves where you pick up tp,
blinds and antes, plus perhaps an extra bet or two.

That may not sound like much, but it’s probably all you cay
really do before your bluffs start to alter your image. The rest of
your plays will be made from solid values, and since you’re very
unlikely to have to show any bluff hands down, the occasiona]
steal simply won’t be noticed.

Since areal table won’t be average in all respects, you’ll haye
to stay alert and see just what is happening, and adjust your play
accordingly. Here are some more tips for the conservative player:

1. Ifyou’re catching a lot of cards, don’t bluff. Your increased
action will be generating suspicion, and bluffs are more likely
to get called.

2. If your cards are very cold and you're in very few pots,
you’re in an excellent position to bluff. A player who sits out
20 hands and then raises a couple of limpers from the big
blind will not be seen as stealing.

3. Ataloose table, don’t biuff. Y ou’re more likely to get called,
and your value bets are more likely to get paid off well.

4. Atatight table, bluff more often. The players are waiting for
good hands and are comfortable laying down weak of
marginal hands. If your bluff meets resistance at a tight table,
you’re dead. Don’t push it.

5. You should bluff much less in online poker than in live
poker. Projecting a conservative image doesn’t count for
much against opponents who are playing three tournaments
at once and watching TV besides.
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The Conservative
Style and SlOW-Playing

glow-playing is a lcss effective tactic for a playgr who is
1-‘,,co,c;,nized as conservative. When such a plflyer gets in a hand,
he’s presumed to have something. Pgsswe -CZ‘.lllS or othe‘:r
indications of weakness will be viewed w1_th su§p1010n. leeg his
more limited range of starting hands, putting himona drgw isn’t
as plausible as with an aggressive p.layer. As a result, his slow-
plays don’t get the action he might like.

Example 11. You arc known to be a solid player who mostly
plays good cards. At a full table early in a tournament, you
open for three times the big blind in second position with

A tight, conservative player in seventh position calls your bet.
Everyone else folds. The flop comes

You make a continuation bet of half the pot. The conservative
Player cajs. Fourth street is a J&. What do you do?
Answer: You check and fold if he bets. What could a
conservative player reasonably have in this position? If he

i
a
{
|
|
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held aces, kings, or queens he would have raised before the
flop. He would almost certainly have folded deuce-deuce. [f
he held a pair lower than eights, he might have folded afte;
your bet on the flop. If he had a pair of nines or eights he jus;
made a set and you're dead. If he had a pair of tens or jackg
he has you beaten and you only have six outs. There are ng
unpaired hands that justify both the pre-flop call and the post.
flop call from a hand in early position {although a very loose
player might make both calls with an ace-king like yours).

Since most good players can run through an analysis like
this fairly quickly, you can see why slow-playing doesn’t
work that well for the tight player. When he makes a call with
a pair of eights in this situation and hits his trips, he can’t
really fool anyone into thinking he has nothing. An
aggressive player might have decided to call with jack-ten
suited and now be drawing at a straight, but a conservative
player will respect the Gap Concept and throw his jack-ten
away.

The Super-Aggressive Style and Bluffing

The super-aggressive style works in just the opposite way
from the conservative style. The super-aggressive style doesn't
need to bluff before the flop; in a sense, the whole style is a bluft.
When you play low suited connectors or cards like ten-eight of
jack-nine in early position, you’re generating all the action you
need or can handle. Put another way, you 're already playing thé
hands that other players use to bluff! You don’t need any exir2
hands in the mix.
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The Super-Aggressive
style and Slow-Playing

Slow-playing, however, is a natural money-making tool for
the super-aggressive player. Super-aggressive players play lots of
pots and as a result miss lots of flops. A slow-play simply looks
like any other hand where the super-aggressive player played a
couple of middling cards and either missed the flop or hit bottom
pair or a draw.

Go back to the previous example and substitute a super-
aggressive player for the conservative player in seat 7. After the
flop, you can’t be nearly as certain what cards he’s holding or
what you should do. That’s the strength of the super-aggressive
style which partially compensates for the risks taken: It's a
difficult style to play, but also a difficult style to play against.

The Hidden Linkage
Between Bluffing and Slow-Playing

Although many players are unaware of it, there is a linkage
between the frequency of your stow-playing and the effectiveness
of your bluffs. The morc you slowplay, the less effective your
bluffs will be. This is only partly a result of the table’s perceiving
‘)'VVO‘U asa g'er%erally trappy player, whose every play must be viewed

ith suspicion. The main reason is that you aren’t making enough

Value bets to establish credibility with your bluffs. The logic
Works as follows:

1.
You only get s0 many high-value hands.

2.

I .
bntorder for your bluffs to be credible, players have to see you
et for value, then turn over strong hands.
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3. The more you slowplay your strong hands, the less often (2)
will happen.

4. Therefore, the more you slowplay, the less credible your
bluffs will be.

If you're a super-aggressive player, whose real goal is to win
big pots with your legitimate hands, this shouldn’t bother you very
much. You will be perceived as a trappy player, and you will
make big profits on your legitimate hands. But if you’re a
conservative player who wants to make the occasional effective
bluff, make sure your slowplaying frequency doesn’t get too high.

You

The Problems

Problems 8-1 through 8-3 show some examples of bluffing
and stealing. For some advice on when not to steal, look at 8-4.
Techniques for defending against bluffs and steals are examined
in 8-5 and 8-6.

Problems 8-7 through 8-9 cover other forms of bluffing:
continuation bets, overbets, and semi-bluffs. The ever-popular
steal from the big blind position is the focus of 8-10.

The intricacies of BSB play are covered in Problems 8-11
through 8-13. Problems 8-14 and 8-15 deal with miscellaneous
types of bluffs.

Problems 8-16 through 8-19 show examples of stow-playing.
The last two problems, 8-20 and 8-21, show the pros and cons of
check-raising.

Hand 8-1

$1,380 $1,560

$2,600
Blinds: $100/$200

Pot: $300

$1,3OO

Situation: Si
The initialy

ngle table online tournament, paying three places.
loosc table has turned tight.

63
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Your Hand: 8¢54
Action to you: Players A, B, C, and D all fold.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: While your hand isn’t much, the situation at the
table is exceptionally favorable. Let’s see why.

Note that whilc you are the big stack right now, there
are no small stacks. That’s very important. Everyone is still
in the hunt. There are six players left and only three places
get paid, so no one wants to be the next player eliminated.
Usually at this point there will be a micro-stack or two, ready
to go all-in with anything. But not here. This arrangement
tends to make for the most conservative play you will see,
and hence the very best stealing opportunities for the
aggressive player. Right now, you want to be as aggressive as
possible, so you should be quite happy to play your 8454,
especially with four players already out.

Next question: What’s the more appropriate move here
— acall or a raise? Here I recommend just a call. If the big
blind has a real hand, he’ll raise you right here and you can
get out cheap. If he doesn’t have a hand, he’ll just check.
Then you can look at the flop and bet unless the texture of the
flop is really bad. The combination of a call followed by @
post-flop bet is less likely to be interpreted as a blatant steal
than a simple raise from the small blind.

Action: You call. and the big blind checks. The pot is no¥
$400.

Flop: Q¢9¥8Y

Question: What do you do now?

Answer: The shape of the flop is what [ would call mediut?
bad, with cards that could fit into a number of holdings, plus
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two hearts. However, you actually got a little piece of that
flop yoursclf. Just the bottom pair, but it’s better than
nothing, and some compensation for the unfavorable shape.
Now continue your play by making the standard bet of half

the pot.

Action: You bet $200, and the big blind folds.

The approach in this hand is more effective against weak
players than strong players. At a table of strong players, a call is
more likely to be interpreted as some sort of trap play. Weak
players simply think that a call shows a weaker hand than a bet.

Hand 8-2
YOU

$2,450
$3,030

Blinds: $30/$60
Pot: $90

Is;:l:ation: Player A limps into a lot of pots and has been lucky.
> fends to fold to a big bet after he limps. Player D is tight. The

linds increase to $50/5100 next hand.

Your Hapg; 8434
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Action to You: Player A calls $60. Players B and C fold. Playe,
D calls. Players E and F fold. The small blind calls. The pot i
now $240.

Question: Do you call or raise?
Answer: Our hand is worthless, but our position at the tab]e
is not. Let’s look at the possibility of stealing this pot.

We know that Player A limps into a lot of pots, but wil]
then fold to a big bet.

Player D is tight, but he didn’t raise. His hand isn’t
worthless, but will he call a big bet with it?

The small blind was offered huge pot odds. The pot was
$210 when he called for $30. Most players will call with
almost anything in that situation.

If we make a large bet, I think A and the small blind are
almost sure to go out. We can’t be sure about D, but we know
that most limpers fold to most large raises, so we’re surelya
substantial favorite to win the pot right here. If we’re called,
we about a 2-to-1 underdog to two overcards, so we have
some winning chances later. That’s good enough for me; I'm
making a move here!

Next question: How much to bet? Some players would
go all-in here, for two reasons.

1. They think an all-in bet is more likely to stcal the pot
than a smaller bet.

2. They don’t like their prospects if they bet a few hundred
now, get called, fold after the flop, and then watch the
blinds go to $50/$100, when they’d only have enough
chips for three or four rounds.

I understand that point of view, but I don’t agree. [fmy
hand were a little more substantial, say ten-nine suited of
something like that, where I felt I had reasonable chances !
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[ were called, I might go that way. But here my hand is so
weak that I want an exit strategy if my move doesn’t work.

And while ’'m sure not happy if the blinds go up and 1
have only $500 or $550 in chips, I can still look to make a
move in the next round, with almost certainly a better hand
than I’ve got now. So I'm going to raise, but I’'m just going
to raise to $300. That’s big enough to chase my opponents
out if they want to go, and leaves me a little extra
ammunition if the play doesn’t work.

Action: You raise to $300. Players A, D, and the small blind all
fold. You take the pot.

Hand 8-3

$1,920

$1,470

$1,570

Blinds: $15/$30
Pot: $45

Situation . . .
tuation: Early in an online tournament. Player D has been loose
and lucky,

Your hand: 9474

Acti()n to
E folds,

You: Players A, B, and C all fold. Player D calls. Player
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Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: I don’t mind playing a hand like nine-seven offgyj
once in a while, as long as it’s cheap and my position is relatively
good. Whilc I’m almost always throwing the hand away after the
flop (and sometimes before the flop, if there is a raise behind me),
there will be rare occasions when I hit the flop solidly, and oy
those occasions my hand will be very well disguised. Super-
aggressive players make this move far more often than I do. anqg
for much higher stakes.

Action: You call. The button folds, the small blind calls, and the
big blind checks. The pot is now $120.

Flop: A¢TVY3"

Action: The blinds and Player D all check. What do you do?
Answer: Youmissed the flop, but three players have checked
in front of you, indicating weakness. Is this a good time (o try
to bluff at the pot?

No. There are two good reasons for not wanting to bluff
at the pot here: the number of your opponents and the flop.
Let’s take them one at a time.

1. Number of opponents. The more live players in the pet,
the less you want to bluff. Ideally, you want to try t0
bluff a single opponent. A bluff against two opponents
is possible but somewhat risky. Three opponents? Forget
about it. There’s just too much of a chance that someon®
will elect to stay in the pot against you, or, even worsé,
that their check was a trap and they’ll now reraisc you-
Bluffing when last to act is marginally better thap
leading out with a bluff, but it’s also an obvious bluffing
situation, which will arouse suspicion.

i

The Problems 69

2. The flop. When you're looking at a flop to bluff against,
there are two cards you don’t want to see: an ace or a
ten. The ace is obviously a bad card, since players tend
to play aces more than any other card. The ten is less
obvious but atso bad; tens are the most common card
used in straights. (Tens occur in straights ranging from
ace through ten down to ten through six. No other card
appears as frequently.) When an ace and a ten both
appear on board, you have to ask yourself “What hands
could my opponents have that
1. Were worth playing before the flop,

2. Missed this flop completely?

You're losing to anyone who played a pair before the
flop, or anyone who had an ace or a ten. In addition, any
other high card hand like king-queen or queen-jack now

has an inside straight draw besides two overcards to your
hand.

You’re happy to see three checks, but the flop is too
dangerous for a move. Wait for a better opportunity.

Action: You check. A jack comes on the turn, and you fold to a
bet from Player D who wins the pot.
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$930 $2,020

Blinds: $10,$20
$1,250 Pot: $30 $390

$1,070

Situation: Early in a single-table online tournament.
Your hand: A#2Y

Action to You: Playcr A folds. Player B calls. Players C and D
fold. Player E calls. Player F folds. Player G calls. The pot is now
$90.

Question: Player H decides to make a move to steal the pot and
bets $50. Good play or bad?
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Player H has another problem here. It’s nice that he has
an ace in his hand, but his other card is a deuce. Unless he
catches a deuce on the flop, he’s really playing with just one
card — a single ace. More often than not, when the hand is
played out, the deuce won’t even be part of his best five-card
hand. It will be trumped by other, higher cards on the board.
When you play hands like ace-king, ace-queen, or ace-jack,
you’re actually giving yourself two ways to win the hand.
Your second card could provide your margin of victory.
When you play weak hands like ace-deuce or ace-trey, you
don’t have that possibility. That’s why you’re quick to throw
those hands away.

And here’s one last problem: A $50 bet won't chase
anyone out. Anyone who wanted to play the pot for $20 will
now gladly toss in another $30, because the pot odds will be
irresistible.

In online poker, you’ll meet a lot of players who will
play any ace or any two suited cards. Be glad they’re in the
game because they’re giving you their money.

What would I do here? Folding is far and away my top
choice, although just calling isn’t hopeless. The pot odds are
reasonable, and I'd be hoping to flop some low cards and get
a straight draw. Note that | wouldn’t particularly bc hoping
to flop an ace — too much danger that someone else has an
ace with a better kicker.

Answer: Many players have the idea that sitting on the
button entitles them to steal any pot that comes their way. It's
a dangerous notion, and if you believe it, you should disabus¢
yourself quickly.

There are advantages to being on the button, of course:

Because you act last, you’re going to have a better chance of

winning any pot in which you’re legitimately involved. But
notice I said “legitimately.” Don’t go running into pots Yo!
have no business in playing, just because you’re on the
button.

t‘?c:ti(n.]; You actually raise $50. The small blind calls for $40, the
$ig blind for $30, and the three original callers all put in another
30 each. The pot is now $300.

Flop: Kagaqa

bActl‘Oll: Everyone checks to you. Should you try to steal again by
€lting 81007
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Answer: No. Normally I'd advise checking here, but th,
right play is to fold, so that you can’t get yourselfin any mop,
trouble!

This is actually a particularly bad flop for you. With ,
king, a nine, and a couple of spades, and five callers gy
there, it’s certain that someone either has a made hand or 4
draw to a strong hand. Anyone who was playing high card;
cither hit a pair of kings or ¢lsc has something like queen.
jack or jack-ten and a draw to a straight. Someone could be
playing two spades and is looking for a flush. Meanwhile,
you have absolutely nothing. If you don’t want to fold, just
check and be glad you got a free card, even though hitting
something on fourth street may still just give you the second
best hand.

Action: You boldly decide to steal the pot by betting $100,
Everyone folds except Player E, who calls. The pot is now $500.

Fourth Street: 54

Action: Player E checks. What should you do?

Answer: Jusi check and be glad that you’re getting a free
shot at drawing the nut flush. If you’re contemplating betting,
think about it this way — what could he have that would let
him call after the flop, but fold a bet now? If he has a pair of
kings he’s sticking around to the end. If he was drawing to d
flush, he just made it. You might be able to chase him out if
he has a pair of nines, but that’s about it. Remember, his call
on the flop had to mean something. Your hand certainly
didn’t get better, but he might have a monster hand and be
ready to check-raise you.

Action: You try to steal the pot again by betting $200. Player E
goes all-in by calling your last bet and then raising his last $190-
Should you call?
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Answer: He’s representing a {lush, and given the way the
hand has played out, he probably has it. In that case there are
only seven spades left in the deck, and you need one to make
the nut spade flush. There are now eight cards accounted for:
your two hole cards, the four on board, and his presumed two
spades, leaving 44 cards in the deck. Your odds agqinst
drawing the flush are 37-to-7, or a little over 5-to-1 against.
What’s the pot offcring you? There’s $1,190 in there now,
and you have to pay $190 to call. That’s roughly $200 to win
$1,200, or 6-to-1. That’s enough, so you can call, just based
on the odds of drawing the nut flush.

Action: You call, and he shows 7#44 for a flush. Fifth sireet is a
J¥, and your ace-high loses to his king-high flush.

If you watch a lot of poker on TV, stealing pots with nothing
looks pretty easy. It’s not. Sometimes you make off with a few
chips, but this hand is a good example of how things can go
horribly wrong and half your stack can vanish in a couple of
minutes.

Hand 8-5

$15000  $38,000
$44,000 $22,000

Blinds: $1,500/$3,000 YouU
2l 517 000 Antes: $150 550,000
Pot: $6,000
$18,000 $36,000
$46,000 $32,000
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Situation: Late in a major tournament. The table is a mix of
conservative and aggressive players. Player D seems mOderately

tight. You have won three recent pots without having to show vour
hand.

Your hand: A4K+
Action to you: Players A and B fold.

Question: What's your play?
Answer: Ace-king in an unopened pot is certainly worth a
raise. You should raise about three times the big blind here,
around $9,000 to $10,000.

Action: You bet $10,000. Player D, after a long pause, goes all-in
for $36,000. All the players fold around to you. The pot is now
$52,000.

Question: What do you do?

Answer: First, take a deep breath and don’t be in a hurry to
do anything. This is generally good games-playing advice,
but I’ve always been amazed how often players will go into
deep thinks about relatively trivial decisions early in a
tournament, then call an all-in bet later on in a split second.
Train yourself to be a cool customer, and your results will
improve dramatically in the long run.

The next step is to check out the pot odds. Be sure you
do this before you start to think about what hand youf
opponent might or might not have. I’ve seen lots of players
talk themselves out of playing a hand, and then completely
forget to compute the pot odds. Don’t fall into that trap.

In this case, you can fold and havc $40,000 in yous
stack. If you call and win you’ll have $92,000, but if you call
and lose you’ll have just $14,000. Calling means risking
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$26,000 to win $52,000, which means you’re being offered
exactly 2-to-1 odds on your bet.

Now you’re ready to think about actual hands. What
could your opponent have here? To keep things simple, we’ll
group his possible hands into three categorics.

1. Hehasaces orkings. This is the worst possible result for
you. Aces is worse than kings by a long shot, but let’s
group these two disasters together and say that you're
about a 4.5-to-1 underdog when this happens.

2. He has a pair lower than aces or kings. It’s probably
queens or jacks, although I’ve seen people make this
move with tens, nines, or even lower pairs occasionally.
You’re about a 13-to-10 underdog here.

3. He has some other hand, and is putting a move on you
with a bluff or semi-bluff, or mistakenly betting for
value. With these hands, you’re somewhere between a 3-
to-2 and a 2-to-1 favorite.

Don’t make the mistake of discounting the possibility of
Category No. 3. Justbecause you wouldn’t make a move with
something like king-queen suited doesn’t mean that another
player wouldn’t do it. He might have ‘read’ you for a bluff.
He might have decided that you'd been pushing him around
and it was time to pick a hand and make a stand. Or he might
have decided that the blinds were increasing too fast and he
couldn’t wait any longer to make a move at a significant pot.
Over the board, you don’t need to figure out which of these
Possibilities might be true. Just be aware that whenever
Someone shoves all his chips in the pot, there’s a distinctly
non-zero chance that he doesn’t really have a hand.

I'd estimale the chance of Category No. 3 ata minimum
of 10 percent, perhaps as high as 20 percent. If that’s the
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case, how big does the chances of his actually having aces g
kings need to be for you to want to fold your hand? Withoy,
working through all the calculations here, the answer turpg
out to be around 50 percent. If you think that there’s more
than a 50 percent chance that he’s holding one of those twg
hands, you should fold. If less, you should call.

In a tournament, I would almost always call in thig
situation. In order to fold, I'd have to assess Player D ag
super-tight, and I"d also have to know that I had beep
projecting a generally tight image myself, which would
discourage people from making loose moves against me
when I make a big bet. Here, the problem stipulated that 1 had
picked up a few recent pots without showing a hand, and that
increases the chances that someone will move over the topon
me with a less-than-premium hand.

By the way, in a ring game where very old-fashioned,
conservative play predominates, [ would throw away the ace-
king in this situation. You’re much too likely to find yourself
being raiscd by the hands you fear most, aces or kings. Be
aware, however, that cash games have recently loosened
considerably with an influx of players accustomed to
tournament play, and the old-fashioned conservative style of
play is becoming rarer.

Resolution: You call, and your opponent turns up a pair of
queens. His queens hold up to win the pot.
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$1,500 $2,530

Blinds: $10/$20
Pot: $30

Situation: Early in a multi-table online tournament. Players F and
G have been loose and aggressive. Player H has been tight.

Your hand: 6¢5¢

Action to you: Players A, B, C, D, and E all fold. Players F, G,
and H all call. The pot is now $90.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Six-five suited is a bit low for a suited connector,
but you’re being well-paid for your troubles. The pot is
offering 9-to-1 odds at this point, so put in another $10 and
take a flop.

Some players like to stick in a big raise here on the
theory that everyone has shown weakness by just limping, so
Perhaps the pot can be stolen easily. That’s a legitimate play
as long as you don’t overdo it, and as long as the table has
Played tight. It’s less good in online play than in live play

€cause the players tend to be looser. It’s an especially bad
Play here. Both Players F and G have been loose in the early
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going, and they have extreme stacks. Playcr F has a big stack
and so may feel he has little to risk by taking you on, apg
Player G is loose and probably desperate. That’s two tough
targets, and two too many for me. Just call.

Action: You call for another $10, and the big blind checks. Five
players are in the pot, which now totals $100.

Flop: 643824

Action: You are first to act. What do you do?
Answer: All in all, a very good flop for you. You have top
pair, an inside straight draw, and you need two running cards
for a flush. It would be silly to hold back; this isn’t a hand
you want o waste any time on. Just put in a bet of around
two-thirds of the pot, and see what happens. Hopefully you
may take the hand down right here.

Action: You bet $60. The big blind and Player F fold. Player G
calls. The button folds. The pot is now $220.

Fourth Street: 2%

Action: What do you do?
Answer: Three good pieces of news. You climinated three
players, the player who remains is loose and has a short stack,
so he can’t hurt you much, and the deuce on fourth street 13
unlikely to have helped his hand.

You should make a solid bet here. You’re not really
worried about preventing a draw, as the board makes a flush
impossible and a straight highly unlikely. You just need t
charge him for the privilege of hanging around. An amount
around half the pot looks about right.

Action: You bet $100 and he calls. The pot is now $420.
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Answer: At this point you should be wondering just what
your opponent has. Presumably he’s not drawing to a flush or
straight. If he has an overpair to the board he could have
raised at two different points but didn’t. If he does have a six,
it’s almost certainly a better six than ours. Conceivably he
stuck around with ace-trey suited and now has middle pair.

Fifth Street: K¢

Question: What do you do?

Answer: The king wasn’t helpful, but it probably wasn’t a
disaster either. Players are much less likely to hang around
with king-x than with ace-x. However, you don’t have
anything more than you have represented from the beginning,
top pair.

There are two ways to handle the situation now. You
could make a defensive bet ofabout $150 or so, with the idea
of heading off any bct on his part. Or you could just check
and see what happens. If he has nothing, your check might
even goad him into doing something stupid.

My top choice 1s just to check. I don’t have a strong
hand, and would be quite happy to just check the hand down
and see what happens without getting any more chips
involved. If that induces him to bet, then we’ll decide at that
point what we want to do.

Action: Yoy check. He goes all-in for his last $500. The pot is
ow $980. Whar now?

Answer: We talked a lot about bluffing in this chapter, and
NOW it’s time to decide if we’re being bluffed or not!

Let’s first check the pot odds. We have to put in $500 to
call a pot of $980, so we’re getting almost 2-to-1 odds on our
money. Under the circumstances (an all-in from a short stack)
that creates a strong presumption in favor of calling. You’ll
Need to be convinced you’re beaten before folding here.
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If his last bet was a value bet, what does he have apg
does his play of the hand make sense? There are really only
two possibilities here:

1. He has king-x and called to the end with it.

2. He has an overpair to the board and refused to bet before
the flop, after the flop, or after the turn.

A loose, desperate player just might call down with 5
king, although players are much morc likely to makc that
play with an ace. Would a loose player have refused to bet
the whole way with an overpair? Sorry, I’'m not buying that,
There’s plenty of doubt about how this hand was played, so
[ think there’s a solid chance that he’s blufting. Combined
with the cxccllent pot odds, you have an easy call here.

Action: You call, and he turns up ace-seven offsuit. You win the
pot.

It’s always nerve-wracking to call when you don’thave much
of a hand, but if the betting scenario is suspicious and the odds are
good, you have to make him show you the cards. This is doubly
true online, where the players don’t have as much invested in the
tournament and bluffing is much morc common.
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Hand 8-7

$8,900

$16,600 $6,400
Blinds: $200/$400
@ Antes: $25 612,100
Pot: $800 ’

$3,400

$13,800 $4,500

$17,600

Situation: In the middle of a multi-table online event. Player E
has been aggressive.

Your hand: K&T4

Action to you: Players A through D all fold. Player E raises,
putting in $800. The button and the small blind fold. The pot is
now $1,600. It costs you $400 to call.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Allswer: Yourhand certainly isn’t strong enough to raisc, but
1t’s plenty good enough to call given the 4-to-1 pot odds.

Action: You call. The pot is now $2,000.

Flop: Je7v44

Action.
ctu::. You act first. What do you do?
b Dswer: This is a textbook scenario for a good probe/steal
. You missed the flop, butit’s a flop that could easily have
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missed your opponent as well. If you don’t bet, the pot )
almost surely be taken away from you. If you bet half the pot,
‘ \ will you win the bet one txme in three? In my experience. the

il answer is certainly “yes.” So toss in $1,000 and see why;
\ happens.

| ‘ Action: You bet $1,000, and Player E folds.

!11 Were you afraid to go up against the big stack? Remember,
‘M you’re the second-biggest stack, so you can hurt him almost ag
il much as he can hurt you. In a balance of mutual terror, whoever
‘ acts first has the advantage.

Hand 8-8

$1,800 $5.600
$22,000 $12,000
Blinds: $100/$200
Antes: $25

Pot: $550

$1,600

$9,800

$4.500 $4,400

‘3 Situation: Middle of the first day of a major tournament. The
i ’ small blind has been playing strong, perceptive poker.

Your hand: K&K e

Action to you: Players A through G all fold.

Qu
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estion: Do you call, raise 8600, raise $1,800, or go all-in?
Answer: Wow. Nice situation. You have a big pair of kings,
and just two players to act behind you. The typical play is to
make a solid raise to $600 here. That’s three times the big
blind, but not so much that somcone behind you who has
.some kind of hand can’t call. With a great hand and position,
you want action. But you don’t want to let anyone in for free,
in case someonc has acc-small. Then an ace on the flop
would crush you. Se $600 is a good, solid play with your
hand.

What kind of hand would bet $1,800 here? Well, that’s
an overbet, a scared bet, from a hand that’s not very good but
wants to steal the pot anyway, using the advantage of the
button.

If you were the big stack in the small blind, what would
you think of a $600 bet? You wouldn’t be able to tell much.
Might well be a steal, but it could also be a bet from a
reasonable hand looking for action.

And in that position, what would you think ofan $1,800
chip bet? You’d probably think, “That little creep is trying to
steal the pot from me. If I’ve got any two decent cards, I'm
going to step on him like a bug.”

That’s why you should bet $1,800 here (or some similar
amount). It’s the perfect betagainst a perceptive player, given
your stack and the small blind’s stack. It’s a stealing
situation, it looks like you’re trying to steal, and a $22,000
stack might see this as a great time to come over the top and
take your bet away from you. Moreover, your bet is small
enough in relation to your own stack ($8,200) so that (from
his point of view) you could walk away and still have a very
significant pile of chips. And the big stack is big enough so
that, in a worst-case scenario, it could lose an all-in bet and
still be doing well.
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Action: You raise to $1,800. The small blind puts you all-ip_ The
big blind folds. You call. The small blind turns over Q#TY_ vy,
pair of kings hold up.

A great hand, and worth repeated study. Remember that i,
best way to execute a trap is to imagine the hand yoy'y,
representing, then play the hand exactly as you would play 1y,
imaginary hand.

Note again that this play only works against a strong apg
perceptive player, one who would understand why you were
overbetting the pot. A weak player with an average-plus hand
would just see the big bet and throw his hand away.

Hand 8-9 YOU

$80,000

$200,000
$80,000

Blinds: $2000/$4000
Antes: $200
Pot: $7,400

$80,000

$62,000

$300,000
$100,000

Situation: Late in the second day of a major tournament. Thirteed
players remain at two tables. Only 11 places will be paid. Player
C is a solid player who has recently lost a couple of key hands-

Your hand: 9d ¢
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tion to you: Players A and B fold. Player C raises to $19,000.
A]Z ers D and E fold. The small blind folds. The pot is now
§26y400, and it costs you $15,000 to call.

Question: Do you fold. call, or raise?
Answer: Fold. Your pot odds are okay, but your hand is very
weak. There’s no reason at this point to think that Player C is
making a move. He’s simply put in a reasonable raise from
middle position. It could mean anything, but in the absence
of any other information you should assume it means what it
appears to mean — a good hand.

Also, don’t assume you can somehow muscle Player C
out of the pot with a fancy move or a bigger stack. He just put
one-third of his chips in the pot, so you have to give him
credit for being willing to go all the way with this hand.

Action: You actually call for another $15,000. The pot is now
$41,400.

Flop: K 5M34

Question: 1t’s your move. What should you do?
Answer: Some hands have a moment or two when it’s
possible, with a shrewd bet, to win a hand that might
otherwise be lost. This is such a moment. At the table, you
need to develop a sense of these moments; all good players
have it.
Let’s consider the possibilities here.

1. If you check, Player C will assume you missed the flop
and bet. Since his stack and the pot are right now the
same size, any rcasonably big bet on his part will
commuit him to the pot. You will either have to fold his
bet or be prepared to go all-in to win it.
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2.

If you go all-in, he will interpret your bet as weaknegg
After all, if you had a king in your hand and had just b
top pair, would you try to chase him out? No. You’d try
to squeeze a little more money out of him with a smale,
bet. An overbet practically screams that you have a flygy
draw and would like him to go away quickly. If yoy 20
all-in and he has anything at all, he’ll deduce that he hag
the best hand and will call.

If you lead out with a medium-sized bet, you just
might win the pot. That’s a bet that makes sense for 3
player that had just made a pair of kings, and will scare
him more than any other play. It’s also a typical no-limit
hold *em semi-bluff. You might win the pot right now,
and if you get called, you’ll still have some outs with
your club flush draw.

Once you’ve decided to make a bet, you need to decide

how much to bet. Since your stack is very large compared to
Player C, you’ll need to take your cue from the size of Player
C’s remaining stack. So far, Player C has bet $19,000,
leaving him with $43,000. You need to bet enough so that
your opponent has to think about folding. You also need to
consider what would happen if your opponent decides to go
all-in after your bet. Would you have a call or a fold at that
point? Let’s look at some candidate bets and see how they
stack up.

1.

Suppose you bet $10,000. Your opponent will need 10
put in $10,000 to call a pot of over $50,000. The 5-10-1
pot odds will make a call almost mandatory if he has any
hand at all.

Suppose you bet $15,000. Now he needs to put in
$15,000 to call a pot of about $55,000. He's getting
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almost 4-to-1 odds, so again he can call with almost
anything. If he comes back with an all-in raise, you’ll be
faced with a $95,000 pot and $25,000 to call. You’ll be
less than a 2-to-1 underdog to make your flush in two
cards, and you’ll be getting just under 4-to-1 odds from
the pot, so you’ll have to call his all-in raise.

3. Suppose you bet $20,000. Now he needs to put in
$20,000 to call a pot of about $60,000, so he’s only
getting 3-to-1 odds. He’ll still call with most hands, but
if he’s missed his hand entirely he should fold. If he
raises you all-in instead, you’ll be faced with a $95,000
pot and $20,000 to call. Again, an easy call on your part.

Any bet will allow you to call the all-in raise, so bet the
amount that is most likely to get him to fold: $20,000.

Action: You actually go all-in, and Player C quickly calls. He
furns over KY94, and his pair of kings hold up to win the pot.

As the hand played out, there actually was no play that could
have won the pot or chased him away. But remember this
principle for the future: A small bet can be much scarier than a
big bet, especially to a strong player.
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\

| \‘ 1 Hand 8-10 ’d put in a good-sized bet here, at least $600, and see
: YOU what happens. Most of the time, all four players will lay
| down their hand rather than call a big bet and face a
| presumably strong hand heads-up. If you make a bet like that
| and you do get called, at least you have a pair, so although
| you’re out of position, you still have some chances to win

from that point.

This is a pretty elementary move and an easy one to spot,
so don’t overdo it. Most of the time I would just check with
this hand, even in this position, but occasionally I’ll trot out

‘ the “Big Blind Steal” move to swipe a pol.

$2,240

Blinds: $30/$60
Pot: $30

Action: Actually you check. The pot is still $330.

Flop: TY8474

Situation: Late in a single-table satellite. Player C and the small
blind are very aggressive.

Question: What do you do?

Answer: You didn’t flop a four, there are three overcards to
Your hand: 4&44 your hand, and a spade draw. Since you didn’t bet before the
flop, you can’t plausibly try to steal now. The texture of the
flop is particularly bad for you. Too many possible hands
either got hit by this flop or now have strong draws at
straights or flushes. With four opponents, at least one player
has to have you beaten right now. I'd check, then fold after
someone bets.

Action to you: Players A, B, C, and D all call. The small blind
folds. The pot is now $330.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: Although the standard play here would be to check
and see a cheap flop, this is actually a great stealing
opportunity. Think about it. Four players, one of whom is
known to be very aggressive, have just limped into the pot
instead of raising. The requirements for raising are smallef
than usual since the table is down to just six players. What
could they have? Tt looks like you’re facing perhaps one of
two players with unpaired high cards, or maybe ace-x wheré
the “x” is a low card, or some hands with suited connectors
or connecting cards, drawing at flushes or straights.

Action: You check. Player A goes all-in for $1,070. Players B, C,
and D all fold. You fold as well.
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Hand 8-11

You

$1,300,000

$220,000

Blinds: $5,000/$10,000
Antes: $1,000

$70,000
Pot: $21,000

$200,000

$200,000 $120,000

Situation: Major tournament, final table. You are an experienced
pro with a solid reputation. Player A is a daring and feared player.
Players B, C, D and the small blind are all amateurs, some at their
first major tournament. The final table has just gotten underway
and the TV cameras are rolling.

Your hand: Ta#94

Action to you: Players A, B, and C all fold. Player D raises,
putting in $30,000. The small blind calls, putting in $25,000. The
pot is now $76,000.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Before you make a move, remember to take the
whole position into account. In poker, your position includes
everything you know: about your hand, about the players &t
the table, the chip counts, the situation — anything that C?n
provide a clue about how the peoplc you’re facing will
behave.
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What you're seeing here is a good example of what I
called BSB play. Wc have a bet from the button, which might
be an attempt to steal the pot, and a call from the small blind,
which doesn’t necessarily indicate any strength. Your first
thought should be that a big bet here might work. Then you
need to consider what’s unique about this situation, and see
if those factors make you more or less eager to make your
play.

The really unique aspects of this particular position are
the relative stack sizes, the fact that your opponents are
amateurs rather than experienced pros, and the TV coverage.
Here’s how I would weigh these factors:

1. TV coverage. Being on television tends to make people
nervous, and most people, when they get nervous, get
cautious. Above all, they don’t want to look foolish in
front of millions of people.

2. Amateurs rather than pros. They are lcss likely to see
your play as part of a move, and more likely to see it as
just a strong play from the big stack.

3. Relative stack sizes. This factor cuts both ways. A big
bet offers them a chance to double up and get back in the
tournament, but it also offers a chance to exit quickly in
sixth place, with a smaller prize payout. Even amateurs
react differently to this situation. Some are just happy to
be in the money and feel the pressure is now off, while
others are calculating the value of moving up the ladder
arung or two.

On balance, it seems to me that the situation presents an
€ven stronger case for betting here than normal, so I would
Put the two players all-in with 2 $200,000 bet.
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Action: You bet $200,000, and both players fold.

Hand 8-12

$300,000
$100,000

Blinds: $2,000/%4,000
Antes: $500
Pot: $9,000

$200,000{ B
$80,000

$120,000 $140,000

Situation: Major tournament, working its way down to the final
table. At this point 12 players remain at two tables. Player D is
aggressive and in the past has moved at the pot from the button.

Your hand: J¢2+¢

Action to you: Players A, B, and C fold. Player D raises to
$15,000. The small blind folds. The pot is now $24,000. It costs
you $11,000 to call.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Despite your weak holding, you should often raise
here — perhaps $30,000 to $40,000. The raise is good for
two reasons:

There’s a significant chance (probably as much as 60
percent) that Player D was stealing and will now fold. If he
calls, your hand will catch some flops and win some pots.
he reraises, you are definitely beaten and you can tay dow?

If
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your hand. Any bet that can win immediately 50 to 60
percent of the time is a profitable bet to make.

In the latter stages of a tournament, you must defend
your blind and let the other players know that you are not to
be trifled with. They’ll get the message and pick on someone
else at the table. Much of poker psychology harkens back to
lessons that boys learn in schoolyards. “Stand up to a bully.”
“Don’t let anybody push you around.” “Show you’re willing
to fight, and the other kid will back off.” What worked on a
playground works at a poker table as well.

Action: You raise to $50,000. Player D folds.

Hand 8-13 YOU

$2,250 %970

Blinds: $25/$50
Pot: $75

Situation; Early in a major tournament. Player G has seemed
moderately tight.

Your hand: KaQe

::ttti.on ‘to You: Players A through F all fold. Playcr G raises,
0g in $100. The small blind folds. The pot is now $175.
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Question: Do you fold, call, or raise? Action: You fold.

| Answer: Here’s an example of typical button — small blipg

i — big blind play. The button raises, which could be anything | Hand 8-14

from a pure value bet to a blatant steal attempt. You have 4
i much better than average hand in the big blind, so you’te
I entitled to make a substantial reraise. Not raising is a clegy
BN mistake. The button will have position on you throughout the
: hand, and you’d like to eliminate that disadvantage as quickly
as possible. So raise now and try to end the hand.

$155,000
$60,000

Blinds: $600/$1,200
Antes: $200 $165,000

Hil
1 aE $2,050. What do you do? $60,000 Pot: $3,000

Answer: You asked a question and got a clear answer. He

;‘ 1 1! says he has a real hand, probably a high pair. It’s early in the
b tournament, his stack was solid, and there wasn’t any obvious

e reason for him to jeopardize all his chips with nothing. So

A believe him and go away.

! \ | Two more points to remember here:

P f Action: You reraise to $400. The button goes all-in for his last ‘

$160,000 $85,000

| Situation: Final table of a major tournament. The big blind has
Pl been generally tight. On a couple of occasions you’ve seen him

‘ i ‘i‘ 1. I;Ite?/eti be afﬁld to let a mov.fl gokl‘f it doesn’t wft)r;(' make a move at a pot, then back down after a sizeable reraise.
| : - € .
] rictly speaking, our raise with a king-queen can You are known to be aggressive.

! ‘ considered a “move.” We had plenty of value given that

;1“‘ the raisc camc from the button. Still, we hoped to take

; the pot down or at least set our opponent back on his

‘ heels a bit, and we failed. There’s no disgrace in

admitting a bet didn’t work and just letting the money

go. Remember that going all-in with a king-queen offsuit
L was not our intention when we bet.

Your hand: JYT®

Action to you: Players A, B, and C all fold.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Jack-ten on the button is good enough to make a
move at the blinds, especially since the small stack is in the
small blind, and the big blind is known to be tight. Just put in
the standard pre-flop raise (at this table it’s been $5,000
during this round) and see what happens.

| \‘
|
‘ i 2. Even online, an all-in bet usually means something. It’S
very rarely just a complete bluff. There just aren’t thal
many players who have the stones to take a seven-three
| and

| A. Make a move with it, then " Action: You raise 10 $5,000. The small blind folds but the big
‘ | B. Go all-in against someone who’s shown strength- blind ca1g
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Flop: The {lop comes Ode 7474

Action: The big blind checks. The pot is now $13,000. Whey 4,
you do?

Answer: What could the big blind have at this point? He wagq
offered very favorable odds to call before the flop. The pot
was $8,000, and it cost him $3,800 more to call, so he hag
better than 2-to-1 odds. Even atight player would have called
with most pairs or a couple of high cards. A high pair would
mostly have prompted a reraise pre-flop, especially from a
tight playcr. Unless he called with a pair of nines or a high
card and a nine, this flop shouldn’t have helped him, so
there’s nothing mysterious about his check after the flop,
Your best guess at this point should be that he has either

1. A low to medium pair,

2. A high card and a nine, or

3. Two high cards.

If he has two high cards, a bet should chase him off the hand.

Should you bet? The answer is clearly ycs. The shape of
the flop is very good, with all cards lower than yours. If your
opponent was holding two high cards, the flop has missed
him coempletely. If you bet and are called, you have ten
probable outs: three tens, three nines, and four eights for a
straight. The final (and important) argument for betting is that
your opponent is known to be tight.

If you’re going to bet, should you make a continuation-
sized bet (about half the pot) or a pot-sized bet? Either bet
should chase him away if he holds two high cards, and
neither bet will chase him away ifhe holds nine-x. A low pair
will probably stick around in either case as well. I would g0
with the continuation-sized bet simply because it should
accomplish the same goal with less risk.
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ction: YoU bet $12,000. The big blind calls. The pot is now

Fourth Street: K¢

Action: The big blind bets $20,000. What do you do?

Answer: After calling pre-flop and checking on the flop, the
big blind now bets half the pot after a king appears. If the big
blind is representing a king in his hand, what king could he
have? Ace-king or a pair of kings would have reraised pre-
flop. King-queen, king-jack, or king-ten would have thrown
the hand away after your bet last round. K-9 or K-7 would
probably still be slow-playing, since you are known to be
aggressive. A king just doesn’t seem like a plausible holding
at this point.

A more likely holding is something like a medium or
low pair, in which case this bet represents a last stab at
winning the pot. In addition, you’ve seen this player make a
couple of such stabs in the past and then back away when
raised. The right move here is pull out the back-alley
mugging play and come over the top, representing that the
king helped you (reasonable from your previous strong
betting) with a bet large enough to show that your opponent
may eventually have to commit all his chips to the hand. Note
also that even if your bet is called, the king has given you
four more outs, as now queens fill your straight.

Action: You raise to $48,000. The big blind folds.

At this point some readers may be asking “Wait a minute.
How do you know that those previous times you saw the guy fold
after a late bet weren't just a set-up? Perhaps he knows you
Temember those plays and now he’s sprung a trap on you, getting
Teady to take all your chips?”



98 Part Eight: Making Moves

Well, you don’t of course. In poker you always have to Mg
these judgments based on what statisticians would consider ,
inadequate sample size. But unless you play with the same People
over and over again for weeks and months at a time, that’s all the
evidence you’re ever going to have. In the final analysis, I°S jugt
amatter of going with the best evidence you have, sketchy thoug

it may be, while combining it with common-sense reasoning apgq
pot-odds analysis.

Hand 8-15

$600,000 $11,000

$200,000

$140,000 Blinds: $3,000/$6,000

Antes: $600

$200,000
Pot: $14,400

$200,000

$50,000

$200,000 $100,000

Situation: Final table of a major tournament.

Your hand: 5954

Action to you: Player A goes all-in for $11,000. Player E calls.
The pot is now $36,400.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: Here’s a chance to make a play that every gUOd
player knows by heart.
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-in move from Player A doesn’t necessarily mean
;ﬁ;age’s about to be gobble.d up by the blipds in the
323:; two hands, so he might go into the pot with almost
anytf;’lf:‘i]-er E’s call is more interesting. He presumably
knows that Player A went into the pot with a rand.om( h}?ndé
and may be trying to pickhup a fe:lv cheap chips with a han
’s ] ightly better than random.
. ’Sl"Jhueinsgllll%mgve here is to come over th.e top with a good-
sized bet, about $40,000. If Playcr.E lays his h’and dowrz you
can take back $29,000 of your chips and you’ll be hea s—lﬁp
against Player A, but with plenty of dead money from t Z
blinds, antes, and Player E still in the pot. Of course yqu need
some kind of hand to make this play, buta small pair is goo

enough.

Action: You raise to $40,000. Player G and the blinds fpld. Plgyer
E folds. The pot is now $47,400, of which you contributed Ju:qt
$11,000. Player A shows J#44_Your pair of fives holds up to win
the pot.

This is a great money-making move, but it docsn’t arise that
often. Player E made a beginner’s mistake. If he was going to
play, no matter what his hand was, he should have put in some
kind of a raise, just to head off this move.
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Hand 8-16

You

$215,000
$240,000

Blinds: $6,000/$12,000

Antes: $1,000

Pot: $22 000

$200,000

$650,000

Situation: Final table of a major tournament. You're playing in
your first big event. The small blind is a tricky, super-aggressive ‘
player, recognized as one of the best in the world. E

Your hand: J¢8% '

Action to you: Players A and B fold. The small blind raises to ‘
$24,000. The pot is now $46,000. It costs you $18,000 to call.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: Most players correctly think of jack-eight as
relatively weak hand. At a full table it certainly is. But heads
up, it’s just a little below average. When you couple this fact
with a raise from a super-aggressive player, which he might
have made with any two cards, and the huge pots odds you'™®
being offered (better than 2.5-to-1), and your positioﬂal
advantage, it’s clear that a call is mandatory.

When you play against super-aggressive player®
remember that all your hands are stronger than they look

Against a conservative player at a full table, J#8% looks Iike
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h because all the hands your opponent might play are
e than that. But a super-aggressive player in the small
be'tt‘:lrcould easily be making a move with four-trey offsuit, in
bllI_l h case your hand is a solid favorite. In these sttuations
:;lélgot odds and your position, not your cards, are the best
glide to when you want to play.

Action: You call. The pot is now $64,000.

Flop: J#8%24¢

Action: The small blind checks. What do you do?

Answer: You’ve hittop two pair on what would otherwise be
a mediocre flop, so you have a tremendously strong hand.
Your real problem now will be trying to figure out how to
make the most money from a great situation. ‘

Your opponent checked, which from a super-aggressive
player probably means he has something. Super-aggressive
players have a tendency to check strong hands and bet W.eak
ones after the flop, especially against players they consider
weak. Right now he’ll be trying to deduce what you have
from how you respond to his check.

1. Ifyou check, he’ll conclude you have nothing, pecause
that’s what first-timers do when they have nothing.

2. Ifyou bet, he’ll put you on a pair, probably jacks. He’ll

figure .

A. You couldn’t have had a pair before the flop, since
you didn’t reraise,

B.  You wouldn’t bet here with just a pair of deuccs,
and

C. You’'d be a little scared to bet with just a pair of
cights. If whatever he’s holding is lower than jacks
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(which is likely), he won’t gettoo involved wity the
hand.

Your best bet to make some money here is to slow-pla
starting with a check. If he does have something, he’ll deduCe’

that you have nothing and start betting on fourth street o take
down the pot.

Action: You check. The pot remains $64,000.

Fourth Street: 3%

Action: The small blind bets $30,000. The pot is now $94,000,
What do you do?
Answer: The temptation here for most players is to stick in
a big raise, in effect saying “Ha! I outsmarted you!” Resist
this temptation. Your objective when you play pokeristo win
your opponent’s money, not to demonstrate how clever you
are,

Instead, you should cmploy the rope-a-dope strategy and
Justcall. The 3% probably didn’t help your opponent’s hand,
but it did put two clubs on the board. When you call, your
opponent will try to figure out what you have. Here’s what
his reasoning will look like:

. You didn’t have a pair before the flop, because you
didn’t reraise.

2. You didn’t pair your jacks on the flop, because you just
checked afier him.

3. You called a bet after the 3¢ appeared, putting two
clubs on the board.

The Problems 103

The most reasonable guess of a hand that ﬁt' all these
facts is two clubs, one of them high. You wcre getting 3-to-1
ot odds to call, which is not quite enough to call baseq on
just the flush, but if you held a card like the K, you might
think that thc three remaining kin.gs were all outs. .

By calling here you’ve provided your opponeflt with a
plausible but incorrect scenario for your hand. That’s a great
play when you can make it, because if a blank com‘es on fifth
street and you bet, he’ll be convinced that you missed your
hand and are now bluffing him.

Note that you can only be this tricky against a very good
player. A dope won’t know what you’re doing and won’t try
to figure it out either.

Action: You call. The pot is now $124,000.
Fifth Street: A4

Good and bad news. Y our opponent may be afraid you paired
aces. On the other hand, it’s not a club, so if he thought you were
drawing at a flush, he knows you missed it.

Action: The small blind checks. What do you do?
Answer: You’re almost certainly best, so it’s time to spring
your trap and bet something. You can’t bet too much,
however, because you don’t want to chase him away. A good
number is a little less than half the pot. He’1l be afraid of the
ace, but he’ll know you missed your draws, and the pot odds
will be a big incentive to call.

Action; You bet $50,000, and your opponent calls. He shows
T®Te, 4ng your two pair win the pot.

When you have a great hand against a super-aggressive
Player, et him take the lead in the betting. Try to combine slow-




104 Part Eight: Making Moves

playing with the rope-a-dope. You often only need to put in

0
bet, on fifth street. e

Hand 8-17 ‘
YOU /

$10,400

$3,600

$3,260 $5,540
Blinds: $100/$200
Antes: $25
$1,700
Pot: $550 52,000

$3,400 $13,200
$4,470 $7,780

Situation: Major tournament, early on the second day. The big {
blind is a very aggressive player who likes to come over the top
and raise people out of pots.

Your hand: AA¢

Action to you: Players A through H all fold. It’s just you and the
big blind.

Question: How do you handle your aces?
Answer: While slow-playing a hand like aces before the flop
can be a poor play, there are situations where the move
makes sense, and this hand shows one of them.

The only question here is the best way to bet so as 10 get
all your chips in the pot, and his as well. If you raise and you”
aggressive opponent on the big blind has any kind of hand.
he’ll interpret your raise as a small blind trying to steal the
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ot, which no true bully would cver permit. But if he has
absolutely nothing, evena bully will throw his hand away. A
call, on the other hand, signifies a pretty feeble hand in this
position (not even worth making a half-hearted attempt to

steal), and will get reraised by anything. So I vote for just a

call.

Action: You call for $100, and the big blind raises you $400. Pot
is nOW $ 1 5050’

Question: What’s the best way to proceed?

Answer: That was obviously a good result. Now what? If
possible, we want to get all our chips in the pot before the
flop comes. If he’s raising on a medium-strength hand, and
the flop misses him completely, and we’ve shown resistance,
it becomes hard to justify continuing to play, even for the
most certifiable lunatic. So we want to make one more raise,
to keep the pot alive and give him one last chance to push us
out. But it can’t be too big a raise — we don’t want to scare
him. We just want to act like a mouse with a little swagger
still left.

I'd settle on calling his $400 and then raising an
additional $600. That will put $2,050 in the pot and give him
over 3-to-1 odds on his call, probably an irresistible number.
In addition, an all-in bet at that point might start to look good
to him. Consider the situation from his point of view. We
started the hand with $3,260 and have so far put in $1,100,
leaving us with $2,160. Ifhe puts us all-in, we can (he thinks)
still retreat with about two-thirds of our original stack. We’re
ot committed to the pot yet, so he could still push us out
with a big bet. If we bet more than $1,000 right now, it will
be obvious that we’re committed to the pot, and that might
hold off a semi-bluff on his part. So putting in $1,000 right
now looks pretty good.
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Action: You putin $1,000, and he puts you all-in for $2,160. Yoy
call.

