
		
			The Lufthansa Heist

		


		
			The Lufthansa Heist

			Behind the Six-Million-Dollar Cash Haul That Shook the World

			Henry Hill and Daniel Simone

			[image: ]

			Guilford, Connecticut

		


		
			[image: ]

			An imprint of Rowman & Littlefield

			Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

			Copyright © 2015 by Daniel Simone

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

			British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Hill, Henry, 1943–2012.

			 The Lufthansa heist : behind the six-million-dollar cash haul that shook the world / Henry Hill  and Daniel Simone.

			  pages cm

			 Includes bibliographical references and index.

			 ISBN 978-1-4930-0849-0 (hardcopy : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-1-4930-1896-3 (ebook)   1.  Robbery—New York (State)—New York—Case studies. 2.  Organized crime—New York  (State)—New York—Case studies. 3.  Deutsche Lufthansa (1953– )  I. Simone, Daniel. II. Title. 

			 HV6661.N721978 .H55 2015

			 364.16'209747243—dc23

				2015012908

			[image: ]™  The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

		


		
			This is dedicated to my soul mate BJ

			and to my dearest son.

			I reserve deep thoughts for the late Henry Hill, without whom this story would be lifeless and colorless.
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			“I had this theory about reportage,” Truman Capote told Newsweek. “I’ve always felt that if you brought the art of the novelist together with the technique of journalism—fiction with the added knowledge that it was true—it would have the most depth and impact.”

			—Truman Capote (1924–1984)

		


		
			Authors’ Note

			The principal events and facts contained in this story are true. Its narrative is founded on extensive research, interviews, and informed judgment. In many segments, scenes and dialogues have been re-created with literary technique combined or imagined to plausibly reflect the documentary record. The names and identities of some of the characters are fictitious, though these changes do not in any way compromise the integrity and accurate portrayal of the event.

		


		
			Foreword

			When I began reading Daniel Simone’s manuscript, it instantly reeled me back thirty-seven years, the time that has passed since the Lufthansa robbery. An extraordinary event that deviated the course of my life. I still think about it almost every day. The investigation was one of the most fast-paced I’d ever conducted, and its course shifted wildly day-to-day. Certain aspects of it, for sure I might’ve done differently, but in the end justice was served.

			As it is vividly portrayed in this book, the times were different time: The era of glory of “Omerta Rules,” the days when gangsters were mob stars, and the period when Jimmy the Gent Burke was at the top of his game. It was the perfect storm for the Gent. A group of low-level criminals, who were mostly illiterates, as Daniel accurately and in a comedic way dramatizes, somehow pulled off an enormous score, and there were no witnesses but the participants. All the victims at the airport were mute, because of either ignorance or fear. And Burke had his own method of silencing people, a point keenly illustrated in this tome. He was responsible for over thirteen murders. While we, the FBI, chased down the witnesses, he murdered them. Though all the accomplices saw nothing but riches in their futures, they all looked back and rued their involvement in this caper, losing their lives as a result of it.

			A case of this magnitude needs witnesses or evidence. With these two essentials missing, we relied on techniques that were still in their infancies, electronic surveillance, wire taps, and electronic bugs. Unfortunately, neither was sufficiently sophisticated to be foolproof. Burke’s home was occupied 24/7 and guarded by his criminal associates. The only bug we could install was in a 1979 Thunderbird, owned by Angelo Sepe. Knowingly or not, he neutralized the bug by playing his radio at the highest volume. We encountered many difficulties with these crude devices, simplistic equipment wrought with problems. If we had some of the once imaginary techniques you see today used on CSI, the Lufthansa investigation might’ve ended with a resolution.

			But in May of 1979, the odds reversed. Henry Hill, one of the mob’s most trusted servants, opted to cooperate with the FBI. And through our efforts and Hill’s testimony, Burke and fifteen top ranked mob figures found new homes in federal prisons.

			Moreover, Hill provided the goods to convict Burke for the homicide of conman Richard Eaton. This combined with the Boston College basketball fix sent Burke to prison for the rest of his life. The Gent, above all, suffered the most because of this robbery.

			And as I look back, having been the lead investigator, I’d love for another chance but with the assistance of today’s technology; sometimes, though, there are no second chances. Life goes on. However, Daniel Simone has deftly immortalized the 1978 Lufthansa robbery, the largest unrecovered cash theft in history.