Perfect! Now we just have to win the hand.

Resolution: He shows down A% 6. The board comes T-8-6-5.3
with no clubs, and we double up.

Hand 8-18

YoU

$150,000
$300,000

Blinds: $3,000/$6,000
Antes: $1,500 $600,000
$150,000 Pot: $18, 000

$300,000 $200,000

Situation: Final table of a major tournamcnt. Player D is an
aggressive player who has shown that he will try to steal pots with
a positional advantage.

Your hand: A4Té
Action to you: You are first to act.
Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: At a full table, ace-ten suited would be a little weak

for opening the pot. In a six-handed table, it’s a perfectly
good opening hand. You should make a solid raisc here-
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n: You actually raise to $25,000. Players B and C fold.

Actio . .
s on the button. The blinds fold. The pot is now

Player D ca

Question: Do you check or bet?
Answer: You've made middle pair, but with a king and a ten
on board, you’re vulnerable to a lot of plausible holdings.
Any king has you beaten, but other high card combinations
could be drawing to a straight.

There are a couplc of ways to play this hand. The
straightforward way is to just bet out for about half the pot,
perhaps $35,000. This might win the hand right here, and will
certainly give you some solid information about your
opponent’s hand if he chooses to call or reraise.

A second way is to check and allow your aggressive
opponent to try to steal the pot. This is both more dangerous
and potentially more profitable. Given what you know of
your opponent, there’s a high probability that most of his bets
from this position will be made with hands that you can beat.

Action: You actually check. Player D bets $40,000. What do you
do now?

Answer: There’s $108,000 in the pot and it costs you
$40,000 to call. Since Player D is very aggressive, there’s a
good chance he’s just on a steal and you have him beaten.
Easy call.

Action: You call. The pot is now $148,000.

Fourtn Street: 6%
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Question: Do you check or raise?
Answer: The six didn’t help you, but it probably didn’ he]
your opponent cither. Having picked a strategy for the hang
you should continue with it and just check. ’

Action: You check. Player D checks as well.
Fifth Street: 6

Question: Do you check or raise?
Answer: If the first six didn’t help your opponent, then the
second six didn’t help him either. Unless your opponent hag
a king in his hand, you are winning right now. His check on
fourth street was a mistake if he had a king, unless he’s
running a trap that’s really deep. There’s a move that some
very strong players occasionally employ, which 1 call the
“bet-check-bet” move. Here’s how it works. You’re holding
a hand like ace-king, and you get a flop like the one we have
here, king-x-x. You make a bet of half the pot on the flop,
which might indicate strength or might be a standard
continuation bet. Your opponent calls. On fourth street you
check, indicating that your first bet was just a continuation
bet and now you’ve given up on the hand. On fifth street you
bet again, indicating that you decided the pot could be stolen,
and you’re making a stab at it. When this play works, yout
opponent calls or raises you on the end with a medium or
small pair, figuring you missed your hand, and you win a big
pot.

Is this move likely to be happening here? Probably not.
But be aware of it. It’s a tool in the arsenal of all top players-
Meanwhile, what should you do here? Betting out might
take the pot, but checking could induce a desperate attempt
to steal on the end. Having checked thus far, you should be
consistent and check on the end as well.

§228,000.
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ou check. Your opponcent bets $80,000. The p{ot is now
Tt costs you $80,000 to call. What do you do? _

wer: The call is clear, of course. The pot is offering you
Szfosf 3-to-1, and there’s an excellent chance that your tens

ction: ¥

are gOOd.

Resolution: You call, and your opponent shows 7¢5¢. You take

the pot.

You had a good but not great hand, against an opponent who
liked to steal pots. The rope-a-dope approach nette_d much more
money from the hand than any straightforward betting could.

Hand 8-19

$2,770 $5.040

$1,400

Blinds: $15/$30
$2,100 Pot: $45 $1,900

$1.210

Sit“ation: Early in an online tournament. The big blind has been
aggressive, Player F has just arrived at the table, and you have no

Wformation on him.

Your hand: 9474

Action 0 you: Players A, B, and C all fold.
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Question: Do vou fold, call, or raise?

Answer: The purely conservative play is just to throw your
hand away, of course. Super-aggressive players are ve
comfortable playing hands like this in middle position (It
you watch some tapes of tournaments that Gus Hansep, hag
won, you’ll notice that he displays great skill handling thege
mid-sized suited cards.) The idea is to see a cheap flop with
a hand that might amount to something, in a situation where
the strength of your hand is likely to be well-concealed. | like
to make this play myself, but on rare occasions.

Action: You call. Player E folds and Playcr F calls. The other
players fold and the big blind checks. The pot is now $105, and
you are second to act among three players.

Flop: T#8d6d

Action: The big blind checks. What do you do?

Answer: You flopped your straight, which is the best |
possible result for your hand. It’s even bctter than floppinga

tlush, since the hand is so well concealed. Now the problem
is to make some money. Obviously the hand is a perfect
candidate for slow-playing, but what’s the right way to slow-
play? Let’s look at three different approaches.

The full slow-play: You check. This gets no money in the pot,
but guarantees that the hand will continue. You’re hoping for on¢
of four outcomes here.

1. Player F has a little something and makes a value bet.

2. Player F sees two folds in front of him and decides he 8%
steal the pot with a bet.
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F checks, but a high card comes on fourth street and

layer
. P ne of the two players.

pail‘S [0}

player F checks, and either he or the big blind decides to steal
the pot on fourth street.

The upside of the full slow-play is that it’s very likel.y to win
one additional bet even if no one at the table has anything. The
downside 1s that it fails to get any extra money in the pot, and it’s
easier for your opponents to walk away from a small pot.

The partial slow-play: You bet $30. Placing the minimum bet in
the pot has the downside that merely by acting, you will chase
everyone else away. But if that happens, it was a longshot that you
were going to make much money on the hand anyway. The upside
is that your bet is so small that it’s easy to call (Player F is getting
4.5-to-1 on his money to call), and the larger you make the pot,
the easier it is to get more money in on later rounds.

The continuation bet: You bet $50. This bet looks like a
standard continuation bet, which might be interpreted as a stealing
attempt. But if neither of the other players has anything, it won’t
really matter if they think you’re stealing; they’re just going to let
You steal.

Between these choices, I think the $50 bet is clcarly worst. |
would only make this play if [ had made several continuation bets
Tecently, if I had backed down from a continuation bet in the face
ofa feraise, and if the other players were known to be aggressivce.

fall those circumstances were present, there might be a good
Sough chance that someone would go after me to make the bet
Vorthwhile. Otherwise there’s just too much of a chance that 1
Will chage folks away.
The other two choices (check or bet the minimum) are close.
ecking is almost certain to get another bet somewhere down the
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road, and that’s my default play. Betting $30 looks like I'm
making a probe bet, which is useful since it provides some Covey
for my real probe bets later. My top choice (by a nose) is to check
but I wouldn’t criticize anyone who wanted to toss in a minimUm,
bet.

Beginners tend to go astray in these positions because they
feel that the hand is so good, they’rc entitled to win more than 5
minimal amount of money. One cruel reality of poker is that your
very good hands often don’t make much money becausc no one
else at the table has the strength to come in against you. The
hidden disadvantage of playing hands like middle suited
connectors is simply that flops that hit you very well almost by
definition will miss the other players at the table, who are playing
high cards.

Action: You actually bet $50. Player F and the big blind fold, and
you win a tiny pot.

Hand 8-20 YOU
I O
@ $60,000 $70,000 \@1
$16,000

$15,500 Blinds: $600/%$1,200
Antes: $50 C
Pot: $2.250 se2000
$115,000 $104,000
$33,000 $10,000 g

O——

Situation: Major tournament, early in the second day. Playcr AlS
a savvy tournament veteran with dozens of major prizes under his
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pelt He can play any style, and is known to make continuation

bets-

your hand: 898¢

Action to you: Player A bets $5,000. All others fold around to
you. The pot is now $7,250. It costs you $3,800 to call.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: You're out of position, but you have a hand, and the
pot odds are quite favorable. It costs you $3,800 to take a
shot at a pot of $7,250, which represents almost 2-to-1 pot
odds. So you call. You shouldn’t raise becausc the original
bet came from early position. Against a player in late position
who stuck in a bet, you should often put in a nice-sized
reraise, since many of those players will just be pot-stealing.
In general, you don’t want to fold medium pairs before
the flop if the price is at all reasonable. Your strategy with
them post-flop is pretty simple. Tf you hit your trips (the odds
are 7%-to-1 against, a number you should commit to
memory), then you’re a big favorite to win what will be a big
pot. If you miss the flop but the flop is all low cards, you're
still all right; your opponent may have been playing two high
cards, in which case you’re now a big favorite. If the flop
comes with a couple of high cards, you’ll throw your hand
away. Otherwise? Be creative.

Action: You call. The pot is now $11,050.
Flop: Te4a3a
Questign: You’re first to act. What's the play?
Answer: That's a pretty good flop for you. No flush or

Straight on board., and only one card higher than your eights.
Unless your opponent started with a high pair, or had a ten in
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his hand, you probably have the best hand. But you can' be
sure.

This is a hand that calls for some controlled aggression,
If you have the best hand, you want to find out and make
some money. If you have the worst hand, you don’t want to
lose your whole stack. Your problem is simple: [f yoy,
opponent has the best hand here, he probably knows i
Suppose you held, let’s say, a pair of kings, and the flop came
Te443%& Wouldn't you be pretty sure you were on top? Angd
wouldn’t you be thinking “How can I trap this opponcnt intg
losing all his money?” Well, that’s what your opponent ig
now thinking, if he has you beaten.

The normal conservative play here is to lead out with a
probe of about half the pot, say $5,000 to $6,000. This play
may win the pot right here at minimal risk. If your opponent
lays down his hand, you’re quite happy to take the pot. Ifhe
raises, you're probably beaten and you’ll throw away your
hand. If your opponent just calls, however, you have some
problems. If fourth street comes with a blank, which is likely,
do you plan to bet again?

Another and more aggressive move here is the check-
raise. Check now, and Playcr A will almost certainly bet at
you. He’s done that frequently in the past in response to a
check. Then put in a nice raise. If Player A is still in the hand
after your check-raisc, then you’re almost certainly beat, and
you won’t have to put any more money in the pot. (It takes @
great player to play with nothing after a check-raise.) But if
Playcr A is bluffing, the check-raise gives you your best
chance to win the potright here, along with some extra chips;
while being able to exit the hand with certainty after any
othcr sequence.

The Problems 115

gand 8-21 YOU

Blinds: $15/$30
Pot: $45

Situation: Early in a one-table online tournament. Player F has
shown a tendency to raise aggressively in late position.

Your hand: K¢J+¢
Action to you: You are first to act.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: A raise would be a little over the top here. Your
holding is too weak for a value raise in first position at an 8-
player table. There are three big stacks coming up right
behind you, and you don’t know what they’re going to do.
Your position at the table really forces you to play tight here.

It’s all right to make a slightly aggressive move; just call
and see what you get for action. If there’s a big raise behind
You, you will fold. If you’re lucky, you’ll get a couple of
limpers, and sec a cheap flop. It’s also perfectly okay to fold.

Action: You check, and Player A bets $8,000. You raise ©
$24,000. Player A folds.
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Action: You call $30. The three big stacks all fold. Player E callg
Player F, on the button, raises to $85. The blinds fold. The pot N
now $190. s

Question: What's your play?
Answer: This is a close onc. You're in bad position with 5
weakish hand and two active players behind you. You were
playing to see a cheap flop but now you can’t. Those are
good arguments for folding. But there’s a good argument for
calling: You’re getting about 3.5-to-1 pot odds.

Question: What to do?
Answer: Despite the generous pot odds, I lean towards
folding. Besides my non-premium hand, there are two
additional reasons.

1. The two active stacks are both larger than me. They can
eliminate me, but I can’t eliminate them.

2. When players are active behind you, the pot odds you're
seeing aren’t necessarily the final odds. You don’t really
know what it may cost you to play this pot, so the 3.5-to-
1 odds have an asterisk attached.

There’s another problem with your hand which is typical
of hands with high cards but no ace. Since players tend to
stick around with high cards, the very flops which help your
hand tend to help other players’ hands as well. I call this
“The Tragedy of the Commons,” and it means you have to be
very cautious holding hands like king-queen, king-jack,
queen-jack, and so on. The best flop for this hand is actually
a draw to a diamond flush, which could give you a winning
hand, and a hand that you were sure was a winning hand.

i
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Action: You in fact call the raise for another $55. Player E now
folds. The pot is now $245.

Flop: KaQdejd

Question: You act first. What do you do?

Answer: You’ve got top and bottom pair on the flop against
a raiser in betier position. You should like the flop, but you
can’t like it that much. Your opponent very likely caught a
piecc of this flop. He might have a made straight, a flush
draw, or some combination of a made hand and a flush draw.
Your hand is good enough to bet, but you’ve got to exercise
some caution (since the texture of this flop 1s very
dangerous).

Y our first choice would be to lead out for about $150 to
$160. This might win the pot right herc. Your sccond choice
would be to check and call when he bets (which he will).

Action: You check. He bets $85. You check-raise to $325, and he
calls. The pot now contains $895.

Your check-raise was very aggressive, but you picked a poor
situation. If you had just led out, you’d know exactly what to do
now (he has something) but you would have paid much less for
the information.

Fourth Street: Q¥

Question: What's your move How?
Answer: You’re down to $460, and the pot contains $895 at
this point. The arrival of the Q¥ was a disaster — it
counterfeited your jack, reducing your hand to basically just
a single king. Now any hand that contains a queen has
crushed you. In addition, an ace-king holding has taken the
lead.
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It makes no sense to bet. Given the size of the PO, yg,
can’t force your opponent out even if you go all-in, ang Yoy
have plenty of reason to think you’re beaten. Your best
possible result is to have the hand checked down, so check
and see if that happens.

Action: You check, and Player F bets $200. Should you caliy
Answer: No. You should raise.

This looks counter-intuitive since I just explained why
everything is going wrong with your hand. Indeed, you're
probably beaten right now. But Player F’s bet is giving yoy
5.5-to-1 odds, which are huge given that there’s some
possibility you’re still best right now. The odds force you to
call, but if you call now, the odds will force you to call on
fifth street no matter what comes. So raise now. It won’t cost
you anything extra if you’re in fact losing, but may make you
some money if you’re winning and your opponent would give
up on the river.

Action: You call. The pot is now $1,295.
Fifth Street: 9%
Question: Do you bet?
Answer: No. Your situation just got worse, as now any ten

in his hand gives him a straight.

Action: He puts you all-in for your last $260. Do you call?
Answer: Yes. You're getting 6-to-1 pot odds. Call and hope:

Action: You call, and he turns over T#TY with a winning
straight.

()ut'
fled

Your opponent’s play was completely reasonablc through
He raised initially with a pair of tens. Then after the flop he ¢&
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check-raise with an open-ended straight draw. He had ten
oul'(foulr aces, four nines, and two tens) twice, so he was a slight

out® he hand at that point. But he caught his straight on

underdOg in t

fver. ]
the rYou made two small mistakes: Electing to play the hand at all

in bad position, and calling rather than raising on fourth street.
The second mistake didn’t hurt you, but the first mistake endeq up
costing all your chips. That’s why good players arc so ca?tlous
with these face card hands which look good but just aren’t that

strong.
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Inflection Points



Inflection Points

Introduction

One of my favorite films on late-night cable is an obscyre
horror movie from the early 1990s called The Langoliers, adapted
from a Stephen King novella. In the movie, a small group of
strangers traveling on a cross-country flight find themselves in 5
weird parallel universe where all the other people havye
disappeared. While everything around them looks real —
buildings, plants, fields — it’s all curiously incrt. Food tastes bad,
matches don’t light, and sound doesn’t echo.

After a few adventures, our heroes realize that they’ve passed
through the usual rip in the space-time continuum and are now
trapped in a slice of time past. It seems that as time moves on, it
leaves behind dead copies of reality in its wake, and they are
stranded in one such copy. More bad news quickly follows. Since
nature presumably doesn’t like the idea of filling the universe with
infinite copies of the dead past, they are soon set upon by armies
of piranha-like creaturcs (the langoliers) whose job it is to gobble
up everything in sight. Can our heroes outrace the ravenous
langoliers? I won’t spoil the finish, but it’s a fun movie.

I'm always reminded of this film when I get to the last few
tables of a big tournament. No matter how assiduously I've
accumulated chips in the early stages of the tournaments, the
blinds just keep rising and rising, gobbling up stack after stack.
The tournament devolves from a slow battle of subtle bets and
bluffs to a breakneck race to the finish, characterized by desperate
all-in moves and climactic showdowns. Very entertaining tor the
spectators, nerve-wracking and frustrating for the participants:
who see days of careful effort obliterated in onc big showdow?
after another.
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This phase of the tournament is not without strategy,
powever- Players have to assess their hands in the light of the
ver-increasing blinds, which means hand evaluation is constantly
ehanging- Depending on position and the blind sizes, hands that
‘C,vcre worthless on the first day can now become strong enough to
justify an all-in move before the flop.

My term for the rules that govern this phase of a tournament
is the Theory of Inflection Points. In this chapter I'll develop that
theory for you, and show how the strategy for proper play changes
as your stack shrinks in relation to the blinds. Be advised that
playing correctly around inflection points is the most important
single skill of no-limit hold ’em (ournaments.




The Problem
of Inflection Points

A good way of thinking about inflection points in poker is by
using the analogy of a football game. When the score is close ang
therc is plenty of time remaining, a football coach has his whole
range of offensive options available to him. He can call for a run
into the line, a run wide, a short pass, or a long bomb. He cap
cmploy a running game exclusively, if that’s his team’s strength,
He’s not constrained in any way by the clock.

Bat if his team falls behind by a touchdown or two, and the
clock starts to wind down into the fourth quarter, his set of options
deteriorates. First he loses the ability to play a short running game,
Running plays allow the clock to keep moving, gobbling up time
he can’t afford. Then he loses the ability to call for short passes:
they don’t gain yards in the clumps he needs. Next he stops calling
for passes in the middle of the field: they lose too much time on
the clock even when successful. In the last few seconds, his
choices are reduced to a single play — the Hail Mary bomb into
the end zone.

The problem of inflection points in a poker tournament 1s
very similar to the problem faced by the football coach. As your
stack withers, your options shrink. How quickly do they shrink?
Before we answer that question, let’s take a look at the two key
ratios that govern short-stack play.
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The Strong Force

and the Weak Force:
Magriel’s M and Harrington’s Q

The most important single number that governs your play
toward the end of tournaments is M, which is simply. the ratio Qf
our stack to the current total of blinds and antes. Tl"llS puml?er is
crucial, and you must develop a facility for calculating it qu1_ckly
and easily at the table. You don’t need to know it to two decimal
places; arough approximation will work just fine, but you need to
know your M at all times. Here are a few examples:

Example 1. Nearing the end of a major tournament. The

blinds are now $100/$200, and the antes are $25. Nine players

remain. Your stack is $1,600. What is your M? .
Answer: With nine players left, there are $225 in antes in
addition to the blinds, so the total amount of the blinds and
antes is $525 per hand. Your M is $1,600/$525, which is
about 3.

Example 2. Nearing the end of a major tournament. The

blinds are $5,000 /$10,000. The antes are $1,000. Ten players

remain. You have $170,000 in your stack. What is your M?
Answer: Each pot now contains $5,000 + $10,000 +
$10,000, or $25,000. Your M is 170,000/25,000, which is a
little less than 7. (When I’'m doing thesc figures at the table,
I never actually do any divisions; I've always found that
multiplication is much easier. Six times $25,000 is $150,000,
and seven times $25,000 is $175,000. So my $170,000 is
between 6 and 7 times the blinds and antes, but closer to 7
than 6. That’s good enough for practical purposes.)
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Example 3. Nearing the end of a large multi-table onliy,
tournament. The blinds are $3,000/$6,000, with $500 anteg,
Eight players remain. The four players who will act after ygq,
have the following chip stacks:

Player A $150,000
Player B $75,000
Player C  $40,000

Player D $225,000

What is each player’s M?

Answer: Knowing your own M is good but ideally you’d like
to know (roughly) the M of other players at the table,
especially the ones behind you, so you have somc idca of the
pressure they’re under from the blinds. In this case the sum
of the blinds and antes is $13,000, so the calculation for each
player would go as follows: (I’ll drop off the thousands to
make the numbers easier to use)

Player A 150/13 = about 12
Player B 75/13 = about 6
Player C  40/13 = a little more than 3

Player D 225/13 = a little more than 17

What M tells you is the number of rounds of the table that
you can survive before being blinded off, assuming that you play
no pots in the meantime. It’s an incredibly important number, an
you’ll need to be making these simple little calculations constantly
at the end of a tournament. As your M drops, your play needs 10
get more and more aggressive. But your aggression has to be

selective, and in fact there are certain hands which are very
piayable at high Ms but unplayable at lpwer Ms. I hk.e to refer to
M as the “strong force.” It’s the dominant idea which governs
your play at the ending stages of tgurnaments.

The idea of M had been floating around the poker world for
a long time, but players didn’t have a simple name for it until Paul
Magriel started calling it “M,” which sounded right to everyone
and the name has stuck. Paul Magriel, for those of you who don’t
know, is a brilliant backgammon player and former World
Champion (1978) whosc book, Backgammon, revolutionized that
game in the 1970s and is still considered the definitive textbook
for beginners and intermediates. He turned his attention to poker
in the 1990s and became a fine playcr and thinker, whose advice
is prized by many of today’s top names.

There’s another ratio which I call the “weak force.” It’s Q,
which is the ratio of your stack to the average number of chips lctt
for each player. For example, if you have $60,000 in your stack
and the average player left in the tournament has $15,000, your Q
is 4.

Calculating Q can be a little tricky since no one is standing
around with a sign telling you what the average chip count is. But
it’s pretty easy to figure if you just remember how many players
started the tournament, and how many are left now (information
which is usually provided on screen scattered around the
tournament hall.)

Example 4. You have $60,000 in your stack. The tournament

began with 650 players, each of whom started with $10,000 in

chips. Only 50 players remain. What is your Q?
Answer: The unimaginative but straightforward way of
solving this problem is to multiply 650 by $10,000 (careful,
don’t lose any zeros) and then divide by 50 to get the
average. The casy way is to realize that only onc-thirteenth of
the field remains, so the average stack must be $130,000.
Your stack is about half of that, so your Q is about 2.
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Q gives you a measure of your position in the tournamep,
relative to the other players. A high Q is good and indicateg you
can play a little morc conservatively. A low Q is a sign you Mugt
step up the pace. When M and Q conflict, go with M; the sty
force dominates the weak force.

Q is of less importance in normal, percentage pay-back
tournaments, bul assumes a greater importance in qualifying
tournaments where several players share thc same prize (usually
advancement to another tournament) and everyone else gets
nothing. I’ll examine this question some more in Part Thirtcen

ng

The Zone System

you should think of a no-limit hold "em tournament as being
divided into five zones, depending on how your stack compares to
he size of the blinds and antes. As you descend through the zones,
your play gets increasingly constrained and you lose the ability to
lay in certain styles or to make certain kinds of moves. Let’s take
a look at what the zones are and how they affect your play.

The Green Zone: You have 20 or more times the pot. This is
where you want to spend as much of the tournament as possible.
All styles are open to you. You can be conservalive, aggressive,
orsuper-aggressive, and switch back and forth among them as you
wish. All moves are available. You can watch a raise and a
reraise, and come over the top of both players, and still have
plenty of chips left for another move later in the hand. In the
Green Zone you’re a fully-functional poker player, and it’s worth
taking some risks to stay here.
One step below the Green Zone is:

The Yellow Zone: You have 10-20 times the pot. As you go
from the Green Zone to the Yellow Zone, you lose the ability to
play conservative poker. The blinds are starting to catch you, so
you have to loosen your play. You can be aggressive or super-
aggressive, but you have to start making moves with hands weaker
than those a conservative player would elect to play. Oddly
enough, however, certain hand types (small pairs and suited
Connectors) become less playable in the Yellow Zone. More about
that later.

Moving down further we come to:

;he Ol‘ange Zone: You have 6-10 times the pot. In the Orange
One, you lose the ability to make certain kinds of complex moves
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that require a reasonable stack size to succecd. Here's a tyDicy
example. A player in early position raises the POt tWO or thye,
times the big blind. You know from past experience that he’s
probably trying to steal the pot. But before the betting gets to you,
another player sticks in a raise. You realize that he’s probably
seen what you saw, and knows he doesn’t need much of a hand ¢,
take the pot from the first bettor. If you have any kind of hang at
all, you can come over the top of both players. The first player
will probably lay his hand down, and if your raise is substantiy]
and you have more chips to back it up, the second player wij|
probably quit as well. But to execute this maneuver, you need g
big stack relative to the pot. If you have to go all-in to make this
play, the second bettor may be able to call you just based on his
pot odds, since he knows you can’t do any further betting.

In the Orange Zone, of course, you have to play even more
aggressively than in the Yellow Zone,

Moving down another notch, we get to:

The Red Zone: You have 1-5 times the pot. In the Red Zone
you’ve lost any ability to make a bet other than an all-in bet. If
you make a smaller bet, it consumes so much of your stack that
you’re committed to the pot anyway. In that case, you might as
well go all-in, sincc it gives you the best chance of winning the
pot with your first bet. (When your M is lower than 3, however, in
most cases your all-in bet will not be enough to drive other players
out of the pot. The combination of your weak situation plus the
attractive odds will usually result in at least one call.)

Is there a level below the Red Zone? Yes — I call it

The Dead Zone: You have less than the pot. In the Dead Zon¢
you appear to be alive but you’re not. You’re a pokerwraith, not
a player anymore but a gnat to be swatted. You have only on¢
move left— all-in- - and when you make it they’ll call just to get
rid of you.
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hould never allow yourself to get to the Degd AZone by
Yo chips blinded away. Your chances of surviving from
small that you would have been much .better off
.o a stand earlier. Players arrive here only by accident. You
mak o3 against someone with a slightly smaller stack, losc, and
8 aI}-l,n_ you’re in the Dead Zone. .
bangi the Dead Zone you're simply looking for a spot to r_nove in
i r;] our chips. It’s essential here to be th§ ﬁrst.player. 1ntﬁo the
I must make a move before the big blind arrives. By
P yf?rl;t some hands that would call you because pfyour tiny
mOVlng_H fo,ld because of the danger of someone coming over the
:t?)cgevlﬁnd them. The need to move first is so great that your cards
0 .

really don’t matter anymore.

haVing yout



More About M

As your stack shrinks, you need to estimate your M before
every hand, and also maintain a rough idea of the Ms of the ather
players at the table. As you move down through the lower Zoneg
— Yellow, then Orange, then Red — your M becomes one of the
key pieces of information about your hand, every bit as importagy
as your cards Lhemselves.

Another way of looking at M is to see it as a measure of just
how likely you are to get a better hand in a better situation, wish
a reasonable amount of money left. There are two dangers in
being too tight in the middle Zones. The first is obvious: you stack
will get blinded away. The second is more subtle: you may wait
for a good hand and get it at a time when it’s no longer useful to
you.

For example, imagine a player who drifts through the Orange
Zone, passing on a couple of chances to make a stand with a
marginal (for the situation) hand. When his M finally gets to 2, his
dream scenario occurs. He picks up a pair of aces, somconc in
front of him moves all-in and he calls. He wins the hand and
doubles up. Fantastic. But now his M is about 5! He's still in the
Red Zone, and still needs to double up again very soon. If he’d
made a riskier move when his M was something like 7, a double-
up would have taken him to 14, well into the Yellow Zone, and
bought him some valuable time.
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Yellow Zone Strategy

As you move from the Green Zone into the Yellow Zone,
three major strategy shifts occur.

The first shift is obvious. You become somewhat more
aggressive with your high pair and high card hands, both in betting
at pots and in calling bets. The pre-flop play criteria that I
described in Volume | should be adjusted downward a bit, so that
you will raise or call with a few more hands than before. At the
same time, your criteria for calling someone else’s raise will also
drop, reflecting the fact that your opponent may be raising with
weaker hands than before.

Be aware that not ali players will be adjusting their playing
requirements in the Yellow Zone. In fact, there are some players
on the circuit who don’t change their requirements until they hit
the Red Zone! (This was cven more true ten years ago than it is
today.) You need to watch the table closely and see if you can
recognize who is adapting to circumstances and who is not. Hand
showdowns are especially important. If a player whom you know
to be generally conservative shows down an ace-ten unsuited in a
hand where he opened the pot from second position with an M of
13, you can be pretty sure that he understands inflection point play
and has modified his game. That’s extremely valuable information
to remember. If he shows down a hand of normal strength for his
Position, it doesn’t really tell you anything. He might have been
willing to open with a much weaker hand but picked up something
really good instead.

The sccond shift is less obvious. Although you want to be
generally more aggressive, you must be more conservative when
playing small pairs. (This is true in both the Yellow Zone and the

r_ange Zone. In the Red Zone, another shift occurs and small
p.alr§ become very strong.) The reason for caution with small pairs
'8 in the absence of the implied odds required for the hand.
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To illustrate, imagine that you’re in second position at a fy)
table, early in a tournament, and you pick up a pair of fourg, Fo
argument’s sake, we’ll postulate that you have the fOllowing
mixed strategy for this situation:

1. Fold half the time.
2. Call half the time.

That’s a bit more aggressive than | advocated in my bagsj,
Volume I strategy, but it’s still perfectly okay for an €Xperiencey
player.

Now let’s look at what happens when you call with your puny
pair of fours. How do you show a profit with this play? Actually,
several things have to happen.

1. You must not be raised pre-flop. If you are raised, you're
going to throw the fours away.

2. You’d like some limpers. Three or four would be great, but
you at least want one or two besides the big blind.

3. You need to hit a four on the flop. If you don’t flop a set,
there are only going to be a few freak situations where you
can win the hand without improvement.

4. You need to get some action after you hit the set.

That’s quite a long list of requirements. What’s the likelihood
that all these cvents occur? Let’s put some reasonable numbers
down and see what happens.

1. Let’s group the first two categorics together, and say that
about half the time, you won’t get raised and you’ll 6011"3Ct 4
limper or two. That seems a bit generous, but stiil plaUSIb]e'
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The probability of hitting a set or quads on the flop when you

2 hold a pair is well-established: approximately one in eight.

you're a favorite to get some action after you make a set,
lthough just how much action is hard to quantify. Let’s say

a ' _ :

the probability here is two-thirds.

There are random other possibilities, of course. You might
ke a set and still lose all your chips to a straight or flush. You
m?ght not make a set, but somehow win anyway. Let’s say thosc
m
ibiliti 1 out.
ssibilities roughly cance ’ .
P So the probability that we get the sequence we’re playlng f(?r
— we stay in the hand, we hit our set, and we win a big pot — is

about 4 percent.
1\(1}(2]
04 =1l —l=
=G5

When the sequence happens, we need to Wm a big pot‘ to
compensate us for all the times we just lost ouf initial bet. In iéct,
the pot needs to be about 24 times the big blind (o §nable us to
break even. It’s a rough calculation, but the conclusion is clear:
Both we and our opponents need big stacks for this play to make
sense.

Early in the tournament, that requirement is not a p.rob.lem.
When the stacks are 50 or 100 times the big blind, we’re justified
i sometimes coming into the pot with a small pair, in the hqpe of
the Occasional big payoff. But if we’re in the Yellow Zone with an

of12,evena double-up won’t earn enough chips to compensate

for al| the accumulated small losses from this play. Hence, the
Small pairs just aren’t playable in this area.

There’s another closely related situation where you ha}ve to

OW small pairs away. It’s the case where you are still in the

reen Zone, but most of your opponents at the table have drlfte’d

to the Yellow Zone. In this case, winning all their chips won’t
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give you.the payoft you need, so once again you must let S
pairs go in early position.

A 51r’nilar analysis applies to small suited connectors. Like
small pairs, these hands arc heavily dependent on big im ]'the
odds to compensate for the many times when the hand doesn ’lt) o
out and has to be discarded. Small suited connectors are als i
playable in the Yellow Zonc. o

Another strategy shift that occurs in the Yellow Zone affe
your choice of moves. The “longball” moves that we discusqedc'tS
the last chapter now become too dangerous, because a féiluin
consumes too much of your chip stack. Instead, you have tz
switch to smallball moves: get in, win the pot, but get out whey
you encounter resistance.

ma|

Orange Zone Strategy

In the Orange Zone, the basic strategy constraints of the
Yevllow Zone continue and are amplificd. Small pairs in early
osition become even more undesirable as opening hands. Suited
connectors suffer the same fate. (This restriction applies when
contemplating normal-sized bets and raises; all-in moves are
different. See the comment below.) Long moves are even less
layable than beforc; effective moves must be short and to the
oint. Win the pot, or get out when resistance surfaces.
In the Orange Zone, however, an old idea assumes crucial
importance: firsi-in vigorish. The concept is simple enough.
Whoever is first to enter a pot has two ways to win:

1. First way: You can win because no one else contests the pot
with you.

2. Second way: You can win a showdown against the other
hand (or hands) that do contest the pot.

First-in vigorish is not unique to the lower zones of play. It’s
present throughout the tournament. The main reason you can raise
with weaker and weaker hands before the flop as your position at
the table improves is because there is less and less of'a chance that
someone behind you will actually call since the number of players
behind you is shrinking as your position improves. The simple
Wway of expressing this idea is that your first-in vigorish grows as
your position at the table improves, hence you don’t need as
strong a hand to bet.

In the Orange and Red Zones, however, first-in vigorish
aSsumes major importance, especially in association with an all-in
g‘lzve- In'the Orange Zone, you'll often need to consider opening

Potwith an all-in move. These moves put exceptional pressure
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on your opponents, and in the right circumstances can allow oy
to make perfectly rational moves at pots with very unlikely hangg
(For a good cxample, carefully study the chapter on “Structurey

Hand Analysis” at the end of this section.) When centemplan‘ng :

an all-in move as your opening play, small pairs become playap|,
hands once more, as can suited connectors.

In the Orange Zone, you mostly need to conserve your chipg,
saving them for big moves that could double your stack. Semi.
speculative moves based on good pots odds, which are perfcetly
appropriate in the Green Zone and to a lesser extent the Yellow
Zone, become costly and inappropriate in the Orange Zone,
Although the ostensible pot odds may be good, you’re spending a
larger and larger proportion of your chips as your M shrinks.

Example 5. Final table of a multi-table online tournament,
Just six players remain. Blinds are $1,500/$3,000 with $150
antes, so the starting pot is $5,400. The table looks like this:

Player 1 $11,600
Player 2 $35,200
Player 3 $73,600
Player 4 $8,200

Sm Blind (You) $33,000
Big Blind $18,500

Player 1 folds, Player 2 raises to $6,000, and Players 3 and 4
fold. The pot is now $11,400. Your hand is
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t do you do? .
WhaAngwer: Seen purely as a pot-odds problem, this is a

onable call. The potis $11,400 and it costs you $4.,500 to call,
reasou’rc: getting around 2.5-to-1 on your call. Even your poor
S(:)s)i,tion after the flop shouldn’t dissuade you from calling here in

—tournament situation.

. ea’1r“113’e tr(::l:ll problem here is your stack. Before the hand, your M
was just about 6, low in the Orange Zone. Just posting the small
plind and ante has sliced your stack by a‘pout 5 perce.nt. You
should be cautious about investing in marginal hands with poor
position. Instead, you’d rather prescrve your stack and rpake a
decisive move when the situation warrants. I would let this hand

£0.




Red Zone Strategy

By the time you rcach the Red Zone, the alarm bells shoulg
be ringing loudly — “Danger, Will Robinson! Danger! Dangert»
You’re now in a critical situation, and you’ll have to be alert and
active to steer you way back to safety.

In the Red Zone, you have very little leverage in terms of bet
size. A bet of two or three times the big blind will Lypically
consume at least half your stack, effectively committing you to the
pot. As aresult, there’s rarely any reason to make a bet other than
all-in. Moving all-in gives you the maximum chance of taking
down the pot without a fight, which is your main goal anyway.

“What about a super-strong hand?” some will ask. “If you're
lucky cnough to pick up a pair of aces with a small stack,
shouldn’t you just make the minimum raise, to lure others into the
pot?” In general, the answer is no. If you’ve made a couple of all-
in moves and now just make the minimum bet, even the most
doltish fellow at the table will realize something is amiss. A better
approach is to hope that your previous actions will be sufficient
disguise, and just go all-in with a strong hand. There’s no greater
delight in poker than moving all-in a couple of times with weak
hands, stealing the pots, then moving all-in with a pair of bullets
and getting called by someone who just won’t be pushed around
any more. It’s enough to make up for a month of bad beats.

Your hand selection itself should be very liberal. Big pairs,
medium pairs, and two face cards are of course premium hands.
Now, however, the small pairs and suited connectors have

regained their value, and constitute very good hands as well. The
truth is simply that in the Red Zone, first-in vigorish now
dominates your actual cards as the determining criteria in the
selection of hands to play. If your position is good enough (say
because five or six players have folded to you) then you should be
willing to go all-in with all but the very worst hands. If this sounds
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gressive (if not suicidal), remember these two salient

ovefly ag
facts:

Your opponents don’t know what' hands you’re play1{1kgl, or
why. While you know you’re playing Weak hands, thei‘ av(ei
to consider the possibility that you’re simply ona rundo gobo )
cards. If you are called, you’ll mostly be an under‘ 04% . u‘L
often you will just pull down the pot. When your‘M is i]use
stealing the blinds increases your stack by 25 percent, a hug

gain.

2. Failing to make thesc plays just means your stack r.nos‘F]y get;
‘ Jlower and lower. As your stack drops, your first-in vigoris
shrinks. As your M gets to the lower end of the Red Z?ne,
your first-in vigorish drops to just vabout zero. That’s a
disaster, and you must fight to avoid it.

Here’s a simple example of first-in vigorish in the Red Zone

that’s easily remembered:

1. Ifyour M is exactly 3,
. No one has entered the pot yet, o
3. You think there’s a 50 percent chance that your remaining

opponents will fold to an all-in bet,
4. You’re a 2-to-1 dog to win if you are called, ‘Fhen
5. You can move all-in with a positive expectation.

I call this the “3-to-1 Rule,” and it’s very handy to remember
when you’re slogging through the Red Zone.




Red Zone Strategy in Actiop

Now let’s take a look at just what good Red Zone play
like in practice. Here’s an actual sequence of 11 hands fro
ending stage of an online tournament. There are only
significant prizes, with the money trailing off rapidly from foury
place on. At the beginning of the Sequence, your situatiop jg
critical. Your M is only 2, and you’re at the final table of teg
players, three of whom actually have smaller stacks than you. Six
players, however, have larger stacks, some of which are much
larger. If you play a lot of lournament poker, this should seem
familiar situation — you made the final table, but you just have 3
few chips left. Compare how you would handle the situation to
what actually occurs in these final hands.

looks
M the
thI'Ee

Example 6-1: In this first hand you’re seventh to act. The
blinds are $1,000/$2,000, and the antes are $100. The initial
pot is $4,000. Here are the chip counts and the Ms of the
players at the final table:

Player 1 $33,400 M =§
Player 2 $10,400 M =25
Player 3 $4,700 M =1
Player 4  $26,500 M = 6.5
Player 5 $52,200 M =13
Player 6 $17,300 M =4
You $8,000 M=2
Player 8  $2,500 M =05
Sm blind $20,400 M =5
Big blind  $4,500 M =1

This is a pretty typical chip distribution at the end of a large:
multi-table online tournament. The Ms are generally low; even the
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: has an M of 13! Three players have Ms of 1

big chip leader only
or lowe. events, the situation will be slightly better. 'The-chlp
" 11'\lflehave a1; M in the 30 to 40 rangc, but there will still be
leads? W1 even three players in the Red Zone, with the other
tWO’(:Zitered in between. If you’re one of those Red Zone

your plays should look like the plays I'm about to

oneé,
p]ayers S
describe.

In the first hand you pick up

The six players in front of you all foid. What do you do? |
Answer: You push all-in. With a Red Zone M, your oni
decision is whether you move all-in or not. Whethe.r you pus
all-in or not depends on the answers to two questions:

L. Has anyone entered the pot in front of me? If the answer 115
yes, then you need a reasonably good hand to play? a httle
weaker but similar to the sort ofhand you would require early

in the tournament.

2. How good is my hand? The answer to the question is muclh
less important than the answer to Questi(?n Ng. 1 I m only
folding the very worst hands here. Ten-six offsuit is plenty
good to play.

. L,

Notice the question I haven 't asked: What 1s my posm;){x.

With o low M, your position doesn’t matter much any more. 12
T®ason is that the worse your position (i.e., you’'re first or secon
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to act) the closer you are to the blinds, which w
huge percentage of your stack. Paradoxically,
is bad, you’re under even more pressure to be
the pot and grab your first-player vigorish. W
good (at or near the button), you are under lc
right in as it happens.

You move all-in, and Player 8 (the button) calls,
in $2,400. The blinds fold. He shows

You lose the hand.

A disaster on Hand No. 1! Not because you lost the hand, but
because everyone else at the table got to sec the kind of hand you
were willing to play all-in. An ideal (and more common) sequence
is successfully stealing a couple of pots before you get called by
a better hand, then get lucky and win. At that point you've woP
enough chips that you can pull back a bit. Now it’s back to wor
with a smaller stack, and with your cover blown.

ill chop away ,
when your POsitig,
the first player intg

hen your position j,
S pressure to jup,

mOVil‘lg
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le 6-2. Next hand, same blinds and antes. You are sixth

Ex ¢ with 642 The table now looks as follows:
to ac

Player 1 $10,300 M =25
Player 2 $4,600 M=1
Player 3  $26,400 M =6.5
Player 4 $52,100 M =13
Player 5 $17,200 M =4
You  $5500 M=1
Player 7 $8,800 M =2
Player 8 $19,300 M =5
Sm blind  $2,400 M =0.5
Big blind $33,300 M =8

The first player folds, but Player 2 goes all-in. Players 3, 4,
V4
and 5 all fold. What do you do: o
Answer: You fold. Without the first-in vigorish, your hand
is as worthless as it looks.

All the players behind you fold, and Player 2 coliects the pot.

Note that the big blind made a huge blupder. After l?layer 2
moved all-in, the pot contained $8,500 and it cost the hlrm iny
another $2,500 to call. He was getting almost 3.5-19-1 ons. Since
Player 2, with his M of 1, could have movefi in with almost
anything, I would have called in the big blind with any two cards.

Examplc 6-3. Next hand, same blinds and antcs. You are fifth
to act with

g

P

(-&*—b
=t
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The table now looks as follows:

Player 1 $8,500 M =2
Player 2 $26,300 M =6.5
Player 3 $5,200 M =13
Player 4 $17,100 M =4
You $5,400 M =1
Player 6 $8,700 M =2
Player 7 $19,200 M =5
Player 8 $1,300 M =10.3
Sm blind §$31,100 M =38
Big blind $10,200 M =2.5

Player 1 goes all-in. Players 2, 3, and 4 all fold. Whar do you
do?
Answer: You fold. Without the first-in vigorish, you need a
real hand to play, and queen-seven offsuit isn’t good enough.
Notice that on the first hand I was happy to make the initial
move into the pot with ten-six offsuit, but now I'm folding a
much better hand, just because the first-in vigorish is lacking.

Player 6 calls the all-in and the other players fold. Player 1
had a pair of tens, Player 6 a pair of jacks. Player 1 survives
when he makes a straight on the river.

Although no one got eliminated (Player 6 had Player |
covered) there was some good news this hand. Look how strong
the hands were that the players showed down. While this may
have been a coincidence, it may also be a sign that the players at
the table require much better hands than you do to get involved-
If true that’s a big plus going forward.

Example 6-4. Next hand, same blinds and antes. You ar¢
fourth to act with 3%2%, The table now looks as follows:

e i e g
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Player 1  $26,200 M =6.5
Player 2 $51,900 M =13
Player 3 817,000 M =4
You $5,300 M =1
Player 5 $200 M =0.05
Player 6 $19,100 M =5
Player 7 $1,200 M =0.3
Player 8 $30,000 M =75
Sm blind  $8,100 M =4
Big blind $20,800 M =5

Players 1, 2, and 3 all fold. What do you do?
Answer: [ don’t play every hand when I'm potentially first to
act, just most of them. Fold the trey-deuce. There are too
many players left to act, and the combination of the position
and the hand is too bad.

Player 5 goes all-in for his last $100 and Player 6 raises $4,000
te chase out the players behind him. The other players fold.
Player 5°s seven-six offsuit loses to Player 6’s ace-jack.

Note that Player 6 could have merely called to let others in to
Cooperate in eliminating Player 5. In this case cooperation was
trumped by greed.

We’ve sat out three hands in a row, but that could potentially
be beneficial for us. In the first hand we were forced to show
down Tdega, Hopefully by now some of the players will have
forgotten the move, or at least forgotten that we made it, and our
ext all-in move might get more respect as a result.




Player 1
Player 2
You
Player 4
Player 5
Player 6
Player 7
Sm blind
Big blind

The board comes
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Example 6-5. Next hand, table now nine-handed, same blinds
and antes. You are third to act with

The table now looks as follows:

$51,800
$16,900
$5,200
$23,100
$1,100
$29,900
$7,000
$18,700
$26,100

Players 1 and 2 fold. What do you do?
Answer: You now have first-in vigorish with a medium-
strength hand, so you go all-in and take your chances.

You go all-in. Everyone folds down to the big blind, whe
calls and shows
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and your straight takes the pot.

Good news and bad news. We won a nice pot, increasing our
stack by $7,000, but again we had to shown dewn a weak hand,
this time nine-seven. In addition, our M only increased to 3, so we

must keep fighting.

Example 6-6. Next hand, same blinds and antes. You are
second to act with 8474, The table now looks as follows:

Player 1  $16,800

You $12,100
Player 3 523,000
Player4  $1,000
Player 5 $29,800
Player 6 56,900
Player 7 $17,600
Sm blind $20,900
Big blind $51,700
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Player 1 folds. What do you do? .
Answer: You push all-in again. Again you have first-in
vigorish, and now your stack is big enough to seriously
damage anyone at the table except the big blind. In additior},
you’re hitting the blinds in two hands, so your situation is
Worse than it appears.

Notice that as you move from the low end of the Red
Zone to the high end, you’re theoretically less desperate to
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attack the pot, but your stack gives you much more ¢]

out
when you do attack.

Everyone folds and you take the blinds.

Your M moves up another notch, this time to 4.

Example 6-7. Next hand, same blinds and antes. You are first
to act with

* & o

O

The table now looks as follows:

You $15900 M =4
Player 2 $22,900 M =5.5
Player 3 $900 M =0.25

Player 4 $29,700 M =75
Player 5 $6,800 M=1.5
Player 6 $17,500 M =4.5
Player 7 $19,800 M =35

Sm blind $49,600 M =12.5
Big blind $16,700 M =125

What do you do?

Answer: You fold. Your M is back up to 4, at the top of th¢
Red Zone. If you hadn’t been so active, you might even bet
here, but having played (and won) the last two hands means
your opponents will be getting antsy and you’re now a targ?t'
Take away their target and relax for a hand. You’ll be 10
action again soon enough.
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You fold. Players 3 and 6 get all-in against each other, and

player 3 survives when his K¢9% triumphs against Player 6’s
pair of jacks.

Example 6-8. Next hand, same blinds and antes. You are the
pig blind with Q¥64_The table now looks as follows:

Player 1 $22,800 M =55
Player 2 $5,500 M=1.5
Player 3 $29,600 M =75
Player 4 $6,700 M =1.5
Player 5 $16,600 M =4
Player 6 $19,700 M =5
Player 7 $48,500 M =12
Sm blind $14,600 M =3.5
BB (You) $16,700 M =4

Player 1 folds. Player 2, who just survived last hand, goes all-
in for his last $5,400. Everyone else folds to you. What do you
do?

Answer: This problem has very little to do with stack sizes
or Ms, but everything to do with pot odds. The pot was
$3,900 and Player 2 called your big blind for $2,000 and then
raised you his last $3,400. The pot is now $9,300, and it costs
you another $3,400 to call, so you’re getting not quite 3-to-1
on your money. Player 2 had an M of only 1.5, with his blinds
coming in two more hands, so he could have raised with
almost anything. On average, you’ll probably be a slight
underdog in the showdown since queen-six offsuit is just
about an average hand, and he wouldn’t go all-in with his

very worst hands. But you’re getting huge odds, so that’s
fine,

You call, and he shows A#5%. His hand holds up to win.
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A bad break, as that was a way-above-average hand for hig
situation. You can’t complain, though, since you’ve done we|
the luck department so far.

While you know that you made this call because of the po
odds, not all of your opponents will be aware of this. Many
players are too lazy to calculate pot odds on the hands wher,
they’re actually involved, let alone the hands where they’re sitting
out. To these players, you’re just the lunatic at the table who wil]
push all his chips with a queen-six offsuit! Always stay aware of
the perceptions your plays are creating. The sophisticated players
at the table will understand what you just did and see you as 3
dangerous opponent. The fish will see You as an even bigger figh,

l'in

Example 6-9. Next hand, same blinds and antes. You are the
small blind with

The table now looks as follows:

Player 1 $12,700 M =3
Player 2 $29,500 M =75
Player 3 $6,600 M =4
Player 4 $16,500 M =4
Player 5 $19,600 M =5
Player 6 $48,400 M =12
Player 7 $13,500 M =3.5
Sm B (You) $10,300 M =2.5
Big blind  $22,700 M =5.5
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er 1 folds. Player 2 raises to $6,000. Player 3 folds. Player
Play s all-in. Players 5, 6, and 7 all fold. What do you d.o?
4 oeAnswer: Fold, of course. Someone is serious about this hand

and it’s sure not you.

The big blind folds and Player 2 calls. Player 2 shows
A4T#, and Player 4 shows a 9% 94, The nines hold up.
2

The small stacks are winning all these confrontations, so the
table is not shrinking.

Example 6-10. Next hand, same blinds and antes. You are on
the button with 644, The table now looks as follows:

Player 1  $13,000
Player 2 $6,500
Player 3  $36,700
Player 4 $19,500
Player 5 $48,300
Player 6 $13,400

You $9,200
Sm blind $20,600
Big blind $12,600
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Players 1 through 6 all fold. What do you do? o
Answer: You’d like a better hand than six-four offsuit in th}s
Spot, but that’s what you got dcalt. The situation, with six
Players already out and no callers yet, is just too good to fold.
Go all-in, and see if anyone will call you. Remember that
Your stack is plenty big enough to hurt the players behind
¥ou, so they will be cautious.

The blinds fold, and you take the pot.
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[ A quick win with no cards boosts your stack by almost 50 we’ll end our little Red Z?ne movie at this poin} , v
“I percent grvived a difficult stretch, teetering on the brink of elimination
H ’ S

!‘ ‘ most of the time, and pulled up to fifth place out of nine players.

|‘ \ Example 6-11. Next hand, same blinds and antes. You are gy like this:
the cutoff seat with The summary of the 11 hands looks like this:

You folded five hands, mostly when someone entered the pot
ahead of you.

2. Three times you went all-in and were not called.

3. Twice you went all-in and were called. Both times you were
The table now looks as follows: an underdog when called. You won one, and lost the other to
a small stack.

Player 1 36,400 M =15 4. Once you called an all-in from the big blind with great pot
Player 2 $36,600 M =9 ) odds; again you were an underdog and lost.
Player 3 $19,400 M =5 '

Player 4 $48,200 M =12 This was not a very unusual sequence in these situations.
Player 5 $13,300 M =3.5 ! PN fsuit. You won more than
i Your best hand was only a king-jack offsuit. Yo

You $13,000 M =3.5 I half of your all-ins when no one called you. You were never a
Player 7. 519,500 M =5 favorite when you were involved in a showdown, but your two
Smblind = $10,500 M =2.5 losses were to stacks smaller and more desperate than you. Most
Big blind $12,900 M =3

important, you survived and moved up to the middle of the pack.