			—Steve Carbone, Supervisor FBI Special Agent, retired
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			Kennedy Airport was the solution to all our problems. Money, I got it at Kennedy Airport. If the wife found out about the mistress, and a fur coat might keep her calm, I got it at Kennedy Airport. If our girlfriends were gettin’ impatient about wanting a color TV, we went to Kennedy. When the cigarette supply dried up, we’d go to Kennedy and rob a truckload of cartons. The airport was our private bank, and when it all came crashing down, my wardrobe turned from a walk-in closet of silk suits to a cardboard box of cheap jeans and two-dollar T-shirts.

			—Henry Hill (1943–2012)

		


		
			1

			April 1967.

			I could never manage time. The night before, I’d been playing cards and drinking ’til the light in the windows turned gray. The next morning, shaking off a hangover, I nursed three cups of coffee and five Marlboros. Still in my boxer shorts, it dawned on me I had to meet Frenchy. He’d been lining up a score that, I later found out, could solve all our money problems—I hoped. The loan sharks and bookmakers were done with me, and every minute I stayed alive was a gift.

			Frenchy had said to meet him at The Bamboo Lounge. I picked up my friend Tommy DeSimone, and we drove there, darkening skies raining cats and dogs. Frenchy was at the bar, and as Tommy and I strolled in, he saw us and waved.

			“Henry, Tommy, over here.”

			Tommy and I hopped on the barstools next to him. He cleared his throat and bent in close to us. “OK, Henry, Tommy, listen. This is the story,” he shushed, looking left and right for snoopers. He folded his arms on the bar.

			“Air France just finished building a new money storage room in the cargo bay. It’s thirty feet from my office.” Frenchy was getting all worked up, and slapped me on the back of my neck. “Just thirty fuckin’ feet,” he kept saying. “It’s nothing more than a huge closet made out of cinder blocks. I heard they’re going to put in an alarm system, but right now there ain’t none. Get it?”

			Robert “Frenchy” McMahon elbowed me in the ribs and again perused here and there as if he was afraid somebody was listening. He drew another swig of ale and almost had me and Tommy hypnotized. At this point, though, we didn’t understand where he was going with this, and mouths open like two five-year-olds listening to a bedtime story, we nodded along.

			Once Frenchy felt at ease that nobody was eavesdropping, he went on. “Can you believe it? No alarms, no closed-circuit TV, and they’re keeping hundreds of thousands of dollars in that bullshit vault. Those assholes are insane.”

			Frenchy shook his head as if he couldn’t believe how lax the security was at Air France. “The steel door is the only thing stopping anybody from getting inside. And that’s it!”

			He snickered and paused, grabbed a handful of salted nuts out of a bowl and popped them in his mouth. Chewing, he nodded at the ceiling with his chin.

			“The Air France bigwigs in the offices upstairs—the moron executives—call it a vault. Shit, it’s as much a vault as my house is Fort Knox.” We broke out laughing, and Frenchy winked at the bartender. “Mickey, bring my buddies a couple of beers,” he said.

			Frenchy had a smoker’s cough and hacked for a few seconds before he slurped his beer.

			He squeezed my forearm as if to say, hang on, more is coming. “Only two people have the darn key to this money room.”

			Now he had my attention. “Who?”

			Frenchy, a blond, curly-haired Irishman, licked his lips. “A dumb-ass security guard has one key and never, never leaves sight of it. Mike Nolan’s got the second key. He’s the supervisor of the whole joint.”

			It was Friday, and the airport blue-collar laborers had piled in for the five o’clock happy hour. I reached out for a handful of nuts and asked Frenchy, “How the hell can we get our hands on the fuckin’ key?”

			Frenchy sucked in a dose of nicotine, pointed at his chest, and the joker that he was, came up with one of his rhymes. “Moi. Your man’s got a plan.” Frenchy had a head start on the happy hour. He’d already swallowed three brews and two rye chasers—but somehow liquor never hindered Frenchy from thinking straight.

			“Ah! Now we’re gettin’ somewhere. Salut.” I raised my glass, toasted, and we drained our drinks.

			Tommy, too, was fired up. “Salut, Frenchy. You’re our man.”

			Mike Nolan never took the key off his belt hook. No problem, though. Nolan had a weakness, Frenchy said, an addiction that, as most men do, made him think with the wrong head. Nolan was a half-witted hillbilly; he liked to swing with one-night stands, and sometimes he’d get so stoned his brain ran on half the cylinders.

			So we concocted a plan. Frenchy hooked up Nolan with Clementine, a church organ player who moonlighted as a hooker. Not to prick Nolan’s ego, we told him she was my sister. Frenchy, Tommy, and I talked it over with Clementine, and she thought the best way for us to steal the key was for her and Mike Nolan to spend a night at the Jade East, a hot-sheets motel near the airport. Clementine knew how to wrap a hot dog like Nolan around her finger. She was to meet Nolan in the bar of the Jade East; Frenchy thought it wise for him and me to be there as well. Nolan found it odd when we showed up; but drooling over Clementine and, dying to screw her in the bubbling spa, he didn’t give it a second thought. He whisked her off to his room for a change of clothes.

			Frenchy and I stayed at the bar. Halfway into our second martini, we caught a glimpse of Nolan and his rented date. They were headed to the spa salon, holding hands like high school kids. I couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Frenchy, I think Nolan swallowed the hook.”

			The couple went on down the stairs to the sublevel and faded out of sight. The reek of chlorine from the Jacuzzis must’ve been awful—personally, put me in a king-size bed and I’m happy. To each his own.

			“Henry, let’s go, let’s go.” We sprang off the barstool and put down the martinis, Frenchy carelessly dropping his, nearly cracking the stem of the glass.

			We ran outside to the parking lot to hook up with Tommy, who looked uptight, and jittery. “What the hell took you guys so long to come out?” he screamed. “It’s gettin late, and you’re not gonna find any locksmiths open.”

			As we’re running toward him, Frenchy was waving his arms to keep Tommy from attracting attention. “Cool it, man. Just now they went down to the spa. I had one of the housekeepers open the window in Nolan’s room. One of you guys should be able to get in from up there. You only got an hour to get back here. Get going!”

			Frenchy, too, was getting worked up, and I was afraid someone might get suspicious. “OK, take it easy. We’ll take it from here. Go back in the bar, Frenchy.”

			Frenchy went back to the lounge and finished his cocktail, one of many to come.

			It was nightfall, and Tommy crouched his six-foot-two heavyweight frame and knelt on his fours. “Henry, you’re lighter. Put your feet on my shoulders, and I’ll hoist you up as far as I can.”

			I stared up at the second-floor window, and it looked too high. I got dizzy and couldn’t see too good in the dark. I had on a pair of brown wingtip shoes and was having trouble with my footing. “If you can get me close to the ledge over there, I can step on it and open the window.”

			“You’re gonna tear my jacket with those shoes. Why didn’t you wear something with rubber soles?”

			Here I was about to break my neck, and Tommy was bitching about me tearing his damn black leather jacket, one he wore year-round. Three missteps and my heart was beating as fast as Buddy Rich’s drums. Definitely not dressed for these acrobatics—I had on a tan turtleneck and a brown tweed sport jacket, and I was sweating as if I were in a sauna. Panting, I climbed into Nolan’s room, and got a whiff of stuffiness.

			A light on the night table was on, and Nolan’s pants were lying folded on the bed. A ring with eighteen keys was hooked to the belt loops, and I unclasped it. I ran out through the door of the suite and down the stairway. I had ten minutes to hustle to a hardware store before it closed. Tommy waited in the parking lot, hiding behind the garbage bins.

			No matter which street I took off the main road, everywhere was congested. I kept checking my watch, and I got more nervous by the second. I felt it in my bones I wasn’t gonna make it.

			Luck was with me. One hardware store was still open. I doubled-parked my car and ran inside. I didn’t know which of the keys fit the Air France money storage locker, so I had the locksmith duplicate all of them. Out of eighteen, he couldn’t cut three; he didn’t have the blanks. I left in a hurry, just as a cop was writing me a parking ticket. Damn! I didn’t need this. Clementine might start playing with Nolan’s dick while in the Jacuzzi, and they might bolt to their room for a quick tumble in the hay. “NO, NO, Officer,” I begged, “please cut me some slack. I gotta get home ’cause my six-year-old is alone by herself.”

			“Sorry, I already started writing it. Next time, don’t double-park.”

			I was tight on time, and it took this asshole fifteen minutes to hand me the darn ticket. Now I had to tear ass like a bat out of hell, and it got me crazy. Fifteen minutes of wild driving, my face sweaty, I pulled into the Jade East parking lot. I screeched to a halt and gave Tommy the bad news.