Players 1 through 5 all fold. What do you do?
Answer: Finally you pick up a semi-real hand. You go all-in,
of course, but now your previous play has put you in a good
position, as you might actually get called by a weaker hand.

The button and the blinds fold. You take down another |

$3,900 pot, and your chip stack reaches $16,800, with an M |
over 4.
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Some Other Examples
of Inflection Point Play

In the Yellow and Orange Zones, many tough decisiong
revolve around how to raise a pot. Will you make a straight rajse
of a few times the big blind, or push all-in instcad? Here's an
example of that kind of decision-making in action.

Example 7. An hour or so into a multi-table online
tournament. Blinds are currently $25/$50, but in a few hands
they will rise to $50/$100. Your stack is $1,180, and you’re in
the big blind. Players began with $1,500, and at this point the
average stack is a little over $2,000.

Before you start a hand with a short chip stack, you want to
revicw your M and perhaps your Q as well. With the blinds
totaling $75, your M is about 15, right in the middle of the Ycllow
Zone. In a few hands, however, the blinds will double and your M
will shrink to between 7 and 8. In addition, your Q is about ', so
on all counts you’re looking to make some sort of a move.

You’re at a full table of ten players. The first five players
fold. The sixth player to act, with a stack of $3,500, makes a
minimum raise to $100. The button (stack of $3,300) calls, as
does the small blind (stack of $1,700). The pot is now $350,
and it’s your turn to act. You have
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vour first reaction should be that this is a great result for you,
with three other players in the pot and no one indicating great
strength. This is actually one of my favorite tournament situations
__ you have a legitimate hand, and the potential squeeze play
against multiple opponents magnifies the strength of your hand.

Calling is out of the question; your tens are probably best
right now, but are unlikely to be best after taking a flop against
three opponents. You need to narrow the field to a single
opponent. Your only decision now is whether to make a modest
raise (3500 to $600), or go all-in. With tens, I strongly advocate
the all-in move. Winning a decent-sized pot right here is not a bad
result for you, and your stack is big enough so you still have the
leverage to push out any non-premium hands. If my pair were
aces, kings, or queens, a smaller bet looks right. I'11 still probably
chase out a couple of players, but someone might read my
hesitancy to go all-in as weakness, and look me up. If my pair
drops as low as jacks, however, I want to chase people away.

If I do get a call, I'm still pretty happy. I'll have at worst
slightly the better of a coin-flip situation, with some dead money
in the pot giving me some extra odds. Once your M drops toward
the Orange Zone, that’s a great result for you. Don’t get cute and
imagine that you can creep back into contention with some artful
bluffs and pot-stealing. You’re going to have to double up in an
all-in situation, and you’re going to have to do it more than once.
That’s what inflection point play is all about — picking the right
moment for your all-in moves. You're either going to get a decent
amount of moncy in front of you, or you’re going to get knocked
out. This problem shows a perfect moment.

You move all-in, and everyone folds. You take the pot.

If your M were high here, the best play would still be a
hea]thy raise, to something like $600 to $800, which should
farrow the field to a single opponent. If they do call, 'm willing
0 accept being out of position with a pair of tens.
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Playing
Styles in the Endgame

In Volume I a lot of time was spent discussing the three main
playing styles in no-limit hold *em: conservative, aggressive, ang
Super-aggressive. I described the kinds of starting hands that eac},
style requires and the problems that players of different stylesg
typically encounter after the flop.

At this point, you might well wonder how players of each
style approach the problems of the endgame. The answer is
surprising to many people: No matter which style you naturally
play, your approach to endgame problems will be very similar,
The rising blinds and your shrinking stack size wili force you to
play in a Super-aggressive way. Players who naturally play in a
Super-aggressive style tend to adapt more naturally and quickly to
endgame problems, which I think i the main reason their
tournament results tend to he better than players whose natural
style is tighter. But by and large, the problems of the endgame
tend to be problems of technique, not style. Just as there are no
atheists in foxholes, there are no conservative players at the tail
end of tournaments. Someone who’s waiting for premium starting
hands with a short stack isn’t playing conservatively, he’s just
playing badly.

When good players gettogether and argue about an endgame
problem, it’s usually an argument about degree and balance. For
instance, consider this problem. You’re down to the last 40
players in a tournament, spread around four tables. You have to
act under the following conditions:

1. Your hand is T#9s.

2. YourMis7.

3. You’re fourth to act, and three players have folded in front of
you.
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The players behind you are mostly tight, with one big stack

N and one very small stack.

[ i ke a normal-sized raise, or fold?
Doy z: I-Zn; ;éziitpn;:yer would agree that you’re very close
;tnt;‘z p(;int where you want to take a reasonable 1lllandra;lr:)c:
make a move with it. The argument wpuld bg whe.t erto ©
the circumstances described make this the right time to a l(i
or are the conditions not quite strong enough, and you Zhosl;
wait. [s ten-nine suited good cnough, or do you 1r\1/fe e,edt{;
queen-jack? Is 7 a low enough M, or would your M n edto
be 5 to move here? Does the pr'esence of anfevenacting
desperate small stack behind you discouragc you ‘?rczrn}ll o aré
or would you like to move t;{erﬁ to talfe;um out?
estions players ask themselves.

e 1“"3l"alieq?:haracterpéstic endgame blunder made by pllalyc}fs
who are both tight and weak is wait?ng toollong lto pu 0:1;
trigger. There’s some hidden value in moving all-in TO ]
rather than later. I.et’s look at that value a little more closely.

I‘||'



Beware the Great Overthink

A desire to be brilliantly clever has undone many a poker
player. Most small-stack play 1is pretty obvious apg
straightforward once you understand the role played by M iy
determining your strategy. However, it’s possible to overthink
some situations, with tragic results. Warning: What you are abouyt
to see may be disturbing to some viewers.

Example 8. Final table, five players remain, all very
cxperienced. Blinds are $15,000 and $30,000. You are the
small stack with $160,000 in second position. The big blind, a
conservative player, has about $240,000. The other three
stacks range from $200,000 to $500,000. The first player folds.
You pick up T¢T®. What do you do?
Answer: Your M is just under 4 and you have an excellent
hand. The best play is to go all-in and try to pick up the
blinds. The second-best play is to call, looking for action by
hoping to trap someone into putting you all-in. This would be
a great play with aces, kings, or queens, but tens are just a
little weak for this purpose. But it’s an aggressive play and
can’t really be criticized too much.

You actually just call with your pair of tens. The button
and the small blind fold. The big blind goes all-in. What do you
do?

Answer: You call, of course. What happened is exactly what

you wanted when you initiatly called with your pair of tens.

Someone moved all their chips in the pot and you’re sitting

there with the fifth-best (maybe sixth behind ace-king suited)

starting hand in hold ’em. If you’re going to check a strong
hand hoping you can trap someone, and they move all-in
against you, then you have to call. If you need even mor¢
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reason, you're being offcred attractive pot odds. The pot now
contains $235,000 ($45,000 from the blinds, $30,000 from
yout call, and $160,000 from the big blind) and it costs you
$130,000 to call, representing odds of 1.8-to-1.

In fact, Player 2 thought for quite a while before folding.
vou’ll somctimes see this happen when players decide, for
whatever reason, that their opponent just “has” to have a high
pair. In the early stages of a tournament you can occasionally
make a reasonable fold like this. In the endgame, when Ms
are low, you virtually never can. Consider all the possible
scenarios that could account for the big blind’s all-in raise:

. Thebigblind has two high cards and is betting for value.
He thinks your call indicates weakness and puts you on
a hand like a low pair or suited connectors.

2. The big blind has a medium pair and, as before, thinks
that your call represents a drawing hand.

3. The big blind has a low pair and thinks he is a favorite
against your likely two high cards.

4. The big blind has ace-x and thinks his M of 6 justifies an
all-in move.

5. The big blind has nothing but thinks you can be bluffed
out.

6. The big blind has a high pair and is betting for value.

X Note that only Scenario No. 6 justifies laying down your
and.



* v

Structured Hand Analysis (SHAL) 163

| Structured

Hand Analysis (SHAL)

Most poker opinions are formulated from a combination of
experience and intelligent guesswork. Consider problems like the
following:

1. “I’'m at an eight-handed table, in third position with ace-jack
suited. My M is down to 5. The players behind me have been
tight. There’s one stack even smaller than mine. He’s getting
desperate. Am I strong enough to push all-in here?”

2. “I'min the big blind at a six-handed table. I'm holding king-
ten offsuit. The guy in first position went alt-in. His M was 4.
I think he was desperate, but I'm not sure. I’ve got plenty of
chips. Is my hand good enough to call?”

These are tough questions. If you went to a poker tournament
and posed these questions to a collection of good players, you’d
get a bunch of reasonably informed opinions, based loosely on
their experiences over the years. (Most would answer “no” to both
questions.) But when you were done, would you really know
anything?

Actually, you wouldn’t. Guesswork, even informed
gucsswork from strong players, isn’t the same as real knowledge.
In poker, as in every other area of human endeavor, the considered
opinions of a collection of the world’s best practitioners might be
right, but it might also be quite wrong. The consensus of what is
considered true seems obvious and inevitable until some brave
soul comes along and says “No, the truth is really like this.”

In this section, I'll show you a way to get beyond opinion and
guesswork and figure out some real answers to tough problems.
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It’s a method I call Structured Hand Analysis (SHAL for shc?rt).
GHAL gives us a way of actually calculating answers to_ a var1eTy
of endgame problems. It’s especially useful in resolving all.-m
roblems of the sort posed at the beginning of this section, but it’s
useful for others as well. To give you the idea, I'm going to pose
a question and work through the answer in a step-by-step fash‘lon.
Before we get started, however, there’s a caveat. SHAL 1sn’t
a method that you can use at the poker table. It’s a technique for
posing and solving problems at home, when you’re out of the
action. You'll need time, some facility with using a spreadsheet
like Excel, and one of the programs that lets you input a couple of
starting hands and gives you the probability that each hand
triumphs in a showdown. (1 like PokerWiz, but there are others.)
If you’re willing to put in the time and effort, and you enjoy
noodling over numbers for an hour or two, you’ll be able to figure
out things that no one else knows. If that kind of work doesn’t
appeal to you, no harm done. Just skip this section and move on
to the problems at the end of the chapter. If the thought of
exploring the dark corners of poker and discovering hidden
treasures is appealing, then let’s get to work.
We’ll start by considering a sample problem.

Example 9. It’s the final table of a major tournament. Nine
Players remain. The blinds are $3,000/$6,000, with $300 antes,
so the pot is $11,700 to start. You’re fifth to act, with a stack
of $90,000 after posting the ante. The first four players all
fold.

You pick up
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The four players yet to act behind you are a mixture of tigh¢
and loose. All have stacks slightly larger than yours, although
none are very much larger. You briefly contemplate moving
all-in with your ten-eight offsuit since you’ve been playing
tight for awhile and no one would have any reason to suspect
yvou’d be making a play. But your better judgment prevails
and you muck your hand.

The cut-off seat, the button, and the small blind now fold,
and the big blind takes the pot. Again you wonder, should [
have made a play with that hand? And if not, how good a hand
did I need to make a play?

Answer: We’vereally posed two questions here, one specific
(what happens if I go all-in with T#84?) and one more
general (what’s the minimum hand I need to make going all-
in a profitable move?). We’ll start by trying to answer the
specific question. It’s easier, and it’s also possible the answer
to the specific question will contain a big clue to the answer
to the general question.

Our first step is to build a profile of the four players who
act behind us. In our first statement of the problem, we just
described them as a mixturc of “tight and loosc.” Now we
need to get more detailed, which will also necessarily involve
a little guesswork and speculation. Let’s say that the cut-off
seat player is rather tight, as is the player in the big blind.
Let’s say that the button is a considerably looser player, and
the small blind is the loosest of all. From now on we’ll refer
to these players as A, B, C, and D, in order from the cut-off
seat to the big blind.

To finish our profile, we’re going to write down the
specific hands that each player would use to call an all-in bet.
Here are my guesses:

® Player A (tight): Will call all-in with AA through QQ-
and AK (suited or unsuited).
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® Player B (looser): Will call all-in with AA through 99,
AK and AQ (suited or unsuited).

® Player C (loosest): Will call all-in with any pair, AK,
AQ, AJ, and KQ (suited or unsuited).

® Player D (tight): Same requirements as Player A.

Do thesc cstimates make sense? I think so, although a
reasonable person could certainly argue about the exact
distribution of calling hands. Remember we specified that
each player had a stack slightly larger than ours, atthough not
enormously larger. Since our stack is $90,000, our M is about
8. These four players will have bigger Ms, let’s say in the
range of 8 to 11. None of them should feel particularly
desperate, and since we specified that we’d been playing
tight, no one has any reason to think that we’re moving in
with other than a good hand.

Now that we have our player profiles, the next step is to
figure out how often we’ll be called, and by whom. This is
pretty easy. We know there are 1,326 passible poker hands
(52 times 51 divided by 2). Once two cards are removed,
howecver, (in this case our ten and eight) the remaining fifty
cards form only 1,225 hands. For every pair, there are six
possible ways of dealing the pair. For every non-pair, there
are 16 possible ways of dealing the hand, 12 unsuited and
four suited. Let’s start with player A and figure out how often
he will call.

-
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}‘ b Player A’s Number of Possible Hands

|
‘ AA 6
KK 6
QQ 6
AKs 4
AKo 12
Total 34

1 Of the 1,225 possible hands, only 34 are calling hands for
Player A. So the probability that Player A calls our bet is 2.8
percent.

34

028 = -
1,225

1 We can do the same calculation for Players B, C, and 1. T won’t
list them separately, but here are the answers:
® Player B: 65 calling hands or 5.3 percent
¢ Player C: 136 calling hands or 11.1 percent
® Player D: Same as A or 2.8 percent

Now we’ll make an assumption which is just slightly
inaccurate, but which simplifies the calculations enormously-
We’ll assume that only one person will call us. With that
assumption in place, here’s how the hand will turn out:
® Player A calls: 2.8 percent
Player B calls: 5.3 percent
Player C calls: 11.1 percent
Player D calls: 2.8 percent
No one calls: 78.0 percent
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So almost 80 percent of the time we pull down the pot
contested. The rest of the time we get called by somebody.

o Now we’re ready for the next step of the problem, figuring
out how often we win against each opponent, assuming that we’re
called. Let’s start with Player A (the casicst casc). ‘

Our first job is to figure out how often our ten-eight offsuit
actually wins in a showdown against the five possible different
nands that Player A might hold. (This is where we need a program
that calculates the results for two hands matched against each
other in a showdown.) Again, we’ll make a simplifying
assumption that is slightly inaccurate, but makes our work much
easier. It affects the calculation a little bit if the suits of our cards
match the suits in his hand, or if just one suit matches, or none.
For simplicity’s sake, just assume the suits don’t match. Now it
turns out that our T#84 wins 18 percent of the time against his
aces, 17 percent against his kings, 16 percent against his queens,
34 percent against ace-king suited, and 36 percent against ace-
king offsuit.

Now we construct a chart that looks like this:

A’s | Hand | Probability of Hands
Hand | Count
Winning Won
AA 6 0.18 1.08
KK 6 0.17 1.02
QQ 6 0.16 0.98
AKs 4 0.34 1.36
AKo 12 0.36 432
| Total 34 8.74

The winning percentage is 25.7.

874
257=57
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The first line of this table, for instance, shows that Player A
has six ways of being dealt a pair of aces, that we are 18 perceny
to win if he holds aces, and the average number of hands we wip
out of six is just 1.08 hands. Adding up the hands won in each
catcgory gives us, on average, 8.74 hands won out of 34 tota]
hands, for a winning percentage of 25.7 percent. On average, if
Player A does call us, we win only about one hand in four.

Player D’s chart looks exactly like Player A’s, of course. The
charts for Players B and C are more extensive, since they call with
more hands. Against Player B, we end up winning 26.7 percent,
and against Player C’s loose calling, we actually win 34.3 percent.

Now we’re ready to put together a final chart, combining the
probability that each player calls us, the probability that we win if
they call, and the size of our stack if they call and we win. (If they
call and we lose, our stack unfortunately goes to zero since
everyone has us covered.) I’ll lay out the final chart, then explain
what the various entries mean.

Stack

Event Probability After Play Expectation

No call 78.0% $101,700 $79.326
A calls, I win 0.7% $191,700
A calls, T lose 2.1% $0 31,342

4 1]

B calls, I win 1.4% $191,700 §2.684
B calls, I lose 3.9% $0
C calls, I win 3.8% $188,700 $7 171
C calls, I losc 7.3% $0 ’
D calls, | win 0.7% $18§,700 $1.342
D calls, [ Jose 2.1% $0

Expectation if all-in: $91,865
Expectation if fold: $90,000
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The first column, “Event,” just lists the various possible
outcomes of the hand. The second column, “Probability,” shows
the probability of the events in the first column. The most likely
outcome, as we have seen, is that all players fold and you take the

ot (first line). The second and third tines show what happens
when Player A calls. Note that the sum of the probability that A
calls and wins (0.7 percent) and the probability that A calls and
loses (2.1 percent) add to 2.8 percent, which we already calculated
was the probability that A called, given his mix of calling hands.
The same is truc for Players B, C, and D.

The third column, “Stack After Play,” shows the size of your
stack if the event in the first column happens. In the case where no
one calls, for instance, your new stack becomcs your old stack
($90,000) plus the existing pot ($11,700), which equals $101,700.
In the other cases where you are called and win, your stack more
than doubles, although you win a little less from Players C and D
since they were in the blinds and had already contributed some
money to the pot.

The last column, “Expectation,” is the key. To find the
expectation for a given event, multiply the probability in column
2 by the stack size in column 3, giving the expectation in column
4. By adding all the expectations for all possible events, you get
the expectation for the play itself (going all-in). At the bottom of
the table, you can scc that the expected value of your stack after
the play is $91,865. Now compare that to your expectation if you
fold instead, which is just the size of your current stack, or
$90,000. The comparison shows that going all-in is a positive
€xpectation play (meaning the play earns money, rather than /oses
money), with an average earn of $1,865.

That’s a pretty startling result, so let’s take a step back and
See just what we think we have learned.

_ Webegan by trying to solve two problems: Was moving all-
0 with a ten-cight offsuit in fifth position a good play, and what
Was the minimum hand we needed to go all-in from that position?
If our assumptions wete correct, we answered the first question
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and came close to answering the second question. The ten-cighy
offsuit showed a small profit on average, so moving all-in wag a
reasonable play, and it only showed a small profit, so it’s probab]y
close to the theoretical worst hand needed.

Still, however, this is a pretty startling result, so before we
jump to conclusions, let’s review our assumptions and see if we
really trust them.

Our key assumption is our estimate of the hands that each
player would require to call an all-in bet at this point in the
tournament, Once we settled on a hand distribution for cach
player, the rest was just straight mathematics. So let’s look at
those hand distributions again.

® The tight players. For Players A and D we specified that
they would need one of the three high pairs or ace-king
(suited or not) to call the all-in. Reasonable? I think so. After
all, their stacks were stipulated to be eight to ten times the
pot, so they weren’t really desperate, and we were supposed
to be a tight player, so they have no reason to believe we're
making a move with other than a pretty good hand. Would
you put your tournament up for grabs with a pair of tens or
ace-jack after an all-in move from a solid player? 1 know
plenty of players who would, but they’re not players I'd
describe as tight. In fact, Players A and D are following the
strategy recommended in most poker books: don’t call an all-
in unless you have a really strong hand.

® The loose player. We characterized Player B as loose, and
said that he would call an all-in with any pair down to nines,
plus ace-king and ace-queen. Again, this seems reasonable
for a not-so-tight player with an M of § to 10.

® The loosest player. For Player C, we specificd he would call

the all-in with any pair, plus the ace-jack and king—que?ﬂ
combinations. That’s pretty loose. Would you call an ali-in
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bet with a pair of deuces? I wouldn’t unless I was way down
in the Red Zone and just looking for a chance to get 1pto an
even-money situation for all my chips. With an M of'eight or
ten, ] wouldn’t consider this play. Player C qualifies as loose

in anybody’s book.

Allin all, 'm comfortable with our description of the playing
styles of our four imaginary opponents. But to get a better handle
on the problem, let’s look at three additional cases and see \yhat
happens. All three of these cases can be solved just as our m.mal
problem was solved. (In fact, if you do the -calcu]atlor.ws in a
spreadsheet, it becomes a trivial matter to just plug in new
assumptions and get a new answer.) I’ll spare you the details and
just give you the final answers:

® Case 1: Four tight players is the best possible case. Your
expectation rises to $98,524, for an expected profit of $8,524.
Going all-in is now a clear play.

® Case 2: Four loose players is not as good as our original
distribution of profiles. Your expectation is now $90,863, for
aprofit of just $957. All-in is still a positive expectation play,
but just barely.

® Case 3: Four of the loosest players behind you is bad news.
Your expectation dips to $85,229, for an expected loss of
$4,771. Now going all-in is a bad play indeed.

Ofcourse, these results are just what we might expect. Going
all-in against loose players with a weak hand just plays into their
Style, since they call you with hands that aren’t very strong, but
are still good enough to beat you.

In short, our speculative play was able to show a profit
3gainst a mix of loose and tight players, and a big profit against
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tight players only. It was just the case where we faced loose
playcrs only that we were better off laying the hand down.

Conclusions. If this play is theoretically profitable, should we Use
it? The answer, as in many other plays in pokKer, is that we cap
employ the play as part of a balanced strategy, but any abuse of
the move will quickly render it useless. Don’t forget that we
postulated in the original problem that we were both a tight player
and seen as tight by the other players. The first time we use this
play, they’ll give us credit for making a value bet and only cal|
with hands they regard as appropriate, given their individual
styles. As we use this play more and more, their calling
requirements will start to dip, and they won’t need to dip very
much before the play is unprofitable. Howcever, we learned a
valuable lesson and a good tactical play: From middle position
with four players left to act, all with Orange Zone-type stacks, and
with mixed styles, you can make a profitable first all-in move with
hands down to something like ten-eight offsuit.

The Problems

The most basic inflection point problems arise in the Red
Zone. Do we g0 all-in or not? Problems 9-1 through 9-14 show
one. -in o
xamples of these situations. o
° Orange Zonc play allows a little more discretion in how you

play your hand. Problems 9-15 through 9-17 show a few

examples. . . '
Problems 9-18 and 9-19 show some more issues involving

all-in play. Problem 9-20 discusses what to think when facing an
all-in bet. '

Playing small pairs and suited conncctors isalways a problem
with small stacks. We’ll look at a few examples in Problems 9-21
through 9-24. The last two problems, 9-25 and 9-26, cover some
miscellaneous tactical ideas.

Hand 9-1

$200,000  $90,000
$70,000 $50,000
Blinds: $6,000/%$12,000

Antes: $600
Pot: $24,000

R 5120,000 $200,000

$250,000

$50,000
$300,000 $170,000

173
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Situation: The final table of a major tournament. This is the {irg
hand of the final table, and you have no information on the othe,
players.

Your hand: 9%94
Action to you: You are first to act.

Question: Do you fold, call, raise 830,000, raise $50,000, or go

all-in?

‘ Answer: Under normal circumstances, a pair of nines under
the gun wouldn’t be considered a particularly strong hand.
Early in a tournament, a call or a small raise might be in
order here, hoping to see a flop cheaply.

But here, the time for small bets and cheap flops is long
past. You’ve made it to the final table, but you’re not in good
shape at all. Your stack of $90,000 is less than four times the
size of the blinds and antes, so you’ll be blinded away after

w only four more turns around the table. You need to make a
move now, while your stack is still large enough to cause
some pain even to the largest stacks at the table. T move all-in
with this hand.

Am I hoping to steal the blinds, or am 1 rooting for a
call? The quick answer is — I don’t much care. I'll be
satisfied if I pocket a quick $24,000 with my nines. But if |
get called, I'm only an underdog against onc of the five larger
pairs. Against every other hand, I’m a favorite to double my
stake, and get back in the running for one of the top positions.
Given my smallish stack, this hand is a great situation for me,
and I’'m going to try to make the most of it.

Some players would play this hand quite differently. If
you showed this hand to a bunch of reasonable players, you’d
hear at least some advice that would go like this — “I’d make
a small raise, to about $30,000. That’s enough to chase out
some weak hands, but if I get reraised behind me, I can still
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get away from the hand because I’ve only invested a third of
my stack.” A plausible argument, but quite wrong.

Suppose you try this approach. What’s likely to happen?
gometimes, you will win the blinds, just as you did when you
went all-in (but not as often). Sometimes, you’ll only be
called, and the flop will mostly not contain a nine. Now,
depending on the flop, you’re throwing your hand away when
someone bets at you. And if someone reraises you before the
flop, you’re throwing your hand away as well (sometimes in
situations you would have won had the hand been played to
a conclusion.)

When you bet and throw your hand away, your stack is
now down to $60,000. On the next two turns, you're in the
big blind and small blind, which will most likely reduce your
stack another $24,000, down to $36,000. That means that
three hands from now, you’ve gone from $90,000 to $36,000.
That’s a disaster for you! Now any bet you make will
certainly be all-in, and will be treated as an all-in bet from a
very short stack — hence one that must be called. You’ll
have lost any ability to steal pots, which is a crucial part of
your overall equity in any hand.

With that fate just three hands away. it’s clear that a pair
of nines in this situation is a fantastic hand for you — very
likely the best hand at the table right now. You must take
advantage of it, so shove in your chips.
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Hand 9-2
ey —(~)

$7,900 $9.100

$9,500 $16,400

Blinds: $400/$800

Antes: $50 /
$4,900 $9,300
$5,900 $3,200

You
Situation: Middlc of the second day at a major tournament.
Your hand: A&7¢
Action to You: Players A through F all fold.

Question: Do you play or fold?
Answer: Here’s a basic, and easy, inflection point play. With
the blinds and antes totaling $1,700, your M is just under 3.
Your $4,900 stack is enough to last you just three rounds of
the table. You're up against only three opponents, so vour
ace-7 offsuit isn’t even objectively a weak hand any more.
You're definitely playing the hand.

How much should you bet? The minimum bet now is
twice the big blind, or $1,600. That’s one-third of youl
dwindling stack. If you made the minimum bet, then exited
the hand later. you'd be even more crippled than you ar¢
now. Sa go all-in. Notice that the three active players behind
you have Ms ranging from slightly more than 4 to S{ighll}i
less than 6. Right now your stack is big enough to ruin any of

The Problems 177

these players if they call and lose, so only a strong hand rates
to call you, and the odds of not finding a strong hand in three
random hands arc quite good.

No need to look or feel nervous when making this play.
Sure, if you make it, get called, and lose, you're out of the
tournament. But you’re almost out of the tournament anyway,
and “conservative” play won’t save you.

Resolution: You go all-in, and the three playcrs behind you fold.

Hand 9-3

$3,700 $16,000

$4,600
$11,000 Blinds: $600/$1,200

Antes: $75

Pot: $2,475 $10.800

$35,700

$9,500 $4,500
5
Situation: Late in the second day of a major tournament.
Your hand: Qece

Action to you: Player A folds.

Question: po vou fold, call, or raise?

Answer: Here we have $4,600 in chips and the blinds and
antes now total $2.475. Our M is just under 2. [n just (wo



I
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hands the big blind will be upon us. We have enough chips 1
play 13 hands, including this one.

Once you're down to an M below 2. almost anything
justifies a move at the pot, provided that no one has entereq
the pot ahead of you. Any ace, king, or queen, or two mediup
cards that are either suited or connected would be enough for
me to go all-in here. I'm really more interested in a situation
where I am the first to enter a pot, than [ am in waiting for a
better hand. Two unsuited low cards are about the only hand
I’ll automatically throw away in this situation.
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Question: What's our play?

Answer: With an M between 2 and 3, even a king is a good
enough reason to go all-in. Remember that once you go all-
in, you don’t need to worry about position any longer — the
hand becomes a simple showdown. The only disadvantage of
your position is that you haven’t had a chance to see anyone
fold yet. Of course, this is partially compensated by the fact
that no one gets to try and steal the pot before you!

Resolution: You go all-in and get called by Player F with a pair

of tens. A king comes on the turn and you double up.

(B —(*)

$9,200 $3,300

Action: You go all-in. Everybody folds.

Hand 9-5
Hand 9-4 YOU

$14,700 $5,800 $2,725 $25.600
Blinds: $600/8 $8,300 Blinds: $1,000/%2,000
$4,200 inds: $600/$1,200 Antes: $100
H
Antes: $75 55 100 $14,900 Pot: $4.000 $35,000

Pot: $2,475

$5,700 $7,700
$26,500 $4,600

$39,300 $7.000 You

Situation: Major tournament, end of the second day.

Situation: Middle of the second day at a major tournament.
Your hang: ga7v

Your hand: K&94 Acti
€tion to you: Players A through F all fold.

)

Action to you: You are first to act.
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Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: Here’s an absolutely clear example of inflectiop
point play. You’re down to your last $5,700, and the anteg
and blinds now total a whopping $4,000. You’ve only got
enough for two rounds of play, so any reasonable situatioy
justifies an all-in move. Here we have connectors (adminedly
low ones), but what’s more important is that six players are
already out of the hand. In addition, none of the three players
left behind us have enough chips to call us with impunity.
Even the button, with his $15,000, can’t relish the thought of
losing 40 percent of his chips, and the other two players are
in even worse shape.

Don’t be fooled by the fact that you have more chips
than three other players at the table. You’re still desperate,
and just because those players will be leaving the game in a
round or two doesn’t make you any less desperate.

Resolution: You go all-in, and lose to the big blind, who calls
with a pair of kings.

Your desperation turns out to be a lucky break for the pair of
kings, who otherwise would have had the hand folded around to
him.
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$125,000

$200,000

$40,000

Blinds: $6,000/%$12,000
Antes: $600
Pot: $23,400

$70,000

$160,000

$70,000 $80,000

$220,000

$65,000
You

Situation: Final three tables of a major tournament. About 28
players remain. Player C has been seen to play small pairs in early
position.

Your hand: Q¢T4

Action to you: Players A and B fold. Player C calis for $12,000.
Players D, E, and F all fold. The pot is now $35,400.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Your stack of $70,000 represents an M of only 3, so
you’re desperate. Your hand isn’t great, but an unusually
favorable situation has arisen. At a nine-player table, you
already have five folds and one call. Player C called instead
of raising, so he has a rcasonable hand, but not a big pair.
There are only two players still to act behind you.

This is a position where you’re looking to make a stand.
Queen-ten is actually a good holding for your situation. If
Player C has a small pair and elects to call, you'll just be a
Small underdog. There’s a significant chance he’ll fold to
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your raise — he’ll need to put in another $58,000 to ca]] __
in which case your stack goes up to over $100,000 if you Win
the hand. If he calls and you do win, you’ll be within Striking
distance of the leaders.

Action: You go all-in. The blinds fold, but Player C calls for gy
additional $58,000. He shows a pair of eights. The board Ccomeg
TY7¥345&Ad, and your pair of tens wins the hand. Your stack
grows to $163,400.

Your M has now risen to just over 7. You still need to be
aggressive, but you’ve bought a little breathing room.

Hand 9-7

You

$150,000 $90,000

Blinds: $15, 000/$30, 000 $470,000
Antes: $1,500
§260,000 Pot: $55,500

$580,000

$260.000 $740,000

Situation: A major tournament. There are two tables still in play
with seven players each. Player D has been on a massive rush.
playing most pots for the last half hour and piling up a huge
number of chips with bets that have not been called.

Your hand: AdJ&
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tion to you: Player A folds. Player B folds. Player C folds.
et 5 <alls. Player B calls. The small blind calls for an
| $15,000. The pot is now $130,500.

A
p]ayer
additiona

stion: Do you call or raise?

Answer: You move all-in here. Your hand, ace-jack suited,
is reasonably strong. Your position is not a problem since
going all-in eliminates any positional considerations. You
almost certainly have Player D beaten, and it’s unlikely he’ll
call your bet. Player E called knowing that Player D has been
bullying the table, so his hand may be weaker than usual. The
small blind was being offered 8-to-1 on his call, so he could
have justifiably called with almost anything. And your M is
only 3, so you have to make a move very quickly. This is an
ideal situation for you and you could reasonably have gone
all-in with a weaker hand than what you have. You have an
excellent chance of winning a substantial pot right here, large
enough to put you back in the hunt, and you’ll have good
chances even if you’re called, as there is no indication that a
big hand is out against you.

Que

Action: You move all-in. Players D and E fold. The small blind
calls and shows you a pair of fours. The fours hold up.

Although you went out in fourteenth place, there is no need
to second-guess your play. Players D and E laid down their hands
s you expected. The small blind made a reasonable call with his
f(?urs, which were very much an above-average hand for him,
8iven the pot odds he had been offered to call originally. Had you
won, your chip stack would have more than doubled to $370,000,
and yoy would have been very much in the tournament,
‘ontending for a high place.
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Hand 9-8

Blinds: $100/$200

Pot: $300
$1,470 (C

$960 $1,840

Situation: Toward the end of a one-table satellite. The big blind
and Player B are very aggressive.

Your hand: AVYSY
Action to you: You are first to act.

Question: Do vou fold, call, raise, or raise all-in?
Answer: No question here. You shove all your chips in and
see what happens.

You have $500 left and the blinds total $300, so your M
is between 1 and 2, but your situation is actually much worse
than that. In the next two hands you’ll be the big blind and
then the small blind, which will gobble up $300 of your $500-
Then you’ll have five hands where you won’t put any money
in the pot. In the hand after that, you’ll be back in the big
blind with your last $200. So you really only have enough
chips for this hand and eight more.

Ace-eight suited is actually a fantastic hand for your
desperate situation. Since this is really the last hand wher®
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your bet can put any kind of pressure on anyone at your table,
you must make your move now.

Resolution: Player D and the big blind call you. The flop is
KYT#3%, with the 9% on fourth street and the T4 on fifth street.
player D and the big blind both check the hand down. Player D’s
pair of fives hold up against the big blind’s ace-four.

Hands where two active players check the hand down after
the betting in the main pot is closed are not uncommon. Since
there is no money to be won in the secondary pot, there’s minimal
incentive for either player to put in an additional bet withoul a
very strong hand. When both players stay in the hand to the end,
they maximize their chances of eliminating you, which is almost
as important a goal as picking up your chips. We call this the
cooperation play, and we’ll sece more examples in Part Eleven.

Hand 9-9

$60,000

$100,000 $250,000
Blinds: $1,500/$3,000
Antes: $150 $110,000
$200,000 Pot: $5,700

$120,000

$25,000

$170,000

gltllation: Late in the second day of a major tournament. Player
has been very aggressive throughout the day and has dominated

the tabe,
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Your hand: JYTVY

Action to you: Player A folds. Player B calls. Players C, D, apqg
E all fold. The pot is now $8,700 and it costs you $3,000 to cal|,

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Your hand is good enough for a call, especially
given the almost 3-to-1 odds you’re being offered by the pot,
However, your chip total argues strongty for a raise, in fact
for an all-in raise.

With a chip count of $25,000, you have less than half the
chips of anyone else at the table, and with the blinds and
antes at $5,700, your M is just slightly over 4, so you can
survive about 30 more hands. Right now your chips are
enough to cause a little pain to someone if you double
through them, but in a couple of rounds you’ll be down to
$15,000, and at that level no one will care if you get in a pot
or not.

The primary reason to move now is not the great strength
of your hand but the strength of your position. Four players
are already out of the pot. If you go all-in, the blinds will
need very big hands to get involved, since Player B will still
be able to act behind them. And Player B is known to be very
aggressive, so you may have caught him without much of a
hand. If worse comes to worse and you get called, jack-ten
suited is still a favorite against an average hand, so you'll
have some reasonable chances.

Action: You go all-in. The blinds fold. Player B folds. You take
the pot.

v ——
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You

Hand 9-10

$135,000

$95,000
$200,000

Blinds: $6,000/$12,000
Antes: $2 000
Pot: $36,000

$525,000
$600,000

$300,000
$150,000

$490,000 $225,000

OO}

Situation: Down to the final three tables of a major tournament.
Your hand: KYQ#
Action to you: You arc first to act.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: This is a very easy problem. At the beginning of a
tournament, with an M of 50 or 100, entering the pot here in
first position with king-queen offsuit would be a slightly
loose play. (In Volume I it was recommended to call with this
hand 50 percent of the time and to fold 50 percent.) lere,
with an M of just over 3.5, it’s mandatory to move all-in.
Moving all-in, as opposed to calling or raising twice the
big blind, gives you the best chance of winning the pot
without a fight, which is what you want. Your stack is still
large enough to do some damage to most of the other stacks
at the table, but another pass through the blinds will eliminate
more than onc-quarter of your chips, after which you’ll be
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increasingly toothless. Besides, you may not see a hapg a
good as this for quite awhile.

Action: You move all-in. Player C calls. Everyone else foldg He
shows K®&K 4. The board comes QW94 7dKs3d_ and your tyg
pair lose to his three kings.

This hand occurred at the end (for me) of the Commerce Clup
tournament in February of 2005. My opponent was Ted Forrest,
one of the very best players around. I was unlucky that a pair of
kings was at the table, but lucky to have had a hand as good as
king-queen when I made my move with a low M.

Hand 9-11 YOU

$8,200 $8,200
$13,400 $5,000
Blinds: $600/$1,200
Antes: $75
$3,500 Pot: $2,550 $9,500

$8,000

$35,200 $39,300

Situation: Major tournament, late on the second day.
Your hand: Q#6¢
Action to you: Players A through D fold. Player E raises 1

$2,400. Players F, G, and H all fold. The small blind calls for
further $1,800. The pot is $6,750.
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Question: What's your play?

Answer: Call. Your hand is weak, and the pot has been
contested. (The big stack is in, and the third biggest stack has
called him.) Those are both good arguments for letting the
hand go. On the other side, however, there are a couple of
good arguments for sticking around. All the Ms at the table
are low, so you shouldn’t expect raising and calling hands to
be as strong, in general, as hands you would see early in the
tournament. Most important, you have fantastic pot odds of
more than 5-to-1. Those odds arc so good (given only two
opponents) that they swamp all other considerations.

Call, and bet if your hand hits.

Action: You actually fold.

Hand 9-12

$750

$2,700

Blinds: $50/$100
Pot: $150

Situation; Nearing the midpoint of a one-table satellite.

Your hand: Ae2&
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Action to you: Players A through F all fold. Player G op the
button raises to $350. The small blind folds. The pot is now $500

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: This is a tough one. After putting in the big bling,
you have just $650 left. With the blinds at $150, that giye,
you between four and five rounds left to play. So you're
certainly eager to make a move. You have the advantage of
acting last, so you see exactly what you’re up against -— ,
single opponent who acted on the button, after six folds,
There’s a reasonably good chance that he’s on a steal.

But there are two problems. The first is that you don’t
have quite enough chips to put real pressure on him. If you go
all-in, he’ll have the option of calling for $400 into a pot that
has $1,150 in it. Those are 3-to-1 odds, so unless he’s sure
that you’re raising with a high pair, he has a trivial call with
any two cards.

The second problem is that your hand, ace-deucc, is a
hand you shouldn’t like to play. Way too often, the deuce
plays no role in the hand, so it’s not that much different from
just calling with a single ace. If your hand were just a little
better, say ace-seven or ace-eight, you could eagerly put all
your chips in the center and be confident that you were
making a good move. But here you should fold and wait for
a better opportunity.

Action: You fold. Player G takes the pot.
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$1,860 82,040

Blinds: $75/$150
Pot: $225

$3,190 31,680

Situation: Four rounds into a multi-table online tournament. The
table has been very aggressive with several players contesting
each pot. Most all-in bets have been called. Your cards have been
mediocre and you’ve played very few hands. Player A seems to be
one of the few solid players at the table.

Your hand: Ta24

{:?’ction to you: Player A calls. Player B folds. The pot is now
75.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: This is a tough problem, typical of many online
Mmulti-table tournaments, particularly those with low entry
fees. Your M is now just 4.5, so you’re interested in making
8 move at the pot provided the situation is right. An active
table with a lot of action, however, may not offer many good
entry points. Here your hand is very weak, but Player A’s call
Creates a couple of opportunities. An all-in raise after a call

°M a solid player creates more of an impression of strength
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than a simple all-in move from a short stack after Severg)
folds. That might be enough to quiet down some of the rabble
at an active table. At the same time, a solid player is little
more likely to be chased away by an all-in move than 4 loose
player, espccially if he called with what he considered wag a
marginal holding.

Balanced against those positives are a few glaring
ncgatives:
I.  Your hand is really very weak.
2. Seven players are still to act.
3. All-in bets have been getting called.

On balance, I would lay this hand down. It’s just too weak,
and your position is bad as well. You need to pull the triggerona
hand fairly soon, but I don’t think this situation is quite good
enough.

Action: You fold.

Hand 9-14
YOU

$580

$1,200 %320

Blinds: $75/8150

3,200
d Pot: $225

$3,100
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. . Two hours into a multi-table online tournament. The
ation generally tight. Player B has played quietly and
Player E has been solid and shrewd. Most of the
ble are below average for the tournament.

sable has been
been unluCkY~
stacks at the ta
Your hand: Ad4e

Action to you: Players A folds. Player B goes all-in for $820.
players C and D fold. Player E calls. The button and the small
plind fold. The pot is now $1,865.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Your M is just 5, and you're flirting with the Red
Zone. A short stack whose M was just under 4 has gone all-
in. A bigger stack whose M was just over 10 has elected to
call. Should you take your ace and make a stand here?
No. There are three problems with the hand:
1. Someone has already gone all-in.
2. Someone else, who was under no pressure to call, has
called.
3. You're calling instead of raising.

Even though Player B had a short stack, he didn’t have Lo
make a move right now. He has something. The real problem is
Player E, who certainly has something, since he’s willing to play
the hand down to the end. Even if he thinks Player B is making a
desperation move, he still must have some cards to get in the pot.

Ideally, you want to be the first one in the pot with a short
Stack. That gives you the vigorish that everyone else may fold and
You'll take an uncontested pot. That’s big vigorish, and without it
You need a hand of pretty much normal strength to play. I'd call
°re with ace-king or perhaps ace-queen, but not much less. With
ace-four it’s an easy fold.
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Action: You fold. Player B turns over J#J¥ and Player E showg

K&K, A jack comes on the flop and Player B survives.

Hand 9-15 YouU

$1,350 $4,050

Blinds: $50/$100
Pot: $150

$1,800

$1,600

Situation: About 30 hands into a multi-table online tournament.
The table is very active, with three to six players in every pot,
mostly with calls. Many players seem to be slow-playing. There
have been a few all-in bets so far, some of which have been called
and some not. Players have gone all-in with not much and called
with not much. You’ve been playing tight but not getting any
cards.

Your hand: 9479

Action to you: Players A and B fold. Player C calls. Player D
folds. Player E calls. Player F folds. Player G calls. The button
folds. The small blind calls. The pot is now $500.

Question: Do you check, raise, or go all-in?
Answer: The action here is typical of a loose, weak, small
stakes online tournament. Lots of players limping in to s¢¢

H

|
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flops with two suited cards or other random hands, co‘upled
with som¢ explosive all-in action with small provocation.

Your M of 8 (after you post the big blind) puts you
squarely in the middle of the orange zone. You have a little
leverage beyond a simple all-in move, but not very much.
You could put in a raise of $300, throw your hand away if
you were reraised, and still have $950 left with an M of 6.
That might be an option at a very tight table, where your raise
could actually win the pot. At a table like this, that raise will
get called by three or four of your opponents. Realistically, if
you don’t want to just check, you should go all-in.

Let’s list the pros and cons of the all-in play.

Position. Very favorable. In the big blind, you’ve seen the entire
table act and no one has shown strength. There are probably no
big pairs or ace-king type hands out there, although with some
slow-players at thc tablc you can’t be sure.

Your hand. Unfavorable. Nine-seven offsuit is weaker than an
average hand, so if you do get called, you’ll be an underdog to
anything, even a low pair.

Your opponents. The players who called have the following chip
stacks after making their bet — Player C, $2,350; Player E,
$1,400; Player G, $850; the small blind, $4,200. Players C and E
have the kind of stacks you’d like to see in a situation like this —
Medium-sized stacks that could be crippled if they call and lose.
But Player G and the small blind have the kind of stacks you
deﬁnitely don’t want to see. Player G’s M is under 6, so he might
Well take a shot at you with a hand that’s just a little better than
yours, while the small blind has you easily covered and may just
decide to swat you. Of course, the fact that you’re facing four
OPpoflents rather than one or two is also very bad news; there’s

Simply more of a chance that someone out there has a hand and
WantS to play
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The Pot Odds. If you go all-in, you’ll be raising $1,250 ipy, R
$500 pot. Anyone who wants to call you will have to call $1,259
into a $1,750 pot, so he’ll be getting 7-t0-5 pot odds. Your Mogt
likely holding (as far as your opponents can tell) is a mediuy, to
low pair, so anyone with two high cards would be getting almost
the right pot odds to call.

The Table. What you’ve seen so far, a combination of loose
weak play, coupled with stow-playing, is thc worst combinatio[;
possible for making your move. ldeally you would like a nice,
tight table full of people betting for value.

Conclusion? Only your position — acting last after a series of
limpers — is favorable for making an all-in move. Every other
consideration is moderately to severely unfavorable. As the old-
time poker writers used to say, keep your pants hitched and your
powder dry.

Action: You check.
Flop: J49¥34

Action: The small blind checks. What should you do now?
Answer: That’s a reasonably good flop for you. You’ve hit
middle pair, the flop is pretty nondescript, and only en¢
higher card has appeared.

Should you go all-in now? Against one or (WO
opponents, that’s not an unreasonablc move. Against four
opponents, I wouldn’t recommend it. There’s too great ’a
chance that someone is out there with a jack, or a nine that'$
better than yours.

If your M were lower, say down in the Red Zone at 4of
5, an all-in move has a lot more merit. But if necessary you
can fold this hand and still have an M of 8, and that seem$ 8
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petter choice than making your move right now. Just check
the hand and see what happens when someone bets.

Action: You check. Player C checks. Player E bets $100. Player
G calls $100. The small blind folds. The pot is now $700 and it
costs you $100 to call. What do you do?

Answer: With middle pair, 7-to-1 odds are very compelling.

Call.

Action: You call and Player C folds. The pot is now $800.

Fourth Street: K&

Question: What do you do?
Answer: Definitely bad news as more potential calling hands
now have you beaten. Just check again.

Action: You check. Player E checks. Player G bets $300. What

now?
Answer: It now costs you $300 to see an $1,100 pot, so your
odds are 3.6-to-1. If you need to improve, you only have five
outs with onc card to come, not nearly good enough to justify
the pot odds. Player G, with the short stack, might be
blufﬁng, but Player E is still alive in the hand and may have
you beaten as well. Fold.

ACti.on: You fold, but Player E calls. The river is a 74, and Player
Wins with a spade flush, beating Player G’s pair of kings.
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Hand 9-16

$1.690 $1,830

E\\

$1,860

Blinds: $50/$100
Pot: $150 $2,040

$4,000

$1,040

Situation: An hour into a multi-table online tournament. The
table has been generally tight. Player A has been playing solid
values. The button has been the most aggressive player. In two or
three hands the blinds increase to $75/$150.

Your hand: Té7d&

Action to you: Players A calls for $100. Players B, C, and D fold.
The pot is now $250.

Question: Do you fold or make a move?
Answer: Your M is currently 7, but in a couple of hands it
will drop to 4.5. You're certainly looking for a situation
where you can make a move. Does this qualify?
In my judgment, no. Here all the relevant factors comé
up just a little short.

Position: You’d like to have everyone in front of you fold, so tha!
at least you can be sure that some number of players are out of the
pot. Here you have three folders but a caller, and the caller scemS

|
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layer that plays rcal hands. Calling is weaker than raising,
tobeapa go away 1f you raise or raise all-in, but you can’t be
50 he;ilgﬁt now you only know for sure that three of your ninc
(S)l;l:c;nents are uninterested in the hand.
Your M: An M of 7 is low but not yet desperatcly low. You’'re in
the Orange Zone, not the Red Zone. You need to _make a move,
put you don’t yet need to grab the first opportunity that comes
along. A couple of hands from now. when your M really is 4.5,
you can evaluate things differently, but not yet.

Your hand. Ten-seven suited is very weak. Something like

queen-ten suited or king-jack suited might be a reasonable holding
for this situation.

On balance, the situation just doesn’t offer much. Fold.

Action: You fold.

Hand 9-17

$1,250 $4,800

$4,300

Blinds: $50/$100

H $2,450 Pot: $150 $880

$1,300

$1,600




200 Part Nine: Inflection Points

Situation: An hour into a multi-table online tournament. T},
table has been generally tight. The small blind has been a soljg
player.

Your hand: AY§Y
Action to you: Players A through E all fold.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: Your first decision this hand 1s not really an
inflection point decision. Your M is between 8 and 9, g
you’re squarely in the middle of the Orange Zone, but your
ace-eight suited is a good cnough hand for raising at a full
table with high Ms from sixth position. (In Volume [ it was
recommended to start raising with this hand from fifth
position given that everyone had folded in front of you.)

How much should you raise? A little more than three
times the big blind is a good amount. You want to make a
slightly higher-than-normal raise because you’re quite happy
if everyone goes away.

The alert reader will note that the overall situation here
is somewhat similar to our SHAL example at the end of the
chapter. Here five players have already folded, and just four
remain to act. Since we showed in that example that all-in
with a ten-eight offsuit was a profitable move, why not go all-
in here?

The answer is that there are two key differences between
this hand and that example. Our ace-eight suited is a much
stronger hand, so we don’t have such a need to end the hand
quickly. In addition, there are now extreme stack sizes behind
us. Player G has a very small stack and may go all-in with
almost anything, while the small blind has a huge stack and
might not be frightened by an all-in move. On balance. we
should just play the hand normally.

|
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jon: You raise to $360. Players G and H fold. The small blind

ct
‘:aus’ putting in another $310. The big blind folds. The pot is now

$820.

Flop: TYORTY

Action: The small blind checks. What do you do?

Answer: That’s a very good flop for you. You now have both
a flush draw and an open-ended straight draw. There are nine
flush cards and six other cards to complete the straight (don’t
double-count the J¥ and the 6%), for a total of 15 outs. Your
aces may also be outs, but that’s less clear, as your opponent
could certainly have called with an ace and a higher kicker
than yours.

If we give you 15 outs, then you’re a favorite in the
hand. David Solomon, an excellent player from Boston,
invented a nice formula for calculating winning chances from
a moderate number of outs: multiply the outs by four, then
subtract the excess of the outs above eight to get an
approximate winning percentage. Using Solomon’s formula,
we get 53 percent.

53=(15)4)~(15-8)

So we’re slightly better than 50 percent to win, and a little
more if the aces help us.

How much should we ber? The pot is $820, but our stack
is only $940. Any reasonable bet is going to leave us pot-
Committed, so we might as well get full leverage for our stack
and go all-in.

Action: You go all-in, and the small blind calls, showing 8484,

h‘? turn and river come 6#and A# respectively, and your straight
splltS the pot.
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You were unlucky to make the straight, as the ace on the

river would have won outright for you. You should noe for

the future that your opponent played the hand well.

Hand 9-18

Blinds: $75/$150
$4,200 Pot: $225

$2,200

Situation: Several hours into a multi-table online tournament. The
table is a mixture of loose and tight players. The small blind has
been the table bully.

Your Hand: 6¥6¢

Action to you: Players A through F all fold. The small blind puts
in $225, raising you $150.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Move all your chips in.

With an M of 6, you’re not required to move all-in. You
could just raise the pot to something like $600. But a pait of
sixes is low enough that you don’t want any action in the
hand. You should be quite happy to take the pot down right
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pere. If you are called, you’ll probably be a 6-to-5 [avorite in
a coinl flip hand, which is a fine result for an M of 6.

with a higher pair, say nines or tens or better, you’re
happy with action. And you could consider a smaller raise,
which then might be interpreted as weakness and result in
getting your opponent all the way in the pot. But sixes is just
too small a pair to fool around. You'd really like this
opponent to g0 away.