			“What do you mean, you couldn’t make three of the keys?” Tommy nagged in his nasal, high-pitch twang. He was big and rough and tough, but his voice sounded like Frankie Valli’s.

			I turned up my palms to make a point. “What was I gonna do? Ram a gun to the guy’s head? He didn’t have the blanks. We just gotta hope one of these is the right key.” Tommy was thick skulled and could be annoying. I lit a cigarette. “Help me up there and lemme get Nolan’s keys where they belong. I’m praying he’s still down at the spa.”

			Tommy let his arms drop to his sides and shook his head as if it were my fault. “With our luck, one of the three missing keys is gonna be the one to the money room. Why didn’t you try another locksmith?”

			“It’s six o’clock on a Saturday night,” I yelled, tapping my Rolex. “Where the fuck was I gonna find another locksmith this late? Man, think positive. Go to church tomorrow and say a novena, and maybe one of the keys will be the right one.” Tommy only went into a church to rob the donation box. He was something; if he could, he’d steal the nuts from a bull. I stuck a cigarette between my lips and rushed him on. “C’mon, c’mon, lift me up. Let’s get this over with.”

			I strung the key ring on Nolan’s belt loop and got the hell out of the room. Tommy and I drove to The Bamboo Lounge, a hangout on Rockaway Parkway, and by now Frenchy was soaking in liquor. The bar was noisy and packed with the usual characters—bookies, loan sharks, drug dealers, alcoholic airport cargo handlers, and foxed-up divorcés looking to hook the big fish. A tent of smoke hung in the air, so foggy it could’ve choked King Kong. I handed Frenchy the set of keys for him to test the next morning, and hoped one might work.

			“Let’s hope one does the trick,” Tommy moaned.

			“Eh, c’mon Tommy. You gotta have the right attitude. Right, Henry?” Frenchy egged on, his speech slurred. With his irking habit, he slapped me on the back and called out to the bartender. “Mickey, what kind of service you got in this joint? C’mon, bring us a few rounds.” Frenchy coiled his forearm around Tommy’s neck—one the thickness of a tree trunk—and in a lighthearted way said, “Tommy, you have to take what’s handed to you the way I do. You ever see me serious? I take life lightly because nobody can change intensity.” We didn’t understand what he meant; maybe he wanted to say destiny.

			The following Monday, I drove to see Frenchy at his Air France office, a cluttered cubicle with empty cans of Schlitz all over the place and smelling as if it were a brewery. I had been wishing for one of those keys to do the job, and I was so tense it must’ve been written on my face.

			At Kennedy Airport, Air France operated from the Air Cargo Center, the largest in the world, and the night foreman was none other than Robert “Frenchy” McMahon. Frenchy had a college education and spoke intelligently—when he had to. As far as vices, he had them all. And talk about gambling—he was worse than a junkie.

			The instant Frenchy and I locked eyes, he flashed a big grin.

			“Guess we got lucky, eh? Please say one of those keys is the right one,” I said.

			Frenchy, tall and stocky, cuffed me on the back. He hugged my shoulders and laughed like a hyena. “Oh, yeah. Yes, yes, yes, we got lucky, all right.” We giggled, and my anxiety loosened.

			Frenchy rubbed his palms together. “Henry, all we gotta do is hang in for a good size shipment of dough.” Frenchy got into a boxing stance and punched my biceps. He looked around to see if someone was watching and pulled me into him. “I want you to tell Jimmy Burke this is the start of what’s to come. You hear? We’re gonna be partners for life, pal, ’cause it’s impossible to get caught.” Frenchy hit my arm again.

			I threw my cigarette butt on the ground and snuffed it under the toe of my shoe. “When are we gonna do the job?”

			Frenchy placed his hand on my shoulder and said what I wanted to hear. “Could be as early as next week, Henry, baby. Make sure you guys are ready when I give you the word.” Frenchy scoured the right pocket of his trousers and fished out the magic key. He dangled it six inches from my face and warned, “Don’t lose it. OK?” And Frenchy smacked the key into my palm. “Let me get back to work. I’ll get ahold of you guys the minute a load of cash lands here, one big enough for all of us to sink our teeth into.”