Weaker players in no-limit hold em tend to get too
involved with too many pots. They flounder around, calling
with weaker hands, putting smaller raises, building pots
where they don’t know if they’re a favorite or an underdog.
Remember that the pot is a dangerous place in no-limit.
Every hand where you get involved is another chance to leave
the tournament. There’s a lot to be said for ending pots
quickly when you have a medium-strength hand.

Action: You go all-in, and the small blind folds.

Hand 9-19

Blinds: $75/$150
Pot: $225

$3,400
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Situation: Several hours into a multi-table online tournamem
This hand immediately follows the previous hand, and yoy havé
moved into the small blind. The table is a mixture of loose 5
tight players. Player F has been the table bully. Player ¢ is
moderately loose.

Your hand: KYK&

Action to you: Players A and B fold. Player C raises to $400,
Players D, E, and F all fold.

Question: Do vou call or raise?
Answer: The temptation here is to call or make a small raise,
trying to gently lure Player C into battling your monster hand.
Resist this temptation!
Your action last hand (an all-in raise which was not

Antes: $25
9,400
$14,200 Pot: $500 $
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Halld 9-20

$3,400

$12,550

Blinds: $100/$200

$11,750

called) provides you with the perfect cover to go all-in again
this hand. Players don’t like to be pushed around, and if
Player C has any kind of hand at all (which presumably he
does since he raised with several players yet to act) he will
call you.

You must be alert to these situations late in 2
tournament. Once you make an all-in move or two with
hands that don’t get called, you become a prime target for
everyonc clsc at the table. If you then pick up a great hand
and you act after a raiser, you will be called.

Action: You go all-in, and Player C calls. Hc shows K#Q®, and
your kings hold up.

Situation: Several hours into a multi-table online tournament. The
small blind has seemed moderately tight.

Your hand: T®T+¢
Action to you: Playcr A folds.

Question: Do you cail or raise?
Answer: With $500 in each pot, your M is just over 10.
You’re at the bottom of the Yellow Zone. You’ve just picked
Up a great hand, and you have to play it. Still, a pair of tens is
vulnerable to overcards, as we saw several times in Volume
L, so you're looking to discourage rather than encourage

;;:_tl(:in- You should raisc about four to five times the big
ind,

Actiop- .

in:)n' You raise $700. Players C through F all fold. The small
i costs goes all-in. The big blind folds. The pot is now $5,750. Tt
«; You the rest of your stack, $4,550 to call. What do you do?
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Answer: You raised just a little less than I woyg
recommend, but it probably didn’t matter, as it appears thy;
the small blind would have put you all-in anyway.

This is a tough decision given our M. If we were dowy
in (he Red Zone I would call without any thought. Here we'y)
be squarely in the Orange Zone if we fold, which is nota spet
[ really like. But it’s not hopeless to play from the Orange
Zone, so we need to do a little math to see just how the odds
look.

The pot odds are fairly attractive. The pot has $5,750
and we need to put in $4,550 to call, so our pot odds are
about 5-to-4, or 1.25-to-1. If we can win 45 percent of the
time after we call, we’re on the right side of the odds. Now,
what hands could we be facing and what are our winning
chances against those hands?

1. Obviously we could be up against a higher pair. Those
are the hands we fear, and if we’re facing a higher pair,
we’re only 20 percent to win. The argument for a higher
pair is the all-in bet itself. But that bet is also an
argument against the higher pair. If you had aces in the
big blind, would you push all-in or just raise, say
$2,000? You shouldn’t mind encouraging action from a
single opponent, but the big blind instead made a bet
that maximized the chance we would go away.

2. The sccond possibility is a couple of high cards. Ifwe're
up against ace-king or ace-queen, the all-in bet makes
more sense. Those hands would really like to win the pot
without a fight. If we’re up against one of those hands,
we’re a 55-to-45 favorite.

3. The third possibility is a lower pair or a bluff. A lowel
pair might easily believe we had two high cards. an
think that an all-in move was the easiest way to push us
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oul of the hand. The same is true of an all-out bluff. In
either case we’re about an 80-t0-20 favorite, so these
two cases collapse together.

If we’'re up against some mixture of these three
possibilities, whatis a good guess as to our winning chances?
Let’s start with a moderately pessimistic view: There’s a 50
percemt chance that he’s holding a high pair, a 30 percent
chance that he has two high cards, and just a 20 percent
chance that he has a lower pair or a bluff. In that case, we can
estimate our winning chances as follows:
® High pair = 50% times 20%, or 10% chances
e Two high cards = 30% times 55%, or 17% winning

chances
® Low pair/bluff = 20% times 80%, or 16% winning

chances
® Total winning chances = 10% + 17% + 16% = 43%

We need 45 percent to call, based on our pot odds, so
this mix leaves us just a little short.

If his chances of holding a high pair are something less
than 50 percent, we slide into calling territory pretty quickly.
We could do some more math, but it’s not rcally necessary.
We’ve got a borderline situation, which means we need to
ask some other questions to tip our decision one way or the
other. The most basic questions to ask are:
® Do feel comfortable at this table?

® Do I want to keep playing here with a small stake, or
would I rather take a chance to double up?

® Do the players seem soft or tough?

.

Am I energetic and alert tonight, or tired and cranky?

Depending on how these other factors line up, I'll make
My decision. Of course, I'm only asking these questions
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because the pot odds look like a tossup. If the odds Clearly
pointed one way or the other, I'd go with the odds.

Action: You call, and the big blind turns over J#J¥. The bogyy '
comes ABG547434_ and your {lush wins.

$4,100 e
$2,150 N

$2,400

Piece of cake.

Hand 9-21

Blinds: $50/$100
Pot: $150

YOU (e : $2,800 /@

Situation: Two hours into a multi-table online tournament. The

$2700 C

table has been gencrally tight. Player C has been tight. Player D
has been loose.

Your hand: 5¢4¢

i
Action to you: Players A and B fold. Players C and D call. E
Players E and F fold. The pot is now $350. |

Question: Do vou fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Early in a tournament, with everyone having hlgh
Ms, this would be a reasonable call. (Folding would also be
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reasonable). With small suited conncctors, you’re looking to
limp into a pot cheaply and possibly flopping a well-
concealed monster or a draw to a well-concealed monster.
You need grcat implied odds to play low suited
connectors, because so much can go wrong with the hand.

For example:

e A raise behind you will chase you off the hand and force
you to throw away your initial bet, never seeing the flop.

® You get to see the flop, but you miss it completely and
throw away your hand to the first bet.

® You get a draw, pay to see a card or two, and still don’t
hit your hand.

®  You partially hit your hand, get involved, and lose a pot
to a better hand.

® You hit your hand but lose a huge pot to a bigger
monster.

That’s a lot that can go wrong, so when you hit your
hand and win a pot, you nced to make a lot of money to make
up for all the small losses.

In the Yellow Zone or the Orange Zone these hands
aren’t normally playable. You’re limited to making M times
the initial pot, and if M is small, that just isn’t enough money.
Here your M is 8, and you’re squarely in the Orange Zone, so
Just fold.

Action: You fold.
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Hand 9-22

$19,400
Blinds: $100/$200
$7,350 Antes: $25

Pot: $500 §12.000

$8,700 $3,200

$10,300

Situation: Several hours into a multi-table online tournament. The
table is playing a little tight, but Player B, the big stack, has been
aggressive. The big blind is a solid player. You’ve had to sit out
a long stretch of hands with garbage.

Your hand: §¢7¢

Action to you: Player A folds. Player B calls. Players C and D
fold.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: Your M is a bit over 20, so you’re still in the Greed
Zone, although just barely. In the Yellow and Orange Zones
I throw away low to medium suited connectors, for the reaso?
discussed earlier. I just can’t be sure of winning enough
money when I hit the hand to compensate for all the small
bets I’ll losc when the hand doesn’t come through.

It’s perfectly acceptable to throw the hand away here @5
well, but calling is all right too. Notice that in addition to
being in the Green Zone yourself, the only other playcr in the
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t has you covered, so if you do make a big hand you will
h:ve a chancc to double your stack. And the fact that you've
satouta long stretch of hands might lend some credibility to

a later bluff.

Action: You call. Player F and the small blind fold. The big blind
checks. The pot is now $900.

Flop: A$TY6#

Action: The big blind and Player B check. What do you do?
Answer: This is a bad {lop for your hand. The ace is a
dangerous card obviously, and as [ previously explained, the
ten is a dangerous card as well since it feeds into so many
straights. The only bright spots are that a third diamond
appeared, giving you an outside chance at a flush, and you
now need a nine to hit an inside straight.

Both players checked to you, however. Should you try to
steal the pot?
Absolutely not. There are two important reasons:

1. You should be very suspicious that neither player bet at
this flop. While it’s possible they were both calling with
low pairs, this flop should have helped someone at the
table. After a dangerous flop and two checks, your
immediate reaction should be that someone’s
slowplaying.

2. You don’t want to take yourself off the hand. A nine on
the turn will give you a monster hand, while some other
cards could set you up for a big draw on the river. If you
bet now and get reraised, you will have to fold, and
that’s a disaster when you have a free shot at a big hand.
Ifthe flop were A-J-6 instead of A-T-6, you could justify
betting half the pot. Mostly you would be chased off the
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hand, but that wouldn’t matter much since yoy Wer
very unlikely to win anyway, and you’d probably Ste:]
the pot just often enough to average a small profit,

Action: You check. The pot remains $900.
Fourth Street: 9%

Action: The big blind bets $500. Player B calls. The pot is now
$1,900. What do you do?
Answer: Ecstasy! You hit your miracle card and the table
woke up and started betting. Doesn’t get any better than this!

Now calm down and consider your next move. You have
the nuts right now, and you have to get as much money as
you can in the pot. With two players betting, you can afford
to stick in a nice raise, as someonc is likely to come along for
the ride. Player B has you covered, so you hope it’s him, but
you’ll settle for the big blind.

I’d raise $2.,000 here, a pot-sizcd raise. That’s an easy
call for Player B if he has something. If the big blind wants
to call he’s committing himself to the pot, so if he sticks
around he’ll probably go all-in. That could chasc away Player
B as a result, but you have no control there. (The ideal
arrangement for you is to have the big stack act before the
smaller stack. Then the big stack could call and the small
stack could go all-in.)

Action: You raise $2,000. The big blind goes all-in for his last
$4,700. Player B folds. You call. The big blind shows AY64 for
top and bottom pair. You dodge an ace or a six on fifth street an
win the pot.

The big blind was trapping with two pair after the flop- Had
you tried to steal at that point, his likely reraise would have chas¢
you off the hand and cost you a huge pot.
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$14,250 $4,150
$9,900 $28,700
Blinds: $400/$800
Antes: $50
Pot: $1,700 s2s.400( C

$18,300 $23,050

Situation: Approaching the end of a multi-table online
tournament. Two tables remain in action.

Your hand: &34

Action to you: Players A through E fold. Player F calls. Player G
folds. The pot is now $2,500.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Your M is about 16, so you’re in the middle of the
Yellow Zone. Suited or unsuited connectors are a hand
you’re reluctant, in general, to play in this Zone. Here,

however, there are two big reasons for venturing a call with
the hand:

1. You’re on the button, so you will have position after the

flop.

It costs you $800 to see a $2,500 flop, so you're getting
better than 3-to-1 odds. Those are compelling odds, and

.
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you really want to take advantage of those situatiOnS
when they arisc.

Note the role played by the antes in this decision. If'there
were no antes, the pot would only be 52,000. and youq b,
getting only 2.5-to-1 to call. With nine-eight offsuit, that
would make the difference in my mind between calling and
folding. By improving pot odds to all players, the anteg
loosen playing requirements in later rounds.

Action: You call. The small blind folds. The big blind checks,
The pot is now $3,300.

Flop: 7¥4a2e

Action: The big blind and Player F both check. What do you do?
Answer: You should make a probe bet, about half'the pot, in
the hope of stealing it. Unlike the last hand, here you have
two compelling reasons for betting:

1. You have absolutely nothing — no pair and no draw. If
you are reraised and have to throw your hand away. you
haven’t been made to sacrifice any long-run equity.

2. The flop, 7-4-2, three dilferent suits, isn’t dangerous, 50
it probably missed your opponents. The flop in the last
hand was very dangerous, and it was suspicious that

neither of your opponents was betting.

Action: You bet $1,500. The big blind folds but Player F calls.
The pot is now $6,300.

Fourth Street: 24

Action: Player ¥ checks. What do vou do?
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Answer: You tried to stcal the pot but Player F wouldn’t go
away. Whatever he has, it beats what you have (nothing). Just
take your free card.

Action: You continue to try to steal, betting $4,000. Player F
raises you to $10,000. What do you do?
Answer: He’s not kidding, although you should have known
that before. You threw away $4,000, but be glad you still
have a sizeable stack left. Fold.

Action: You fold.

Hand 9-24

$1,850 $3,300

Blinds: $75/$150
Pot: $225

Situation: Two hours into a multi-table online tournament.
Several new players have just joined the table, which has been
Playing tight. Player T has been in a lot of pots.

Your hand: 4v44

;}lctioﬂ to you: Players A through D all fold. Player E calls.
ayers F and G fold. The pot is now $325.
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Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: Your M is between 4 and 5, so you’ve drifted intg
the Red Zone. Although small pairs are a mostly unplayap),
hand in the Yellow and Orange Zones, they become 4,
excellent all-in hand for the Red Zone. Note that there’s p
need to make less than an all-in bet here. If you try 10 mak,
a normal raise of three time the big blind (normal for an
early-tournament situation), you’ll have bet half your stack
and be committed to the pot. Just be happy with whateye,
leverage your all-in move earns you, and shove in your chips,

You would, of course, be happier if Player £ hadn’t
entered the pot at all. But in the Red Zone you can’t be 1o
choosy. Player E didn’t raise, and pairs can be hard to come
by, so don’( think too long about folding. Make your move.

Action: You go all-in, The blinds and Player E fold, and you take
the pot.

Hand 9-25

$7,500 $5,500
$31,600 $14,900

@—@

Blinds: $600/$1,200

Antes: $75 2000

Pot: $2.550 512
$7,100 $8,500

$9,700 e
GO
F —r

you
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jtuation: Major tournament, middle of the second day. This is
S ur first major tournament, and you’ve arrived at this table a
0

short time ago-
your hand: K¢QY

Action to you: Players A and B fold.

Question: What's your play?

Answer: With the blinds and antes now totaling $2,550 per
pot, our M is 5. Most players don’t feel any great need for
urgency at this point, but I do. This is when I like to start
moving and accumulating some chips. The players behind me
are a collection of smallish but not too small stacks, so I can
expect them to still be a little conservative but not yet
desperate. My king-qucen offsuit is a reasonable hand,
although early in the tournament, I’d only be looking to call
with this hand. So I’'m going to make a move at the pot, and
the only question is how much to bet.

An all-in bet is perfectly reasonable here. It threatens to
knock out anyone who calls me and loses, except for the
small blind. But I’m just going to bet $6,000. To a shrewd
and experienced player, this bet is even more menacing than
a simple all-in bet. It signals that I'm looking to get called
and I'm not really trying to chase people away. Of course, to
a weak player it doesn’t signal anything, but that’s all right.
Idon’treally have a top hand, so it’s the good players I'd like
to chase away.

Aetion: Yoy bet $6,000. Everyone folds except the small blind,
Who puts in $5,400 1o call. The pot is now $13,950.

Flop: 7aca6a

Action;

The small blind bets $3,500.
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Question: What’s your play?

Answer: Our own clever strategy is being thrown back 4 ug!
The small blind could easily have put us all-in, but he didn’t.
He bet just enough to give us 4-to-1 pot odds, making 5 Cali
almost irresistible.

This is a standard strategy for sucking more money oy
of weak players. (In fact, in the trade it’s also known as
“suck bet.”) With a lock hand, just make a small bet, pulling
a little more money into the pot, or ideally, inducing your
opponent to try and chasc you out with an over the top raige,
But when one good player faces another, this can be the mogt
sophisticated of bluffs. Make a small bet with nothing,
hoping that your savvy opponent will interpret this as a trap
and go away.

So now we need to ask, how does he see us? Docs he
think we’re cannon fodder, or a formidable opponent? In the
mtroduction to the problem I specified that this was our first
tournament, and we’re new to this table. So he doesn’t know
us from Job, and therefore the answer is clear — we're
cannon fodder. He's got a big hand (I’d guess a small pair to
go with the sixes on board, but trip sixes is a possibility) and
we’re probably huge underdogs to win this hand.

What about the fact that we’ll have only $6,000 if we
fold this? Doesn’t that argue for an all-in move, no matter
what? No, it doesn’t. If you know you’re beaten, you have to
get out. We're probably better off taking any two cards and
going all in on the next hand than playing this one out.

Resolution: We fold.
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Blinds: $50/$100
Pot: $150

Situation: An hour into a single-table satellite tournament.
Your hand: 4434

Action to you: Player A folds. Player B calls. Player C raises to
$350. Player D calls. Player E folds. The pot is now $950.

Question: Do you fold or go all-in?

Answer: You're in the Dead Zone now, down to just $50.
The only question is when you move all-in. You have five
more hands before you’ll be in the big blind and the decision
will be made for you.

What’s appealing about this hand is that you havc a
chance to quintuple your money if you call. You’ll be all-in
for the main pot against the $50 from the blinds as well as
Players B, C, and D. That pot will have $300 in it. The rest of
the Mmoney will go into a much larger side pot that will
continue to be contested.

The chance of quintupling up looks enticing, but your
hand s incredibly weak. Against five random hands, your
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winning chances are only about 10 percent. While the Pot ig
giving you 5-to-1 odds, your hand is about a 9-to-1 underg,
You’ve still got five hands left before you’re forced tq puty '
all your chips in the big blind. Let this one go, and waj for
better chance.

What does a better chance look like? Any ace or king i
certainly enough to make your move. You could alsg 20 in
with most queens, jack-ten or jack-nine, or suited connectorg,
The main idea is to have at least one high card, which giye
you the best chance of puliing out a win.

Action: You fold.

[
i

Part Ten
Multiple Inflection Points




Multiple Inflection Points

Introduction

In the last section we introduced the idea of zones apg
inflection points, and showed how your M affects the decisiong
you make toward the end of a tournament. Now we have tg
consider another layer of complcxity. Your opponents at the table
will all have their own Ms and their own set of problems. As yoy
play the hands, you have to be aware of the different Ms around
the table, and how the other players are reacting to their own
changing circumstances.

The picture gets even murkier, however, when we note that
not everyone at the table understands what is happening. There are
plenty of players on the poker circuit who don’t adjust their hand
selection until their stack has almost evaporated. While you’re
looking across the table at an early position raiser and thinking
“His M was 4, so he could have made this move with almost
anything,” he may be thinking “Good thing I picked up this pair
of kings — finally a hand strong enough to play!”

Although the reasoning can get complex, the real game
remains the same: position, pot odds, and careful analysis. Let’s
look at some of the problems you’ll encounter as the stacks shrink.

222

Assessing Position

Be aware that as the number of players with low Ms at the
table increases, the positional advantage of being last to act
decreases. The reason 1s stmply that more and more hands result
in an all-in situation pre-flop. Once betting is concluded, all
positional advantage disappears.

This doesn’t mean that you’re not happy being on the button,
only that your position won’t turn as much of a profit as it did in
the earlier stages of the tournament. The next example shows how
complex the decision-making becomes when hands with widely
different Ms get involved in the pot.

Example 1: A single-table online tournament, with eight of the
original ten players remaining. The blinds are $50/$100. The
remaining players are arranged as follows:

Player Amount
Sm Blind $400
Big Blind $550

Player 1(You) $1,500
Player 2 $1,300
Player 3 $2,300
Player 4 $1,500
Player 5 $1.200
Player 6 $1,250

tab]. Y.Our M is 10, and the average number of chips at the
table Is $1,250, so your Q is a favorable 1.2. The Ms at the
€range from 3-to-4 for the two short stacks in the blinds

223
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to just over 15 for the big stack. You’re in first positiop anq
pick up

N et
. &

¢ i &
¢ &
¢ g

‘e
¢4
4

[oeld

What do you do?

Answer: A pair of eights is a tough hand for first position a
this table. You’d be delighted to play this hand against the
small stacks in either the small blind or the big blind.
Imagine that you could switch position with the big blind, so
that he was first to act with his $550 stack, and you were last
to act in the big blind. If he raised all-in and everyone folded
to you, your pair of eights would be a great hand for calling,
since you’'d be a favorite against most of the hands he might
be playing, and you’d bc getting pot odds besides.

But in your current position, you've got somc real
problems. Eights isn’t really good enough so that you're
happy about facing an all-in move from the other medivm to
large stacks at the table. Since none of them have Ms lower
than 8, none are under desperate pressure to play the hand.
Let’s run through your possible options and see which play
makes the most sense:

Raise $400. A big raise gives you the best chance of chasing
out the players in positions 2 through 6 and isolating on the
blinds. But the raise consumes more than a quarter of your
stack, and leaves you with compelling odds for calling an all-
in bet from one of the bigger stacks. For instance, suppos
playcrs two through four all fold, Player 5 goes all-in with his
$1.,200. and the other players fold to you. In that casc. the po!
becomes $1,750 and it costs you just $800 to call, so you're
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almost 2.2-to-1 on your money. Those are big odds;
if you believe he’s a very tight player, and there’s a 70
percent chance that he’s making this raise with a higher pair,
and just a 30 percent chance that he’s moving with two
overcards (and no chance that he’s bluffing), then you're srill
getting the right odds to call. If you think hc’s not that tight,

getting

- then you have an casy mathematical call, but you’ll only be

left with $300 in your stack if you lose, and you’re not
delighted about putting your tournament up for grabs on a
pair of eights. Notice as well a paradox that’s characteristic
of these late-tournament betting situations: The bigger your
initial bet, the more favorable are your calling odds on a
subsequent all-in reraise

Raise $300. A more normal raise still gives you a good
chance of eliminating the players with weak hands, but now
you have more choice when confronted by an all-in reraise.
In the scenario we just examined, where Player 5 goes all-in
for $1,200 and the others all fold, the pot is now $1,650 and
it costs you $900 to call. The combination of a smaller pot
and a larger call has reduced your calling odds to about 1.8-
to-1. Whether you call at this point depends on your read of
your opponent. A mixture of 60 percent high pairs and 40
percent overcards now makes this a barely proper call. A
tight player is more likely to be making his move with a high
pair, and you can throw the hand away. A loose player will be
raising more often, and to do that he’ll have to be raising with
more unpaired high cards, so you can call. If you have no
read, you can toss a coin with your 1.8-to-1 odds.

Note that if it’s the big stack that goes all-in, rather than
the $1,200 stack, your calling odds change. Now you’re being
faised the last $1,200 in your stack, so the pot is $1,950 and
It costs you $1,200 to call, with odds of 1.6-to-1. These
Tepresent fair odds if his mix of raising hands includes 60
Percent higher pairs, 30 percent overcards, and 10 percent




226 Part Ten: Multiple Inflection Points

bluffs. Now 1 would fold my eights against all but the ve
loosest players. v

Raise $250. This is the smallest raise that’s more tha, the
minimum. In the scenario that we’ve been watching againg
an all-in from Player 5, you’d now have to put in $950 ¢, see
a pot of $1,600, with odds of about 1.7-to-1. Now you cg]|
only the looser players.

Call. This looks passive, but considering the vulnerability of
your hand to some of the previous scenarios, it’s a reasonable
play. You’ve only invested a small piece of your stack and
you can throw your hand away after an all-in from one of the
big stacks. With some luck, the hand might get folded around
to the blinds, one of whom might make an all-in move. The
most dangerous scenario now is a call from one of the big
stacks, followed by an all-in move from one of the blinds.
Now you’ll have to call the all-in without knowing what the
other caller is going to do. He might fold, but he might elect
to put you all-in anyway.

Fold. Not an absurd choice under these rather unusual
circumstances. I'd certainly be folding smaller pairs under
these circumstances. (Remember our discussion in the
previous chapter about the weakness of small pairs in the
Yellow and Orange Zones.) When every other choice has
some significant drawbacks, folding is always a cheap option-

So what’s the right play? It’s by no means an easy
problem. If the hand were a pair of tens or higher, I’d be very

comfortable raising $400 and then calling any all-in raise. if

the hand were a pair of sixes or lower, I’d just throw it away
here. Holding a pair of eights makes the play very difficult
because I'm mostly getting marginal calling odds when end
up facing an all-in bet from one of the larger stacks. on
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palance, T would raise $400 and wait to see what happens. If
 steal the pot or end up all-in against one of the blinds, .I’m
happy- If I get reraised all-in, I’ve made my future decision-
making easicr by getting the biggest possible pot odds. 1f 1
make one of the smaller raises ($300 or even $2350), I've
complicated my subsequent decision-making. With my style,
that’s a no-no. Keep it simple.




Isolation Play

The isolation play is a combination of a value bet anq abl
that’s common at tables with widely varying stack sizes. The bas
idca is a simple one. A player in front of you with a smal| Stack
and a low M goes all-in. You have a hand with some strength bug
not a monster. Considering the number of hands YOur oppongy
might be playing, you think your hand is good enough for 4 call
However, you don’t really want to face other players with largé
stacks in a showdown. Instead of just calling and leaving Yourself
vulnerable to the players acting behind YOU, yOu raisc instegq
Hopefully, the players behind you see his all-in move ang your
raise and decide to stay out of the pot. In that case, you take back
your extra chips and your raise has enabled you to isolate on the
original raiser — hence the name “isolation play.”

Isolation plays can be tricky, and there are several ideas you
need to consider.

fr

ic

1. Does the raiser know what’s going on? If the raiser has |

both a low M and a low Q (so that his stack is not just small
but small in relation to the table) and he seems (o be a
knowledgeable player, then his all-in raise could indicate
anything from a high pair down to low suited connectors of
hands like queen-nine. But if he doesn’t know what's
happening, then his raise probably means a premium hand.
The isolation play works best in response to a strong player,
and less well in response to a weak player.

2. Is a raise necessary? If the original raiser has a stack that

was 30 to 35 percent the size of the average stack at the tablé;
piling in with another raise may not be necessary. A simple |
call will indicate strength, while saving your chips in ¢a5¢
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meone behind you has a big hand and will come in no
S0
matter what you do.

w many players arc yct to act behind you? The need fgr

3. Ho_ e is greatest when both the original raiser and you are in
arallS position, with lots of players still to act. If he raises
;i)rn)], middle position and you are on the button with just the
blinds to act behind you, a simple call is a better percentage

play.

Now let’s look at a situation from real life and see if we agree
with the moves that were made.

Example 2. End of the first day at a major tournament. Ten
players at a full table, with blinds of $200/$400 and an'tes of
$25. The starting pot is $850. The average number of chips at
the table is about $12,000. You have $10,000 and are third to
act. The player in second position, a well-known top player,
has just $2,000.

Player 1, a world-class player with a $15,000 stack, calls.
Player 2 goes all-in for $2,000. You pick up 7¥7¢ in third
Position and decide to make an isolation move, going all-in for
§10,000. The table folds back around to Player 1, who after
long thought decides to fold his ace-king offsuit. You take back
your extra $8,000, leaving the pot at $5,650. Player 2 turns up
killg—queen, and your sevens hold up.

Your play worked, but was it a sensible move? I don’t think
So. Here’s why.

Your first probiem was the presence of Player 1, who had
Called in firs¢ position at a full table. This indicated that there was
atleast ope hand as strong as yours (and probably stronger) at the
table, adding an extra level of risk to your bet.

You were right to think that merely calling would not enable
to isolate on Player 2. A call on your part would create a pot

You
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of $5,650. In the best case, where all the players behing
the blinds fold, the action would getaround to Player | whg wou
be getting 4.5-to- 1 odds to call. Any hand that could have initiatild
called would make that call as well. But a smaller raise on o Y
part might have done the job. A raise to $4,000 or $5.000 Wou;l(;
hgve surely chased out any weak holdings behind YOU. While
giving you a chance to escape with part of your stack if Player |
chooses to put you all-in. (If you reraisc $4.000 and Player 4
Tnoves all-in, the pot will contain $16,850 and you’ll need tg put
in $6,000 to call. You’ll be getting 2.8-to-1 odds, not cnough since
his bet very likely represents a higher pair.)

The final problem was your hand itself. Even knowing that
Player 2 had an M of2.5, the only hands he could reasonably hold
that make you a big favorite are the pairs below your sevens. t’s
much more likely that he went in with two high cards, where
you’re just a small favorite. And in order to become that small
favorite, you had to jeopardizc all your chips.

Your move makes a lot of sense if you hold a pair like jacks
ortens. Now he’s much more likely to hold a pair below you than
above you, and you’re still a favorite against all the non-pairs. In
that circumstance, an isolation play is a good move. In the actual
hand, you were better off just folding. Calling is too weak. and all-
in is too risky.

As we saw in the previous hand, an isolation move, even an
all-in isolation move, may indicate some strength but not
overpowering strength. You need to be aware of this if you’re on¢
of the players on the other side of the move. In the next example,
we’ll see an isolation move in conjunction with a multiple-
inflection-point situation.

You plyg

Example 3. Single-table online tournament. Eight players
remain from the original ten. Your stack is $1,800, the largest
at the table. The blinds are $15/$30. You are third to act. YoU
pick up
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Player 1 folds. Player 2, with $1,300, raises to $75, a small
raise of just two and one-half times the big blind. What do you
do with your pair of queens?

Answer: You have no reason to believe your queens aren’t

good, so the normal play is just to raise to something like

$200 or $250. That would be my play almost all the time. In
fact, Player 3 elected to just call.

Calling here can’t be labeled a mistake. It’s a somewhat
unusual deception move, which will probably be interpreted
by the other players at the table as indicating a low pair of
some sort. The advantage of the play is that you may win a
very big pot when a queen {lops and no one suspects you
might have queens in your hand. The disadvantage is that
you’re allowing some drawing hands in behind you, which
could be costly if an ace or a king flops.

The call here is a very useful balancing play in a couple
of situations:

1. In cash games where you play with the same crowd
night after night. In that case you have to adopt these
randomizing plays a certain percentage of the time to
confuse your opponents, whether you think they’re
optimal or not. With a pair of queens against an carly,
weak raiser, a combination of 80 percent raises and 20
percent calls 15 a good mix.

2. In high-stakes live tournaments when you’re at a table
with a bunch of good, experienced players who’'ve
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played with you many times before. It’s not Quite
necessary as in the first case, but it’s still a 800d ide,

In online play, especially in small-stakes events, th,
kind of randomizing deception isn’t necessary. Yoy just
won’t run into the same players often enough and they won’y
be skilled enough to warrant departing from the play yo,
think is optimal.

You call. The pot is $195. Players 4, 5, 6, and the smaf]

blind all fold. The big blind gocs all-in for $500. Player 2 goeg
all-in for his remaining $1,225. Whar do you do?

Answer: After a slow start, an explosion of activity. Leps
look at the hand through the lens of the other two players’
ceyes and see what they see before we decide what to do.

The big blind. His stack is $500, so his M is 11, just at the
bottom of the Yellow Zone. He’s not desperate yet, but he's
certainly interested in making a move under favorable
circumstances. He’s scen a smallish raise from Player 2, and
only a call from Player 3. Someone could be sandbagging,
but there’s a good possibility there’s no real strength out
there. With a very strong hand, the big blind could consider
araise to about $225, hoping for some action. With a weaker
hand that still has some real value, all-in is a good move. I'd
certainly go all-in here with a hand like tens, nincs, or
perhaps even eights. Below that it’s a matter of taste
although I can’t see many good players playing the real low
pairs like fours or below. With unpaired hands, | have to
respect the fact that two players already entered. 1'd raise
here with ace-king or ace-queen, but nothing weaker than
that. Remember, the big blind doesn’t have to pick this hand
to make a stand, so getting involved with a holding like king-
Jack is just foolish.
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r 2. Player 2 raised and was just called,. 80 h.e probgbly
pa e’t think you have great strength, From his point ofv1ew,
Qoo m-to-small pair is your most likely holding. Ifhe th
: H']ed';ur analysis to what we just did, he thinks the big biind
- aething but again not necessarily a great hand. So.he
bos So’rtnneed a,super hand to make an all-in play here, which
doel:;l like he wants to isolate on the big blind. He could be
:ﬁ:king his move with a pair as low as jacks or tens, or‘som.e
high-card hands like ace-king or ace-queen. (ace-king is
much more likely as we have two oAfthe4qucheens..)

The only hands we really fear in this sn,uatlon are ace?
and kings. 1t’s likely that the big bllinq doesn’t ha\{e either o
these hands (since he raised all-in instead of ma?klnfg a;lm(()ire
easily callable raise.) Player 2 might have onc of these 1zlm()s,
but there are plenty of other hands he could have as well. On

balance, the queens should call.

Player 3 actually folded his queens, and thf: 0the1: player;
showed their hands: The big blind had a pair of nines, an

Player 2 had ace-king suited. After the board played (.)l:it’
Player 2 made a flush, although Player 3 would have made

queens full.

Excessive conservatism proved costly as Player 3 missed a
chance to double up and eliminate two opponents at the same
time. Tt happens to the best of us (although not as often as it
happens to the worst of us.)




Calculating Pot
Odds in All-In Situationg

In Volume I we spent some time calculating pot odds iy ‘

situations where your opponent had put you all-in
tournament. Now let’s look at a situation common towards the eng
of tournaments. You get involved in a pot with a player whose M
is much lower than yours. He makes a bet large enough to Commit
himselfto the pot, so if you continue to play, all his money wilj g0
to the center. You need to evaluate the pot odds you’re getting
before the all-in actually happens. Let’s see how it’s done.

early in the

Example 4. Middle stages of a major tournament. Sixty
players remain and 30 will get paid. Nine players at your
table, and you are second to act with a stack of $37,000 and an
Mof41. From the TV monitors, You appear to be in the top-10
in chip standings. Blinds are $150/$300 and antes are $50, so
the pot to start is $900. You pick up ASKY and raise to
$1,200, four times the big blind. Everyone folds to the player
in the cutoff seat, who has $11,200 and an M of 12.5. He raises
to $5,000, leaving him with $6,200 in his stack. The last three
players fold around to you. What do you do?

Answer: You have three plays to consider:

1. Fold

2. Call

3. Reraise all-in.

Calling is the worst option here. With ace-king, yOU’d
usually prefer to make an all-or-nothing decision, since that
enables you to see all five cards and thus get the most value
for your two high cards. That’s especially true when you'r¢
out of position and your opponent is on a short stack and

234

Calculating Pot Odds in All-In Situations 235

tly committed to the pot already. He will usually put you
me );fter the flop, and since you know that, you need to
2;11:; your decision now whether or not to play the hand for
his full stack. . . .

Before you decide to put him all-in, you ne?d Io{ give a
jittle though to just what he might be holding. L0n51derm.g
his relatively low M (bottom of the Yellow Zone) and his
eagerness to getinvolved with someone who showed strength
in early position, it’s very likcly that he has a pair lower than
your cards. You can’t dismiss the possibility that he ha? a
pair of aces or kings, but there are several reasons why you’re
not overly worried:

1. As stacks get low, any pair is a strong inducement to
make a move.

2. Most pairs are lower than kings.

3. You hold an ace and a king, reducing the chances still
further. (There are six possible ways to be dealt a pair of
aces. But holding an ace yourself reduces that number to
three. The same argument holds for the kings.)

4. Pairs of aces and kings are so strong given his low M
that he might have made more of an effort to keep you
in the pot by just calling.

These arguments don’t eliminate the chance that you are
up against aces or kings, they just show that the likelihood is
less. There’s also some possibility that you’re not even facing
a pair. [ actually think that’s more likely than the chance that
You’re up against the high pair, but let’s simplify things and
Just say that those two possibilitics cancel out. For our
Purposes, you’re up against a pair lower than kings, and you
want to know the mathematics of putting him all-in or not.
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Right now the numbers look as follows:
$900: In the pot to start

$1,200: Your raise

$1,200: He called your raise, and

$3,800: Put in a raise of his own.

$6,200: The money he has left in his stack.

I S

So now you can fold, or put him all-in by mavip
another $10,000 into the pot. (True, he might fold this bet,
butif he has some medium pair, he’s going to call latherthan
try to play with $6,200 and an M of 7. After your all-in raise,
he’ll be looking ata pot 0of $17,100 and he’ll need just his lagt
$6,200 to call, and those 3-to-1 odds will just be too ¢ good.)

If you put him all-in, you’ll be risking $10,000 to win
$10,000 (his raise plus his stack) plus $3,300 (the amount in
the pot after your last raise was called). Your bet is getting
you $13,300-t0-$10,000 odds, or 1.33-to-1.

Is that a good deal for you? To answer that question we
have to look at a bunch of factors: your real odds of winning
the hand, the difference that winning or losing will make to
your stack and your standing in the tournament, and the
importance of eliminating this particular opponent. Let’s take
a look at these issues one by one.

1. Your real odds. If you hold ace-king against a smaller
pair, you're somewhere between a 12-to-10 and a 13-to-
10 underdog, depending on exactly what pair you'te
facing. This means the odds you’re receiving make for
a fair bet, but no more. Whether you want to make a fair
bet for about 30 percent of your stack depends on othef
circumstances.

2. Your standing in the tournament. You’re in very good
shape right now, toward the top of the leader board and
with a very healthy M. A fair bet increases the volatilify
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of your position without increasing your equity Most
good players wouldn’t be interested and would pass
here. If you thought you were one of the weaker players
left in the tournament, or if the table seemed particularly
tough, so good bets were hard to find, then this might be
a great time to try to score some extra chips. (But then,
if you could reason that out, you wouldn’t be a weak
player.) In general, however, you shouldn’t be interested
in a high-stakes even-money bet here.

3. Need to climinate the opponent. Later in the
tournament, where each player eliminated means
another step up the ladder, you like to take advantage of
these situations to try to knock out another player. But
here, there’s not much difference in having 60 players in
or just 59. Again, no strong reason to get involved.

The weight of the evidence here argues for throwing
your hand away. You’re getting a fair price on the bet but no
more, and your chip situation is very comfortable. Fold, and
wait for a genuinely favorable situation later.

Example 5. All conditions are the same as the last hand, but
this time your opponent had a stack of $16,200 when he made
his $5,000 bet.

Discussion: Giving your opponent a bigger stack changes the
Position considerably. First, let’s look at the pot-odds
calculation if you decide to move him all-in. He now has
$11,200 left in his stack after his raise, so to put him all-in
You have to move $15,000 into the pot. ($3,800 to call his
raise plus $11,200 more, a total of $15,000). As bcefore,
there’s $3,300 in the pot to win. So your pot odds are now

($15.000 + $3,300)/$15,000
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which are about 1.22-to-1. Now you’re definitely taking the
worst of it if your ace-king is up against a pair, so the all-j
move is out. At this point it’s call or fold. If you call, YOUre
getting a little less than 2-to-1 odds on your bet (the pog is
$7,100 and you need to putin $3,800 to call) and the odds of
hitting an ace or a king on the flop arc a little better thay 30
percent, so your chances ot hitting are a little less than 2-to-],

Do your implied odds if you hit your hand compensate?
Probably. Your opponent might decide he’s done with the
hand if an ace or King tlops. but then again he might not. g
call here against anyone but a super-tight player.

Example 6. All conditions are the same, but this time your

opponcnt had a stack of $8,200 when he made his $5,000 bet.
Discussion: Giving the opponent a smaller stack again
changes the problem, this time making the ali-in move
mandatory. Now his remaining stack is Just $3,200 after he
makes his raise, so when you put him all-in you just have to
move $7,000 into the pot. Your pot odds are now

(37,000 + $3,300)/$7,000

Which are about 1.47-to-1. When I see odds approaching 1.5-
to-1, I'm very comfortable going all the way with my ace-
king. Compared to the original problem, my stack is also in
better shape if I call and lose, yet another reason for playing.

Study these three examples carefully. You will find
situations where you’re trying to decide whether to put your
opponent all-in or just fold your hand. In poker, the pot odds
will be the first thing you need to consider, so make sur€
you’re very comfortabie with these calculations.

The Problems

Problems 10-1 through 10-4 show how to handle the situation
here a small stack at the table goes all-in. Problem 10-5 shows
v ariation on the same theme: How to get all the chips of a small-
:;cked player into the center. o
Problems 10-6 and 10-7 cover the analogous situation:
playing against (or avoiding) a bigger stack..Problems 10-8 apd
10-9 involve situations where you face multiple opponents with

poth larger and smaller stacks. . |
Problems 10-10 and 10-11 merit careful study. The issue is

picking the proper bet size when facing multiple opponents with

widely different Ms. |
The remaining problems focus on various issues. Problem 10-

12 shows how to evaluate a flop in the light of pre-flop action.
Problem 10-13 is a pot-odds dilemma. Problem 10-14 deals with
the always-difficult problem of playing low pairs in low-M
confrontations. Finally, Problem 10-15 shows what to do when
your M and Q numbers offer conflicting advice.

239
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Hand 10-1
o
SB $220 $1,360 e

$1,280 $2,180
’ Biinds: $30/$60

Pot: $90

3780 e
5560 $3,5620

You

‘ Situation: In the middlc ofa single-table online tournament. The
| small blind and Player B have been very aggressive.

Your hand: A49¢

Action to you: Player A folds. Player B calls. Player C folds. The
pot is now $150.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: The short-handed table and your rclativcly good
position means you can loosen up your raising and calling
requirements somewhat. If no one had entered the pot when
the betting got to you, your ace-nine suited would certainbf
be strong enough for an opening raise. With an opener i
front of you who is known (o be aggressive, the ace-niné
suited is good enough to call in this position, but it’s not
strong enough for a raise. Just call.

Action: You actually raise to $120. The button folds, but b?tll
blinds call your bet, and Player B puts in another $60 to call. The
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i both aggressive players are
0. You will act last, but
jsnow $15 g with the big blind, who has only $100 left.

Flop: YL Zi

e small blind checks, the big bclllind goe;s gll-in for his
i r B folds. What do you do:

st $107 Chl?s%iz(:):éazzws is you’ve missed the flop and your
Ans}:vizrr.xow a long shot. But the good news is that the pot is
ﬂ;‘lfiring almost 6-to-1 odds, you still have an ace-high hand,
Ond you have a cheap chance to knock out a player ’who
?noved in with an M of just 1. Take it and call. There s.ag
excellent chance that your ace is good h;r.e. [fthe smallbbhr}ll
makes a move, you’ll have another decision to make, .ut e
has to be more afraid of your stack than you are of his, so
he’ll probably just go away quietly.

Action: Th

Resolution: You call and the small blind folds. The big blind
shows K#Q. Fourth and fifth street are the 7% and the 94, and
your pair of nines win the hand.

The big blind didn’t make an error, since there was some
chance his hand was good at that point.
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Hand 10-2

A

$610

YoU $1,430

Blinds: $30/$60 $610
41 550 Pot: $90

32,840
$1,480

(o

Situation: Tgward the end of a one-table satellite. Players B and
E are aggressive. Player C is super-aggressive.

Your hand: AVYTe

Action to you: Player A folds. Player B raises to $120. Players C,
D, and E all fold. The pot is now $210,

Question: Do You fold, call, or raise?

Answer: At a full table, facing a raisc from a player in
second position, you would normally fold ace-ten offsuit in
the small blind. Not only are you out of position, but the Gap
Concept applies directly here. He needed a bett’er hand than
you have now to make his raise, and you need an even better
hand than that to call. So your default play should be to fold

Here the situation is quite a bit different. The table has
se-vcn players rather than ten, Player B is on a short stack
with an M of just over 6, and he’s known to be aggressive:
All these facts mean that you need much Jess of a hand 10
call. Ace-ten unsuited, combined with your2.3-to-1 pot odds:
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obably good enough. There’s no need to raise however.
l\ffu can wait until the flop to decide how aggressively you

want to pursue the hand.

Question: You're first to act. What do you do?
Answer: This should be a safe flop You may have the best
hand now, so you should lead out with a probe bet of about
half the flop. It gives your opponent a way to let the hand go
now. If the bet is called or raised, you know it’s likely that
your oppornent is going all the way with this hand.

If you don’t bét, your opponent will find the opportunity
to try and steal the pot irresistible, so he’ll probably move in
with a big bet. Ask yourself a simplc question: If you check
and he goes all-in, do you intend to call that bet? If your
answer is yes, and you don 't have a really strong hand, then
you’re almost certainly better off making the first bet
yourself. Many times leading off will lead to exactly the same
place as checking, but sometimes you'll win a hand that you
would have lost if played dewn to the end.

Action: You in fact check, and he goes all-in for his last $490. Do

you call?
Answer: By not leading off with a bet, you now face a pretty
tough problem. If your opponent has any hand at all, then you
don’t have the right odds to call. The pot now has $790, and
it costs you $490 to call, so you're getting about 8-to-5 pot
odds. But if he has, say, a low pair, you’re about a 3-to-1
underdog in the hand right now. (That’s a good number to
Commit to memory right now, by the way. Most players know
that before the flop, two overcards are about a 13-to-10
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underdog to a lower pair. Few players know that afte
flop, the odds increase to 3-to-1.)

To call, you have to believe that there’s a subgtamial
chance that he’s on a bluff. Even if you can’t tell anythip
from his mannerisms, I think that’s a reasonable assumptigy,
© here. He’s an aggressive playcr, he’s down to his last $490,

; and by checking you almost forced him to bluff. S, you

should call.

If you had led off with a bet of say, $150, he might jugt

have folded. But if he then came back over the top with an

i all-in bet, notice how easy your decision-making gets. Now

the pot is $940 and it costs you $340 to call, Those are 2.7-tg.

1 odds, and you have to call, unless you’re sure he’s playing

with a high pair (and you never are). Train yourself to look
for the plays that make future decisions easy.

r the

‘ Resolution: You call. He shows 7%7#. The river and turn come
T4 and 99, and your pair of tens win the pot.

Hand 10-3

$4,450

YouU $140

Blinds: $100/$200
$3,460 Pot: $240

$7,950
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Your pand: T#3%
Action to you: Players A through E fold. The pot is $240, since
the big blind is all-in.

Question: Do vou fold or call?

Answer: This is an easy problem but it’s worth mentioning
because it’s so often misplayed, especially by beginners and
especially in online events. The big blind is all-in and
everyone else has folded, so the only question is whether or
not you should put in another $40 to see a pot of $240. The
answer is yes, and has nothing to do with the strength of your
hand. The 6-to-1 pot odds justify playing with any two cards;
holding a ten is actually a bonus, since you may be a favorite
right now. (Ten-three offsuit is actually 42 perccent against a
random hand —— that’s mighty nice when you’re gelling 6-to-
1 odds.)

Action: You call, and the big blind shows 7¢6#. The board comes
K&J4T4TY6Y, and your trip tens win the pot.

Hand 10-4
YOU

$7,000

$18,000

Blinds: $300/$600
Antes: $50
$2,650 Pot: $1,250

$18,200

813,300
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Situation: Late into a multi-table online tournament.
Your hand: TY4¢

Action to you: Players A, B, and C fold. Player D goes all-in (o,
$1,750. Player E and the small blind fold. The pot is now $3.000.

Question: Do vou fold or call?

Answer: This is a straight pot-odds play. The pot is $3.,000
and. since you were the big blind, it costs you only another
$1,150 to call. Those are odds of almost 3-to-1, 50 you're
getting the price you need to play, even with your pathetic
hand, unlcss your opponent has one of the top five pairs,
Since his M was only 1.5 before the hand, he could have gone
in with almost anything. He might well have decided to play
with nine-eight suited or even six-five suited, in which case
you’re actually a favorite.

Action: You call. He turns over 9694,

One of his best hands, but notice that if you had known what
he had, you still would have called! Your single overcard makes
youabouta 2.5-to-1 underdog to the nines, and the pot was giving
you better odds than that.

Action: The board comes 646%28&79 T4, and your pair of tens
win the pot.
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A

$300,000

$40,000

Blinds: $3,000/$6,000
$600,000 Antes: $1,000
Pot: $18,000

$110,000

$100,000( C

$200,000
$120,000

$90,000 $150,000

Situation: Final table of a major tournament. Player B is a very
experienced, conservative player.

Your hand: 8¥8+¢

Action to you: Player A folds. Player B raises to $18.,000. Players

C through H all fold. The potis now $36,000. It costs you $15,000
to call.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: A pair of eights is a good enough hand to call. Your
Opponent opened with something, but if it was two high
cards, you have the best hand right now. The pot is also
offering you good odds (2.4-to-1) which make up in part for
Your bad position.

Action; Yo call. The pot is now $51,000. The big blind folds.

Flop: Kega7e




Action: You check. Player B bets $20,000. The
$71,000. What do you do?
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Action: What’s your move?

Answer: Trip eights is a huge hand heads-up, so YOur jop ;
Just to extract the most money from the situation Y s
~ N 1 : 0
conservative opponent must have some value in his handil
0

make the opening bet, so you should Jjust check, and all
him to bet. ow

pot is now

Answer: Now you have a tough decision. Your opponent
now has about $70,000 left in his stack, and you’d like to get
as much of it as possible. There are three ways to £0 with the
hand. Let’s look at all three plays.

I Raise all-in. Uncool. If you like this play, you're
probably the sort of fellow that trips over himself trying
to get to the front of the buffet line. The all-in bet is
likely to chase your opponent out of the pol, and your
hand is too good for that.

2. Make a small reraise, perhaps $20,000 Y our opponent

will be very suspicious of this reraise, because he’ll be
looking at irresistible pot odds. He’ll need to put in
$20,000tocalla$111,000 pot. Of course, he knows that
you deliberately gave him those odds. and therefore you
must want him to call. But he’ll probably call anyway,
because the odds are just too tempting.

3. Just flat call. This is almost as suspicious as the small

reraise. You're trying to sell the idea that you're drawing
to a diamond flush. It’s unlikely, but you might get away
with it. The problem is that you haven’t drawn any mor¢
money into the pot.

The Problems 249

On balance, I like the small raise here. It’s your best shot
at getting some more money in the pot right now. It might be
the only extra money you make on the hand, and that’s worth

som ethlng N

Action: You raise $20,000. After a long think, your opponent
calls. The pot is now $131,000.

Fourth Street: 3¥

Action: What do you do?
Answer: That card certainly didn’t help your opponent. (He
raised before the flop in early position, remember, and he’s
a conservative player, so there aren’t any treys in his hand.)
But his stack is down to about $50,000, which presents you
with a problem. If you make even a modest bet, he can’t call
it without reducing his chip stack to the point where he’s
better off just shoving all his chips in and hoping to catch a
bluff. In light of that, your choices are really down to three:
1. Put him all-in now and see if he calls.
2. Bet $20,000 or so, to deny him a free card.
3. Put him all-in on the end and see 1f he calls.

There’s a possibility that he might interpret an all-in
move on the end as some sort of pot-stealing play, and if so,
he might lose all his chips. But he might not. The big bet on
the end is actually part of a different play, one where you bet
a strong hand pre-flop, continue bet aftcr the flop, check on
the turn (feigning weakness), and then go all-in on the river
(pretending to desperately steal the pot.) It’s not quite as
convincing a move in this hand.

Should you worry about giving him a free card? Not
really. Look at the hands he might have.
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L. AA, QQ, 11, TT, 99, Any of these hands would y,
Jjustified an opening raise in early position, follg
a bet after the flop, followed by a call of you
reraise. With one card to come, he has to f1i]]
beat you, and he’s a 22-to- | underdog.

€
Wed b

]liS trips to

2. AK,KQ.He’s drawing dead since a king gives him tripg
but you a full house.

3. AQ.He’s drawing dead.

‘ 4. KK.He’s going to double up no matter how you play the
hand.
|

On the hands that matter, he’s either a 22-to-| underdog
or drawing dead, so you don’t have to worry about a free
card.

The strongest argument for the small bet, howcver, is
simply that it gets more money into the pot with a bel that’s
hard to fold because of the great pot odds. And if he calls that
bet, then putting him all-in on the end will also be hard to
fold. That’s the surest way to get his whole stack.

Action: You actually go all-in and he folds, laying down Q#QY.
You take the pot.

A top player who was laying down a pair of queens would be
pretty certain you had trip eights. What clse could you have that
would beat him and still match your plays? If you have ace-king,
youwould have reraised before the flop. You probably didn’t have
king-queen because he had two of the queens. And you woqun"t
have called with king-x when ‘x’ is a jack or less. Hence, trip
eights.

y
U smy)
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fHand 10-6

YoU /@\

$13,300

$4,550

Blinds: $100/$200
$1,850 Pot: $300

$10,750

Situation: In the middle of a multi-table ininc ‘tournament
Several new players have just joined the table, including Player A.

Your hand: 9¥8&%

Action to you: Player A raises to $400. Playgrs B through F fold.
The small blind folds. The pot is $700, and it costs you $200 to
call.

Question: Do vou fold, call, or raise? . N
Answer: i“hc minimum raise from the player in first position
should arousc some suspicion. That’s usually a pla}/ someone
makcs to lure other into the pot, which in turns indicates a
very strong hand. But online the bet has anoth(ejr
interpretation. There are players who play a sort. of dumbed-
down smallball, just taking stabs at pots with minimum bets
in the hope of picking up blinds and antes cheaply. The
bigger their own stack, the more they like thls strategy.

Right now you don’t have any informat?on on Player A,
80 you can’t say for sure what he’s doing. Keep both
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possibilities open in your mind, and turn your attention ¢, the
pot odds, which at 3.5-to-1 are very favorable. Even if Playe

Ais trapping with a big pair, the implied odds if you hit Your
hand big make a call worthwhile.

One last consideration is the discrepancy in stack sizeg,
You have $4,350 left and an M of 14. Player A has $12,900
and an M ot 43! He has you covered easily, so the pot j
potentially much more dangerous for you than for him, Cq
but proceed with caution thereafter. ,

Action: You call. The pot is now $900.
Flop: 8¥6%44

Quetion: What do you do?
Answer: That’s a pretty good flop tor you. You have top pair
plus some vague straight and flush possibilities.

If he started with a high pair, you’re still sccond-best. If
he just started with a couple of high cards, you’re now a solid
favorite. But you don’t know which, and your small M
requircs you to be cautious. Just check and sec what he does.

Action: You check and he checks behind you.

That’s good news, although a strong player with a high pair
would most likely check also. But a weak player would probably
have bet with a high pair, so the evidence is mounting that you
have the best hand right now.

Fourth Street: 7%

Action: What do you do now?
Answer: Wow. That’s a really great card. You now have t0P
pair plus an opcn-ended straight flush draw. You may be best
right now and have 15 outs to a monster hand. Now you'r¢
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ed into the hand. Lead out with a bet of about two-thirds
traplrl’ ot and see if he wants to play with you. Why twq—
Of'td: I(:f the pot instead of one-half? Because the bet is
thlrrtially a value bet (you may have the best hand right ngw)
gﬁd you need to draw more money in the pot when you might
have the best hand.

Action: You bet $600 and he folds.

You won the pot and you learned somcthir_lg. about P?ayer A.
Hedidn’thavea high pair when he made that mlplmuln ralsedfrom
first position. He probably just haq acouple ofhigh car@s, zzn sal:v
aminimum bet as just a cheap blind-stealer. He also didn’t mha ’e
a continuation bet when he could have, so when he does“bet, Els
more likely to have a hand. File that away under “valuable

information.”

Hand 10-7
YOU

$19,800
$3,000 $10,100
Blinds: $200/$400
Antes: $800 $5,200
$10,400 Pot: $200

$14,100

$16,800

$3,700

Situation: In the middle of a multi-table online to.umament.
Player F has been aggressive lately and has built up his stack by
Pulling in several pots.
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Your hand: AYjv
Action to you: You act first,

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Ace-jack suited is not a premium opening hapg in
first position at a full table. Here, however, the table ig eight
players rather than nine or ten, and you’re the big stack With
an M o[ 24, which is worth something since the other playerg
will be less inclined to g0 against you. You should open here
for about three times the big blind.

Action: You raisc to $1.200. Players B, C, D, and E all fold,
Player F. on the button, calls. The blinds fold. The pot is now
$3,200.

Flop: 997434

Question: What do you do?
Answer: You weren’t happy to see the second-biggest stack
come in against you. Now you've missed the flop. Should
you make a continuation bet, or just check?

When I have nothing against another big stack, I like to
keep the pots small. It’s more likely than not that he didn’t
have a medium or large pair, since he didn’t reraise. If | had
to put him on a hand, he probably has a couple of face cards.
It’s possible you can take the pot away from him with a
continuation bet, but it’s also possible you’li get embroiledin
a big pot with nothing. Much earlier in the tournament, |
might go that way and see what happens, but here. even
though I'm still in the Green Zone, I like to be cautious
against another big stack. T would Jjust check.

Note that if Player B or C had made the call, I°d be much
more likely to make a move here. I can threaten them with
the loss of their whole stack, while they can’t make @
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orresponding threat against me. That gives me more
¢ A
leverage to help win the hand.

Action: You check and Player F checks.
c :

Fourth Street: Ko
Question: What do vou do?

Answer: The turn missed you and may have helped him.
Now you should definitely check.

Action: You check. He bets $1,000.

Nothing to do here but fold.
Action: You fold.

This looks like a passively-played hand (and it was), but an
aggressive player could have lost nearly his whole stack here

trying to bully the pot. Remember that you may have been beaten
all along.

Hand 10-8 ,,,

$60,000

$125,600 $150,000

521 Blinds: $2,000/%4,000
7% Antes: $200 522600
Pot: $7,800
351,000
$8,300
$58,200 $64,000

F
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Situation: Final two tables of a multi-table online tournamepy,
Player G is loose and aggressive.

Your hand: 844%

Action to you: Players A, B, C, and D fold. Player E calls $4.000.
Player F folds. Player G calls $4,000. The small blind calls
$2,000. The pot is now $17.800.

Question: Do you check or raise?
Answer: Check. You're delighted to see a free flop with your
mediocre hand. Right now you’re in very good shape, with an
M of 16. Although you’re in the Yellow Zone, you're doing
very well.

Action: You check. The pot remains at $17,800.
Flop: Je3&44

Action: The small blind checks. What do you do?
Answer: You've flopped bottom two pair, which is a great
result. You should now slow-play and check. Remember we
said that the more players there were in the pot, the less you
wanted to bluff. The flip side of that insight is that the more
players there are in the pot, the more you want to slow-play,
since someone is likely to have some sort of a hand.

Your goal here is to get someone to bet so you can
check-raise them out of the pot. With trips you might check
and call. but bottom two pair isn’t quite good enough for that.
You're happy here to pick up an extra bet. The small blind.
however, has only $17,500 left, so if he shows any interest,
he’s liable to commit himself to the hand.
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Action: You check. Player E checks. Player G bet $l6,000.( The
11 blind goes all-in for his last $17,500. Whar do you do?
sma Answer: Player G, last to act, madc a move at the pot, which
you expected. The small blind checked and raised, which you
didn’t cxpect. His most likely holding is a pair of jacks with
some sort of kicker. (If so, he’ll have five outs against you on
fourth street and eight on fifth street, assuming no eight or

four comes.}

Your best play now is an isolation move. Player E has
$59,800 left, and Player G has $31,000. Bet enough to put
Player E all-in, and hope they both go away. Youl don’t want
several players drawing to beat your low two pair.

Action: You raise to $60,000. Players E and G both fold. The
small blind turns over 7454, , o
The small blind check-raised with a low flush draw which didn’t

make much sense. Remember the small blind’s M was just under
3! He should have just pushed all-in.

Fourth Street: 5%
Fifth Strcet: 94

The small blind makes his flush and wins the pot.
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Hand 10-9

817,900 $3,200 \®

$10,700
Blinds: $300/%600
Antes: $50
Pot: $1,400

$1,600

$12,600 818,200

Situation: Late into a multi-table online tournament. Only two
| tables remain. This table has been playing tight for awhile.

Your hand: K&Je¢

Action to you: Players A, B, and C fold. The pot is stiil $1,400.

Question: Do vou fold, call, or raise?
Answer: In fourth position at a full table, king-jack offsuit
would normally be a very marginal opening hand, to say the
least. Early in the tournament, I would almost always just

toss the hand. Here, a combination of three factors tip the
balance towards playing:

I The table has been tight. You take advantage of that by
leading out with slightly marginal hands. If you ar€
called or reraised by someone with chips, you can be
sure you’re beaten.
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you are the chip leader. Players are more likely to fold

2 marginal hands against you. As before, to exploit this
you must be willing (o play marginal hands.
3. Ofthe six playcrs to act behind you, four have micro-

stacks, with Ms between 0.5 and 2. You’re not afraid of
a call by them, and they will be calling with weaker than

usual hands.

Put all the factors together, and raising with the king-
jack looks pretty reasonable here.

Action: You raise to $1,200. Player E folds. Player F goes alliin
for $700. Players G and H fold. The small blind goes all-in,
putting his last $1,250 in the pot. The big blind folds. It’s $350 to
you to call the small blind.

You call, of course, given the gigantic pot odds. This has
been a great result, giving you a chance to eliminate two small
stacks on a single hand.

Action: You call. Player F turns over Q¥ TY, and the small blind
shows K¥T¢. The board comes J#J¥8%3464 and youscoop the
pot.

The play of the small stacks could not be faulted, as thesc
were pretty good all-in hands given their Red Zone status.
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Hand 10-10

(LA

36,300

YoU $8,850 1570
Blinds: $200/$400
$17.750 Antes: $25
Pot: $800 $4.450

$3,150

$16,800
$13,750

Situation: In the middle of a multi-table online tournament. The
table has been playing tight recently.

Your hand: Q¢Qe

Action to you: Player A calls. Players B and C fold. Player D
calls. Players E and F fold. The pot is now $1,600.

Question: Do you call or raise?
Answer: Your hand is certainly good enough to raise, and

it’s certainly not good enough to slow-play out of position, $0
the only question is exactly how much to raise.

You have a comfortable stack, with an M of 22. Player
A has $5,900 left after his bet, so his M is between 7 and 8. |
Player D has an M of just over 20. You have several goals !
here, and you need to pick a bet amount that best meets all
your goals. In no particular order, here they arc:

e
1. You have a good enough hand to encourage som
action, but not a lot of action.
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vy ou would like to narrow the field to one opponent.

You’re eager to play against the smaller stack who can’t
really hurt you, and who will be inclined to play weaker

hands.

4. You’re not eager for action against the big stack, who
- could hurt you if he has a hand.

The key player here is the small stas:k. In order to thin
the field, you want to make at least a pot-sized bet, or perhap’s
a little larger. But in order to keep Player A around, you don’t
want to bet more than half his stack. Players tend 'to go away
when you bet more than half their stac!(, but st%ck around
when you bet less. There’s a subtle notxog that if they can
keep more than half their stack, they can still play.

With all that in mind, I’d bet about $2,000. It’s enough
to chase somebody away, but perhaps not enough to chase
both players away, and if the small stack has some sort of
hand, he may feel he can afford to see a flop. If the big stack
comes in, so be it. .

If my hand were stronger (aces or kings) I’d bet a lltt’]e
less, to encourage more action. If I had jacks or Fens, I'd
certainly bet more, making people pay for the privilege of
hitting their draw.

Action: Yoy bet $2.,000. The big blind folds, and Players A and
D folqd,
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Hand 10-11

\

$4,450

$17,700
$12000 prinds: $200/$400
Antes: $25
39590 Pot: $800 $13.700

$7,600 $3,100

$19,100 /@/

You

Situation: In the middle of a multi-table online tournament. The
table has been playing very tight recently, with most pots won by
the opener with a minimum bet.

Your hand: QéJj4
Action to you: Players A through D fold. The pot is stitl $800.

Question: Do yvou fold, call, or raise?
Answer: The advantage of being the big stack in a long
tournament is that you get to steal a lot of pots cheaply. Other
players realize that you’re the stack that can knock them out
with impunity, and they’d rather stay away from pots where
you’ve alrcady gotten involved.

When you’re thinking of playing a pot with minimal
values, look at the players yet to act behind you. The ideal
situation is to be followed by a bunch of Orange Zon®
players. They’re not so short as to be desperate, but they 11b¢
wary, and once you’re in a pot they will throw away margind
calling hands.
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Here the three players behind you are:
1. Player F,M=9
2. The small blind, M between 6 and 7
3. The big blind, M just under 15.

That’s two Orange Zone players out of three, which are
good odds. Although queen-jack would be a pretty marginal
opening hand normally, here I would play it with confidence.

How much to bet? Bet whatever amount had been
winning pots without opposition. Here it’s been the minimum
bet, so you should just raise to $800. If three times the big
blind had been winning the pots, bet $1,200. The idea is not
to do anything that seems out of the ordinary.

If your bet gets called or reraised, you can be certain you
need to improve to win.

Action: You raise $800, and take the pot.

Hand 10-12

$100,000 $120,000

$90,000
$300,000 Blinds: $3,000/$6,000
Antes: $300
0,000
Pot: $11,700 57
$180,000
$220,000

$40,000 $500,000
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Situation: Final table ofa major to

been extremely aggressive throu
open with any two cards.

urnament. The sma|) bling

Your hand: TYT¢

Action to you: Players A through D all fold.

Question: Do vou call or raise?
Answer: The medium pairs are hands
strongly before the flop to cut down on th

that can outdraw you. You should raise in
of three to five times the bi

bet size so players can’t e

You need to rajge
e number of hangg

the neighborhogg
g blind, remembering to vary your
asily read you.

Action: You actually raise to $16,000. Players F and G fold. The

small blind calls, putting in another $13,000. The big blind folds,
The pot is now $40,700.

Flop: KY7424

Action: The small blind checks, What should you do?

Answer: Your first problem is to evaluate th

e flop. This flop
is actual]

y very sate for your hand. The small blind has called

mostly made with one ot two hands:

L. A small to medium pair, or
2. Acc-x.

A higher pair would reraise, while hands like king-x ar
usually judged too weak for the situation. So this flop W4
unlikely to hit most of the common calling hands. Also
remember that just because an aggressive player is willing tj
Open a pot with any two cards, he won’t therefore call a soll

ghout the tournament, W‘.”ing ?s
0

despite being out of position. Empirically, such a call is q
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ik ect
ith any two cards. His calls are more likely to refl
t W1 . .
‘ ::lditional value considerations.

. t
The standard play here is just to bet .about.half chi)}?at
nd $20,000. You're representing a pair of'kings, a:m nat

. er wi veal that your oppon s

ill either win the pot, or r¢ op o

b Wl: as well. Although your actual hand isn that;]):)altr ;:e

. o
;iﬁzz it’s still quite strong. If your opportxlent c:rltlesrtloaﬂmh e
’ ir, since there
ve at least a small pair, sinc : h of
mus.t E?draws out there. If he raises, then he’s reprzsep;u;g’s
;t:ftle% hand than yours, and you’ll have to decide 1

t. . .
bluffflflhgeOortk?;)r way to play the hand is both more interesting

more (la crou Y ou're ams v y gg S
and g S. up ag ta I a CSS1vVe

a pood hand and position on him.

I;’lal);e:(,n?lnddjzsr CEZZli Zg S\;ell.gWith this play, ygu’ref;rym g1o
in((:luce a bluff on fourth streelt,- wh;;\l:c}tfloiolhilruolzzbl.y o

e Oppor;f;rtnh}?isrri]?kfi]slﬁind witi] the straightforward
Hiake al;lt)lltmfhneeycheck (which is actually a much mor::1
l;gag}:essive way of playing) might net you an extra bet o
fourt"l;k?rrgf;}rleStz‘ect:.ourse, some extra risks associ,ated .w.xth
this Wa}ef of ple,lying. The primary risk is that yzt:l arrey %I:linlgs
your opponent a free card to'beat you. The se}cl(;nd o
that by forgoing an opportunity 1o define your an,s o iack
less sure of what any subsequent bet ac.tually rll(le l.)et Jak
falls on fourth strect and the small blind ﬂl’?lll E::e e :guess.
bluffing or did he just make his hand?. You e
The last risk is that your play may notT in fact, ma oy e
money. Your opponent might be willing to jus

« o

handlg(;\ix;lrll'er way of playing the hand actgally' corr;catl.1 pf)rl
most situations, the straightforward bet w1ll. win a s !l pot
with minimal risk and ﬂuctuation.. But against 2;111 o(f)a;;l o
that yoy know is capable of trying to steal, the
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probably earn you more money in the long run, but wit
bigger wins and bigger losses. This approach, however, is
how super-aggressive players build their chip stacks They
court volatility, secure in the knowledge that they’re Capaby
of playing difficult hands better than their opponents,

Action: You actually check.

Fourth Street: 94

Action: The small blind bets $35,000. What do you do?
Answer: Any card below your tens is a good card for you,
The bet was exactly what you were expecting when yoy
checked last turn, so there’s no reason to be afraid of it. You
should just call.

Action: You call. The pot is now $110,700.

Fifth Street: Q#

Action: The small blind checks. What do youdo?
Answer: The queen was a scary card for you, but it’s also a
scary card for your opponent if he doesn’t have a king or a
queen. At this point, the prudent move is just to check the
hand down. You probably have the best hand right now, but
a bet here is unlikely to make you any money, and it could
lose you a lot of money. Just check.

Resolution: You check. The small blind turns over 6a6d, and
you take the pot.
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$7,600 $95,000
$69,500
Blinds: $3,000/$6,000
§17,800 Antes: $300 630,200 C>
Pot: $11,700 -
5148000 $68,700

$44,300 $80.300

You

Situation: Final two tables of a multi-tablc online tournament.
Player F is a very strong player who has had great success at the
online tournaments at your site.

Your hand: As4d

Action to you: Players A, B, C, and D fold. The pot is still
$11,700.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: You can raisc here as part of an unusual type of
isolation play. Note that alter posting the bligds and aptes, the
big blind has only $1,300 left, so he’s essemlal'ly all-in. Your
ace-four offsuit is a pertect hand to take against a random
hand in a heads-up showdown. The small blind only has
$14,500, so his stack isn’t threatening either. Your only rea}l
concern are the two other playcrs behind you, and ace-four is
a good enough hand (barely) for raising them.
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A very conservative player might elect to fold here, 5
that’s not a bad play. But super-aggressive players bujlq ;hn-d
stacks by moving in situations like this, o

Action: You raise to $12,000. Player F raises to $27,000. p|
G and the small blind fold. The big blind goes all-in for his
$1,300 The pot is now $52,000. What do you do?
F Tt you, hut e dion e ncn sl T
: , . . ead be jys
rqlsed $27.,000, leaving himself a mere $17,000 in his stack
Since his M was only 4 (while yours was 7), and he Was'
certainly justified in shoving in all his chips if he wanted to
play, the only reason for his move was to give you the best
possible pot odds for calling, while still forcing you to
commit some more chips. That means he has a very strong
hand, probably a high pair, although possibly something like
ace-king or ace-queen.

Although that’s the bad news, there is some good news.
You still have an ace, so if he made his play with a high pair
other than aces, your ace would give you about a 3¢ percet
chance of winning the hand. If he made the play with ace-x,
your winning chances are down to about 25 percent. If the
pot odds are right, it might be worthwhile playing.

Now we have to start doing some math. Since this is 2
key hand, it’s worth spending a little extra time to make sure
we get the decision right.

We’ll start by figuring out just what we have to put it
the pot to play. Right now it looks like we have to put i
$15,000 to call a pot of $52,000, which would represent 3.5
to-1 odds. But there are two problems with that reasoning
Player F started with $44,000 and just put in $27,000, leaving
him with only $17,000. If wc just call now, he’s going t© be
putting that last $17,000 (representing an M of just 1.5) int®
the pot after the flop, and the pot odds will almost certainly
compel us to call. In effect, we’re both pot-committed at this

dyer
lagt
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oint. So we should do our calculations assuming that his last
$17,000 has gone into the pot and we have matched it. Only
if that scenario justifies a call are we going to stay in,

The second problem is that we have not one pot but two.
The betting in the main pot was closed when the big blind
went all-in, so that pot has the $11,700 from the blinds and
antes plus $1,300 from each of the three players, for a total of
$15,600. The side pot will have $43,000 from Player I
(representing his whole stack, less the $1,300 he contributed
to the main pot) and a matching $43,000 from me, for a total
of $86,000. The money I'm trying to win is his $43,000 plus
the $10,700 I’ve already contributed (the other $1,300 went
in the main pot), or $53,700. To win that,  have to beta total
of $32,000 ($15,000 to call the current bet, and then we are
assuming that I will eventually put in another $17.,000 to get
the rest of his chips, one way or another.)

If you have reason to believe that the odds of winning
the two pots are very different (based on thc action you’ve
seen around the table), then you might want to consider each
pot separately, make a rough guess at your chances of
winning it, and then lump the two answers togcther. If your
chances of winning the two pots are about the same, then the
easiest solution is to lump all the money together and see if
the pot odds work out. That’s the case here. We think that
Player F has a high pair and the big blind has a random hand,
so mostly when we improve to beat Player F, we will be good
enough to win the main pot as well. That’s not 100 percent
accurate, but this stuff is tough enough as it is!

So we’re almost done. We’ll have to put in $32,000
more to play the hand to the end. In return, we can win this
amount:
® 3$11,700: blinds and antes
®  31,300: rest of the big blind’s stack
®  $12,000: our first bet
®  844,000: rest of Player F’s stack
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That’s a total of $69,000. $32,000 to win $69,000 Mmeg
we’re getting about 2.1-to-1 on our money. "

So what are our rcal winning chances against Player po
If we think he has a high pair like queens, we’re about 4 70l~
t0-30 underdog, or about 2.3-to-1. If he has us dominateq
with something like ace-king or ace-queen, we’re about 3-to.
1 underdogs. It’s just possible he’s pulling a post-oak blufr
pretending that his small bet represents strength when it’s’
really wcak, but that’s a very, very rare play in online
tournaments. (They’re just not sophisticated enough to pick
up on what you’re doing.) Conclusion: We just don’t have the
odds we need here. Let the hand go.

Action: You call, and the flop comes J®%J474. You put Player F
all-in and he calls. He shows K#K¥, and his hand holds up to

win.

Hand 10-14

i $17,700
$4,400 $13,600
Blinds: $200/$400
$11,600 Antes: $25 $3,100
Pot: $800

$5,300 319,900

Situation: In the middle of a multi-table online tournament. The
table has been playing very tight recently.

Your hand: 6%6¢

tio
ﬁds. The pot is now $2,800.

Question! Do
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p to you: Player A folds. Player B raises $2,000. Player C

you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: As 1 explained in Part Nine, small pairs are
problematic hands when your M is small. They may be
equally problematic when your M is reasonable but other Ms
at the table are small. In this situation your M is about 24,
and you’re holding a pair of sixes. Can you call?

The answer is actually a pretty clear no. There are two
key reasons:

1. Potodds. You’re 7'4-to-1 against improving to trips on
the flop. Player B raised you $2,000 from his stack of
$13,600. He only has $11,600 left. On the occasions you
do improve to trips, you won’t be able to win enough to
justify your call on that basis alone. You’ll need to win
some times when you don’t improve. But if you don’t
improve and some high cards come on the flop, you’ll be
hard-pressed to call a good-sized bet.

2. Players behind you. There are four players still to act
behind you, and they all have stacks smaller than Player
B. Suppose you call, Player E (whose stack is $7,600)
goes all-in, and Playcr B folds. You’ll be able to justify
calling if you think there’s a good chance he’s not
holding a pair. But if you think he likely has a pair, you
must throw your hand away. The possibility of being
raised by players behind you further increases the
amount you need to be able to win when your hand takes
the pot. Often you may feel that you understand what the
player in front of you is doing, but then the death blow
comes from behind.
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Action: You fold. The small blind calls. The flop ¢,
Q#9444 and the small blind goes all-in and wins the pot,

$44,200 $15,000

mes

Hand 10-15
YOU

$9.200
319,500 Blinds: $2,000/$4,000
Antes: $200
Pot: $7,800 $22,500
$20,000
$5,000
S
$18,500 D

Situation: A multi-table online tournament which has been
reduced to the last 54 players at 6 tables. The tournament began
with 400 players, each with $1,000 in chips. A total of 40 places
will be paid. You are currently in second place in the tournament.

Your hand: 9¥6e

Action to you: Player A folds. Player B goes all-in for his last
$9,000. Everyone folds around to you. The potis now $1 6.800. 1t
costs you $5,000 to call.

Question: Do you call or fold?
Answer: This is not an uncommeon situation for many of the
small-stakes multi-table online tournaments. Many player®
get confused in these positions because there are arguments
for calling and arguments for folding. Let’s work through the
problem carefully and see which arguments win out.
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your pot odds are very good, which is an argument for
calling, but

your hand is weak, which is an argument for folding,
but

3. Player B could have gone all-in with almost anything,
which is an argument for calling, but

4. You're in second place in the tournament and near the
money, which is an argument for folding.

So what’s right?

Your pot odds are indeed very good. You have to put in
$5,000 to see a pot of $16,800, so your odds are about 3.3-to-
1. That’s the most important consideration and it’s very
favorable. Only if he holds a pair of nines or higher will you
not get the odds you need to call. Given Player B’s desperate
situation, you can assume that’s unlikely, and your odds are
good enough despite the weakness of your hand.

Should your standing in the tournament deter you from
calling? That’s the real question in this hand, and the answer
is no. Your good standing is something of an illusion. The
400 starting players all began with a stake of $1,000. Only 54
players remain, about one-cight of the field. That means the
average chip stack is now about $8,000. Since your stack 1s
$40,000, your Q is more than 5. That sounds good, until you
notice that your M is just over 5 as well! These low-M high-
Q situations are typical of the small-stakes online
tournaments with big fields and short rounds. The blinds
Increase so quickly that even the chip leaders are getting
desperate toward the end of the event.

Your apparent chip lead here isn’t just an illusion; it'sa
trap. If you try to protect your lead with conservative play,
the blinds will simply gobble you up. The real strength of
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your position is that you can enter some of these .,
favorable all-in situations and survive a beat, Whereag k
opponcents will get knocked out when they lose. Sg
take the odds and play. It's your M that gov
strategy, not your Q.

OUr
You My

ems yollr

Action: You call. Your opponent shows A¢J4. His hand holds y
to win. g

Part Eleven

Short Tables




Short Tables

Introduction

In a large tournament, one of the tournament direCtOr’sjobs
isto kes:p the tables full as much as possible. Eight or nine Players
1s considered an ideal number. (Ten players is considered tg,
many, as it promotes excessively tight play.) When a tabl¢ shrinkg
to six or seven players, the directors try to break up the table as
soon as possible, distributing the players across other short tables,

When the total number of players shrinks below 30, players
will find themselves spending more and more time at relatively
short tables. Once the survivors reach the final table and a couple
of players get eliminated, the remainder will play under short
conditions for the rest of the tournament.

Short-table play is poker on steroids. The action speeds up,
and all-in bets become more frequent. You must keep a careful
eye on your stack and the blinds, and be prepared to make moves
whenever favorable conditions appear. You may know quite a bit
about some of your opponents, having played with them at
different tables over the past few days. Pressure and tension are
high; really big money, life-changing money for some, is justa
few hands away.

For newcomers, this part of the tournament is a real test of
character. Some thrive, discovering (perhaps to their surprise) that
matching wits against the world’s best under pressurc-cooker
conditions is something they were born to do. Others discover
something quite different.

While the character part of the game can’t be taught, the
technical part can. In this section I’l] explain some of the key
strategies of short-table play. But first let’s revisit our old friend
M, who undergoes a few revisions at short tables.
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Effective M
Adjusting for Short Tables

In Part Nine, I defined M as the ratio of your chip s‘.cacl.< to the
1 of the blinds and antes, and then showed how §hr1nk1ng Ms

Lot d vour strategy to change as well. That discussion, however,
causf’fn };he context of fuli-tablc play, with cight, ninc, or ten
w;iirellts sitting down at a table. When we move to short tables, we
gave to make an adjustment to M, creating what I call the
“effective M.” o

Remember: What M is designed to tell you is just how long
your stack will last until it’s blinded away. Say you have $60,000
in your stack and the blinds and antes now total $12,000. Your M
is 5, so you can survive five rounds of the table before your stack
disappears. At a full table of nine or ten players, that means you
can survive about 45 to 50 hands. But suppose you’re at a table of
just four players? Now your M of 5 only represents about 20
hands. In reality, your situation is more analogous to that of
having an M of about 2 at a full table. -

Clearly you need to make an adjustment to M as the table size
shrinks. I call this creating an “effective M,” and it’s a pretty
simple modification. Just calculate your M as before, and then
multiple M by the percentage of a full table that remains. Here’s
a quick formula:

Effective M = (Basic M) times (Players Left/10)
Tused 10 instead of 9 in the denominator because it makes

the Calculations easier. We’re looking for a quick guide, not
Mathematicaj exactitude.
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Example 1: Your stack is $100,000, the blinds and antes tota
$12,000, and there are four players left at the table. What’s
your effective M?
Answer: Your basic M is 100,000/12,000, which i a it
more than 8. With four players left we’ll multiply 8 by 0.4,
get an effective M of 3.2,

Atshorttables, you want to calibrate your strategy using yoyy
effective M. Otherwise you’ll be assuming you have more hands
left than you really have, and your play will be too tight.

Example 2: Final table of a major tournament. Five players
remain. The blinds are $15,000/$30,000 with antes of $5,000
each. The chip stacks of the five players arc as follows:

Player A $600.,000
Player B $100,000
Player C  $1,200,000
Player D $450,000
Player E  $220,000

What are the effective Ms for cach of the five players?
Answer: If you do the math properly, you should get the
following answers:

Player A Just over 4
Player B Under 1
Player C  Between & and 9
Player D Just over 3

Player £ Bctween 1 and 2

Notice that although Player C has a big lead and
comfortable stack, his effective M is already in the Orange ZOEZ;
He can’t be tight and sit back. If he tries to be conservative. W
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11 happen is that whoever survives the looming battle between
will Ig and E will quickly be in a threatening or commanding
AB is-a-vis C. Being tight may assurc Playcr C of finishing

jtion v1 : .
-oill:e top three, but it won’t help his chances of finishing first.
in
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The Tactics
of Short-Table Play

Short tables are tactical battlegrounds. With time running o
on all the participants the line between bluffing and value bett; "
quickly gets blurred. Regardless of what actually Constitutesn
value bet when two players have already folded at a ij-play:
table, players will be moving at the pot with some fairly randon:
collections of cards.

With players so eager to get involved with weaker cards
slow-playing becomes an even more powerful and dangemu;
option, both before and after the flop. Let’s consider each case
separately.

Slow-Playing Before the Flop

When the table gets very small, the issue of slow-playing
before the flop becomes morc difficult. With only threc or four
players at the table, hands obviously rise in value, and hands that
couldn’t be considered as slow-play candidates at a full table now
have some allure. What are rcasonable standards for checkingand
trapping at these tables?

In my experience, most players get much too clever at short
tables, giving their opponents plenty of [ree cards with only
marginally strong hands, and frequently knocking themselves out
in the process. When the tables get small, the blinds are usually
getting large. Large blinds act as a powerful counterweight, giving
you a strong incentive to take down the pot as soon as possible.

['have a simple set of rules for slow-playing at short tables.
designed to keep me out of trouble as much as possible. Here they
arc.
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AA KK, QQ. These are genuinely powerful hands under any
1. circ’umstances, and I will cheerfully slow-play them, with
only an occasional raise as part of a balanced strategy.

1), TT, 99 Tempting but dangerous. I’ll sometimes slow-
playjacks, and even tens occasionally, but never nines. Even
against a single opponent, you may have to throw your hand
away if overcards come on the flop.

3. Smaller pairs. Always bet out for value.

4. Unpaired cards. Always bet out for value. I've seen many
players over the years slow-play an ace-king, then look sick
when three random cards come and their opponcnt throws in
abig bet. Unpaired cards are just unpaired cards, and picking
up the blinds with an ace-high hand is a good result.

Slow-Playing After the Flop

Slow-playing after the flop is a powerful weapon at short
tables. Because players have smaller Ms, they are more
susceptible to the lure of apparent weakness than they were at full
tables earlier in the tournament. Not only are they more eager to
betafter you’ve shown weakness, but a bet and a call can build the
pot to a size where they feel justified in committing the rest of
their chips with a moderately strong hand.

EXample 3. It’s the final table of a major tournament. Six
Players remain. The blinds are $600 and $1,200, with $200
antes, and the initial pot is $3,000. You’re curreatly the
to“l'llamentleader with $180,000, and this hand you’re second
to act at the table. Your reputation is that of a very smart,
Xperienced, and aggressive player, and that’s how you’ve

eel.l Playing throughout the tournament. The player directly

¢hind jn third position is alse very experienced, and known




282 Part Eleven: Short Tables

for his tricky and trappy play. He has $80,000. Th
players at the table are tournament veterans with
between $50,000 and $160,000.

Player 1 folds. Your hand is

¢ other o,
Chlp (‘()unts

)CJ

Fgc‘ <
<

What do you do?

Answer: Ace-seven offsuit is a reasonable, if somewhat
minimal, opening hand from second position at a six-handed
table. The structure here is a bit unusual, with much smaller
blinds and antes than you’ll typically see at this point. The
smallest stack has an M of 17 and an effective M of about 10,
while your M is a whopping 60, and even your effective M is
about 36. Large Ms mean no one is feeling too desperate, so
you don’t have to worry so much about throwing your hand
away after a random ail-in from a small stack. Any all-in
from this table will probably indicate great strength and
you'll easily be able to let go of your ace-seven.

With your big chip stack you should be happy to just
make reasonable bets with promising hands at pots that
haven’t been opened, looking to slowly build up your lead.
Your hand here is good enough for that purpose.

You raise to $4,000. The player in third position calls. The
last player and the blinds fold. The pot is now $11,000.
The flop comes

Yo

The Tactics of Short-Table Play 283

w’re first to act. What do you do?

Answer: Obviously that’s a fantasticallyf gqod tflop f-ir i/otl.
your only problem is that it’s a flop that’s highly u]n ke zz g
have hit your opponent in any way. Yo'u n.ow have tw
choices, neither of which is a perfect solution:

1. You can check, and hope that your opponent either tries
. to steal the pot from you with a bet, or gatches a cgrd on
fourth street that will let him put more money in the

hand.

2. You can make a continuation-sized be-t, on the thegry
that a check from a known aggressive player like
yourself will elicit more suspicion than an app?rf:nt
continuation bet. If your opponent has a couple of high
cards and thinks the flop missed you‘(a reasonable
assumplion), then you may get some action.

This is a typical judgment call of the sort y_ou’ll have to
make many times during a tournament. My choice wpuld be
to check. Your hand is so good, and the flop so unlikely tp
have hclped your opponent, that letting another card hit
before betting looks like the most proﬁta‘plc approla.ch. '

At this point, some alert readers will .be raising thc%r
hands with a question: “In Volume | you said that the worst
mistake you can make is to give your opponent a free card to
beat you. There are two diamonds on board, so why are yo:
giving someone with two diamonds a free ‘sh’ot at a flush?
Shouldn’t you make him pay to draw at you?”’
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It’s a good point, and here’s the answer. First, you're u
against just one opponent, not two or three, which cuts doy,,
on the chance that you’re up against a flush draw, Secong
you’re at a final table against strong players, who are 100king,
to play high cards, not flush draws. You Jjust won’t see the
hands like queen-trey suited or jack-four suited, which you
frequently encounter in small-stakes online tournaments
against players who think any two suited or connected Cards’
are worth a call. That severely limits the kinds of Suiteqd
holdings you might be facing. Third, your opponent wil]
probably bet a flush draw at this point (the no-limit semi-
bluff) thus eliminating the chance of his getting a free card,
Finally, your hand is so good and it’s so much more likely
you’re facing something other than a diamond draw that you
simply have to go with the probabilities and play as though
you're facing the more likely hands. Remember also that you
have outs even against a flush draw that completes his hand
on a later street. There are three aces and three deuces left
that give you a full house, plus one remaining seven to give
you quads. Those seven outs with two cards to come mean
that you have a significant chance (over 25 percent) of
beating a made flush,

You check. Your opponent checks behind you. Fourth
street is the 5&. What do you do now?

Answer: The check was a bad sign, indicating that either
your opponent has nothing, or he was suspicious of your
failure to bet. The arrival of the S# was another bad sign-
That’s a card that almost certainly didn’t help your opponent-
Sull, there’s no reason to bet yet. There’s always the
possibility of making some money on the river, so just check
again and hope the river card pairs him.

You actually bet $4,500, and your opponent folds.

The Tacties of Short-Table Play 285

Y our opponent, in fact, held the 1099, He mgde a margil}al
pefore the flop, based partly on your reputa.tlon you're
call od to be a very aggressive player, so you might be playing
suppos:;en weaker than his — and partly on the reasonably good
cardsdzs being offered. (There was $7.000 in the pot, and it cost
?t ° only $4,000 to call) T would have weighed these
ool iderations against the threat ofthe three live players yet to act
:zgslet the hand go, but it’s a close call and his play was

defensible.

The Cooperation Play

As the field shrinks and the difference between each place
and its associated prize grows, a new play arises known as Fhe
cooperation play. The idea of the cooperation play is to maximize
the chance of eliminating the short stack by refusing to bet against
other players who are also in the pot. The more players that
remain in the pot, the better the chance of eliminating the short
stack at the showdown. (The “cooperation™ here is non-verbal, of
course. It’s a severe breach of the rules and poker etiquette to
discuss this at the table.) Cooperation is more certain the smaller
the small stack really is. If the small stack is just marginally
smaller than the other stacks at the table, collecting his chips
might become a higher goal than knocking him out, in which case
Cooperation could break down.

Here’s a simple example of the cooperation play in action.

Example 4: Final table of a major event. Six players remain.
Blinds are $3,000/$6,000, with $500 antes. The starting pot is

:12’000- You are on the big blind. The stacks, after posting the
ki

ds and antes, are as follows:
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Sm Blind $350,000
Big Blind (You)  $400,000
Player 1 $950,000
Player 2 $30,000
Player 3 $500,000
Player 4 (Button) $600,000

Player 1 folds. Player 2 goes all-in. Player 3 calls, Player f

4 and the small blind fold. You hold 947%. Whar do you do?

Answer: Call, and plan on checking the hand down. Yoy and 2
Player 3 are like two linebackers in football trying to plugthe ¥
gaps and make sure Player 2 doesn’t escape. Yourninc-seven 3
offsuit is a useful holding, covering a lot of middle cards that :
might appear. Hopefully Player 3 has some high cards ’ _
covered, and together you can throw the short stack for a loss, |
Under what circumstances would you break the 3%
cooperationand bet? There’sa simpleanswer: Wheneveryou 3
flop a hand so good that you don’t think beating Player 2is j
an issue any more, and your goal becomes to make as much &
money from Player 3 as possible. This requires a great hand. §
Exactly how good your great hand must be is a judgment call 4 '

given the particular circumstances.
The order in which the stacks enter the pot matters very
much. In the previous example, the short stack went in first
and was then called by Player 3 and then by you. In this cast
there is no side pot and no need to start one. If a large stack
cnters with a bet, and then is called by a short stack, T’he
situation is very different. Now when you call, you'™
involved in a tiny main pot with both opponents, but a 1arg’
side pot with your live opponent. In this case winning th(:
side pot may be much morc important to your tourname?
chances than the main pot, so cooperation would not PITO
much of a role here. You will make the plays necessary
maximize your chance of winning the side pot.

Flys
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watting: The 10-to-1 Rule

ou get close to the end of the tournament, eliminating

A )l;ecomes more and more important, as cach player

la (-HS d guarantees you a larger minimum prize. A quick rule
elimmaf:fofthese cases is what I call the “10-to-1 Rule.” If I have
Ofthumlo times as many chips as another player, [ will cheerfully
o let;S tm all-in with any two cards. The combined probability that
t:ety \:ill fold to my bet or that [ will win the hand if they call i's
always great enough to risk the chance of at mosta 10 percent hit

to my stack.

Example 5. Five players remain at a major tournament. )fou
are the small blind, in second place with $760,000. The blinds
are $5,000/$10,000, with $1,000 antes. The big blind is the
short stack with $60,000. The first three players fold to you.
You look at your cards and see

e ¢
ot
N

?
*

‘e

[sof 4

What do you do?
Answer: Move all-in on the big blind. His stack at the
beginning of the hand was less than one-twelth of yours. The
advantage of eliminating a player is so great that the small
{‘isk to your stack is well worth it. Your actual hand is
Irrelevant,
The situation is slightly different if the small stack has
Moved all-in first. Now you’ve lost the first-in vigorish, and
is hand is probably somewhat better than an average hand.
In this case [ would require cards with some value (in case |
Wag called) to go along with my larger stack.
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In 1995, I made a play at the final table of the World Serigg
that was entirely governed by the 10-to-1 Rule. The blinds Were
$15,000/530,000 with $2,000 antes, and 1 was in the big bling
with close to $1,000,000. The button was Hamid Dastmalchi, an
excellent player who had won the World Series a few yea
before. His stack was down to $110,000. The hand was folded t,
the button, and Dastmalchi pushed all-in. The small blind fOlded,
and it was an $80,000 raise to me. Knowing about the 10-to-]
Rule, I took my feeble

and called.
Dastmalchi turned over

and I showed my Jd 34 The table seemed to give an audible gasp.
and I heard at least one spectator whisper “Harrington’s lost his
mind!” My mind was actually intact, but I did lose the hand.
Losing the hand, however, had an entirely unexpected bonus.
For several rounds, no one contested my big blind! The table had
decided that Action Dan had been replaced by Maniac Dan. and
no one wanted to mess with my blind unless they had a real hand:
Within a few rounds I had made my $80,000 back with a bit of
interest. Remember this anecdote the next time you're caught
playing a weak hand in some low-M situation. Unless vour

necessa

rily draw t
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histicated about tournament tactics, they won’t

he right conclusions about what you’re doing.



When in Doubt,
Let the Pot Odds Decide

At very short tables, your actual hand shrinks in 1'mp0mlnce
and your pot odds rise in importance. Get in the habit ¢
calculating the pot and your odds before every decision. Your
mental conversation shouldn’t be “I only have jack-five” py “
have jack-five and the pot odds are 2.2-to-1.” By thinking of your
cards and your odds as a pair of facts, you’ll keep your thinking in
order. Good short-table play consists of keeping the cards and the
odds balanced properly.

Weak cards plus good odds = playable situation

After all, most of your cards will be weak compared to the
cards you usually play, but by moving with the odds, you’ll keep
yoursellin the game. Always remember that your opponents have
to wrestle with the same bad cards you’re seeing.

Example 6. A big tournament, three players remain. Blinds
are $3,000/$6,000, with $300 antes. Chips and stacks are as
follows:

Button $71,900
Sm Blind (You) $35,500
Big Blind $72,500

You have K¥3¥. The button calls, putting in $6,000. What do
youdo?
Answer: The pot now contains $15,900. It costs you anothe
$3,000 to call. You’re getting betting than 5-to-1 on youf
money. Under those circumstances, king-trey suited 15
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ter hand, and you can certainly call. Having the short
mor® er being out of position after the flop are minor
StaCk‘dOrations compared to the monstrous odds.
COHSIYEu also have a second option, which is to raise all-in.
The mere call from the button more likely means weakness
than a trap, and the big blind is a random hand as far as you
know. If my hand were as strong as king-seven, I.would
definitely go all-in here. (Remember that your stack~1s large
enough so that someone who calls and loses moves into last
place.) The trey kicker is weak enough so that | would lean

slightly to calling.

Example 7. Same tournament and blinds, a few hands later.
Now the stacks are as follows:

Button $62,900
Sm Blind $85,100
Big Blind (You) $31,900

You hold

The button goes all-in and the small blind folds. The raise to
You is the amount of your remaining stack, $25,600. What do
You do?
Answer: The pot contains $31,900 (he’s put you all-in) fr.o.m
the button, plus $3,300 from the small blind, plus your initial
$6,300, for a total of $41,800. It costs you $25.600 to call.
Pot odds are about 40-to-25, or &-to-5, or about [.6-to-1.
Those are big odds when you’'re holding jack-ten. You're
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getting close to the right pricc if he’s holding 1wy hi
cards, and better than the right price if he’s holding 4 h{gh 3
and lower card or an underpair. Only if he holds (:nc Olfh“
top five pairs are you in scrious trouble. One of the the
holdings is far more likely, so you call. Other

er

Controlling Pot Odds

If pot odds are so important, it follows that you should make

effort t0 control the odds your opponents see, either to force

them out of the pot or to induce mistakes. With so few players in
the hand, this is often more easily done than at larger tables.

A good technique for approaching these kinds of problems is
to imagine the types of hands your opponent might hold, and see
ifthere are bet sizes which would makec a call incorrect for certain
categories of hands. It may be the case that you can make a call
incorrect for some category of hands but not for others. Here’s a

good example.

Example 8. Big tournament, final table, last three players.
Blinds and antes are $3,000/$6,000 with $300 antes. Initial pot
is $9,900. You pick up TYT®. The stack sizes are as follows:

Button $68,900
Sm Blind (You) $57,800
Big Blind $53,200

The button folds. What’s the right amount to raise?

Answer: A pair of tens is obviously a great hand heads-up.
Of course, you can’t give someone who has a random high
card a free shot to beat you, but you don’t want to chase them
away with an all-in raise either. You need to charge
Something to play, encourage some action, and
Simultaneously give your opponcnt a chance to make a
Mistake. Is there a bet size that accomplishes all this?

~ Let’s start by considering the kinds of hands the big
blind might hold, assuming he’s thinking of calling some sort
of raise from us,

293
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l.

Two undercards. We can ignore this. He'| almg

certainly throw away two cards lower than g ten i thSt
face of any meaningful raise. If he does play, he'yp Tlee;
at least 4-to-1 odds, which he won’t get.

A higher pair. If he has a premium pair, he’|] prob
win all our money no matter how we bet, so we’l]
this case as well.

ably
1ghore

A lower pair. This is the best situation, but one we can
also ignore because it will take care of itself. He wijj
need 4-to-1 odds, he won’t get them, and he’]] play
anyway. Case closed.

Two overcards. This case is more intercsting, partly
because many calls will fall in this category. We will be
about a 13-10-10 favorite against two overcards. If we
put in the standard raise of triple the big blind, then
we’ll have to bet a total of $21,000 ($3.,000 to call the
big blind, and another $18,000 for the raise.) If that’s our
action, then the big blind will necd to put in $18,000 to
call, with a pot 0of $30,900. The pol will be offering him
1.6-to-1, so his call will easily be correct. But what can
we do? If we want to raisc him four times the big blind,
we’ll have to put in a total of $27,000. Then he’ll have
to put in $24,000 to call a pot of $36,900. Wc'll have
reduced his pot odds to 1.5-to-1, but that’s still plenty
good enough to call. If we raise much more than this, We
can keep reducing his odds, but we’re also commifting
ourselves to the pot, in which case we may as well ng
all-in to start. In this particular case, there just isn't
much we can do to deny our opponent the odds he needs
to call.
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One overcard. Aha! Here’s the most interesting case. A
hand like ace-eight is a little more than a 2-to-I
underdog to our pair of tens. This is just what we’re
looking for — ahand that’s definitely a potential calling
hand, and a hand where we can deny the odds. Now our
triple-the-big-blind bet, giving 1.6-to-1 calling odds, will
force him to make a mistake to call. Since this is the
only category of hand where we can pick a bet size that
makes a difference, it’s the only category we need to
consider.

Conclusion: We raise three times the big blind, pushing in
$21,000.



Blending Strategy,
Stack Size, and the Prize Fupg

Now it’s time to look at another factor that affects decisiop.
making at short tables: the prize structure itself. Before yoy Start
playing at a final table, you need to commit to memory the eXact
prize structure for the last nine or ten places. You need 1o d, this
even if the prize structure doesn 't affect you personally. Y oy may
be a retired gazillionaire who only carcs about finishing first If
true, that’s great. But the money will matter to most of your
motley crew of opponents, and it will affect them in predictable
ways. Making some intelligent, common-sense assumptions aboyt
what each player is really hoping to do and what he’s playing for
can enable you to make some spectacular moves.

Let’s look at a few poker types and make some observations
about how the money will affect them and how you should piay.

The Internet Qualifier. Ile’s a young kid, he paid $50 or so to
get in an online qualifying tournament, he won a free shot to the
big show, and now he’s at the final table, staring at morc money
than he’s ever seen before. Most of these players are just trying to
move up the ladder, and every step on that ladder might represent
several years’” worth of income. A player who’s thinking that way
can be pushed around pretty easily. But some of these kids turt
out to be real tigers who see their lucky break as the springboard
to a real poker career. Keep an cye on them and let somebody €ls¢
be the first guy to try to push them out of a pot. Watch what
happens and act accordingly in the future.

The High-Tech Millionaire. He made money during the boom of

the nineties, retired with his fortune intact, and now ﬂee%s
something to fill his time. I1¢’s not playing poker for moneys: he's
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ing t0 show you how clever he is. He will bluff liberally, and

i1l show you his cards when his bluffs work, so you’ll know
he ¥ uch smarter than you he is. Whether he folds to your bluff
how rtndepends on what sort of bluff you make. If you just shove
o ur money in the pot before the flop, he’ll call you. (Can’t
al iome around.) Butif you make some sort oflong, intricate play
a:j then bet on the river, he’ll go away. (Your move was brillia).zt,
put ] figured it all out, ha ha.) As the table gets short, he will
attack more frequently, knowing that the money means more to
you than to him. You won't be able to wear him down; instead
you’ll need to pick your spots and make a stand. The all-in check-
raise is a particularly good weapon.

The Down-on-his-Luck Pro. He might have been a millionaire
a few weeks ago, but now he’s broke. Such is life in the fast lane.
The money will certainly matter to him, but in unpredictable
ways. He may simply want to get a bankroll back, in which case
each step on the prize ladder will matter very much. A good clue
is his willingness to offer deals and splits during breaks in the
action. But he may have colossal debts, in which case only one of
the top prizes can get him back to even. In that casc, he’ll be going
forbroke. (A story that became legend on the backgammon circuit
concerned a semi-pro player in a London club many years ago. He
gotin over his head in a high-stakes game against seven wealthy
Opponents. The team eventually doubled their seven cubes to 128
apiece. As he accepted the cubes, he remarked, “I might as well
tﬁke, since [ can’t afford to pay if I drop.” He lost, walked into the
light, and was never seen again.)

The Retired Businessman. He ran a business for a long time, had
as‘.lcceSSﬁJl career, and has taken up poker as a hobby. He’s spent
a l?fetime making business decisions and negotiating, an ideal

ning ground for a poker player. He doesn’t need the money,
b t_he Tespects money, and you can expect his decisions to be
fationa| and shrewd. He knows that the pros will see him as a
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neophyte and try to push him around, and he’ll be ready for tha
If he opens a pot and you have a good hand, Jjust put him all t,
He’ll call more often than not. n

The Wealthy Seasoned Pro. This guy is one tough hombre, He'g
seen it all, done it all, and kept the money, so you can forget aboy
outplaying him, and the idea of putting money pressure on him j
a joke. Recommended stratcgy: If you can’t outplay him, You neeq
another approach. When he gets in a pot, raise him all-in with any
two reasonable cards. The other players will get out of the way,
and the first couple of times you do this he’ll lay his hand down
unless he has a big pair. Eventually he’ll know what you’re doing
and at some point he’ll pick a hand and call you, and then you’ll
actually have to win the hand. But maybe you’ll have a good hand
that time, or perhaps you’ll just draw out on him. It’s your best
shot.