			Six days passed, and on the evening of April 8, 1967, a Saturday, the time for the sortie rang. At 11:40, Tommy and I got out of our car and eased the doors shut. We scanned the near-empty parking lots around us and started on foot in the direction of the Air France cargo bay, a warm breeze heating my cheeks.

			“Henry, you took your gun out of the glove box?” Tommy asked.

			“Yeah, yeah. I shoved it in my back pocket. I don’t have to ask, but I’m sure you’re carrying your two.” He and I trekked with fast strides, our faces beaming straight ahead. “Let’s have an understanding, OK? The guns are just for looks in case somebody gets in the way, but we’re not using guns to shoot nobody. If somebody sees us, we use our legs to run with, not our guns. And I mean it, Tommy. No shooting!”

			“All right, don’t give me a sermon.”

			I stopped. “I’m telling you, if you shoot anybody, expect a bullet in your head from me.”

			We had left our car—a Chevrolet Impala rented under a bogus name—in the parking field next to the Lufthansa air cargo terminal, and we were striding toward the Air France loading dock.

			Frenchy and I had agreed on a cue. If he could bait the guard to leave the Air France hangar, Frenchy would leave a note taped to the glass door of his office with the message “Back in Two Hours.”

			We raced up the freight ramp, and Tommy was out of wind. I was lugging a large suitcase, and I saw a white sheet of paper pinned on the door of Frenchy’s pigpen. “OK, Frenchy took the security guard to The Bamboo Lounge.”

			The area was sixty feet wide with a gray, antiskid cement floor, and lighted with day-bright fixtures. Fifteen to twenty people were hanging around, employees in Air France uniforms and passengers hunting for lost luggage.

			We shuffled nonchalantly up to the cinder-block safe room, and nobody stopped us. “OK, Tommy, hold your cool.” Peering over my shoulder, I wiggled the key into the lock tumbler, turned it clockwise two circles, and pushed open the green steel door. I peeked inside. Darkness. Mustiness stung my nostrils. We pulled penlights out of our pockets and soft-stepped into the room. The yellow cones of light beams flashed out eight white bags tied with red tags, just as Frenchy had said. They lay on the floor against a wall with mountains of parcels. In each sack was a carton packet of $60,000 bundles. Three feet or so to the left of the bags was a two-foot-square box full of gleaming jewelry and gems.

			Tommy pinched his cheeks. “I must be dreaming.” He gazed at the booty and poked me. “C’mon, hurry. Open the suitcase.”

			Hyper and confused, I grumbled, “Shit, man, I hope all this stuff fits.” I was born with dyslexia, a wall of mental blocks, and it screwed up my thought process. I couldn’t figure out how much space I needed to pack so much money in small bills. So I had only brought one suitcase.

			“What were you thinking?”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll squeeze it all in. I’ll get it all in.” I got into a frenzy stuffing the white bags into the valise, Tommy foaming at the mouth.

			Suddenly, music blared from speakers in the ceiling of the hangar. It jolted us, and we upped on our feet.

			“What’s that?” Tommy blurted out, wide-eyed and spooked. He went for one of the pearl-handle .38 Colt Magnums in his waistband.

			I saw Tommy’s reflex and gritted my teeth. “Take your hand off your gun. We’re not gonna be pulling out heat.”

			We stood paralyzed for two to three seconds.

			“I don’t see nobody,” I said in a hush. “Wait, don’t move.” I tiptoed, stuck my neck out the door, and heard footsteps in the distance on the far end of the hangar. My breathing restarted, and Tommy let out a puff of air, oily perspiration bubbling on his forehead.

			“I think some joker piped in the radio through the PA system,” I said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

			We came out of the doorway of the money room, and I, cool as a dozing lion, locked the door. We bopped to the loading platform and bolted down the six steps to the parking lot level, the bulging suitcase swinging at the end of my arm.

			Tommy swiveled his head, looked behind him at the terminal, Air France Cargo Building-86, and huffed, “I wonder who the son-of-a-bitch is that’s blasting the goddamn radio. Scared the shit out of me. Damn it, my heart can’t stop pounding.”

			“You scare too easily, man. Just make believe we’re tourists trying to find our luggage.”

			Pulses still racing, we trotted across the parking field to where the Impala stood. I didn’t know how much money we grabbed, but judging by the weight of the loot, we must’ve cleaned out the airline’s pockets of a lot of cash and a box full of gems and gold.