As you get involved in the poker circuit and start traveling
around, hanging out with players while moving from tournament
to tournament, you’ll hear snippets of news, stories, rumors, and
gossip. Some will be first-hand, some second-hand, somc from
good sources, some from bad sources. Pay attention to all of it.
Try to piece it together into some recognizable mosaic. Knowing
what financial or emotional state your opponents are in when you
play them can be just as valuable as knowing that they like to
check when they hit a flop and move in on fourth street.

Now let’s look at a practical application of all this palaver.

Example 9. A major tournament, and just three players
remain besides yourself. You are an experienced pro with
several recent successes under your belt. You’re widelY
respected for being tough, shrewd, and hard to read. You're
sitting on the big stack of $4,000,000. Here are your
opponents:

|
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at No. 1: A top player of many years’ standing, with
oppore g wins under his belt. Quite wealthy, totally

bi . NP
seVera;able and unflappable. His stack at this peint is
“nrea

31’500,000.

nent No. 2. An Internet qualifier, playing in his first
OPPO tournament. A polite kid, looks pretty intelligent and
ma]O;‘m play well. Likes to make small aggressive moves at a
:stel:f pots. His stack: $1,200,000.

Opponent No.3: A restaurant owner from London, probably
fairly wealthy and here on a Jark. His luck ran ou.t a .couplef of
hours ago and he’s been nursing a small stack which is get_tmg
smaller. He hasn’t made an aggressive move even when given
a chance, so perhaps he’s resigned himself to a fourth-place

finish. His stack: $120,000.

The blinds right now are $10,000/$20,000, with $2,000
antes. There’s $38,000 in the pot each hand. Everyone has -a
comfortable M except Opponent No. 3, whose effective M is

Row about 1.2. .
The remaining prize structure looks like this:

First  $1,200,000

Second $600,000
Third $400,000
Fourth $150,000

I’s not an unusual prize structure for big tournaments
these days, with a heavy weighting for first prize, but very
Tespectable prizes for second and third. There is a sharp
dropoff from third to fourth, however.

In the next hand you are first to act. The Internct
Qualifier is on the button, with the restaurant owner in the
$Mall blind and the old pro in the big blind.
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You pick up

and lead out for $60,000, triple the big blind. The Interpet ‘ ;

Qualifier raises, making it $130,000. The blinds fold. What 4,
you do?

Answer: Call. You know the kid likes to make small moves 1
and this bet certainly qualifies. He may have nothing much |
but feel that by taking the lead in the betting, and by acting §
alter you next round, he can take the pot away. You havea 3
big stack and a playable hand under the circumstances, so 3 7

call.

You call. The pot is now $298,000. The flop comes

[?o’o o A
‘0‘0 L
h ¢+ v v

What do you do?
Answer: That’s a good flop for your hand — no high cards,
all low cards, and now you have an open-cnded straight dra¥
plus two running cards for a flush. You could bet, but [ woul
be inclined to check for a reason which will soon bé
apparent.

>

: 4
& |
*
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. The Internet qualifier bets $130,000. What do

Answer: You go all-in.

For a good player, this is almost a no-brainer, and has
nothing to do with potential holdings, pot odds, or hand
analysis. It has everything to do with your opponent and the
priZC fund.

Up until a few seconds ago, everyone at the table had
mentally assigned fourth prize to the Restaurant Owner, who
was just a couple of blinds away from being eliminated. In
particular, the Internet Qualifier, playing in his first
tournament on a free ride, was thinking “I’ve got $400,000 in
the bag, and I'm shooting for more.” Your all-in move has
changed the equation. Now the kid is thinking “If I lose this
hand, I'm going to lose $250,000.” $250,000 looks like a lot
of money to someone in their twenties playing in their first
tournament, espccially after thinking the money was theirs.

Your bet represents trips. Your opponent wiil fold this
hand unless he has trips himself. He might even fold bottom
trips, but he’ll certainly fold a high pair rather than risk
$250,000.

You go all-in, and your opponent folds.

The hand hinged on the presence of the restaurant owner,
who was what we call a “cripple” — a player whose stack had
€en so low for so long that everyone else at the table had pegged
ﬂlf?lllselves for one of the top three places. The existence of a
“Tipple subtly changes the dynamic among the remaining players,
ev: S}‘:flle _igvisible planet exerting a gravitational tug on
o;yit lng I 1ts vicinity. It enhances the posiftion of the big stack
Withaﬁ th1§ case) who can threaten the medlur.n-s_tacked players
ou all-in move that they can’t call without risking money they
ght was already in their pocket. Once the cripple is

elimj
Inated, the threat goes away and the game returns to normal.




Win the Hand
or Play for the Prize Money?

Here’s a key question that puzzles many tournament playerg
“Should you play to maximize your chance of Winning the‘
tournament, or play to preserve your chips and move up the Prize
ladder?” My quick answer is — play to win. In practice this Meang
to make the “best” play with the idea of maximizing your equity
in the hand, and let your final placing in the tournament take care
of itself. There are three good reasons for playing this way.

Playing to maximize your equity in the hand will mostly be
the right play anyway. The exceptions are rare, and usually have
to do with laying down a good hand when a larger stack isin a
position to go out. In most tournaments, the prize structure is
heavily skewed towards the very high places, so playing to win
will in most cases make you more money in the long run, il not in
this particular tournament.

Most of your opponents will be playing to move up spots in
the standings and bag a larger prize. As always in poker, doing the
opposite of what the other players are doing is the most profitable
approach.

Poker is now big business, and the perks go to the players
who actually win tournaments, not to the runners-up. Winning 2
tournament looks much better in your resume than cashing a few
times.
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Managing Bet
Sizes: Carrots and Sticks

One of the most attractive features of no-limit hold em as a

¢ is the ability to control bet sizes for your own purpose. In
yolume I we looked at situations where you could use your bets
to chase an opponent out of the pot by denying him the pot o.dds
peeded to call. In short table and low-M situations, you might
have the opposite desire: offering your opponent irresistible odds
to stick around and lose all his chips.

Even at a short table, of course, you need a strong hand to
want your opponent to stay in rather than go away. Pre-flop, I'd
want to be holding aces, kings, or queens before I’d think about
trapping my opponent into the hand. Smaller pairs are just too
likely to be outdrawn, and a hand like ace-king is, after all, just an
ace-high hand. But if you have the right hand and the right
situation, using bet sizes to trap needs to be part of your repertoire.
Let’s see how it’s done.

Example 10: Only five players remain from a multi-table
tournament. The blinds are $2,000/$4,000, with $200 antes.
The initial pot is $7,000. The table is arranged as follows:

Player 1 $21,500
Player 2 $27,100
Player 3 $83,200

Sm Blind (You) $20,700
Big blind $37,500
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You pick up a pair of aces. Player 1 makes the mi
raise, $8,000. Players 2 and 3 fold.

Discussion: You can hit your opponent with a stick apg

all-in, of course, but that contains the risk of chasin

of the pot. With your Red Zone M of 3.5, and an ctfective M
of just 1.7, you really want to get all his chips and doub
A better way is to makc the minimum reraise of a
$6,000. Now he’s put in $8,000 and you’ve put in §]
so the pot contains $29,000 and it costs him $6.000 ¢

nimum

odds, but he will call.

After the flop, the pot will be $35,000, you’ll have
$4,500 left and he’ll have $7,300. When you bet the rest of 1
your money, he’ll have better than 5-to-1 odds to call yop, |
Again, he’ll be suspicious, but the carrot will be too 1
tempting. The pot odds will force him to call. Now you'll }
have all his money in the pot, which is all you could want § !
with your pair of bullets. After that, you just have to win the §

hand!

g him out

lewp, |
nOther :
4,000, 3%

0 call, |
He’ll be suspicious because you’ve given him S-to-1 pot _’

Tracking the Big Stack

ware of the location of a big stack is important at' all
ent. But as the table shrinks, the blinds rise,
Ms fall, knowing where the big stack is at all times is

ﬂ-le ruciz’il. Remember that the big stack is the player who
1:¢|ll.y Zte you at minimum risk to himself. Because he can
::n;l::::}l’ou so easily, his status directly cftccts your willingness

o be aggressivc or tight.

Being &
of a tournam

{. Ifhe’s out of the hand, you can be maximally aggressive.
z, If he’s potentially in the hand (but has not acted yet}, you
need to be more cautious.

3. Ifhe’s definitely in the hand, you need solid values to play.

All this advice is true to an even larger degree when the big
stack is in the big blind. Because he’s already posted the blind, he
gets more favorable odds than other players to enter the pot, so
again you need to raise the caution flag another notch.

When the table shrinks after someonc is eliminated, I like to
orient myself by asking “What position am [ in when the big stack
i8 in the big blind?” Keeping the answer to that question in the
foreground helps me avoid errors later in the hand. If the big stack
ison my right, for instance, [ know that when he’s in the big blind,
Pll'be first to act. Even though the table might have only five or
Six players,  know that my first position playing criteria will more
closely resemble full-table play than short-table play.
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The Problems

In short tables, all the normal aspects of poker come intg
play, but with slight variations of emphasis because the table
smaller, the action is faster, and the stakes arc higher.

In Problems 11-1 through 11-3, we look at the Starting
requirements for playing in short table situations. Problemg 114
and 11-5 show a couple of examples of betting 1o leam
information. Some of the finer points of positional play are
illustrated in Problems 11-6 through 11-8.

Problem 11-9 shows how the Gap Concept and the Sandwich
Effect apply with particular force to short tables. In Problems | 1.
10 and 11-12 we look at examples of probe and continuation bets.

Stealing, bluffing, and slow-playing at shorl tables are
covered in Problems 11-12 through 11-26.

For pot odds calculations in critical endgamec situations, see
Problems 11-18 through 11-22. Analyzing all-in moves is
particularly critical. For that topic see Problems 11-23 through 11-
25.

Problem 11-26 gives an example of deciding whether or not
to cooperate. Problem 11-27 shows the 10-to-1 rule in action.
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gand 11-1

$2,110

Blinds: $30/$60
$2,470 Pot: $90

$1,370

Situation: Single table satellite. The small blind is a very
aggressive player, others are tighter.

Your hand: AY8Y
Action to you: Player A folds.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: As the table shrinks, so do your require}nents for
starting hands. At a full table, you shouldn’tbe gxc1ted a%:?out
making a move in early position with a hand like ace-eight
suited. But with only six players at the table and one player
having folded in front of you, there are only four player§ left
to act. You're actually in the equivalent of late middle
Position at a full table. Now ace-eight suited is a reasonab?y
strong hand, good enough to make a move at th(lz pot. Put in
a4 good-sized bet here of between two and three times the big

blind, and see what happens.

Action: Yoy bet $160. All the players behind you fold.
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That’s a great result, although you still had a hand

even if
were called. Yoy

Hand 11-2

$500
$1,470
Blinds: $50/%$100
$1,940 Pot: $150 $2,980 e
$2,800 $310

Situation: Late in a single-table online tournament. Player B and
the small blind are very aggressive.

Your hand: Qa9#
Action to you: Player A folds. Player B calls. Player C folds.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Fold. There are three problems with your hand:

1. It’snotreally that strong. With king-queen or quecn-jaCk
you’d havc a much better argument for calling.

2. You have two players still to act behind you, oné Otf
whom is known to be very active. You don’t know wh4
either one is going to do.
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3 The caller was the big stack, who can break you.

vou need to be cautious about marginal hands at active
tables, even when the tables start to sl.qrink..lfthere had been
three folds in front of you, this hand is easily strong §nough
to make a move at the pot. But in a contested p.ot, with two
players yet to act, you should want a more solid hand than

this.

Action: You fold.

Hand 11-3

You

$600,000 $650,000

Blinds: $5,000/$10,000
Pot: $19,000

$150,000

$450,000

Situation: Final table of a major tournament. Player B has been
3ggressive throughout the tournament.

Your hand: Ke9a

Action to you: You are first to act.
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Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Your king-ninc is not a great hand ata four-handed
table, but it’s reasonable enough to make a move. Raige
about $35,000, and see if you take the pot.

Action: You raise to $35,000. Player B goes all-in for $150,000.

The blinds fold. The pot is now $204,000. Do vou call or foly?
Answer: This is a question that hinges on (wo factors: pot
odds and table image. Let’s look at the pot odds first.

To call the bet, you have to put in another $115.000 for

a chance to win a pot of $204,000. You’re getting odds of
1.77-t0-1, or about 9-t0-5. Those are excellent odds if you’re
against a pair lower than your nine, where you’re only about
an 11-to-10 underdog. Against the various combinations of
unpaired cards that you could be facing, you’re mostly
getting at least the minimum odds you need to call. For
instance:

1. Against a low card and an in-between card, like queen-
seven, you're an 8-to-5 favorite.

2. Againsttwo in-between cards, like jack-ten, you'rea 12-
to-10 favorite.

3. Against a high card and a low card, like ace-six, you'r
a 6-to-5 underdog.

4. Againsta high card and an in-between card, like ace-téf:
you're a 8-to-5 underdog.

5. Against king-x, where x is higher than your nine, yOu’;e
in big trouble. Now you’re between a 2.5-to-1 and
to-1 undcrdog.

The Problems 311

Only against the last combination, a king coupled with
an ace, queen, jack, or ten, are you not getting the odds you
need.

Of course, if you’re up against one of the high pairs
you’re in serious trouble, and you’ll wish you had folded. But
on balance, it looks like the pot odds easily justify a call.

The other key factor is table image, and again this argues
strongly for a call. When the table gets down to three, four, or
five players and the blinds are relatively large, everyone will
be making plays for the pot. Only the biggest stacks even
have a choice in the matter, but they need to get involved just
to prevent their stacks from steadily drifling downwards.
Since there aren’t enough strong hands to go around, good
players know that a lot of these moves are based on weak
hands, and the way you exploit that situation is to pick some
spots and come over the top at the initial raiser. They’re
trying to win the pot, of course, but they’re also trying to get
an answer to an absolutely key question: Will this player
defend his raise, or will he throw his cards away if he doesn’t
have a really strong hand?

Once you become known as a player who won’t defend
his raises, your raises have no clout. Everyone at the table
will notice that you're the weak sister, and they’ll keep
attacking you. If you want to have a chance of stealing any
pots in the future, you have to call this bet. After all, your bet
Was not a complete steal, and your hand is reasonable.

Action: Yoy call, and your opponent shows A#J¢. The flop
omes K-7-4 of mixed sutts, and your kings hold on to win.
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Hand 11-4
You

84,460
$1,180

Blinds: $150/$300
Pot: $450

$1,330

Situation: Late in a single-table online tournament. Player B is
very aggressive, entering and raising a lot of pots.

Your hand: AT

Aqion to you: Player A folds. Player B raises to $750. The small
blind folds. The pot is now $1,200.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: You have a reasonable hand at a four-handed table.

but your position is poor. Let’s look at your choices one by
one.

.. Fold. Can’t be right. A very aggressive player at a four-
handed table has raised. That’s no excuse for laying
down a reasonable hand. Right now it costs you $450 10
see a $1,200 pot, and those 2.6-to-1 odds mcan that
folding is not an option.
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Call. This keeps you in the hand, but at the cost of being
out of position, with absolutely no information about
Player B’s hand. Still, you don’t jeopardize many chips,
and if you decide to let the hand go, you’ll still be in
very good chip position.

Raise to $1,500. In a three-handed game, ace-ten is very
likely the best hand at the table right now. Your
opponent might have a good hand but he also might be
making a routine move from the button to take the
blinds. By coming over the top, you’ll find out where
you stand. The fact that he’s an aggressive player means
it’s a little morc likely he has a weak hand, but I
wouldn’t put too much importance in that right here. In
a short-handed game, everybody has to be actively
involved in stealing pots. Besides, even an aggressive
player can pick up a good hand now and then.

There’s yet another reason for raising right here.
You’re out of position against this opponent on future
rounds. That’s bad, and you don’t want to put yourself
in these positions in the late stages of a tournament. If
you raise and he folds, that’s great. If you raise and he
goes all-in, you’re probably beaten, but at least you
know that now and can hold your loss at just $1,500. If
he calls, you remain under pressure, but at lcast you
know some more about his hand. (It’s pretty good.)

Raise all-in. Since your opponent is very aggressive, it’s
reasonable to think that a lot of his hands, perhaps as
many as 70 percent, arc hands that he won’t want to risk
an all-in confrontation. If that’s true, it’s not hard to see
that moving all-in will be a profitable play. Let’s say that
Player B will fold 70 percent of his hands, but if he calls
he’ll be a 2-to-1 favorite over your ace-ten. In that case,
the possible results break down as follows:



314 Part Eleven: Short Tables

® 70%: He folds and your stack grows to $5.36¢

® 20%: He calls and wins. Your stack ghrink“
$1,430. 0

® 10%: He calls and you win. Your stack Zows 1,
$7.640.

If we roll thesc calculations together, then on averag
have $4,802 in your stack when the hand ends. for a
$342 after the all-in play.

So what’s the right move? Since the all-in bet shows 3
profit, we know that folding must be wrong. We don't know
however, whether the call or the small raise are more’
profitable than all-in. My intuition is that the small raise,

trying to negate the positional disadvantage, is the begt
choice.

A very tough decision.

€ you’|]
profit of

Action: You just call for another $450. The pot is now $1,650.

Flop: 443¥2&

Question: What now?

Answer: Good question. The flop missed you, but it probably
missed your opponent too, unless he was trying to steal with
nothing, in which case it may have hit him. Becausc you
didn’t raise last round, you still don’t know anything about
his hand.

I'd lead out here with a bet of $600 to $700. My ace-
high may be the best hand right now, and that bet might wip
the pot. If that bet meets with a cali or raise, my opponent has
something, and I'm most likely done with the hand. _AS
before, it’s only by betting that I can gain any informatio?
about his hand.
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¢ion: YOU check. Player B bets $300. The pot is now $1,950.
nfhat o ’ i [ dds, so it’s
Answer: You're being offered 6.5-to-1 money odds,
impossible to lay the hand d(?wn. But when you ch?cked, a
pet on his part was irresistible, so you still don’t know
anything about his hand.

Action: You call. The pot is now $2,250.

Fourth Street: J¢

Question: What's your play now? .
Answer: The jack looks like a scary card, but actually 1t’s
not. The most likely hand that Player B is playing is ace-x.
But if “x” is a jack, then you were losing anyway. The rf:ﬂlly
scary cards on fourth street were sevens, eight, and nlt}es,
since if he was playing ace-x with one of those cards, he just
went from a losing hand to a winning one. If it seems likc a
stretch to put him on ace-x at this point, remember that in
short-handcd situations, players almost always play aces, but
may or may not play other cards. If you’re guessing, putting
him on ace-x is always a good first guess.

Having checked up to this point, you might as well
continue. A smallish bet won’t chase him away, and there’s
10 reason to commit any more chips unless you have to.
Checking the hand down would be a good result for you.

Action: Yoy check, he bets $300, and you call. The pot is now
$2,850.

His bet of $300 doesn’t make much sense. It’s not large
*Bough to chase you away, and with the potential straight on

0ard, he probably isn’t sure he has the best hand at this point
Cither,
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| Fifth Street: K4

: The king on fifth street is a good card for you, for the g
[ reason as the jack on fourth street. Ifhe already had that card, yo,
‘ were probably beaten anyway. 1t’s the cards lower than your ey
that are the real swing cards in this situation.

Question: Should you bet on the end?
Answer: No. Just check the hand down if you can.

‘ | Resolution: You check and he checks. He shows an ASQY and
i takes the pot.

Hand 11-5

$620

Blinds: $30/$60
81,360 Pot: $90 $1,480

$2,010

Situation: Late in a one-table online tournament. Players A and
C are very aggressive.

Your hand: AVTe

Action to you: Players A and B call. Player C foids. The pot **
now $210.
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con: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Q“eil::y;eDr: }';(oufcould just call but my preference here is to
raise, trying to knock out the blinds and perhap.s.one of the
players who are already in. A call in early posmon'from a
player who is known to be aggressive means something, but
it doesn’t indicate any great strength. The call from Player B
is a little more threatening, but he didn’t raise. Ace-ten is not
a great hand at a full table, but it’s a pretty good hand for a
table of this size. I’d put in a raisc of about three times the
big blind, say $160 to $200, and see what happens.

Action: In fact you just call for $60. The small blind folds, and the
big blind checks. The pot is now $270.

Flop: 644¥44

Action: The big blind bets $60. Playcr A calls. Player B raises to

$120. The pot is now $510. What should you do?
Answer: It was a strange little flop to produce any action, but
all three players are in against you, and you only have an ace-
high. The big blind might be making a move, but Player A’s
call is for real, and Player B’s raise in the face of a bet and a
call indicates that he’s not kidding. Don’t even think about
trying to make a play here. Just get out.

:emllltion: You fold. The big blind and Player B play the hand
0

Wn o the end, and split the pot as each holds jack-six.
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Hand 11-6

$300,000

Blinds: $6,000/$12,000
Antes: $1,000 $900.000
Pot: $21,000

$700,000

//
YOU v/

Situation: Final table of a major tournament. Three players left.
The big blind is a solid player. Player A started out solid. but has
gotten more aggressive at the final table.

Your hand: AVYJY

Action to you: Player A raises to $60,000. The pot is now
$81,000. Tt costs you $54,000 to call.

Question: Do you raise, and if so, how much?

Answer: There’s no question that you will raise. Ace-jack
suited is a very strong hand at a three-handed table. and 8
raise from the button, which may well be a bluff should not
dissuade you. The only real question is how much to raisc:

In the tournament from which this hand was taken, the
small blind put in $150,000, in effect raising Player A
another $96,000. He understood that he had to raise, but the
execution was badly flawed. Now the pot is $231.000, an
Player A just has to put in $96,000 to call, getting odds ©
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almost 2.5-to-1. That’s a pretty easy call with almost any hand.

When you’re debating the amount to raise, be sure to
consider who will have position after the flop. If you have
position after the flop, vou can make smaller raises and let
the hand continue; if vou opponent has position after the flop,
you must make larger raises in an effort to end the hand now.
You should make a big raise here, in the neighborhood of
$240,000 to $300,000. With this bet, you accomplish two

things:

1. You cut down Player A’s odds, so with weaker hands
he’s not getting the right odds to call,

2.  Youshow clearly that you’re very serious about playing
the hand.

Good no-limit hold "em players can smell weakness and
attack. If you’rc a shark by nature, and aren’t afraid to lose,
it’s the best game in the world. If you’re not intrinsically a
shark, you must at least not act like a minnow.

Another way of playing this hand is to go all-in at this
point. That’s definitely a play, and I wouldn’t criticize a
player who went in that direction. Against a top player, a
smaller bet is actually scarier; it looks like you don’t mind if
he calls, hence your hand must be really good. But against an
intermediate or a beginner, an all-in bet looks scarier, and is
more likely to win the pot.

ﬁeSOIution: You put in only $150,000. Player A calls with an
94, and sticks around to win the hand with a pair of nines.
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Hand 11-7

$85,000

$175,000

Blinds: $600/$1,200
Antes: $200
$175,000 Pot: $2,800

$100,000 Q

$145,000

You

Situation: Final table of a major tournament. Player B, the former
chip leader, has suffered a number of bad beats lately. His style
has been gencrally aggressive.

Your hand: 949%
Action to you: Player A folds. Player B raises to $5,000.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: A pair of nines is certainly a good hand at a five-
handed table, and either raising or calling is an option.
Raising is more likely to eliminate the blinds from the haﬂfi'
Calling is a play that makes more use of your advantagé n
position after the flop. I prefer the call since it will enable me
to learn a bit more about where I stand before committiné
any sizeable number of chips to the pot.

Action: You call. The blinds fold. The pot is now $12.800.

Flop: Ae743d
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.on: Player B checks. What should you do?
ACtlAl;swer: The flop contained only one card higher than your
pines, which was good. But that card was an ace, which was
pad. But your opponent checked, which was good. So should
you bet or check?

Your opponent’s check may bc a trap, or he may be
afraid of the ace as well. If his initial raise was because he
has a pair, it’s probably a pair higher than your nines because
there are more pairs higher than your nines that would force
a big bet than there are below your nines. If he did play a pair
lower than your nines, a couple of those pairs have just
turned into trips. If he didn’t have a pair, then ace-x is his
next most likely holding. If you bet and you get a reraise,
you’ll know for sure — your hand is no good and you have to
get out. But you don’t have to bet. I would check, and scc
what he does on fourth street.

The downside of checking, of course, is the free card you
give your opponent. But you’re hoping your position will be
adequate compensation. In any event, you're keeping the pot
small and avoiding traps.

Action: You check. The pot is still $12,800.
Fourth Street: 9¢

Action: Player B bets $8,000. The pot is now $20,800. What do
You do?

Answer: The nine was certainly a nice card to see. It helped
Yyou, and it probably didn’t help your opponent. Two spades
are an unlikely holding for him pre-flop, because he made a
solid bet and we know he didn’t have the ace of spades in his
hand at the time. If he did hold two spades, he had a chance
to make a semi-bluff bet on the flop, but he didn’t. It’s now
much more likely that he held some pair or ace-x, tried to
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trap on the flop but didn’t get any action, and now hes
betting to take the pot.

You can’tjust call here and try to trap. He may very wel|
have one spade, and you can’t give him a free shot to Win g
very large pot from you. Make a roughly pot-sized raige to
deny him the drawing odds he would need if he has a flyg,
draw. If he has a pair of aces now he may call. Almost any
other hand he will have to lay down.

Action: You raise to $23,000. Player B folds, and you win the pot.

Player B had actually been playing with a pair of kings. The
ace on the flop won the hand for you by forcing him to check.

Hand 11-8

$110,000 548,000
Blinds: $2,000/%4,000
Antes: $200
Pot: $6,800

$20,000 $34,000
QO

Situation: Final table of a multi-table live tournament. Y ou havé
been active recently, winning several hands without showing your
cards.

Your hand: AV4d
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Action to you: You are first to act.

Questiﬂm Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: An acc is a good hand at a four-handed table, so
normally you would want to play in this position. Here,
however, there are a couple of counter-arguments against
getting involved with this hand.

1. You have a very weak ace. Any ace that gets involved
with you is liable to have you outkicked.

2.  You have been active lately, and as far as the other
players know, you may have been pushing the table
around with nothing.

3. There’s a very big stack in the big blind. He’s the player
you least want to get involved with at this table.

An ace and a low card is a tricky hand even when the
table is short. If you take the lead, get action, and pair your
ace on the flop, you’rc in danger of losing most (or all) or
your chips. If you pair your low card, you still won’t have a
strong hand, you won’t know where you stand, and you’ll be
in danger of being counterfeited later in the hand. Thesc arc
hands you want to win before the flop, but the presence of the
big stack in the big blind makes that possibility more
problematical.

This is a tough problem, and I can’t really fault somcone
for making a raise here. But my preference under this set of
circumstances is to let the hand go.

Action: Yoy fo1q.
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Hand 11-9
You

$570,000 ™

8750,000 e

$350,000

Blinds: $5,000/$10,000
Antes: $1,000
$150,000  Pot: $20,000

$72,000

Situ?tioq: Final table of a major tournament. Player A has been
playing tight, conservative poker. Player C has been aggressive

;hroughout the event but has recently suffered a couple of tough
eats.

Your hand: AdJe

Action to you: Player A raises to $35,000. Player B folds. Player
C goes all-in for his last $71,000. The small blind folds. The pot
1s now $126,000. It costs you $61,000 to call.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: This is a hand that tricks many players. Ace-jack
offsuit is a good hand, and at a short table, in the absence of
any other information, you would be delighted to pick up ace-
Jjack. But here you have some additional information. Player
A,. who’s been playing a reasonably tight game, has already
raised in opening position. Of course, at a small table that bet
doesn’t mean as much as it would at a full table. He probably
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has some kind of hand, but not necessarily better than your

ace-jack offsuit.
What’s more interesting is that Player C, who wasn’t

compelled to make a move at all, has elected to go all-in. In
addition, Player C’s stack isn’t that big, so the pot odds
offered to Player A will make for a compulsory call. If the
small blind folds and you fold, Player A will need to put in
another $36,000 for a shot at a pot of $126,600, which are
about 3.5-to-1 pot odds. Any hand that was good enough for
a legitimate opening bet will have a mandatory call. So
Player C made his move with the knowledge that he would
have to show down his hand, and therefore he must have
something real.

So how good does your ace-jack look now? Let’s
remember two key ideas from Volume I, the Gap Concept
and the Sandwich Effect.

According to the Gap Concept, when you are thinking of
entering a pot behind a player who has already raised, your
hand nceds to be better than the minimum hand your
opponent is likely holding for you to call. Player A might
have a good hand, but Player C certainly has a good hand. In
fact, your ace-jack is about the minimum hand that justifies
Player C’s all-in move. (His most likely holding is about a
medium pair, which is a favorite against your hand.) Factor
in that Player A may have a good hand as well, and this
doesn’t look like a great call.

Now we have to consider the Sandwich Effect. When
there are active players still to act behind you, you need a
better-than-minimum hand to compensate for

1. The potential raises you may face, and

2. The uncertainty of not knowing the pot odds you’re
really getting.

S
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If Player A was making a steal attempt, he’ll probably la

down his hand if you enter the pot. But if he had a reg] hang
he may put you all-in. Your hand needs to be strong enOUg};
to call that potential all-in move. When you factor in both the
Gap Concept and the Sandwich Effect, your ace-jack just
isn’t good enough for this situation. You should fold
although it’s a close play. ’
Resolution: You fold. Player A calls. Player A shows Tagw
while Player C shows 5#54. The flop comes 847449, but fourth
street is a 64 and Player C wins with his straight.

There’s a footnote to this hand. The hands that were
actually shown down were about the weakest you could
conceivably be facing, yet you would have been only 40
percent to win had you stayed in the pot with them. Against
more reasonable (and more likely) holdings, your winning
chances would drop to the low-30s or the high-20s.

Hand 11-10

You

$150,000
$170,000
Blinds: $1,200/$2,400
Antes: $100
50,000 $30,000
§ Pot: $4,200
$10,000 $200,000
C
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squation: Major tournament, late in the second day. Player C has
:;en aggressive and lucky so far.

Your hand: J¢5¢

Action to you: Players A and B fold. Player C raises, putting in
$8,400. Player D and the small blind fold. The potisnow $12,600.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: It costs you $6,000 to call, and there’s over $12,000
in the pot, so you're getting 2-to-1 odds to call. That’s a
mandatory call, even out of position and even with jack-nine
suited.

Action: You call. The pot is now $18,600.
Flop: Q4a844%

Question: You’rc first to act. What do you do?

Answer: You do have an inside straight draw, but other than
that the flop has missed you. It may have missed your
opponent as well, of course. The shape is good for you, and
Jacks, tens, and nines might ail be outs. Your best chance to
win the pot is to bet now. A standard probe bet of about half
the pot or a little less is the right move, and offers you good
odds. Bet $7,000 to $8,000 and see what happens.

Action: In fact vou just check. Player C bets $15,000. What do

You do?
Answer: You fold. You don’t have anything, and there arc
just two cards o come. Your almost an 11-to-1 underdog to
fill the inside straight on fourth street, and if you don’t fill it
there you’]] probably be facing a bet which you can’t call.
There are three jacks and three nines left in the deck, but you
an’t be sure those are outs since your opponent may have a
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queen. And even if Player C missed the flop and thinks he’g
bluffing, he might still hold an ace or a king and have you
beaten. You must fold.

Action: You fold.

There’s a hidden advantage to being out of position. Acting
first allows you to make the first bet, and in fact most pots are wop
by the player who bets first. That’s why a continuation bet or
probe bet for half the pot is such a powerful move. Since you're
getting 2-to-1 odds on the bet, you only have to win the pot one
time in three to break even, and that’s assuming you never win
any pots where your bet is just called. You can’t overdo the move,
of course. If you do, players will notice and start raising you
whether they hit the flop or not. But a well-timed probe bet has to
be a standard part of your repertoire.

Hand 11-11

You

$100,000 $200,000

Blinds: $1,500/3,000 100,000
$130,000 Antes: $150
Pot: $5,550

$170,000

$80,000

$70,000

. is
Situation: Major tournament, late in the second day. Player A ¢
a very aggressive player. In the past twenty hands, you have ma
several probe and continuation bets, none of which were ¢d

{led-
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your hand: QY34

Action to you: Player A calls. Players B, C, and D all fold. Player
E calls. The small blind folds. The pot is now $11,550.

Question: Do you check or raise?
Answer: Check. You have nothing, but the check is free.
Don’t lose your head and try to steal the pot at this point.
Both of the other players in the pot probably have a better
hand than you.

Action: You check.
Flop: Ta442¢

Question: You are first to act. What do you do?

Answer: This would normally be an exccllent flop for a
probe bet. Although you have nothing, there is no reason to
believe anyone else has anything either. But you’ve recently
made several probe and continuation bets. Although none
were called, you should assume that the other players have
noticed this and are ready to jump on you. Since your hand is
very weak, lay back and check.

:lCtion: You check. Players A and E both check. The pot remains
1,550

Fourth Street: 3

Question; What do you do now?
Answer: Although you only have a pair of treys, you’re
¢ntitled to bet here. Your two opponents just called before the
OF_’ and just checked after the flop, so you have no reason to
believe you're beaten. Make a probing bet of about half the
POt or a little less, and see if it works. You were cautious
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about a probing bet last round, but if the players are 8oing t,,
give you the pot, step up and take it.

Action: You bet $6,000. Player A calls. Player E folds. The pot is
now $23,550.

Fifth Street: 2&

Question: Should you bet on the end?
Answer: No. This is a standard position that ariseg
constantly. You might have the best hand, but any hand that
can call a bet will beat you. So a bet here can only lose
money. Just check. If Player A bets, you’ll have a tough
decision, and you’ll have to consider the pot odds carefully,
But there’s no question that you must check here.

Action: You actually bet $20,000. Player A raises you $70,000.

The pot is now $113,550. Should you call?
Answer: You’ve maneuvered yourselfinto a position where
you have to make a tough decision for nearly all your chips.
It costs you $50,000 to call, so the pot is offering you better
than 2-to-1 on your money. You can only beat a bluff, but
Player A is fully capable of bluffing. Against a conservative
player you should fold here. Against an aggressive player,
you could consider calling. The pot odds arc substantial.

Action: You actually fold.
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Hand 11-12

$1,780

YOoU

Blinds: $50/$100
Pot: $150

$2,800

Situation: Nearing the end of a one-table onlinc tournament.

Your hand: 6444
Action to you: Player A folds.

Question: Do you fold, or try to steal the pot with a ruise?
Answer: Throw it away. It’s a very weak hand, and all you
know so far is that one player is out. If any of the remaining
three call you, you’re certain to be a big underdog. What’s
more, the big blind has only $470, so he’ll be eager to go all-
in with almost anything. Don’t try to run bluffs against a
Player who's itching to get his chips into the middle. You’re
ot desperate here; your chip position is solid. Let the
desperate players make these moves.

Action; You raise to $200 in an attempt to steal. Player C and thc
$mail bling fold, but the big blind calls. Pot is now $450.
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Your steal attempt was misguided in the first place, byg yoy
compounded your error by betting too little. Unless you've Seen
the players behind you folding a minimum raise, you need o bet
more, say triple the big blind {$300 here).

Flop: 8¥3¢42¢

Action: The big blind checks. What do you do?
Answer: Actually a pretty good flop for you. It’s unlikely to
hit your opponent, and you now have an inside straight draw.
Of course, you’re certainly second-best right now.

You might as well bet. It’s a pretty cheap bet for yoy
since your opponent only has $270 left, and since he checked,
there’s some chance he’ll fold. In addition, sixes, fives, and
fours could all be outs. A bet here is of course a semi-bluff.

Action: You put him all-in with a $270 bet, and he calls. He turns
over J#84 and his pair of eights holds up to win.

Your last bet was sound. It was only the initial decision to go
in the pot that was an error.
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$1,300

Blinds: $100/$200

$1,360 Pot: $300

$1,080

Situation: Online tournament. Three places will be paid. A loose
table has been turning tight. In the last hand, you called and then
made a big bet after the flop which wasn’t called.

Your hand: QaT+¢
Action to you: Players A and B fold.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: You are in maximum aggressive mode, because the
Temaining stacks are neither large nor small. With two
players already folded, your queen-ten is pienty good enough
to make a move. In fact, you could move with considerably
less.

How much you raise here depends on what you have
done before. In the last hand you called and then moved after
the flop. Here, you want to make sure to do something
apparently quite different. You're taking their money, and
they know You're taking their money, but you can’t blatantly
do the same thing every hand, or they’ll get embarrassed and
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call you whether they want to or not. Remember this, it’s 4
very important concept. You have to steal in a way tha
allows your opponents a face-saving out, even if they sort of
know what you’re doing.

So raise a good solid amount here — say to $600.

Action: You bet $600, and the rest of the players fold.

Hand 11-14

$5,390

Blinds: $250/$500

Pot: $750 $3,230

$1,380

Situation: Final three players of a single-table online tournament.
Your hand: 8¥5é
Action to you: Playcr A folds.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: No question here — you have to shove the rest of
your chips in the pot and see if you are called. Once you've
posted the small blind, you’re down to just $1,130 chips. only
about a third of the chips of the player in second place. That
means the next set of blinds will essentially wipe you out:
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The main reason you should make a move with this
unpromising hand (8¥5#®) is that one player has already
foldea’. That’s valuable information, and if you wait until next
hand, when you’ll be on the button, you’ll have to make a
move with two active players already in thc pot. You're
simply hoping, of course, that the big blind is holding some
trash like queen-trey, and decides not to contest the pot.

A secondary reason for moving all-in now is that you
already have $250 in the pot, which gives you leverage you
won’t have from another position.

Action: You go all-in, and the big blind folds.

Hand 11-15

You

$1,100

Blinds: $30/$60

$1,190 Pot: $90

Situation; Halfway through a single-table online tournament.

Your hang: Kaxw

A .
caclrl"ll to you: Players A, B, C, and D all fold. The small blind
S. The pot is now $120.
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Question: Do you check or raise?

Answer: You’ll have to play this hand with the deft touch of
a jeweler. You have a monster hand and you’re up againgt
just one opponent who may have almost nothing, byt who
wasn’t yet ready to concede the pot. You have to try ang
make what money you can, which may not be much. while
remaining open to the possibility that an ace on the flop could
beat you. All in all a tricky situation.

Your first decision is: raise a little or just call? Here yoy
should raise a little, just enough to show him you’re serigug
about the pot, but hopefully not enough to chase him away.
You want to build the pot so it becomes a tempting target on
the later rounds, and not something he can calmly abandon.
You also want to get a little morc of his money in the center,
so he feels somewhat committed to the pot after the flop. The
right raise here is something like $60 to $90. 1’d bet the lower
amount if he scems like a tight player, the higher amount if
he seems a little loose.

Action: You actually raise $60, and the small blind calls. The pot
is now $240.

Flop: K& Je44

Action: He bets $60. What do you do?

Answer: That’s an excellent flop for you, obviously. The
only downside is the jack, which enables holdings like ace-
qucen or queen-ten to be drawing at straights. Ace-queen is
an unlikely holding since it should have prompted a rais¢
before the flop, but queen-ten would be consistent with a call.
However, these are remote worries. You should just call the
bet and keep him involved in the hand. At this point, YOU'
best guess should be that either he has a pair of jacks and 15
slow-playing himself, or he’s simply making a small bet ©©
find out where he stands.
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Action: vou call. The pot is now $360.

Fourth Street: Ade

on: He bets $60. The pot is now $420. What do you do?
Answer: The ace is both good news and bad news for you. If
he’s been playing along with an acc and a low card, he now
believes that he’s hit his hand and he’s winning. But the ace
could help him ifhe’s been playing with straight possibilities.
You must charge him here since he could be drawing at
a hand that could win. Your problem is that if he has
absolutely nothing, any raise on your part could be enough to
chase him away. I'd recommend a raise of about $200. That
should be enough to keep him curious, but hopefully not
enough to chase him away if he has anything at all. If you do
get action, you’ll have to wonder if he hit his straight, but it
won’t change your play. He’s actually handled this hand very
well; his small little bets make your optimal strategy unclear.

Acti

Action: You actually raise $400 and he folds. You take the pot.

Your bet didn’t leave him an exit strategy. If he called the
bet, the pot would be so large that he’d be committed to going all
the way on the end, so he quit instead. With very strong hands,
you want to bet amounts that still leave him with a good
Percentage of his chips if he calls and loses. Those bets are much
€asier to call.
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Hand 11-16

You

$2,430 31,860

Blinds: $50/$100
Pot: $150

Situation: Nearing the end of a single-table online tournament.
Five players remain.

Your hand: KYQ&

Action to you: Player A folds. Player B calls. Player C calls. The
small blind folds. The pot is now $350.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: In a short game, king-queen, suited or offsuit, is
now a great hand. You definitely want to play this hand, and
you should raise.

Action: You raise to $250.

This is the right idea, but the raise is too small. I would have
raised to about $500. You've got two opponents right now, ?nd
you’d like to knock out at Icast one of them. With a small raise
you’re giving them great odds to call. In fact, you’re practically
begging them to call.
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Jayer B and C both call for an additional $150. The pot

;. P
Action:
is nOW $800.

Flop: KeQale

gestion: Do you bet with your Iwo pair, or check, intending to
ise?

Checi;asl‘iir: When you’re playing a hand, it’s crucial to keep in
;nind how your actions appear to the other players.. If you
don’t, you’re going to miss big opportunities, either .by
winning way too little money on your good hands, or losing
way too much on your bad oncs. ' '

You took the lead in the first round of betting, despite
your bad position, announcing you had a good hand. A gqod
hand usually means one with some high cards. Now a king
and a queen come on the flop. If T were one of your
opponents. I'm now thinking “Holy smoke! He bet out, and
now a king-queen hit the board. Must have helped his hand
somehow. Watch out.”

If you check, you’re not going to get a chance to check-rase,
because no one’s going to bet. They’ll correctly read your check
as a trap. If you bet out, say $200 or so, someone might think
you’re trying 1o buy the pot and call. It’s your best shot to build a
pot.

Action: You check and Players B and C both check behind you.
Fourth Street: 44
Question: what now?

Answer: A check will just lead to a couple of more checks,

unless someone was sitting there with a pair of fours. Bet a
couple of hundred, and see if you get lucky.
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Action: You bet $200. Both B and C fold.

You made too small a bet on the opening round whe, you
could have built a fair-sized pot with a strong hand. Betting after
the flop wouldn’t necessarily have made you any more money,
it was the best try.

Hand 11-17

$40,300

Blinds: $3,000/$6,000
Antes: $300
Pot: $9,900 956,000

383,600

Situation: Final table of a multi-table live tournament. All the
remaining players have been playing solid, shrewd poker.

Your hand: Q&Q4
Action to you: Player A folds.
Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: A pair of queens is a strong enough hand to slow-

play. Just call and try to trap your opponent.

Action: You call. The big blind checks. The pot is now $12.900-
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flop: K#644¢

]
con: What do you do: .
AﬂwAnswer: You check again, and continue your trap.

You’re only afraid of one card in his hand (a king), and
he probably doesn’t have that card. If he has a king, you're
beaten, and you're going to lose a lot of money on the hand.

Your hope, of course, is that either the six or four.has
paired his hand, and he now belicves he has the best of it.

Action: You check. He checks. The pot remains $12,900.

Fourth Street: J&

Action: What do you do?
Answer: That’s an excellent card for you since it’s lower
than your pair. [t’s now time to bet something. If you don’t
get called there was nothing to be won anyway. . A
continuation-sized bet will give him good odds to stick
around.

Action: You bet $6,000. He calls. The pot is now $24,900.
Fifth Street: 24

Action: Whar do you do?

Answer: The deuce puts three spades on board, but you have
to discount that possibility. There are many other hands he
might hold besides two spades, and in these low-M
confrontations you have to ignore the long shots and just keep
piling up chips. There are now four cards on board bclow
your queens and just one card above, so make another half-
pot sized bet and see what happens.
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il Action: You bet $9,000. He raises all-in, moving

into the pot. The raise to you is $19,000, and

i his fast g3
i $61,900. What do vou do?
|

the pot ig noy,

Answer: He may have a king, but he might have m
hands you can beat as well. The 3-to-1 odds are just
j under the circumstances, so you must call (ag
l player).

any cher

amst g typical

Action: You call, and he turns over K#4% and wins the pot.

He flopped top and bottom pair, and was slow-playing yoy

while you were slow-playing him! By the way, he played the hang
perfectly.

Hand 11-18

1' YOoU
O
— o
‘ AN

360,000

$110,000
Blinds: $2,000/%$4,000
@ $350,000 Antes: $500
Pot: $9,000
$80,000 $140,000

Y N

Situation: A major tournament, playing down to the last rable-
The big blind is a conscrvative player who began the day with @
big stack, but who has been steadily whittled down. You have
projected a solid image at the table.

Your hand: 6%6¢
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: You are first to act.

Action to you:
tion: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Q“e;nswel‘: You should raisc here, and attempt to win the pot
immediately. At a six-handed table, your pair Qf sixes are
probably the best hand right now, but could run into trouble
after almost any flop. (The situation is very analogous to
polding a medium pair in first position at a full table.) Your
job is to discourage some of the high-card hands from
playing. A raise of $15,000 to $20,000 seems about right.

Action: You raise to $15,000. Players B, C, and D ali fold, as does
the small blind. The big blind goes all-in, betting his last $56,000
chips. The pot is now $80,000, and it costs you $41,000 to call.

Question: Do you fold or call?
Answer: Lct’s work this problem out carefully, as it’s very
typical of a whole class of problems that arise at the end of a
tournament. The pot is offering you almost exactly 2-to-1
odds, which is very favorable for you. You know your
opponent is a conservative player, and you also know that,
although his stack has been whittled down, it’s not yet so
small that he should be making a desperate move with a very
weak hand. (His M is 6.5, and his effective M is 4.) That
doesn’t mean that he can’t be bluffing, only that we have to
assign a slightly lower probability to a bluff than usual.
His possible hands fall into three categorics:

1. A pair higher than yours. There are six possible ways
to hold any pair, and there are eight pairs higher than
yours, so there are 48 possible card holdings that leave
you about a 4.5-to-1 undcrdog.

2. Two high cards, bet for value. What hands might a
conservative player bet for value in this situation? Ace-
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k%ng and ace-queen, certainly, and probably ace-jack

kmg'—qucen as well. King-jack and queen-jack are o
possible. There are a total of 16 ways to dea] I~
particular nen-pair (four suited, 12 offsuit), so the o
card combinations total 96 possible hands. Again
hands in this group, you're about a 55-45 favorite

S€ six
St the

3. Other hands which are either semi-bluffs
legitimate attempts to defend his big blind againstor
bluff. He may perceive your bet as a bluff, in which casa
h? might be willing to make a bet with hands like ace?
nine, Jack-ten, or even a pair of treys. Most of the hands
in this group represent two overcards to your sixcs S0
you’.re about a 55-45 favorite in those cases. But,the
possibility of facing a lower pair or even a hand like ace-
four suited, with an undercard to your pair, entitles you
Zooboost your chances a little more, perhaps to about 60-

Once_' you know what hands you might be facing, your
next step 1s to assign a probability to each of the three groups.
Dop’t try to be too precise! All you need here is a rough
estimate.

‘ For instance, I don’t think there’s much chance you're
facing a hand in the third group because he’s a conservative
player, and because you’ve projected a conservative imageas
well. I’d assign this group a probability of about 10 percent-

Groups 1 and 2 are the important ones, with the most
likely hands. There are many more hands in Group 2, but
they might not all get bet if they occurred. Would 2
conservative player really shove all his money in the pot with
a queen-jack, for instance? Sometimes, perhaps, depending
on his mood, but certainly not always. Let's say that
percent of the time you’re facing a Group 1 han&. and
percent of the time you’re facing a Group 2 hand.
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Now you're ready for your final, quick calculation.

1. 40 percent of the time you’re facing a Group 1 hand, a
higher pair, and you win a bit less than 20 perccnt of
these. Let’s say you win 8 percent of the time here.

2. 50 percent of the time we’re facing a group 2 hand, two
high overcards, and you're a 55-t0-45 favorite. You win

about 27 percent here.

3. 10 percent of the time you’re facing a bluff or semi-
bluff, and you’re 60 percent to win. That gives you 6
percent wins here.

Your total winning chances looks like 41 percent.
41=8+27+6

You’re a 3-to-2 underdog in the hand, but you’re getting 2-to-1
pot odds. Easy call.

Action: You call, and your opponent shows a pair of kings. You
catch a 64 on the flop to win the hand.

A couple of final comments on this hand.

Analysis like this looks hard at first but gets easier with
Practice. The math is not the hard part. What’s difficult is being
organized and keeping track of the possibilities in your head.

The decisive feature of the hand is the 2-to-1 pot odds being
offered. If T don’t feel like working my way through calculations,
Trely on two quick rules of thumb:

L. IfI have some kind of hand, and the pot is offering 2-to-
1 odds, I probably want to call.
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2. IfLhave some kind of hand, and the pot js offe
I odds, I definitely want to call. )

$700,000

Fing 30,

Hand 11-19

EERON

$1,700,000
Blinds: $12, 000/$24,000
Antes: $3,000
Pot: $54,000

$465,000 $900,000

$1,600,000 $800,000

(o)
Situation: Major tournament, final table. The small blind is a
somcwhat tight, conservative player.

Your hand: 444&

Action to you: Players A, B, and C all fold.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?

Answer: A small pair, with position on two players yet 1
act, 1s astrong hand. You should put in a solid raise of about
three times the big blind.

Action: You raise to $100,000. The small blind goes all-in with
his last $450,000 chips. The big blind folds. The pot is nOW
§604,000, and it costs you $350,000 to call.

Q“estio n.
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Do you fold or call?
Answer: This is a very similar problem to the last hand, so
ou should attack it the same way. The first job is to estimate
the pot odds. You need to bet $350,000 to win $604,000. Try
to make the arithmetic as simple as you can. Round off the
604,000 to 600,000, drop the thousands, and divide 600 and
350 by 50 to get manageable numbers. You have to putin 7
to win 12, so the pot is offering you 12-to-7 odds, about 1.7-
to-1.

Now you have to think about the mix of hands you might
be facing. Here things change a bit. Your pair is lower, so
there is less chance you’re facing a bluffing hand such as a
Jower pair or something like an ace-trey, simply because
there are fewer hands containing a card lower than your
fours. Couple that with the fact that your opponent is a
known tight player who isn’t so short of chips that he has to
make a move. and you have to reduce the probability that
you’re up against a bluff. Under these circumstances, I'd
reduce it to zero just to make the math easy.

Now for the real question: How often are you facing a
higher pair compared to how often you’re facing two
overcards? In the last problem, facing an aggressive player,
we estimated the chances of facing a pair at 40 percent and
the chances of facing two overcards at 50 percent. Against a
conservative player, you should adjust the mix in the other
direction. Conservative playcrs justaren’tas eager to stick all
their chips in the pot when holding king-queen or ace-jack,
unless time has really run out on them. I'd estimate the
balance for this hand at 60 pcrcent pairs, 40 percent
overcards. (Remember, we’re assuming no bluffs in this
situation.)

Using the 60-40 breakdown, your winning chances can
be estimated quickly. Against the pairs, you’re about a 4.5-to-
1 underdog, so you win a little less than 20 percent of the
time. 20 percent of 60 percent is 12 percent, so we’ll say you
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win 11 percent here. Against the overcards, you win a ljt[e
more than half the time. Half of 40 percent is 20 percent, g,
we’ll say you win 22 percent here. Your grand total is 33
percent wins.

33=11+ 22

You’re a 2-to-1 underdog in the hand. The pot is only offering yoy
12-to-7 money odds, so you should fold here.

Action: You fold, and the small blind takes the pot.

Compare this hand to the previous one and notice the
difference that two small changes made. The pot odds were
slightly, but not dramatically, worse. Because we were dealing
with a conservative player rather than an aggressive one, we made
a small modification in the balance of possible hands. The result
of these two changes, however, was to changc a clear call into a
clear fold. Don’t underestimate the importance of pot odds
calculations!

Hand 11-20
YOU

$2,380

Blinds: $250/$500
Pot: $750

$3,480
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gituation: Last three players in a single-table online tournament.

your hand: QV6e

Action to you: Player A raises to $1,000 and the small blind
folds.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: After Player A’s bet, the pot contains $1,750, and
it costs you only $500 more to call. Those are pot odds of
3.5-to-1. Your hand of queen-six offsuit looks mediocre —-
well, actually itis mediocre — but those are substantial odds,
so you havce to ask yourself just how bad this hand really is.

Against two cards dealt at random from the deck, queen-
six offsuitis actually a 51-to-49 favorite! Surprising, but true.
Most hands are even worse. The real question is, how
confident can we be that we’re up against a hand that’s
significantly better than random?

By the time we get down to the last three players, we
can’t be confident of that at all. No matter how bad the hands
are, one of the three of us has to win this pot, and our
opponent’s bet may represent no more than a stealing
attempt. At this stage of'the tournament, you want to give the
pot odds top consideration. 3.5-to-1 are great odds when
you’re holding a hand that’s squarely in the middle of the
pack, so call.

Action: You call. The pot now contains $2,250.
Flop: jwTasw
QUGStion: Do you bet or check?
Answer: We completely missed the flop, so the value of our

hand has just dropped off the cliff. The texture of the flop is
Particularly bad. The two medium cards fit a lot of holdings,
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and many of the holdings they don’t fit (those with aceg angd
kings) beat us. You should be very rcluctant to try and ggeq
here. Nothing to do but check and hope you get a free carqd
Action: You check and Player A checks.

Fourth Street: 5

Question: What now?
Answer: Nothing has changed, so you should still check.

Aetion: You check, and Player A bets $1,000. What do vou dy?

Answer: You fold. It’s possible you still have the best hand,
but there’s no reason to bet money on it.

Hand 11-21

///—\\\ :
$2,300 $2,070
Blinds: $150/$300
Pot: $450

$3,780

YOU (SB

Situation: End of a single-table online tournament.

Your hand: KYK+¢
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Action to you: Player A folds. Player B, on the button, calls. The
pot is now $750.

Question: Do vou call, raise, or raise all-in?
Answer: There’s a case to be made here for going all-in.
There’s now a significant amount of money in the pot to be
won right away. You have the short stack at the table, so
there’s a better chance that an all-in move will be perceived
as a desperation play.

But 1 still wouldn’t do it. There’s just too great a chance
that you’ll chase everybody away, and this is a great hand for
doubling up. 1I’d put in about $900. That makes the pot
$1,650, and either the big blind or player B can call you for
another $600, which looks like pretty good pot odds. It also
looks like you’re leaving yourself'a way to exit the hand later,
which projects a little weakness in a subtle way. If either
player has some kind of a hand, they’re likely to come in
against you, which is what you want.

Action: You actually go all-in, and the big blind and Player B
both fold.

Hand 11-22

You

$58,600

Blinds: $2,000/$4,000
Antes: $200 $76,400
Pot: $6,600

$44,960
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S.ituation: Final table of a multi-table live tournament. Boty, th
big blind and Player A have played conservatively up to now % ¢
have been loose and active lately. o

Your hand: A®8Y
Action to you: Player A calls. The pot is now $10,600.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Your hand is strong enough to raise at a three-
handed table, but the call did come from the big stack, sp
some caution is in order. There’s no harm in Just putting in
$2,000 to see a cheap flop, then deciding if you want to get
involved.

Action: You call, putting in another $2,000. The big blind goes
all-in, pushing his last $56,200 into the pot. Player A folds. What
do you do?
Answer: First you must resist the impulse to just shove inall
your chips because you have an ace, and consider the
situation.

When a player is the first to enter the pot and makes an
all-in move, you can assume there’s a good chance he’s
bluffing, or at least playing a hand not as good as your ace-
eight. When a player moves all-in to a pot that two players
have already entered, that assumption goes out the window.
The big blind isn’t bluffing in this situation; he expects to be
called by someone, and he expects to win anyway.
Conservative players try to steal casy pots, not hard pofts.

The most likely hand for the big blind to have is a paif,
and probably not one of the very lowest pairs (treys of
deuces). Most of the non-pairs that might make this play ar¢
hands that have you dominated, so those aren’t good news
either.
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The big blind only raised you the amount of your stack,
so the pot now contains $53,300, and it costs you your
remaining stack, $40,700 to call. Those are decent odds of
about 1.3-to-1. However, look at your chances against the
hands you’re likely facing:

1. Against the five pairs between your ace and your eight
(KK, QQ, 11, TT, 99), you’re about a 2.5-to-1 underdog.

2. Against the pairs lower than your eight (77, 66, 55, 44
— we eliminated 33 and 22 as likely hands) you’re
about a 12-t0-10 underdog.

3. Against the aces that have you dominated (AK through
A9) you’re almost a 3-to-1 underdog.

4. Against 88 you’re a 2.5-to-1 underdog, and against AA
you're a 13-to-1 underdog. (These pairs are only half as
likely as the others since you hold onc of the cards.)

The only hands where you’re getting the right price are
the lower pairs, and even there you're only just getting the
right price. Fold.

Action: You fold.
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Hand 11-23

O —
0 @\
$60,000

$110,000

Blinds: $3,000/$6,000

$260,000 Antes: $300
Pot: $10,800 §120.000

$80,000 $240,000 S

You

Situation: Fi '
] uatlvon. Final table of a major tournament. All the remaining
players are strong, experienced veterans,

Your hand: AeKd
Action to you: Players A and B fold.

Question: Do you call, ruise to $30.000, or raise all-in?
:Answer: This hand came from the final table of a major
a(lJluznar;]Ent v,vherc tbe player with the ace-king clected to go
don’rtl.“keeirt.e}zellrcgt}sll\ii;orrlbly wrong with this play, but I

,It’S true that most of the time this all-in bet wil] win the
pot. The only hands that will be calling are medium to high
f)hans, probably ace—qqeen, and another ace-king. Let’s S;}’

atyour opponents might call with a pair of cights or better,
and gcc-quec?n and ace-king. In that case, virtually al] of the
pos§1ble calling hands will be either even money {ace-king)
a slight fa\.foritc (eights through queens), or a huge favol'?te.
(aces or kings). The only hand you’rebxcited to see your

l
|
|
|
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opponent call and show is ace-queen. It’s true that these
hands won’t occur often cnough to make your play a money-
Joser. The fact that you'll pick up the blinds most of'the time
will enable your play to show a profit, on average.

But suppose you just makc the normal play, raising to
something like $25,000 to $30,000? That’s still plenty big
enough to take down the blinds when no one else has much.
If someone calls you, it’s probably one of the medium pairs,
50 you can try to outmaneuver them after the flop. And if you
get raised, it’s likely to be by a hand that’s a substantial
favorite. | like the normal play here, and I think that over
time it will show a bigger profit with less risk than the all-in
move. But you’ll see this all-in move a fair amount, often
from players who are afraid (possibly unconsciously) of
playing hands after the flop, and are looking to simplify their
decision-making.

In the actual hand, the small blind was holding queens.
He called. and his hand held up to win the pot. If you call
with queens in this position, you can be almost certain that
you hold the best hand. The only hands that arc favored
against you are aces or kings, and players with those hands
aren’( looking to chase everyonc out of the pot with an all-in

raise.




356 Part Eleven: Short Tables

Hand 11-24

$80,000

$110,000
Blinds: $5,000/$10,000

Antes: $1,000
Pot: $21,000

$90,000 $60,000

$150,000 $150.000

Situation: Final table of a major tournament.
Your hand: AYK¢
Action to you: Players A and B both fold.

Question: Do you call, raise the pot, or go all-in?

Answer: In contrast to the last hand, your M is much smaller
here (about 7.5, compared to 24 in Hand 1 1-23). A smallerM
creates a better argument for an all-in move, and in fact that’s
not an unreasonable play. But I still prefer to make a more
normal-sized raise, because i really want to encourage action
with a hand this good. With ace-jack or ace-ten I would be
more happy to just move all-in.

Action: You raise to $40,000, Player D on the button raises t0
$70,000. The small blind and big blind fold. The pot is now
$131,000.
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Q“estion: Do you fold, call, or go all-in?

Answer: Now you go all-in for your last $110,000. This
eliminates the positional value of the butten, and gets you full
value for your hand. In addition, you may well have the best
hand. Since you didn’t represent enormous strength with your
initial bet, the raise might have come from some hands like
ace-queen, ace-jack, or ace-ten, and you’re a big favorite
against those hands. And of coursc your opponent may just
throw his hand away, which is a great result for you.

The other advantage to playing the hand this way is that
you’ve made it very tough for your opponents to decide what
to do, either now or after your first bet. That’s a good thing.
Many players inadvertently make it easy for their opponents
to know what to do.

Action: You go all-in, and Player D calls, showing J#]#. You
catch a king on the flop and hold on to win the hand.

Hand 11-25

$1,410

Blinds: $100/$200
$1,480 Pot: $300

Situation: Middle of a one tablc satellite. Player B is an
aggressive player who has accumulated a lot of chips.
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Your hand: 7474

Action to you: Player A folds. Pl i
: . Player Bra
o o v 1ses to $700. The pot i
Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Since you know Playcr B is an aggressive pla
you have to move a.l]-m here. Your pair of sevens is like] y;]r,
best hand at this point. Player B probably has two high c:rd :
;f tha.t. If he calls you with that hand, vou'll be a 13-to-1%
avorlte‘, ,and he. may well elect to lay down his hand of
course it's possible that he has a higher pair, but if yoﬁ let
that,fear take you out of the pot, you’ve wasted the time
yli)u ve] spent observing him. He’s aggressive, the table g
short, he made a move to take the pot ’
, and :
hand. Just go after him. ’ o e el
Many players shrink from going all-in with just a pair of
sevens, but to be successful in tournaments you have to be
able to make these plays.

Resolution: You actuali :
y folded, as d .
B took the pot. s did everyone else, and Player
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fand 11-26

$6,890

Blinds: $500/$1,000
Pot: $1,500

Situation: Final three players of a single-table online tournament.

Your hand: A¢8Y

Action to you: Player A goes all-in for his last $1,230.

Question: Do you fold, call, or raise?
Answer: Ace-eight is a fine hand three-handed, and you’'re

certainly going to play. Just remember to go all-in yourself,
to discourage the big blind from putting his stack to work
with a marginal hand. Your best chance of winning the pot is
heads-up against Player A.

There is a second possibility, called the cooperation
play. It’s used when two players see a chance to move up in
prize money by cooperating with each other to knock out a
third player. To make this play, just flat call, and hope that
the big blind calls as well. Then check the hand down
without raising. If the big blind does the same, the chances
that Player A is eliminated are maximized.
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Cooperative plays are not illegal as long as the Playerg
do not openly consult. They simply require each playe,
involved to recognize that their chances individually iMproye
when a third player is climinated, and make the logical
decision to cause that to happen.

Action: You go all-in, and the big blind folds. Your A #3y holds
up against an AS6Y.

Hand 11-27

$1,900

Blinds: $100/$200

$6,100 Pot: $300 84,800

$2,800

Situation: Online tournament after a couple of hours. Twelve
players remain at two tables. Player C isa conservative player, but
has lost a couple of bad beats. The big blind is a loose player who
has been similarly unlucky.

Your hand: AdTa

Action to you: Players A and B fold, Player C goes all-in for his
last $500. The pot is now $800. The button folds.
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jon: What do you do? . .
Quei:lnswer: By the 10-to-1 rule, you could call this bet with any

hand if you were last to act. There is, however, one player
¢tilt behind you. You have no reason to thmk he has a hand,
but just for insurance, put in a reas.‘.onable raise, say to $750.
This will show him that you’r¢ scrious, and will probably get
him to throw away some marginal hands that could outdraw

you.

Resolution: You raise to $750. The big blind folds. Player C
shows J#J¥_ and his hand holds up.

Unlucky, as Player C was desperate and might have been
raising with many hands weaker than that.
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Heads-Up

Introduction

The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes once characterizeq
life in a mythical state of nature {pre-civilization) as “nasty,
brutish, and short.” He might well have been describing the fing]
heads-up section of a no-limit hold 'em tournament. The chips are
now divided among just two players, but the blinds are generally
huge and the starting requirements are generally low. The session
typically lasts just a few hands before the players arc all-in with
some average-plus holdings.

Many players feel at sea in heads-up confrontations. Over the
years [’ve talked to a number of players who reached the finals of
their first major tournament either leading or even in the chip
count, and then lost in the heads-up session. Invariable they walk
away thinking “I blew it. I should have done something different,
but I just didn’t know what to do.” Usually I end up telling them
“You played all right, but there really isn’t that much you can do.
The cards rule in these short little sessions.”

Although the cards do rule, there are some simple rules of
thumb that will make your play more effective, and some common
mistakes you have to avoid. In this section we’ll look at the
components of heads-up strategy, and examine some actual head-
up sessions from beginning to end.

As you read this chapter, keep in mind that quasi-heads-up
situations occur at other, earlier points in a tournament. In the
most obvious case, you’re in the small blind and everyone folds to
you. Now there is simply a confrontation between you and the big
blind. Much of the advice in this section applies very well in that
case.
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Hand Rankings
in Heads-Up Play

Before I start describing the strategy of heads-up play, we
peed to do some preliminary work. To begin, let’s cregte a chart
that ranks your hole cards. We want to know which hands
constitute the top 10 percent of all hands, the top 20 percen't Qfall
hands, and so on. In this chart, hands are ranked by their ability to
win an all-in confrontation against a single random hand. There’s
a lot of key information here, and we’ll refer back to it throughout

the chapter.

The Top 10%: (62% or better to win)
Pairs: AA-66
Suited non-pairs: AK - A8, KQ - KJ
Unsuited non-pairs: AK - AT

The Top 20% (58% or better to win)
All the above plus
Pairs: 55
Suited Non-Pairs: A7 - A3, KT - K&, QJ, QT
Unsuited Non-Pairs: A9 - A7, KQ - KT, QJ

The Top 30% (55% or better to win)
All the above plus
Pairs: 44
Suited Non-Pairs: A2, K7 - K5, Q9, Q8,JT, I9
Unsuited Non-Pairs: A6 - A3, K9 - K7, QT
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The Top 40% (52% or hetter to win)
All the above plus
Pairs: 33
Suited Non-Pairs: K4 - K2, Q7 - Q5,J8, 19
Unsuited Non-Pairs: A2, K6 - K4, Q9, Q8,JT, J9

The Top 50% (50% or better to win)
All the above plus
Pairs: 22
Suited Non-Pairs: Q4 - Q2,J7-715, TS, T7, 9-8
Unsuited Non-Pairs: K3, K2, Q7 - Q5,J8, T9

The Top 60% (47% or better to win)
All the above plus

Suited Non-Pairs: J4 - ]2, T6, TS, 97, 96, 87
Unsuited Non-Pairs: Q4 - Q2,17 - J5, T8, T7, 98

The Top 70% (44% or better to win)
All the above plus
Suited Non-Pairs: T4 - T2, 95, 94, 86, 85, 76, 75
Unsuited Non-Pairs: J4 - J2, 16, T5, 97, 96, 87

The Top 80% (41% or better to win)
All the above plus
Sutted Non-Pairs: 93, 92, 84, 83, 74, 65, 64, 54
Unsuited Non-Pairs: T4 - T2, 95, 94, 86, 85, 76

The Top 90% (38% or better to win)
All the above plus
Suited Non-Pairs: 82, 73, 72, 63, 62, 53,52, 43
Unsuited Non-Pairs: 94 - 92, 84, 83, 75, 74, 65, 64, 54

The Bottom 10% (32% to 37% to win)
Suited Non-Pairs: 42, 32
Unsuited Non-Pairs: 73, 63, 53,43, 82, 72, 62, 52, 42
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['wouldn’t try to memorize this table, but I would look it over
a few times to get a general sense of where various hand lie and
what hands are roughly cquivalent to what other hands. The tal?le
should be fairly easy to read. The first group are the hanci!s with
winning chances in the top 10 percent of all hands, including the
pairs all the way down to sixes, the top ace and king combinations
of suited cards, and even the unsuited aces down as far as ace-ten.
All of these hands are at least 62 percent to win against a random
pand. (The best hand, aces, is 85 percent to win against two
random cards. I should say only 85 percent, since many players
react as though they had a lock when they pick up aces heads-up,
whereas in fact they’re between a 5-to-1 and a 6-to-1 favorite.)

The nextblock of hands includes those where you’re between
59 percent and 61 percent to win pre-flop, which puts you in the
top 80 percent of all hands. The high unsuited kings start to appear
in this bunch.

The single key idea to take away from the table is that suits
matter a little and high cards matter a lot. Holdings with aces and
kings dominate the rankings, while two suited cards are only about
2 percent better in terms of winning chances than the same two
cards unsuited.

By the way, the weakest two-card holding heads-up, with the
hands played to the end, is trey-deucc offsuit. This differs from the
weakest two-card holding at a full table under the samc
conditions, which is seven-deuce offsuit. Do you see the reason
for the difference?

Ata full table, playing to the end, many wins for hands of two
low cards come when the hands make a straight. (Heads-up,
simply pairing one of the low cards might be enough.) In hands
Where the cards are separated by five spots or more, only one of
the cards can be used to make a straight, The weakest hand where
the cards are separated by at least five spots is seven-deuce.

Let me emphasize again that this chart ranks hands according
‘9 their strength in an all-in confrontation. In many heads-up
Sltuations, that’s really all you need to know. If both sides have a

-
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very low M when the heads-u :
is likely to be an all-in hand. phatle aceuts, any contested hand
But if both sides have big Ms, we need to consider an

factor. called playability. Top players consider some ther
combinations more playable than others. For example, both kc'ard
five offsuit and Jack-ten offsuit are in the fourth gr(;up (to e
perc.ent of all hands), but in a hand where there is liable tz ?)0
betting and maneuvering both before and after the tlop, mo X
p!aycrs consider the jack-ten a more playable holding th,an 1hSt
king-five. One reason is the obvious straight possibilitiee
Another, and more powerful reason, is that the five is more likels.
to make bottom pair when it hits the flop, while either the jack oi
the ten have chances to make top pair or middle pair. Hitting the
five and making bottom pair might win in a showdown, but you
may not want to see that showdown with just bottom pair. That
inherent weakness in the high card-low card combinations makes
many players more reluctant to get involved with them in a high-
M battle.

|
|
I
I
|
|
|

Pre-Flop Heads-Up Play

There’s nothing clean or neat about heads-up play. There’sno
pint here of antiscptic modern warfare-at-a-distance with
computer screens and drone aircraft as the weapons of choice.
picture instcad a couple of Visigoths bashing at each other with
maces and battle-axes. 1t’s close-up and dirty, and in order to
qurvive you'll have to fight for each and every hand.

Having said that, let’s look at four key principles of pre-flop
heads-up play.

1. Any pair is a big hand.

2. Almost all hands are battles of unpaired cards.

3. Domination isn’t as bad as you think.

4. You will mostly have the pot odds you need to play.

One: Any Pair Is a Big Hand

There are 1,326 possible starting hands in hold “em. (This
pumber isn’t hard to calculate. Imagine dealing two cards from a
deck of 52 cards. There arc 52 ways to deal the first card, and
once that card has been dealt, there are 51 ways to deal the second
card. 52 times 51 = 2,652. But in this counting, every hand has

been counted twice. The hand of

was counted once when the king was the first card dealt, and once
when the seven was the first card dealt. So divide 2,652 by 2, and

you have 1,326 possible hands.)
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Of these possible starting hands, only 78 arc pairs, or aboy
6 percent. (There are six different pairs for any rank of cards, g, (;
13 different ranks.) This number leads to a few Interestjp
conclusions about heads-up play: 8
1. You’ll be dealt a pair once every 17 hands on average,
2. Both sides will be dealt a pair slightly more often than onge
every 300 hands.
3. Neither side will have a pair 7 hands out of 8.
4. One side will have a pair, but not the other, about one hang
in 8.

In short, any pair is a big deal, and deserves to be pushed
strongly. Your worst possible pair is deuces, and here’s how
deuces ranks against some unpaired hands when played to the end:
Versus AK unsuited: 53.0%

Versus AK suited: 49.9%,

Versus JT unsuited: 48.7%
Versus 76 unsuited: 49.4%
Versus AT unsuited: 52.0%
Versus K7 unsuited: 52.6%
Versus Q3 unsuited: 53.8%

The worst possible non-pair holding for deuces to face are the
suited connectors between jack-ten and seven-six, since they have
straights working in both directions. Amusingly, ace-king is the
best suited connector to face, since the straights only work in one
direction.

When you have a pair, you should assume you’re facing @
non-pairand play accordingly. You almost certainly won’tbe able
to read your opponent well enough to distinguish between his
holding a pair and his holding two high cards, and he’ll be holding
a pair so rarely that you’ll be costing yourself moncy if you try-

The only times you can become a big favorite pre-flop 1
heads-up play is when your higher pair meets a lower pair or tW¢
lower cards. Here are a few of examples:
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AA versus 77: 79.7%

’ AA versus JT suited: 78.3%

If your pair is in between your opponent’s two cards, the
resence of his overcard matters a great deal. For example

e 88versus A2 unsuited: 70.1%

Two: Almost All Hands
Are Battles of Unpaired Cards

Seven hands out of eight the two players are holding unpaired
cards. If there is not a card in common (a situation wc call
domination) then no two unpaired cards are a huge favorite over
any other two unpaired cards. ‘

Here are the probabilities for some matchups of unpaired

cards.

Two higher cards versus two lower cards:
® AK unsuited versus JT unsuited: 62.6%
AJ unsuited versus 86 unsuited: 63.1%
A9 unsuited versus 76 suited: 58.0%
T9 suited versus 87 suited: 63.5%

QJ suited versus T2 unsuited: 71.8%

Highest and lowest versus two middle cards:
® A2 unsuited versus JT unsuited: 54.5%

® K4 unsuited versus Q5 unsuited: 59.9%

®  T7 suited versus 9-8 suited: 56.4%

Interleaved (first and third versus second and fourth):
®  AQ unsuited versus KJ unsuited: 62.6%
® KT unsuited versus Q4 suited: 61.2%
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As you can see, the range is from a little over 70 percent
a worst-case scenario of two medium-high suited conpe
against widely-separated unsuited cards, to lows in the 55
to 57 percent range. Most cases cluster in the low 60°s.

y er
Ct()rs
Pereeng

Three: Domination
Isn’t as Bad as You Think

Domination refers to the situation where the two hands have
a card in common. If you hold the lower non-common card,
you’re a substantial underdog, but it’s not really as bad as most
players imagine. Here are a few concrete examples:
1. QJ suited versus QT unsuited: 73.8%
2. KT unsuited versus K8 suited: 67.6%
3. AT unsuited versus A8 unsuited: 71.2%
4. AK suited versus AQ suited: 71.3%

While these numbers are worse for the trailer than in the
previous examples, they’re only slightly worse, ranging from the
high 60’s to the low 70°’s, rather than the high 50’s to low 60’s.

Four: You Will Mostly
Have the Pot Odds You Need to Play

In a heads-up confrontation, the player with the button is also
the small blind. (His opponent is the big blind.) The small
blind/button player acts first before the flop, but last on all
subsequent betting rounds.

Whether antes are in play or not, the small blind/button playef
always has the pot odds needed to at least call pre-flop. FOr
instance, suppose the blinds are $5,000/$10,000 and the antes 8¢
$1,000, and both players have good-sized stacks. The potis now
$17.000 and it costs the small blind/button $5,000 to play. 50 the
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is offering him 17-to-5 odds, over 3-to-1. The worst hand he
o hold, trey-deuce offsuit, is only a little worse than 2.1-to-1
caninst a,n average hand, so you can literally call with any two
aa:ds. (You’re not going to stand up to a raise {rom the big blind
:vith trey-deucc offsuit, but that’s a different issue.)



Position and Bet
Sizes in Heads-Up Play

Position is even more important heads-up than at a fu]) table
since it’s just a dual-state function. You're either in position fo;
the rest of the hand, or you’re out of position. Compare this (g pre-
flop betting at a full table, where position is a much murkje;
concept. Most bets are made without any certainty of what
position you’ll hold after the flop. For instance, suppose there are
nine players at the table, and you’re fifth to act, and the first foyr
players fold. If you bet here, what position will you hold aftcr the
flop? If you get called by the two players behind you and the
blinds fold, you’re in bad position — first to act out of three. But
if the blinds call while the cutoff and button fold, you have great
position — last to act out of three.

Position is especially important when the two competing
hands are close in value. In that case, the player who acts last has
a sizeablc cdge. But as we just saw in the previous section, in
heads-up play most hands are close together in value! Hence
position matters more in heads-up than in any other hold ‘em
situation.

When you do make a raise, how much should you raise? In
Volume [ raising on average about three times the big blind was
advocated as a standard starting raise, with a range between twe
and five big blinds, varying as necessary to confuse your
opponents. In heads-up play, you don’t nced to raise quite as
much. Part of the reason for the bet size at a full table was to chase
away some marginal hands and prevent them from drawing to beat
you. With only one opponent, there arc no other players to chase
away. Now [ like a bet range of two to three times the big blind-
With two high cards, I strongly prefer a bet of twice the big blind-
I’'m not committing many chips, and I’'m trying to encourag®
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tjon from a player holding ace-x, king-x, or queen-x, whom [
e have dominated. I use a bet of three times the big blind to
gli:zourage action and get my opponent to drop. .
When the small blind/button player starts off by calling and
the big blind wants to raise, he’s well adylsed to rr.lakeAa mpch
Jarger than usual raise — say four to five times the big blind. The
;dea is to end the hand quickly when possible gnd negale the bad

osition. Good heads-up strategy requircs playl.ng as many hands
as possible when in position and pushing marginal hands as hard
as possible when out of position.




High-M Confrontations
Versus Low-M Confrontationg

Much of your strategy depends on whether or not the blindg
have become large relative to your stack. In online tournamentg
particularly sit-and-gos, the Ms are often in the 5 to 10 range Wher;
the heads-up period starts. These battles will mostly feature big
all-in moves and will end pretty quickly. In live tournaments,
however, the blinds may just be a tiny fraction of the stacks, and
the Ms might range from 20 to over 100. This situation much
more closely resembles normal poker, and requires carefy]
patience and planning.

The notion of “cffective M” takces on a slightly different
meaning in heads-up play. Since the players are now involved in
every hand and sitting out a stretch of hands is not really an
option, there is less reason to modify the actual M to reflect
strategy changes based on the shrunken table. I just use the actual
M when thinking about heads-up play.

Basic Pre-Flop Betting Strategy

Now let’s use the information we already have to construct
a basic strategy for pre-flop betting. If you’re uncomfortable
playing heads-up, as many players are, this strategy will ensur®
that you’re at least making reasonable plays pre-flop while staying
out of a lot of trouble. If you want, you can play this strategy

mechanically, since in a short heads-up session, in which very fe'\ﬁ
ent wi

hands arc actually shown down, 1t’s unlikcly your oppon
get enough feedback to know just what you’re doing.
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You are the Small Blind/Button

As the Small Blind/Button, you act first pre-flop and last after
the flop. The pot will be offering you better than 3-to-1 odds to get
involved, and you’ll have a positional advantage throughout the
pand. With these edges working for you, play aggressively! Here
are your rules:

1. At least call with any two cards. (If your opponent has been
raising regularly from the big blind in response to your calls,
then throw away your trash hands — those in the bottom 20
percent of possible hands.)

2. You have a potential raising hand if you hold any hand in the
top 40 percent of all hands and the Ms are low (under 10 for
either player). If the Ms of the two players are high (10 or
more each), then your standards need to be stricter. In that
case, any hand in the top 30 percent of all hands is a potential
raising hand. When you have a potential raising hand, raise
two-thirds of the time and call one-third of the time. If you
have onc of the top three pairs (aces, kings, or queens),
reverse this mix, calling two-thirds and raising one-third.

3. Ifyou call and are raised, call with any ace, any pair, or any
other hand in the top 30 percent of all hands.

4. If you call and are raised all-in, call with any hand in the top
20 percent of all hands.

If you raise and are reraised (all-in or not), call with for
certain with any pair or any other hand in the top 10 percent
of all hands. (Note that 80 percent of all reraises are made
with two high cards, hence the rule for calling with pairs.)
You may want to call with hands in the top 20 percent of all
hands, depending on other circumstances. I would call with
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these hands, for instance, if I had money odds ot 4-1o-) or3.
to-1. With 2-to-1 odds, 1 would call if T had any sort Of reqq
on my opponent that pointed to a call. If the Mg 4re very
large, I would tighten my restrictions somewhat, Now |
would call only with pairs down to sixes, or ace-king, ace.
queen, or ace-jack.

The logic of these rules is pretty simple. A raise after your
call doesn’t necessarily indicate great strength, so you just need
good hand to continue. A raise after you have already raised
indicates a very good hand, and restricting your calls to top-10
percent hands gives you a fighting chance ofhaving the best hang
in the showdown. Of course, potodds play arole here as well, and
if the pot odds are compelling, you may choose to get involved
with weaker hands.

One last important rule: If the Ms are low (say 3 to 5) and you
opponent seems to be establishing a pattern of going all-in every
hand, just pick a hand in the top 30 percent and call.

You are the Big Blind

As the big blind, you will have a positional disadvantage for
the rest of the hand, so ending the hand quickly is a high priority.

1. If your opponent just calls and the Ms are less than 3, raise
all-in with any hand in the top 30 percent of all hands. Ift'he
Ms are between 5 and 10, raise, but not necessarily all-in.
With big Ms (above 10) increase your rcquirements to hands
in the top 20 percent.

2. If your opponent raises, call with any top-30 percent hand
andreraise with any top-20 percent hand. Here, however, YOU
need to be paying attention to what your opponent has bee?!
doing. If he hasn’t been raising much, then sticks in a stroﬂgt
raise, tighten your calling requirements to a top-20 percen
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hand and your corresponding reraising requirement to a top-
10 percent hand.
If your opponent raises all-in, call with any top-20 percent

hand.

Your raising strategy from the big blind is aggressive,
flecting your desire to eliminate as much post-flop play as
re

possible,
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Some Sample
Heads-Up Sessions

In Volume I and most of Volume II, we’ve focused on
individual hands and problems. That approach isn’t as useful for
studying heads-up play, since the play of each hand is typically
closely tied to the play that has preceded it. Both players are trying
to get inside their opponent’s head and reason out cach other's
strategy. As soon as possible, you want answers to questions like
the following:

1. Is he desperate or confident? Tired or energized?

2. Is hc happy playing a long session, or does he want the
session finished quickly?

3. Is he limping with bad hands, or a mixture of bad and good
hands?

4.  What hands will he slow-play?

5. What hand does he need to call an all-in move?

6. Is he playing the way he did when the table was three and
four-handed, or has he switched to some new strategy just for
heads-up play?

Instead of looking at hands in isolation, we’re going to watch
two heads-up sessions in their entirety, trying to get a feel for the

tactics and strategy of these encounters. We'll start with a battle
between Phil Ivey and John D’ Agostino.
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Heads-Up Session
No. 1: Ivey Versus D’Agostino

The Turning Stone tournament in 2004 was remarkable in
{hat the entire tournament was broadcast live, a first for poker.
Instead of seeing a carefully edited assortment of hands (usually
chosen for their big pairs or all-in action), viewers got to see hands
that were more characteristic of the nuts and bolts of real poker,
where small hands predominated and artful moves decided the
winner.

The heads-up finale was a battle between Phil Ivey (a grizzled
veteran at 27) and John D’Agostino, a relative newcomer at age
21. Ivey is considered one of the top few players in the world at
no-limit hold *em, and has made the final table of the World Poker
Tour on several occasions. In 2003 he was making a strong run at
the World Series of Poker before he was eliminated in tenth place
on a brutal beat by Chris Moneymaker. D’ Agostino was a surprise
at Turning Stone only because of his youth. Up until a few years
ago, a 21-year old in a major no-limit hold "em tournament would
have been considered easy cannon fodder. Today, the huge growth
of online poker has provided a steady supply of players turning 21
with hundreds, if not thousands, of no-limit tournaments under
their belt. D’ Agostino earned a lot of respect at Turning Stone,
and is considered one of the best of this new group.

As the battle starts, D’Agostino has a big chip lead, with
about 63 percent of the chips in play. Blinds are $6,000/$12,000,
with $2.000 antes.

Hand No. 1: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each
Stack Position Hand

John D’Agostino  $705,000 SB/B AV2Y
Phil Ivey $417.000 BB T3
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Action: D’Agostino puts 1n $25,000, raising $19.000: Ivey
folds

Result: Ivey loses $14,000

An ace is a very strong hand heads-up. If you hold gy
ace, there’s about a 90 percent chance that your opponept
will not, and the ace can easily win the hand all by itself
D’ Agostine’s raise is perfectly understandable. Ivey has ope
of the weakest hands possible, and he properly throws jt
away.

Ivey commented after the match that his overall plan was
to play slowly, hoping to outplay his opponent in many small
pots. Although he trails in the chip count, the Ms arc pretty
large: Ivey’s is 19, D’Agostino’s is 32. Those arc large
enough to allow for plenty of moves and maneuvering.

Hand No. 2: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $719,000 BB TS5
Phil Ivey $403,000 SB/B Qe Rl

Action: Ivey puts in $30,000, raising $24,000; D’ Agostino
folds

Result: D’ Agostino loses $14,000

Ivey thought for a long time before raising, and in fact
was very deliberate with all his moves in the session, whethef
folding, calling, or raising. By maintaining a measured pacé
he denied his opponent a chance to get any reads based on t'he
speed of his betting. (Ivey’s facial expressions are Icgcndarlly
inscrutable.)

Ivey’s hand, nine-eight suited, was in the middle Oft_he
pack. It certainly merited a call, but Ivey has to raise wit

Some Sample Heads-Up Sessions 383

some medium-strength hands, to disguise the raises with
genuinely strong hands. He’s picked this hand for one of
those ratses.

D’ Agostino could have won the pot with a reraise, but he
had no way of knowing that. His hand is weak, and he can’t
be criticized for folding.

Hand No. 3: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 cach

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $705,000 SB/B JeOd
Phil Tvey $417,000 BB K3

Action: D’ Agostino puts in $30,000 raising $24,000; Ivey
folds

Result: Ivey loses $14,000

This time D’ Agostino has a hand that’s in the middle of
the pack, and elects to put in a raise.

Ivey’s fold with king-trey might surprise some players as
a king s a good card. However, king-trey only scores in the
top 50 percent of all hands on our chart, which makes it a
weak candidate for calling a raise according to our basic
strategy. In addition, good players are in general much
happier playing hands like jack-nine and ten-eight heads-up
than they are with the widely separated cards like king-small,
quecn-small, and jack-small.

While the king-small and other such hands score well in
computer matchups where hands are played down to the
river, they re less effective on our playability scale, when you
will often have to lay the hand down to a bet when your high
card doesn’t hit. A hand with two closely-connected medium
cards gives you more chance of hitting a playable pair, in
addition to the long-shot straight possibilities that could end
the whole tournament outright.
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A further point to note is that Ivey is out of positiop, in
this hand, and king-small is a holding that gains strongly wiy,
position. In position, there will be situations where the hang
is checked down to the river, and the single king actually
holds up to win. Out of position, that scenario is much less
likely to happen since checks by the first player wil]
cventually be interpreted as weakness and attacked.

Hand No. 4: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $719,000 BB Aele
Phil Ivey $403,000 SB/B AVTe

Action: Ivey puts in $36,000 raising $30,000; D’ Agostino
calls, puts in $30,000 more

An interesting clash of two good aces.

Fvey’s raise pre-flop is perfectly justified on the strength
of the hand, and also on his previous play. Last time in the
small blind/button, he raised with a medium-strength hand.
Now he raises with a good hand. His opponent may think
he’s in perma-raise mode, and decide to fight him right now,
which would be great (for Ivey).

With an ace, D’Agostino could certainly consider
reraising pre-flop. But ace-eight is what pros consider the
crossover hand with aces. If you think your opponent may
have an ace of his own, then ace-eight is better than half the
aces he might hold. Certainly with a small M, ace-eight 15 3
monster hand and you’re happy to commit all your chips WiFh
it. But with a large M (here D’ Agostino’s M is 32) and a b18
chip lead, you might think about playing the hand slowly and
protecting your lead. A reasonable choice by D’Agostino-

Flop: 54443%
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Action: D’Agostino checks; Ivey bets $60,000; D’ Agostino
folds

Result: D’ Agostino loses $44,000

D’Agostino checks after the flop, which is a very
conservative move. Most players would have led out here to
clarity the situation. Ivey very reasonably fills the void with
abet. Now D’Agostino has a real problem. The only aces he
can now beat are ace-seven or ace-six. The others either have
him dominated or have already madc a pair or a straight. In
what has become a murky situation, he chooses to protect his
chip lead and folds. Tight, but not unreasonable.

Hand No. 5: Blinds $6,000/812,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $675,000 SB/B Je4w
Phil lvey $447.000 BB o3V

Action: D’Agostino folds
Result: D’ Agostino loses $8,000

A mistake. As I mentioned before, D’ Agostino is just about
always getting the pot odds he needs to call from the small
blind/button, and he will have position after the flop as well. Jack-
four is just a slightly below-average hand. (And in fact, here it’s
the best hand.) Calling is clear.

Hand No. 6: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each
Stack Position Hand

John D’Agostino  $667,000 BB Td7a
Phil Ivey $455,000  SB/B Adle
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Action: Ivey raises, puts in $30,000, raising $24 00g.
D’ Agostino calls, puts in $24,000 more e

Both actions arc casy to understand. Ivey continues
raise with strong hands, both to win the money and to DPrepare
for later blufts. D’ Agostino has a medium-strength hang and
elects to call. He could fold, but he might be remembcring
last hand, and wondering if he was pushed around. At any
rate, he makes a stand here.

Flop: T¢944%
Action: D’Agostino checks

A good play by D’ Agostino. He now has top pair, which
in heads-up play is the equivalent of flopping a set at a full
table. Knowing that Ivey likes to make continuation bets, he
correctly decides to trap.

Action: Ivey bets $60,000; D’Agostino raises. puts in
$190,000

D’ Agostino makes his move now, rather than prolonging
the trap to the turn. It’s a very reasonable decision, especially
with a big chip lead. He assumes he has the best hand right
now, but he has no way of tclling how many outs Ivey has, s0
he tries to end the hand now.

Action: Ivey folds
Result: Tvey loses $98,000

A big win for D*Agostino, who now has more than two-
thirds of the chips.
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fand No. 7: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 cach

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $771,000 SB/B A#TY
Phil Ivey $351,000 BB JYode

Action: D’Agostino puts in $30,000, raising $24,000; Ivey
folds

Result: Ivey loses $14,000

D’Agostino has a strong hand, so he raises. As we’ve
seen, Ivey distrusts hands with a face card and a low card,
plus he’s out of position, plus D’ Agostino says he has a good
hand, so Ivey folds.

Notice that D’ Agostino elects to raise $30,000, which is
2.5 times the big blind. That’s a pretty standard heads-up
raise for the player who will have position the rest of the
hand. If D" Agostino had checked and Ivey wished to raise, he
should raise a larger amount, say three to five times the big
blind. As much as possible, the big blind wants to end the
hand before the flop, to negate the cost of his bad position.

Hand No. 8: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $785,000 BB TaTH
Phil Ivey $337,000 SB/B Ad8d

Action: Ivey calls, puts in $6,000; D’ Agostino raises, puts in
$36.,000 more; lvey goes all-in, puts in last $323,000;
D’Agostino calls, pot is $674,000

Flop: Kaga44

Fourth Street: 6%
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Fifth Street: 3%
Result: D’ Agostino loses $337,000

flop'A decisive hand unfolds quickly as Ivey gets all-in pre.
Ivey picks up a good hand, ace-cight, and elects 1o jygt
call. This is a good move on his part. We’'ve already
established that Ivey’s strategy is to play a lot of small pots
and try to outplay his opponent post-flop. One way
D’ Agostino could fight this strategy is to blast away with big
raises when Ivey just calls. To counter, Ivey needs to
establish that he’s capable of just calling pre-flop with strong
hands, hence the call with a fine hand like ace-eight.
D’Agostino has in fact picked up a very strong hand, a
pair of sevens, so his raise isn’t just an attempt to chase Ivey
offthe hand. But Ivey can’t be sure of that, so he’s faced with
a choice. He could elect to simply call at this point, relying
on his positional advantage for the rest of the hand. Instead,
he decides to go all-in. He probably expects D’ Agostino (o
fold, which will both win the pot and keep Ivey’s hand a
mystery. However, D’Agostino is delighted to call. Good
play on all sides, but Ivey wins the showdown and survives.
As a footnote, the pros consider ace-eight to be the
minimum ace for making an all-in move because of its status
as the crossover hand among the aces. (Less than half of all
aces are better than ace-eight, more than half are weaker.)

Hand No. 9: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $448,000 SB/B Jase
Phil Ivey $674,000 BB Ka7d

Action: D’Agostino calls, puts in $6,000; Ivey checks

Some Sample Heads-Up Sessions 389

Note that D’Agostino chooses to call with jack-five
suited, but earlier he had folded jack-four offsuit. Suited
cards win about 2 percent more often than the same cards
unsuited.

Ivey elects to check with his king-seven. It’s a better-
than-average hand, but not a powerhouse. Here he’s out of
position, so he elects the smaller play.

Flop: Q#Q¥o&
Action: Ivey checks; D’ Agostino checks

The flop missed both players. Ivey checks, keeping the
hand small. D’Agostino by now understands that Ivey is
frequently checking good hands, and declines to attempt a
steal.

Fourth Street: KV
Action: Ivey checks; D’Agostino bets $15,000; Ivey calls

Ivey makes top pair. It’s probably good, but he gives
D’Agostino a chance to make a big move at the pot.
D’Agostino in fact makes a minimal move at the pot, and
Ivey just calls.

Fifth Street: 74
Action: Tvey checks; D’ Agostino checks

In his live commentary, Howard Lederer called Ivey’s
check on fifth street an “offensive check,” meaning that while
Ivey thinks he probably has the best hand, he’s playing the
hand in such a way that he can’t lose a lot. With the chip
lead, Ivey doesn’t want to lead out and have to face a giant

A
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reraise with a potentially dangerous hand. It’s a 20og
observation, and consistent with Ivey’s overall game plan.
D’Agostino meanwhile has nothing, and Ivey’s call on fourty,
street indicated that he’s probably not going away, g,
D’Agostino is content to show the hand down.

Result: D’ Agostino loses $29,000

Hand No. 10: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $419,000 BB TY8S
Phil Ivey $703,000 SB/B Tde2a

Action: Ivey calls, puts in $6,000; D’ Agostino checks

Note that Ivey simply does not fold pre-flop. In this case,
he would call even if he knew D’Agostino’s hand, since he’s
only a 2.5-10-1 underdog, and he’s getting better than 3-to-1
from the flop. It’s hard to keep shoving your money in with
hands like ten-deuce, but it’s the right play heads-up,
especially for a player of Ivey’s caliber.

Flop: K¥Y6¥3¢
This is an excelfent flop for a cheap steal — three widely

separated cards and only one high card. In position, Ivey has
the best stealing chances.

Action: D’Agostino checks; Ivey bets $16,000; Ivey makes
his move — D’Agostino folds — and it works.

Result: D’ Agostino loses $14,000

Ivey’s move here was routine for a good playcr. I’
plays like this which give top players an edge in high-M
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heads-up confrontations. The counter-move is to lead out
with a bet into that flop, which then leads to a head game
between the two players, as each tries to play chicken \.mth
the other. Weak players tend to lose heads-up confroptgtlons
by not betting frequently enough. You have to be willing tﬁ
both lead and reraise with nothing on a regular enoug
schedule to keep your opponent guessing.

gand No. 11: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $405,000  SB/B A®54
Phil Ivey $717,000 BB Adia

Action: D’ Agostino raises, puts in $30,000, raising $24,000;
Ivey raises, puts in $80,000, raising $56,000

Ivey departs from his conservative game plan’ by st1c4k1n,g
in a good-sized reraise, a little more than twice D" Agostino’s
raise. If D’ Agostino comes back over the top, Ivey would lay
this hand down. It’s also a move designed to end the hand
quickly since Ivey is out of position. .

DiAgostino’s laydown of the ace-five is both correct
from a practical scnse (since we know he’s beaten) bgt als.O
correct theoretically. As T mentioned before, ace-eight 1s
usually the minimum ace I want for an all-in move pre-flop.

Action: D" Agostino folds

Result: D’ Agostino loses $38,000

Hand No. 12: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’ Agostino  $367,000 BB Ta6Y
Phil Ivey $755,000 SB/B 946
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Action: Ivcy calls, puts in $6,000; D’ Agostino checkg
Flop: 5¢4&2a

Action: D’Agostino checks; Ivey bets $20,000; D’ Agostip
puts in $70,000, raising $50,000

A good move by D’ Agostino. Ivey has been taking over
the betting in this last run of hands, and D’ Agostino needs to
fight back at some point. This flop probably didn’t help Ivey
much, so why not now? In addition, the raise is actually a
typical no-limit semi-bluff. It’s designed to win the hand
now, and if it doesn’t, the tens, sixes, and treys all look like
outs.

Action: lvey folds
Result: Ivey loses $34,000
Hand No. 13: Blinds $6,000/512,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $401,000 SB/B 7?7
Phil Ivey $721,000 BB 77

This hand wasn’t broadcast, but D’ Agostino folded Pre-
flop, losing $8,000. Folding on the button pre-flop 15 2
mistake, as we now know.

Hand No. 14: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each
Stack Position Hand

John I’ Agostino  $393,000 BB TV

Phil Ivey $726,060  SB/B Ad3e

Action: Ivey calls, puts in $6,000
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With ace-small suited, Ivey could raise. But he has two
good reasons for calling:

1. As part of a balanced strategy, keeping his opponent
guessing, and

2. Limping with good hands to prevent random reraises,
thus keeping most pots small.

If D" Agostino raises at this point, Ivey will most likely just
call.

Action: D’ Agostino checks
Flop: J&793Y
Action: D’ Agostino checks; Ivey checks
Fourth Street: AY
Action: D’ Agostino bets $20,000

The ace is a two-way scare card, putting an ace and a
three-flush on board. D’Agostino’s bet represents cither or
both possibilities. From Ivey’s quiet play so far, he has no
reason to think that the ace has made Ivey’s hand.

Action: Ivey puts in $65,000, raising $45,000

Ivey has top and bottom pair, but the three-flush on
board is dangerous, so Ivey plays to end the hand now.

Action: D’Agostino folds
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D’ Agostino took a few seconds before folding, which j
good technique. He’s showing Ivey that he wasn't bluff‘mS
with zip. (We know he was, of course.) You don’t need g
play Hamlet here, just think a bit and then muck your hang

Result: D’ Agostino loses $34,000
Hand No. 15: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $359.000 SB/B L RL Y
Phil Ivey $763,000 BB Kdje

Action: D’Agostino calls, puts in $6,000; Ivey checks

Ivey has a good hand and could raise here, perhaps twice
the big blind. If your opponent has either a king or a jack, you
rate to get involved in a hand where you have him outkicked.
Ivey remains consistent to his smallball strategy and Jjust
checks.

Flop: Te745¢
Action: Ivey checks

A good player in aggressive mode could bet half the pot
to see what happens. However, Ivey’s out of position, and he
doesn’t want to create a big pot lacking position, so he
checks. He probably wouldn’t mind checking the hand all the
way down, hoping the king would hold up by itself. Big stack
plus bad position dictates caution.

The king makes a difference here. If lvey’s hand were
Just queen-high or jack-high, I'm pretty sure he would bet,
seeing that as his only chance to win the pot. But you don’t
need to bet to win a pot if there’s a good chance you’ll win it
anyway in a check-down.
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Action: D’ Agostino bets $25,000

Ivey shows reluctance to bet, so D’Agostino makes a
classic semi-bluff, which in fact takes down the pot.

Action: Ivey folds
Result: Ivey loses $14,000

Hand No. 16: Blinds $6,000/$12,000 antes, $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $373,000 BB QYoY
Phil Ivey $749,000 SB/B o¢4e

Action: Ivey puts in $35,000, raising $29,000

Ivey continues to mix up his play. He’s raised with
strong hands before, now he raises with a weak hand. He
will, however, have position later in the hand. [ wouldn’t
make this move myself, however. I think nine-four suited is
just a little too weak for the way I like to play heads-up.

Action: D’ Agostino calls, puts in §29.000

D’ Agostino actually has quite a good hand for heads-up
play, so he cheerfully calls.

Flop: J&Od4d

A good flop for both players. D’ Agostino hits middle
pair, while Ivey hits bottom two pair. However, there are
three clubs on board, and neither player has a club. Each
must suspect that the other has conceivably a flush or at least
a flush draw, which should lead to cautious betting.
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Action: D’Agostino checks; Tvey bets $60,000

Ivey figures he certainly can’t slow-play with three clubg
showing, but he does have two pair and the clubs may be
scary for his opponent as well, so hc makes an effort to Win
the pot. If D’Agostino’s check really indicated weaknesg
Ivey should win the pot right now. ’

Action: D’Agostino calls $60,000

A good call by D’Agostino. Middle pair is a big hangd
heads-up, he does have an overcard, and Ivey probably hasn’t
made a flush. He’s not prepared to raise, but he does have 1o
call.

From Ivey’s point of view, D" Agostino’s check and cal]
with three clubs showing must indicate real strength. It's
unlikely he will put any more money into this pot, despite his
two pair.

Fourth Street: Qé

A huge card which kills all the action. D’ Agostino gets
two pair, but there are now four clubs on board and he
doesn’t have a club. Since Ivey led out into a threc-flush last
turn, there’s a higher-than-usual chance that he’s now made
a flush. The same logic also prevents Ivey from betting.
Action: D’Agostino checks; Ivey checks
Fifth Strect: 64
Action: D’ Agostino bets $50,000

An excellent bet by D’ Agostino. Ivey’s check on fourth
street has led him to the conclusion that his two pair aré
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probably good. The potisnow $206,000,so D’ Agostino’s bet
is giving lvey 5-to-1 odds to call. Those odds will be hard to
resist. First-rate play from D’ Agostino.

Action: Ivey folds

And fine play from Ivey as well. The way the hand has
played makes it just too unlikely that D’ Agostino is bluffing.
Odds of 5-to-1 aren’t good enough if you think your winning
chances are just 10 percent.

Result: Ivey loses $103,000
Hand No. 17: Blinds $6,000/$12,000, antes $2,000 cach
Stack Position Hand

John D’Agostino  $476,000 SB/B TH2e
Phil Ivey $646,000 BB AVK4

Action: D’ Agostino calls, puts in $6,000; Ivey raises $35,000
A correct call by D’Agostino given the pot odds. Ivey
continues to balance his play. Last hand he raised preflop
with a bad hand, this time he raises with a good one.
Action: D’Agostino folds
Result: D’ Agostino loses $14,000
The blinds now increase to $8,000/$16,000, still with

$2,000 antes. The Ms drop a little as a result: D’Agostino’s
M goes down to 17, Ivey’s goes down to 23.
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Hand No. 18: Blinds 8,000/16,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hangd
John D’Agostino  $462.000 BB TA5Y
Phil Ivey $660,000 SB/B ALY

Pre-Flop: Ivey calls, puts in $8,000; D’Agostino checks

Flop: §¢342%

Action: D’Agostino checks; Ivey bets $25,000:; D’Agosting
folds

Result: D’Agostino loses $18,000

Ivey just calls with a slightly below-average hand, and
D’ Agostino, with a weak hand, checks. D’ Agostino misses
the flop, checks with nothing, and Ivey takes the pot.

Hand No. 19: Blinds 8,000/16,000 antes, $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $444,000  SB/B Q&9
Phil Tvey $678,000 BB OdGe

Action: D’Agostino puts in $48,000, raising $40,000; Ivey
calls

This looks like a weak call. Ivey will be out of position
with a bad hand. With a big stack, he should just let this on¢
go. D"Agostino hasn’t been raising that many hands, so Ivey
needs to give him credit for at least a decent hand here. Now
is not the time to make a stand.

Flop: A®Qe5h
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Action: Ivey checks; D’Agostino checks

D’ Agostino’s hand is certainly good enough to bet, but
he may be planning a trap on the turn. Note that he doesn’t
have to worry much about giving a free card here. If Ivey has
an ace in his hand, then D’Agostino is already beaten and
doesn’t need to worry. The only situation where a free card
will beat him is if Ivey holds a single king, and a king comes
on fourth street.

Fourth Street: Th

Action: Ivey checks; D’Agostino bets $40,000; Ivey puts in
$148.,000, raising $108,000

It’s hard to believe this play could work. D’Agostino
showed strength pre-flop, and three overcards to Ivey’s nine
have since appeared. Folding seems pretty clear.

Action: D’ Agostino goes all-in
D’Agostino moves in very quickly, which may have
indicated to Ivey that he was facing a genuinely big hand

(which he wasn’t). This was just a bad hand for Tvey from
beginning to end, and now the players have switched stacks.

Action: Ivey folds
Result: Ivey loses $206,000
Hand No. 20: Blinds 8,000/16,000, antes $2,000 each
Stack Position Hand

John D’Agostino  $650,000 BB ‘LY 4
Phil Ivey $472,000 SB/B  9&3¢
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Action: Ivey calls, puts in $8,000; D’ Agostino checks

Amusing — both sides have the same hand! Howarg
Lederer, in his commentary, opined that the side with
position was about 4 2-to-1 favorite in this situation, whicy,
seems about right. This hand illustrates with brutal clarity jyg
how important position really is.

Flop: T o4

Action: D’ Agostino checks; Ivey bets $25,000; D’ Agostino
folds

Result: D’ Agostino loses $18,000
Hand No. 21: Blinds 8,000/16,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $632,000 SB/B Thgd
Phil Ivey $490,000 BB ovgRe

Action: D’ Agostino puts in $50,000, raising $42,000; Lvey
calls

Two hands ago, Ivey called a big bet out of position with
nine-six. Nine-eight is a somewhat stronger hand, so this is
a marginally better play.

Flop: AdO&2Y
Action: Ivey checks;
Ivey has flopped middle pair, which as I said before 152

very strong hand heads-up. He checks to induce D’ Agostin®
to bluff at the pot.
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Action: D’ Agostino bets $50,000; Ivey calls
Ivey is happy to call here.

Fourth Street: J&

Action: Ivey checks

The check is to induce a bluff, but D’ Agostino has seen
Ivey check many good hands so far, and doesn’t bite.

Action: D’ Agostino checks
Fifth Street: AY

The ace on the river is a bad card for D’Agostino. It’s
hard to represent an ace when two have already appeared on
board. Ivey is pretty certain he has the best hand here, but as
on several previous occasions, he’s content to check the hand
down rather than get involved in a monster pot.
Action: Ivey checks; D’ Agostino checks

Ivey wins with a pair of nines.
Result; D’Agostino loses $110,000

Hand No. 22: Blinds 8,000/16,000, antes $2,000 each
Stack Position Hand

John D’Agostino  $522,000 BB K&Q#
Phil Ivey $600,000 SB/B 9vg3e

Ivey holds nine-eight for the sixth time in 22 hands!

Action: Ivey calls, putsin $8,000; D’ Agostino raises $40,000
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‘ D’Agostino’s hand is very strong for heads-up, 5

this point he should be thinking of charging Ivey ;nond o
play. By now, Ivey has clearly shown that he’s interestre o
calling a lot of bets and playing a lot of hands. A bEd n
$60,000 to $70,000 here, in the neighborhood of four ft of
the big blind, would be reasonable given what D’Ago;?'les
knows of Ivey’s tendencies. It’s also the right play given 11}?0
D’ Agostino 1s out of position, and would prefer to either ¢ a(;
the hand quickly, or force Ivey to pay more to kee }Ill

positional advantage. P

Action: Ivey calls

Ivey is in position with a medium-strength hand. He
can t be sure yet what D*Agostino’s bet means. I would call
with his hand in position, but not out of position.

Flop: 044426
Action: 1)’ Agostino bets $80,000

. This is a continuation bet, although a bit on the large
size. There’s a very good chance he could win the pot right
here, and he has two overcards to the board, for six likely
outs. There’s also a danger, however. An $80,000 bel doesn’t
look like a bet from someone angling for a call. This will not
escape Ivey’s notice.

Action: Ivey goes all-in

Ivey pulls the trigger with top pair. It’s a very strong
hand heads-up, and D’ Agostino’s overbet doesn’t smell like
the betting of someone with a strong overpair. A strong
overpair seeks a call, and D’ Agostino seemed to want [vey to
g0 away.

Some Sampls Heads-Up Sessions 403

Of course, a strong player must be capable of overbetting
a pot with an overpair from time to time. But heads-up
sessions aren’t of infinite duration, and in a short contest, you
have to give greater weight to more likely explanations,
rather than get caught in the convoluted maze of “He knows
that 1 know that he knows that T know ...” sort of thinking.
Ivey knows that the most likely explanation for D’Agostino’s
bet is that D’ Agostino wants Ivey out of the pot, so he goes
with that explanation.

Action: D’ Agostino folds

Result: D’ Agostino loses $138,000

Hand No. 23: Blinds 8,000/16,000 antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $384,000 SB/B JaoY
Phil Ivey $738,000 BB Ka44

Action: D’ Agostino folds
Result: D’ Agostino loses 10,000

Howard Lederer, commenting on the tape, said
“D’Agostino need to get his bearings after two big beats.”
That’s probably what happened. Jack-six, in position and
getting better than 3-to-1 odds, is certainly good enough for

a call.

Hand No. 24: Blinds 8,000/16,000, antes $2,000 each

Stack Position Hand
John D’Agostino  $374,000 BB Ol
Phil Tvey $748,000 SB/B o*7 M
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Action: Ivey calls, puts in $8,000; D’ Agostino checksy
Flop: 342¥24¢
Action: D’Agostino bets $40,000
I don’t like this bet, for several reasons.

1. D’Agostino clearly wants to get more money in the pot
quickly, but I think that’s the wrong approach given how
the last few hands have gone. Ivey just won two big pots
to retake the lead, and last hand D’ Agostino declined to
even call. fvey must feel he’s on top of the situation
now, and he’ll be looking to push D’Agostino around,
probing for signs of weakness. D’ Agostino has flopped
a monster hand which is completely disguised, so he
needs to be patient and milk the situation for whatever
he can get. D’ Agostino should check, and if Ivey moves
at the pot, just think a bit and call. If a big card comes on
the turn or the river and hits Ivey, D’ Agostino could win
a big pot here, but he needs to be patient.

2. In one of the heads-up hands played just prior to Hand
No. 1, D’Agostino held a nine and the flop came 9-9-5-
D’Agostino bet his trips strongly throughout and lvey
called the hand down to see what D’ Agostino was doing-
(That hand actually gave D’Agostino his carly lead)
Ivey certainly remembers that hand, and since a0
identical situation has now arisen, D’Agostino should
take a different tack, and not merely repeat his carlicf
strategy.

3. 1Ivey has been more and more aggressive Jately
D’ Agostino should give Ivey’s aggression a chanc® to
continue. Just play passively and let Ivey take the Jead:
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You should never get too discouraged playing heads-up,
because any random bit of luck can let you double up no
matter how badly the previous hands have gone. Patience is
a huge asset in poker.

Action: Ivey folds
Result: Ivey loses $18,000

Ivey doesn’t have a strong hand, ol course, but he may
also remember how costly the earlier hand was with a pair
showing. For a combination of reasons, he could easily let the

hand go.
Hand No. 25: Blinds $8,000/$16,000, antes $2,000 each
Stack Position Hand

John D’Agostino  $392,000 SB/B QeoV
Phil Tvey $730,000 BB AdKe

Action: D’ Agostino calls, puts in $8,000; Ivey raises $45,000

Ivey doesn’t like to slow-play his ace-high hands out of
position. He prefers to push them and win the pot right away.

Action: D’ Agostino folds
Result: D’ Agostino loses $18,000
Hand No. 26: Blinds $8,000/$16,000, antes $2,000 each
Stack Position Hand

John D’Agostino  $374,000 BB Sa5dé
Phil Ivey $748,000 SB/B JeId




406 Part Twelve: Heads-Up Some Sample Heads-Up Sessions 407

After a lot of maneuvering, we finally reach
: s a h; -

\Vhere the result is almost preordained. Trailing z_to_ld?d pre FlOp Strategy When .
ch].ps,.it’s virtually certain that D’ Agostino will get g]] h:; Fil'St to Act: IVey \A D’AgOStan
ch'lﬁshl'n the th Wlth a pal'r, and Ivey Wi,ll !JG happy to play .
with him holdmg‘a high pair. After that it’s just a questiop of Let’s briefly take a look at how the players bet when they
whether D’Agostino can hit a five or some flukey straight or were first to act in the hand.
flush draw.

. Ivey Acted First:
Action: lvey puts in $48,000, raising $40,000

As a technical point, we should note that Ivey’s hang Hand Action
was stropg enough to just limp. He may have sensed that J Raise 2.5 BB
D"Agostmo was getting impatient and wanted to play. He Alo Raise 2 BB
might also have wanted to avoid the chance of getting beaten ATo | Raise 2.5 BB
on the flop if D’ Agostino is holding a random king or queen, A8o Call
(If D*Agostino is holding an ace, he’ll get involved whether ~ A3s Call
Ivey bets or not.) T2o0 Call

. ‘ 98s Raise 2 BB
Action: D’Agostino goes all-in; Ivey calls 980 Call
980 Call
Flop: 8¥ 7424 980 Call
970 Call
Fourth Street: Q& 960 Call
94s | Raise 2.5 BB

Fifth Street: 3%

A few ideas stand out as we look at lvey’s hands,

Result: Ivey wins arranged in order.
) Cl/\ll in all., a very .Iong, mtelest%ng, cll’ld. .wlgll plfl)/h?S 1. He never folded because of the pot odds.

cads-up session. Despite my occasional criticisms, th! 2. With his strong hands he mostly raised, but mixed in a
battle reflected well on both players. Heads-up scssions caf few calls

. . . t ) . .
appear confusing to the novice, with plenty of what at ﬁfsd 3. With his weaker hands he mostly called, but mixed in a
seems to be random punching and counter-punching. Behin few raises
) : hand ' ~

the scenes, a hldden story emerges, dominated by hat ‘ 4. His raises were in a very narrow range of 2 to 2.5 times
rankings, position, and the events of the immediate past: the big blind
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It was a strategy designed to mix up his hands and k
the pot small, and it was very consistently impleme "
throughout the session. ed

D’Agostino Acted First:

Hand Action
ATo Raise 2 BB
ASs Raise 2.5 BB
A2s Raise 1.7 BB
Q09s Raise 2.5 BB
Q6o Call
J9o Raise 2 BB
J6o Fold
J5s Call
J4o Fold
T80 Raise 2.7 BB
98s Call
72s Call

(unrecorded) Fold

D’Agostino raised more consistently with his better
hands, and his bet range was a little larger than Ivey’s, but
not much. Both of these are good strategic moves when you
believe you’re the underdog. He did fold threc hands during
the session, which were mistakes given the combination of
pot odds and position.

Notice that for both players, the raiscs used werc smaller
than the raises you would see at a full table.

Heads-Up Session No. 2: You the Reader

In this session the Ms are much lower, as is typical of many
online tournaments. We've changed the layout a little bit o put
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ou, the reader, into the hands. You’re starting with a 3-to-1 chip
Jead, but your M is only 14, while your opponent’s M is only 3.5.
vou’'ll be able to see your hands, but not your opponent’s.

Hand No. 1: Blinds $3,000/$6,000, antes $300 each

Stack Position Hand
Opponent  $41,700 BB 7?7
You $138,300 SB/B QeYsy

Action: You raise to $15,000; opponent folds

Result: (Opponent loses $6,300)

Queen-eight suited is a pretty good hand heads-up,
ranking in the top 30 percent of hands. Combined with
position, it’s definitely worth a raise, and your opponent
elects to fold.

Hand No. 2: Blinds $3,000/$6,000, antes $300 cach

Stack Position Hand
Opponent $35,400 SB/B 27
You $144,600 BB Qé74

Action: Opponent goes all-in; You fold

Result: You lose $6,300

Here’s a mirror of the previous problem. This time you
have just a slightly weaker hand than before, but your
opponent elects to put you all-in. Do you call?

My own standards are pretty strict. ['m certainly not in
a desperate situation with my 3-to-1 chip lead. In that case,
T want a hand that’s both reasonably strong and getting good
pot odds to call. Right now the pot contained $9,600 and your
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opponent just moved in with his last $32,100, making the pot

$41,700. Since $3,000 of that bet was a call of your bling

you’ll need to put in $29.100 to call. The pot is offering ym;

a bit better than 1.5-to-1 to call. ‘
Here are the facts I'd be weighing in my mind:

1. The Ms are relatively low, dictating aggressive play on
both sides.

2. Idon’t know much about my opponent yet. However
it’s just the second hand of the session, and he’s alread);
moved all-in. I'll give him credit for a better-than-
average hand, but I can’t yet credit him with much more
than that.

3. The pot is giving me about 1.5-to-1 odds.

4. My hand is in the top 50 percent of all hands — just
slightly above average.

Under the circumstances, I don’t need a premium hand
to call this bet. The real question is just how weak a hand I'm
willing to play. Here I look carefully at the hand strength and
the pot odds. With a slightly above average hand like queen-
seven, I like to see pot odds in the range of 1.6-to-1 or ].7-t0-
1. If my hand were in the top-40 percent group, I'd be happy
calling with 1.5-to-1. For a top-30 percent, I"d need even less,
say 1.4-to-1 or perhaps even [.3-to-1. (Keep in mind thal
these are not absolute numbers. They’re heavily influenced
by the first two points, namely that the Ms are already quite
low and my opponent is moving all-in on the second hand. If
the all-in move came with high Ms, or from an opponent who
had played conservatively for awhile, I would certainly want
a stronger hand or better odds.)

Some Sample Heads-Up Scssions 411

We should note here that some players adopt a perma-
raise strategy in heads-up, basically going all-in on every
hand. (For very weak players it’s not a bad strategy.) If your
opponent is playing this way, you’ll have to just take a
reasonabie hand and call. For me, a top-40 percent hand is
plenty for this purpose. Ilere, we don’t have enough data yet
to know if that’s the case, but we’ll have to remain very alert
to the possibility.

Hand No. 3: Blinds $3,000/$6,000 antes $300 each

Stack Position Hand
Opponent  $41.700 BB 79
You $138,300 SB/B 3464

Action: You call $3,000; Opponent goes all-in; You fold

Result: You lose $6,300

Both the call and the fold are correct, for the reasons just
discussed. Eight-six suited is only in the top 70 pcrcent
bracket of hands, and just isn’t strong enough to call an all-in
raise getting those odds.

Our evidence is growing, however, that our opponent 1s
in permanent raise mode. That queen-seven offsuit that we
threw away last hand is looking better now. Had these two
hands occurred in reverse order (throwing away eight-six to
an all-in, then being raised all-in with a queen-seven), I'd
have given very serious consideration to calling.

The astute reader might well ask at this point “Isn’t this
very skimpy evidence for calling an all-in move?” The
answer is “Yes, it’s actually very very skimpy.” But it’s all
the evidence you have! You’re not in the enviable position of
a judge weighing pounds of evidence while deciding to issue
a search warrant. You’re more in the position of a soldier on
the battlefield, trying to decide in a second or two whether
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that moving shadow is friend or foe. I'll put a little twist on
Amir Vahedi’s favorite saying: “In order to live, you must be
willing to pull the trigger.”

Now the blinds increase to $4,000/$8,000, with $40(
antes. The Ms shrink again. Your M declines to just over 10,
while your opponent’s drops to just under 4.

Hand No. 4: Blinds $4,000/$8,000, antes $400 each

Stack Position Hand
Opponent  $48,700 SB/B 77
You $132,000 BB K&7v

Action: Opponent folds
Result: Opponent loses $4,400

As before, he should call. If he called, you should have
raised. Even an all-in raise would not be a bad move. When
a player who’s been raising steadily slows down, it’s more
likely an indication that his hand is weak rather than strong.
(A player who makes several raiscs, docsn’t get called, and
then picks up a big hand, is likely to continue raising with it
because his previous raises provide cover and indicate that
he’s likely still bluffing.)

Since our opponent folded a hand with good pot odds, we now
have to revise our opinion of his style. He must have some
standards, although we don’t yet know what they are, and our fold
of the queen-seven is looking more reasonable once again.

Hand No. 5: Blinds $4,000/$8,000, antes $400 each

Stack Position Hand
Opponent  $43,600 BB 2?
You $136,400 SB/B Qage
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Action: You raise $12,000; Opponent goes all-in for
$35,200; You call $23,200

Opponcnt shows: 34634
Board: AT&5&TYOV
Result: You lose $43,600

Queen-eight offsuit was in the top 40 percent of all
hands, so a raise is reasonable. After your opponent’s all-in
move, the pot contains exactly $60,000, and it costs you
$23,200 to call, so your pot odds are just over 2.5-to-1. Those
are huge odds for a heads-up call. You’re only getting the
wrong price for your call if he has precisely one of three
pairs: aces, kings, or queens.

Here’s an important note: Even if he has you dominated
with acc-queen or king-queen, the price is still right. (As we
saw earlier in the chapter, domination situations tend to be 70
percent or so pre-flop. That’s all right when you’re getting
2.5-to-1 pot odds.) Most poker players who aren’t adept in
math seem to think that domination is a disaster which makes
you a 3-to-1 underdog, but the truth isn’t nearly that bad.

With the loss, however, your opponent pulls almost even
in stack size.

Hand No. 6: Blinds $4,000/$8,000, antes $400 each

Stack  Position Hand
Opponent  $87,200 SB/B 77
You $92,800 BB S543Y

Action: Opponent goes all-in; You fold

Result: You lose $8,400
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A clear decision here, as you're unlucky enough to pick
up a hand in the bottom 10 percent of all hands.

Hand No. 7: Blinds $4,000/$8,000, antes $400 each

Stack  Position Hand
Opponent  $95,600 BB 27
You $84.,400 SB/B L 2L J

Action: You call $4,000; Opponent checks
Flop: QY7434

Action: Opponent checks; You bet §8,000; Opponent folds
Result: Opponent loses $8,400

Your call before the flop was clear, despite your weak
hand. After the flop you have nothing, but your opponent
checks to you, indicating weakness. Although you didn’t
show strength betore the flop, you make a large probe bet for
$8,000, one-halfolthe pot. Thisis an extremely attractive bet
from a risk-reward ratio. If your opponent folds this bet half
the time, you'll makc a steady profit. Even if he only folds
one-third of the time, you’ll break even. Your opponent
actually does fold, and you pick up the pot. )

What should you do if you're in the position of your
opponent in this example? That is, you’ve misscd thf ﬂoi
and you check, and now he bets half the pot at you. Yo
actually have a few options.

ar basis,
with 8
an an

1. Against a player who can do this on a regull
you’ll have to pick some spots and just move 18
big raise. (In a small-M game, that might well me
all-in move.)
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2. Alternatively, you could just call with any ace or king,
and call the hand down. A significant portion of the
time, even a single high card is good enough to take the
pot in heads-up play.

3. Youcould also just call on the flop, then bet if he checks
on the turn.

These plays take courage in the absence of a genuincly
strong hand, but you can’t allow your opponent to nibble
away at you for free. Just remember that the continuation-
type bet offers such favorable odds that many times players
will be making it with no hand at all.

Hand No. 8: Blinds $4,000/$8,000, antes $400 each

Stack  Position Hand
Opponent  $87.200  SB/B 77
You $92,800 BB AL 33X 3

Action: Opponent folds; Opponent loses $4,400

Opponent folds pre-flop, which is a mistake as we now
know. He’s made this mistake twice in eight hands, which is
a pretty steady dribble of equity. Your long-term prospects in
the session should be good, if an accident doesn’t happen
along the way.

Note: Folding pre-flop on the button is actually all right
if your opponent has shown he will raise you most of the time
when you just call. Now your stratcgy changes: You fold
your weakest hands (bottom 30 percent is a good number)
and play actively with the rest.
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Hand No. 9: Blinds $4,000/$8,000; antes $400 each and the potalready contains $56,000. While you can certainly

Stack  Position Hand
Opponent  $82,800 BB ??
You $97,200 SB/B KéJo

Action: You raise to $12,000; Opponent calls $8,000
Flop: Q#842%

Action: Opponent checks; You bet $12,000; Opponent calls
$12,000

Fourth: K¢

Action: Opponent checks; You bet $18,000; Opponent goes
all-in for $54,400; You call $36,400

Opponent shows: Q¥ 8
Fifth Street: 44
Result: You lose $82,800

King-jack offsuit is an excellent hand (top 20 percent) $0
your pre-flop raise is correct. He calls, indicating some kind
of hand.

The flop is non-descript and he checks, so your post-ﬂQP
bet is also quite reasonable. It’s another continuation bet, this
time a little less than half the pot. But your opponent Cffns
again, which is certainly suspicious. You should be thinlfmg
at this point that he must have something. A pair is poss{ble’
and a flush draw is also possible, given what he may pelieve
to be his implied odds. .

Once the king hits, you have top pair, and yo! re
committed to the hand. Top pair is a monster hand heads-up:

still lose, this is a great situation heads-up. In fact, your
opponent had been slow-playing top two pair, anice move on
his part. That’s effectively the whole tournament, as the hand
consumed most of your chips.

Hand No. 10: Blinds $4,000/$8,000, antes $400 each

Stack Position Hand
Opponent $165,600  SB/B 7?
You $14,400 BB ga3e

Action: Opponent bets $10,000, putting you all-in; You call
your last $6,000

Opponent shows: AdQe
Board: §¢4V44380Q4¢
Result: You lose $14,400

When your opponent pushed you all-in, you had a
terrible hand but fantastic pot odds. You needed to bet $6,000
to see a pot of $22,800, almost 4-to-1 odds. As the hand
played out, you hit both your hole cards, but the treys were
counterfeited, and your opponent drew out on the river. C est
la vie.
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Introduction

In this last chapter I want to cover a couple of topics that
don’t fit easily into the other chapters. I also want to spotlight an
amazing hand that illustrates many of the ideas ['ve been
developing in both Volume I and Volume 1L

In addition to regular tournaments with their graduated prize
structures, there are now many satellite tournaments, both live and
online, which arc designed to qualify players to other events. The
endgame of these tournaments poses some unique problems, and
hand valuation can change dramatically. Study the examples in the
first part of this chapter for some key insights.

When you get close to the money in major events, deal-
making becomes commonplace, and can be treacherous for the
novice. In the second part of the chapter, I've laid out some rules
of thumb that will keep you out of trouble.

The last section covers one of the most interesting sequence
of hands in the last couple of years. Watch, learn, and enjoy.
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Multi-Qualifier
Satellite Tournaments

With entry fees in major events ranging from $5,000 to
$25,000 these days, a mini-industry of satellite tournaments has
arisen, to give players a shot at the big money for a modest
investment. In return for a relatively small entry fee, you get a
chance for a free entry to a major event, plus some money toward
expenses. In many cases the satellite tournaments are open-ended.
All comers can play, and the organizers will give away as many
free entries as they can, based on the number of participants.
Satellite tournaments are a great deal for players, and in fact many
top players cnter satellites routinely as a way of reducing their
overall expenses on the circuit. (When I won the World Series in
1995, 1 had qualified from a live super-satellite with a $100 entry
fee. In the past two years, both Chris Moneymaker and Greg
Raymer qualified from online satellites.)

The early part of a satellite tournament works just like any
other tournament. You play your cards, make moves, and
accumulate chips. The endgame, however, is quite different. The
top few finishers get an identical big prize, while no one else gets
anything. Being on the bubble is no longer a difference between
zero and a modest prize; it’s the difference between everything
and nothing.

Endgame decisions in these multi-qualifier events can
become quite unusual and counter-intuitive. Consider the
following simple situation.

Example No. 1. Six players remain in a satellite qualifying
tournament. The final four places advance to the big
tournament. Fifth and sixth places receive nothing. Of the last
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six players, Players A, B, C, and D all have 4,500 chipg,
Players E and F have 1,000 chips each.

Question: At this point, what is the probability that each player
will qualify?
Answer: This is pretty easy to calculate if we make a couple
of observations.

First, notice that when we get down to four players, each
of the remaining players will have a 100 percent chance of
qualifying. Therefore at any earlier point, the sum of all the
probabilities of qualifying must add to 400 percent (not 100
percent).

Second, whatever the chance of qualifying may be,
Players A, B, C, and D must all have the same chance, and
Players E and F must also have the same chance. (To make
the problem easicr, we’ll ignore for now that whoever is on
the button next hand will have a slightly better chance than
the others, and so forth.)

Third, the chance of qualifying at any particular time is
approximately proportional to the chip counts of the players.

Now let’s put all these observations together with a little
simple algebra. Let’s say that £’s chance of qualifying is “x.”
Then F also has “x” chance of qualifying, while A, B. C, and
D all have 4.5 times “x.” So we can write down a little
equation:

X+ x +45x +45x +45x + 45x = 400

So 20x = 400, and x = 20. Thereforc players E and F each
have a 20 percent chance of qualifying, and Players A. B.C.
and D all have 4.5 times as much chance, or 90 percent caCl?-
And the probabilities all add to 400 percent, as they should if
four people are going to qualify.

Multi-Qualifier Satellite Tournaments 423

These numbers all make sense. E and F are clearly big
underdogs to make it, but they’re not out of the running. A, B, C,
and D are huge favorites, but not certain to get in.

Having established each playcr’s chance of qualifying a
priori, let’s now sit them down at the table and watch what
happens.

For the next hand, the players are arranged as follows:

Sm Blind Player C  $4,500
Big Blind Player D $4,500

1 Player E $1,000
2 Player F $1,000
3 Player A $4,500

4 (You) Player B $4,500

The blinds arc $100/$200. Players E and F fold. Player A goes
all-in. You are Player B. You pick up

Is your hand good enough to call?

Discussion: Your first reaction should be annoyance, since
Player A clearly doesn’t understand that the idea for the
leaders is to gang up on Players E and F, not to bash each
other. Just his bad luck that he happened to pick the wrong
hand to go all-in on ... or did he?

Before you reflexively shove all your chips in the pot,
contemplate your winning chances against some hands that
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he might have, while remembering that, if you fold, you're
still about 90 percent to qualify.

1. Versus KK: 81.1%

2. Versus 99: 80.1%

3, Versus 22: 81.2%

4. Versus AK: 92.0%

5. Versus AK suited: 87.2%
6. Versus A2:92.0%

7. Versus A2 suited: 87.3%
8.  Versus JT suited: 78.1%

9.  Versus Q3: 87.4%

10. Versus 72: 87.3%

(Inall these examples the hands have no suit in common with
your aces.)

You’'rc obviously 0 percent to gqualify if you call and
lose. Even if we assume that you’re 100 percent to qualify if
you call and win (not quite, but close), the only hands you’re
happy to sec if you call are ace-x unsuited, which makes you
about 92 percent to win. On all other hands you’re better off
having folded.

So when you’re a big favorite to qualify anyway, you
have to fold your aces in response to an all-in bet that can
knock you out of the tournament. This extreme example
leads to a general insight about how to play the endgame of
all these events:

Correct strategy for the leaders is to avoid confrontations
with each other and cooperate to eliminate the small stacks.

Can the leaders violate this strategy to their own advantage?
In this example Player A, presumably with a pretty good hand,
went all-in against Player B who was forced to fold any haﬂd
even aces. Did A make the right move under the circumstances’

In a theoretical world where A is certain that B, C, and D all
understand the logic of the situation, A’s move was correct. (In
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fact, he could have made the move with any holding at all as long
as E and F have already folded.) In any real-world situation, A’s
move is a major blunder, sincc it’s highly unlikely that B, C, and
D will all know to hold back from a call with a huge hand. In the
real world, the aces call.

You won't have to play many of these types of cvents before
you'll see incredible blunders made in the endgame play. Let’s
take a look at a few situations from real-life and see how they
should be handled.

Example No. 2. Near the cnd of a satellite tournament. Five
players remain vying for four qualifying spots. The blinds are
$150/$300. The players and their chip counts are as follows:

SB (You) $6,000

BB $1,100
Player 1  $4,800
Player 2 $4,400
Player 3 $3,700

You are the small blind. Players 1, 2, and 3 all fold. You hold

946%. What should you do?
Answer: The game plan is to attack the small stack
relentlessly, especially as the small stack moves through the
blinds. With a stronger hand you could just move all-in. With
a weak hand like 946 you should be a little more cautious
and tricky. I would recommend a simple call. If the big blind
willingly puts you all-in, you’ll have the pot odds to call
anyway. If not, you will move all-in after the flop, no matter
what comes. Since most flops miss most hands, the big blind
will often have a harder call after the flop than before.
Remember that while you’ll settle for an all-in confrontation
that could simply end the tournament right here, you're even
happier if you can just nick him for another $300 and keep
him pathetically weak.
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Example No. 3. Same situation as before. Blinds are still $15¢
and $300. Now the players and chips are arranged as followg
(before posting the blinds):

SB $650
BB $3,500
Player 1 $4,550
Player 2 $5,000
Player 3 (You) $6,300

Players 1 and 2 fold. You have

and call. The small blind goes all-in, moving his last $500 into

the pot. The big blind calls. What do you do?
Answer: You should call, after which you and the big blind
should check the hand down to the end. The best chance of
eliminating the small blind and ending the tournament comes
when as many hands as possible are in action against him.
Y ou would make the same play with any two cards; the idea
is just to reduce the chance that the small blind survives the
hand. The longer the small stack survives, the greater the
chance that he catches a hand or two and rejoins the main
pack. Drive a stake in his heart while you have the chance.

This strategy may look obvious, but you’ll sec many

tournaments where, in similar situations, one of the players
catches a hand on the flop, drives out the other active playe?
with a bet, and then leses to the small stack!

Making Deals

A deal (or a “hedge” as it’s sometimes called) is just an
arrangement between two or more players to divide the prize
money in some fashion that’s different from the stated prize
payout. For example: three players remain in the tournament, all
withroughly equal chip counts. The prizes for the last three places
are $1,000,000 first, $400,000 second, and $200,000 for third.
One player goes to the other two and says “$800,000 is too big a
swing for a coin flip. Let’s all take $500,000, finish the
tournament, and give the extra $100.,000 to the winner.” If the
other two players agree to this arrangement, they have in effect
changcd the prize distribution from a 10-4-2 distribution to a 6-5-5
distribution.

A more complicated arrangement might take into account
some perceived skill differential between the players. For
example, let’s say one participant in the first example was a
known world-class player with some big tournament wins under
his belt, while the ather two were nervous newcomers. The pro
might counter with a different offer: “I"1 take $600,000, and you
two get $400,000 apiece. Then we play for the last $200,000.”
Depending on their state of mind, the amateurs might find this an
agreeable offer. Then again, they might not. Negotiations can
continue for some time while the players hammer out what scems
to be an equitable deal.

So let’s suppose you venture off to your first big tournament,
and with good luck and favorable winds, you cruisc into the final
table. What do you need to know about good deal-making?

Your first job is to determine whether deals are officially
sanctioned and administered by the tournament organizers, or arc
private matters between the players. Some organizers will honor
deals made by the surviving players, and redistribute the prize
moncy accordingly. Some online sites will even stop play in the

427
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tournament for a period of time while the players conduct opep
ncgotiations through the chat box. You can get a good feel for the
deal-making process by watching the final table of some big
online tournaments and observing the negotiations in action. (I’
talking here about tournaments with prize funds of severg]
hundred thousand dollars and more, not sit-and-gos or small-
stakes multi-table events.)

Until recently, major tournament organizers regarded
facilitating deals as a pretty routine matter, just one of the services
they offered to the players who had paid a lot of money to come
to their events. The television era has changed that practice to
some degree. Television producers like to emphasize the huge size
of first prize and accentuate the drama involved in the competition
for gigantic sums of money. Televised tournaments don’t like to
see deals between players, and the organizers of televised
tournaments will not gencrally assist in the deal-making process.
The players can still make them of course, but they are a private
matter and unenforceable. For the players, this introduces some
risk. If you have a choice, you definitcly want to make your deal
through the organizers.

When you get to the final table of a tournament and you’re in
a situation where you have to make a private deal or none at all,
be careful. Here are a few guidelines:

1. You’'re not as big an underdog as you think. As in most
negotiations, the first deal you’re offered probably won’t be
very good. Don’t be afraid to ask for more. Remember that as
the blinds get high and the Ms shrink, the tournament
becomes more and more of a crapshoot. Your more
experienced opponents know this, which is why they're
dealing. Don’t let them push you into a bad deal just because
they have fancy reputations.

2. Inthelong run, the cards are fair. If you can’t make a deal
that seems fair to you, just walk away and play. Over time.
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this won’t cost you any money. In 1995 when 1 won the
World Series of Poker, | offered deals to all my opponents at
the final table, and they all walked away! (I thought the deals
were fair, but they wanted the $1,000,000 first prize.)

3. Being on television doesn’t make you a stand-up guy Just
because you’ve seen someone on TV, don’tassume you’re all
right making a deal with him. Try to get a line on your
opponents before the final table statts. Is so-and-so good for
his word? Is he trying to support a couple of ex-wives? Did
he lose all his money last week in the big game at Bellagio?
These things are good to know.

If the organizers will honor and ¢nforce deals, you're in a
very safe situation. If not, and the deal is strictly a private matter
between two players, then caveat emptor.

In the gaming world, even the most harmless-sounding offers
can go horribly astray. Consider the following cautionary tale.

I once knew an excellent player who was temporarily
down on his luck. He wanted to enter a big tournament but he
didn’t have the cash for his entry fee. He decided to franchise
himself, so he went around to his friends offering to sell bits
and pieces of his interest in the tournament at par valuc. (This
was in ancient times when you actually had to solicit people
you kncw; nowadays players put themselves up for sale on
eBay.) His friends were enthusiastic and sales went well.
Accounting, however, was not my friend’s strong suit. By the
time the tournament rolled around, he had managed to sell
150 percent of himself!

Atthis point, a conscientious player would have returned
some of the sales, admitting his error; embarrassing but
prudent. An unscrupulous player would have gone in the tank
and pocketed his profit; sleazy but solvent. My friend took a
third way: He won the tournament! (It took years, but he
eventually paid back all his investors.)
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To understand just how marvelously complicated and subtle
no-limit hold ’em can be, we’re going to conclude the book by
looking at a series of three hands. These hands were played in the
Plaza tournament held in June 2004, just after that year’s World
Series of Poker. The field was small (only 68 players), and the
format was unusual in that the blinds and antes increased very
slowly throughout the event. Even at the final table, the Ms of
most of the players were in the range of 40 to 200, meaning that
players were under no pressure to get their chips in the center of
the pot. There was a lot of tough, interesting poker, featuring
plenty of slow-playing, careful maneuvering, and post-flop play.
The following three hands, however, illustrate the artistry which
is possible at the highest levels of poker.

Hand No. 1: This hand occurred on the first day of play and
occasioned little notice at the time. Only in retrospect was 1t seen
as important. Layne Flack, Freddy Deeb, and Daniel Negreanu
were all in action at the same table. A relatively big pot developed
between Layne Flack and Freddy Deeb. On the river, the pot had
grown to about $5,000, and Layne Flack made a small bet of
$1,000 into the pot. Deeb folded, believing he was being trapped,
and commented “I wish you had bet more.” (Implying he wouldn’t
have feared calling a larger bet, which might easily have been a
bluff.)

Hand No. 2: This hand occurred when the final table had been
reduced to six players. At this stage the blinds were $600/$ 1 ,200
and the antes were $200. The starting pot was 53,000. Here werc
the players, their approximate chip counts, and their hands. if
relevant:
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Small Blind  Daniel Negreanu  $65,000 K&Te

Big Blind Dan Alspach $60,500 AaJv
Player 1 Gavin Smith $161,400
Player 2 Layne Flack $153,900 K5
Player 3 Ted Forrest $185,800 Aede
Player 4 Freddy Decb $82,900  JeR3e

Gavin Smith. Folds under the gun.

Layne Flack. Calls with his §#5& suited in second position.
Even at a short table, eight-five suited isn’t much of a hand with
four players yet to act. But Flack is one of the most talented and
aggressive young players on the circuit, and he doesn’t mind
pushing at pots with hands like this. Notice that only one of the
four players who remain to act has a stack that’s comparable in
size to Flack’s. That’s a favorable situation, since ultimately Flack
has the threat of putting any of the short stacks to a decision for all
their chips.

Ted Forrest Calls with his A®4#. A reasonable decision. Forrest
is known as an aggressive player (as are most of the players at this
table) but calling here with ace-x suited would be completely
reasonable even for a conservative player.

Freddy Deeb. Deeb is a very strong player, aggressive and tricky,
with great tournament results. Calling with J#84 is a loose move,
but no one has shown great strength yet and he will have position
on the other players after the flop.

Daniel Negreanu Daniel had the best results in the world in 2004,
winning the all-around title at the World Series of Poker, in
addition to finishing first at this event in June and thc Borgata
tournament in September. He’s very strong, very aggressive, and
extremely dangercus (as you will see). The pot has grown to
$6,600 with the three calls, and in the small blind, it costs
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on the turn and river combined. However, given the action ip the
hand so far, his implied odds may be considerably better than that
e reasonably calls. The pot is now $34,200. )

Dan Alspach. So far he’s seen a pot-sized bet followed by twq
calls. Although the pot is offering almost 4-to-1 odds, he’s facing
three opponents and the distinct possibility thathe’s drawing deag
to a flush. He’s currently the small stack at the table, but his M ig
still a very healthy 20, so he has plenty of maneuvering room left.
If he calls here, he’s getting involved in a hand which couyld
potentially cost him all his chips. He prudently folds his aces.

Three players are still alive and the pot is $34,200.

The turn is the K#.

Daniel Negreanu. Negreanu doesn’t believe that the king has put
his hand on top; it has merely provided him with extra outs.
Besides the clubs which are outs against any hands he’s facing,
the two available kings will provide outs against any pair of aces
or any two pair hands. The three available tens will at least be
enough to beat a pair of aces.

Negreanu at this point elects to make a very bold play. He
leads out with a bet of $24,000, which leaves him with only about
$31,000 in his stack. It’s a no-limit semi-bluff, a bet which,
coupled with his call on the flop, indicates a very strong hand. The
bet gives him two ways to win; he may win right here if both
opponents lay down whatever they have, and he has plenty of outs
to win on the river if he gets called. Right now, however, his bet
is representing an alrcady-madc flush, so his two opponents have
to be very careful. The pot now contains $58,200.

Layne Flack. Flack knows he may be beaten, but hc may not. The
pot is offering him 2.4-to-1, and he has a made flush. The
combination of his hand and the pot odds makes a call mandatory
so he calls. The pot now contains $82,200.
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Ted Forrest. With three clubs on board and a big bet and a call in
front of him, Forrest knows that his pair of aces will not be
enough to take down the hand. He’s looking at pot odds of 3.4-to-
1, but odds won’t do you any good if you're putting dead money
in the pot. Forrest folds.

The pot is now $82,200, and only Negreanu and Flack remain.
The river card is the Tde.

Daniel Negreanu. Negreanu has made the nut flush, and with no
pair showing, he knows he has the winning hand. His only
question is: “llow big a bet can | make and still get paid off?”
With his stack at $31,000, Negreanu elects to bet $14,000. It’s a
bet so small that the pot odds virtually compel a call. The small
bet creates the impression that he’s trying to preserve at least half
his remaining chips, and thus hopefully some appearance that he’s
not holding the nuts. The pot is now $96,200.

Layne Flack. With four clubs now on board, Flack is losing if his
opponent holds the K&, Q<. or Jé, but he can win against all
other holdings. He’s sure Negreanu has a real hand, but the pot is
offering him almost 7-to-1, so on the off chance that Negreanu has
becn playing with pocket aces or kings, or has just hit a straight,
he calls.

Negreanu shows the K and takes the pot.

Hand No. 3. The third hand in our trilogy occurred after the field
had been reduced to just the final two players. The blinds were
now $800 and $1,600 with $300 antes, so the initial pot was just
$3,000. The table appeared as follows:

Sm Blind/Button  Danicl Negreanu  $337,700 AW7¢
Rig Blind Freddy Deeb 8342,300 A&K+e
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Although we’re in the heads-up part of the tournament, both
players have Ms above 100! Very unusual for a major poker
tournament, and both Negreanu and Deeb have responded with
cagey, cautious play.

Daniel Negreanu. Just calls with his ace-scven offsuit. It’s a
strong hand for heads-up play, and Negreanu could certainly raise.
Both players have set a pattern of just calling with their better
hands, looking to trap their opponent and win a big pot down the
road. So [ar that hasn’t happened, and the two players have
remained within a few thousand chips of each other throughout
the session.

Freddy Deeb. Elects to raise $7,000 with Big Slick. That’s
obviously a fine raise with a strong hand, and it has the added
virtue that Deeb has just been checking his good pre-flop hands
for quite awhile, so Negreanu may not know how to interpret the
bet.

Daniel Negreanu. Calls the bet.

The pot is $17,800 before the flop. The flop is

v v
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Freddy Deeb Deeb has hit top pair with top Kicker. On the
videotape, Howard Lederer commented that it was a great flop for
Deeb, but it was hard to see how he could get any action on the
hand, since Negreanu doesn’t have anything. Deeb continues t0
play the hand in a straightforward manner, and bets $16,000.
almost the size of the pot. It’s a straight value bet, and it als0
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denies proper drawing odds for any flush draw. Deeb knows that
this flop will have missed most hands, so if the bet gets no action,
there was probably no action to be had.

Daniel Negreanu. Calls Deeb’s $16,000 bet.

Lederer’s comment was that Negreanu could not be calling
for value; he had to be planning to take the pot away from Decb
somewhere down the road. With ace-seven offsuit, and only one
heart, his outs, assuming he thinks he’s beaten right now, are
pretty slim. He might think the three aces are probably outs
(although we know they’re not) and he needs two running hearts
for the nut flush, about a 25-to-1 shot. No one calls a pot-sized bet
on the basis ol such a puny collection of outs. Clearly Negreanu
has something else in mind.

The pot 13 now $49,800. The turn is 44.

Freddy Deeb. Deeb’s first problem is deciding what kind of hand
Ncegreanu might have, if he has a hand at all. At this point
Negreanu has called a big bet before the flop, and a pot-sized bet
after the flop. Even for an aggressive, trappy player, that’s hard to
do with complete trash. Let’s run through some possible hands as
Deeb might have done, and see what holdings appear to make
sense.

1. AA or KK. Since Deeb has one of each card, it’s very
unlikely that Negreanu has either big pair. Good players
sensibly proceed on the assumption that if you’re unlucky
enough to run into one of these pairs while you hold a good
hand yourself at hcads-up, you’re supposed to lose all your
chips.

2. High pairs: QQ, JJ, TT. These holdings account for the call
after the flop, since a player with one of these hands would
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hold on for at least one bet in the face of what might well pe
a bluff. What's unclear here is the call before the flop. Thege
are hands that have to fear overcards, so you want to rerajse
with these hands preflop. Negreanu just called, which makeg
these holdings less likely.

3. Medium pairs: 99, 88, and 77 These are the rest of the pairs
down to the six on the board. Each is a definite candidate
hand given the betting so far. They’re good enough fo have
called on the flop, and they’re not strong enough to make
raising on the flop a mandatory play. Since only one overcard
to these pairs has flopped, the post-flop call is reasonable.

4. The killer pairs: 66 and 22. A pair of sixcs fits all the
betting action so far. A pair of deuces is more problematic,
since most players would fold deuces to a big pre-tlop raise.
Either hand is a potential disaster for Deeb.

5.  The small pairs: 55, 44, and 33. These are now unlikely
holdings. Any of these pairs might have called the pre-flop
bet. Calling after the flop, with two overcards and a flush
draw on board, is pretty diccy. Mark all these pairs as
dubious.

6. Two hearts. Since Deeb doesn’t have a heart in his hand. all
the high hearts are still out there, and a bunch of plausible
holdings fall in this group. AYK®Y and K¥YQ fit the betting
perfectly. Each hand could be bet for value before the flop.
and are now so strong (top pair plus flush draw) that
Negreanu could now be trapping. K¥J¥ and KYTY also
work. As the side card with the king gets lower, the pre-flop
call gets a little more unlikely. Two lower hearts without &
king are much more unlikely; now both calls become dubious
and the combination even more so.
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Ace-x. The only plausible holdings here are ace-six and ace-
deuce. Each might have called before the flop based on the
strength of the ace, and each might have called after the flop
based on the pair. Holdings where the ace is the AV are a bit
more likely than the others.

8. The two pair hands. For Negreanu to now hold two pair, he
had to start with king-six, king-deuce, or six-deuce. None of
these hands are likely to have called the bet before the flop,
although all could certainly have called and trapped after the
flop.

So what, by this analysis, does Negreanu have at this point?
Most likely one of four groups of hands:

1. King-x of hearts (AYKY, KYQY, KVJ¥Y KVYTY)
2. A medium pair (99, 88, 77)

3. Trips (66 or 22)

4.  Ace of hearts and a pair (AY6x or A¥2x)

(We know, of course, that Negreanu doesn’t have any of
these hands. His call after the flop was a complete bluff. However,
it would be very difficult for Deeb to make that assessment at this
point. Even though he knows a bluff is possible, his thinking has
to be directed toward the types of hands that Negreanu could call
for valuc.)

Currently Deeb is beating all of these hands except the trips
or the AYKY (which is a tie). Should he bet or check and trap? I
think betting is best here, although either move 1s reasonable. At
this point the hands in the second and fourth groups have only a
couple of outs, and will fold to a bet. The trips will likely raise.
But the hands in the first group will be denied the odds they need
for drawing. If Negreanu has one of those hands and calls, he’ll be
making a mistake. Checking gives those hands a free card, which
could be a very costly.

Deeb actually checks.
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Daniel Negreanu. At this point Negreanu likely realizes that he
can only win on a bluff. If Deeb has a hand, which he has beep
representing all along, then aces are probably Negreanu’s only
outs. (We know they’re not outs at all, of course.) With so few rea)
outs, checking here to get a free card is pointless; the free carg
isn’t likely to matter, while the check represents weakness which
might encourage Deeb to call a bet on the end. Negreanu realizes
he has to project strength and bets $30,000, a little over half the
pot.

Freddy Deeb. Calls.

But why call? Why not raise? A raise of twice Negreanu’s,
$60,000 or so would knock out the draws and settle the hand with
a nice profit. It’s possible Deeb was planning an even more
elaborate trap on the river. But not raising now creates two
possible dangers: It may give Negreanu a winning hand (not
possible here, but only we know that), and it may allow Negreanu
to represent a winning hand. In all, a very dangerous call.

The pot is now $79,800. The river is the 4%.

Freddy Deeb. The four of hearts is an exceptionally bad card for
Deeb, elevating another group of hands into the lead. Now Deeb
bets $65,000, probably a bad move given what he now suspects.
If Negreanu was playing a hand in Group 2 or 4, he’li lay his hand
down and lose no more money. If he was playing a Group | or 3
hand, he’ll raise. A better play was to check, then make a decision
if Negreanu bets.

Daniel Negreanu. Negreanu understands that he almost certainly
has to raise to win the hand. But how much to raise?

Beginners like to make a huge raise, hoping to scarc the
opponent out of the pot. But Negreanu has already seen (in Hand

Putting It All Together 441

No. 1) that Deeb respects the small, deadly raise on the end, and
can lay down a hand despite good pot odds. What’s more, he
knows that Deeb knows (from Hand No. 2) that Negreanu is fully
capable of making that raise with a good hand. So Negreanu calls
Deeb’s $65,000 bet and raises only another $100,000. Negreanu’s
play leaves Deeb looking at a pot of almost $310,000 and needing
to put in just another $100,000 to call.

Freddy Deeb. What to do? Negreanu’s bets make perfect sense
if he flopped a set of trips. They also make sense if he started with
two high hearts, including the K¥. No other holdings fit the bets
very well. Has Negreanu really bet his whole tournament on a
stone bluff? (We, of course, know that he has. But giving an
opponent credit for such a move in the heat of battle is very
difficult.)

If Deeb folds, he’ll have lost almost $120,000 on the hand.
Since the players started with about $340,000 apiece, he’ll be
trailing Negreanu by more than 2-to-1 in the chip count,
$460,000-10-$220,000. But if he calls and loses, the gap will be
$560,000-t0-$120,000, more than 4.5-to-1. Decb thinks forawhile
and decides to give it up.

Allin all, an amazing hand. Poker has been a steady presence
on television for about two years now (I'm writing this in the
Spring of 2005), and if  had to cast a vote for the most interesting
and ingenious hand in this period, this one gets my vote. What’s
particularly fascinating is not just the courage to makc such a play
at a critical time, but the logic and preparation behind the play.
When beginners try to bluff, it’s oftcn a desperate, spur-of-the-
moment decision when a promising hand has gone bad. These
bluffs are fairly easy to pick off because the sequence of bets
doesn't make sense. The real keys to a great bluff are threefold:
1. Do all the plays make sense in the context of the hand you’re

representing’?

2. Will your opponent understand what you're representing?
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3. If your opponent understands, will he fold?

In this play, Negreanu knew from previous observation thag
(2) and (3) were in place. Deeb knew that Negreanu could make
a small bet with the nuts, and Negreanu knew that Deeb had in the
past folded to a small bet on the end. All that remained was to
create a series of bets that reasonably well represented either trips
or a flush. Negreanu’s play shows poker thinking (and poker
courage) at its very best.

Conclusion

Now that you’ve finished Harrington on Hold ‘em; Expert
Strategy for No-Limit Tournaments; Volume 1l: The Endgame,
you should have a much clearer idea of how to conduct the later
stages of a no-limit hold "em tournament.

Successful move making depends on observations. Whether
your moves have a high or low probability of success depends on
the betting patterns of your opponents. The morc closely you can
observe those patterns, the better you will be able to choose movces
appropriate to the situation, and the higher your batting average of
success will be. Beginners tend to pick moves out of the blue, to
see if they might work. Don’t fall into this trap. The experienced
player observes his opponents closely to pick moves carefully
tailored for the occasion.

Your M determines your strategy. A big M allows you to play
in many different ways — conservative, super-aggressive, or
anywhere in-between. You can make small probing bets or plan
and exccute big moves, switching from style to style as the
occasion allows. As your M shrinks, your options contract. When
your M gets low enough, your decision is not whether to go all-in,
but only when.

You must be aware of the Ms of everyone at your table. While
your M will govern your strategy, their M will govern their
strategy. Pay attention to the status of everyone else, and you’ll
have a much clearer idea of what their plays actually mean.

One final thought before signing off on Volume 1I. Poker 1s,
more than any other game, an arcna where experience counts.
Reading and studying, while valuable, can only carry you so far.
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To go the rest of the distance, you have to play, play, and then
play some more, until your instincts are as finely honed as your
logic. Hopefully, with the aid of the ideas in Volume I and
Volume 11, the journey will be a little easier.

With our look atthe general principles of no-limit tournament
hold ’em completed, the next book will focus on practical
applications. Volume [II will be a workbook of about 120
probleins, mostly drawn from major tournaments and large online
events. The format will be that of a quizbook, and the reader will
have the choicc of simply reading the book from beginning to end,
or treating it as a large quiz and scoring himself. The quiz answers
will be grouped into categories so the reader can see in which
areas he excels and in which areas he needs improvement.
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