			“All right, all right. Thank you, Air France, baaai-by,” Tommy sing-sang, pumping his fist in the air.

			“Tommy, shut the hell up. You don’t know who could be watching us. What’re you, a moron? You’re a real test’e minghia. Keep goin’ and stop acting like an ass-less asshole.”

			Twice a week, Air France transported US currency from Europe, dollars American travelers exchanged for French francs. Until the armored car company picked up the cash, the brainless freight handlers stored it in a room not far from the shipping ramp. Save for the steel door, there were no safeguards or alarms. Worse yet, the area was not off-limits to the public, and believe it or not, those dumb fucks at Air France allowed commuters to freely roam the area to search for missing baggage.

			The Passover holiday lasted through the weekend. The earliest the armored car company could’ve come for the shipment of money was the following Monday afternoon. It meant nobody would know the sacks were gone before then, and it’d be an impossibility to pinpoint when we had clipped them. And if the dockhands had seen strange faces, recalling the incident two days later would’ve been hazy—a perfect combination of coincidences.

			While jogging to our getaway car, we reached the next hangar, the Lufthansa cargo terminal, the yellow sign stretching across the top of the building, its high walls silvery from the full moon. Three hundred feet to go, and we’d be in the clear—the rock music echoing from the cave-like Air France warehouse. C’mon baby light my fire . . .

			I loved to wear classy outfits. I was all spiffed up, as usual, in a light gray suit and a maroon shirt, and nobody would’ve taken me for a stickup man. Tommy was another story. “Lemme ask you, Tommy. Why didn’t you dress in threads that don’t make you look as if you just got out of the can?” I shook my head in disgust. “With that leather jacket and black shirt, you remind me of those Puerto Rican hoods from the South Bronx.”

			Tommy, a thug with more bad habits than a chimpanzee, put on a humiliated face. He bent forward, as if to check out his clothes, and snapped, “What’re you talkin’ about? This is expensive stuff, man. And it’s not like we went to a wedding. We went to rob an airline. So what’s the big deal?”

			“As I said, you could pass for a bum who don’t belong here. Right now, forget about it. Keep goin’ ’til we get to the car. Take my word for it, you’re a spitting image of a parolee who just got out of jail.” I passed a hand over my suit and said, “You have to dress for the occasion and look respectable. Know what I mean?”

			“Ouh! Stop breaking my balls,” Tommy griped, wheezing from the fast trot. He sucked on his teeth and unlocked the driver’s door of the Impala. I threw the brown luggage in the trunk, and we drove toward Boundary Road for the northbound lanes of the Van Wyck Expressway.

			Driving under the fifty-five mph speed limit, Tommy shifted his eyes from the lighted road ahead to the rearview mirror; no flashing emergency lights, no one chasing us. Air France was under ether as to what had happened—its largest rip-off ever.

			We got to Ozone Park, and Tommy ditched the rented Chevy on a dark street. We walked east two blocks to his girlfriend’s apartment, a messy two-room chicken coop. Swaggering and feeling rich, we marveled at what we’d done. Incredibly, we had made off with the biggest cash theft to date without waving a pistol. And although I felt good, a bad sensation hit my gut. We weren’t strangers to the NYPD and the Port Authority. And considering the odds against Tommy and me—both with a mere seventh-grade education—was it possible for a pair of schmucks to steal so much money and not get caught?

			What if a closed-circuit camera was outside the storage vault? And if so, it was likely Frenchy didn’t know it, or else he would’ve warned us about it.

			It’d gnaw on my stomach for the next month.

			2

			Tommy and I, still wound up over the Air France mission, had to catch up with the skipper of our crew, Jimmy Burke, a talented earner. Everybody knew him as “the Gent.” By now, it was past midnight, and we had a one o’clock meeting with Jimmy at a Manhattan comedy club, The Improv, on the corner of West 44th Street and Ninth Avenue. Jimmy must’ve been counting the minutes, if not the seconds, to find out how the Air France job had turned out.

			Two floors above The Improv, Jimmy leased an apartment, an adult playpen. We hustled up the stairs, and Tommy knocked on the door. I heard the clanking of the safety chain and the unclamping of the three dead bolts.

			From the other side of the door Jimmy’s voice, low and curt, asked, “Who is it?”

			“It’s Henry and Tommy, Jimmy.”

			I’m sure Jimmy had recognized Tommy’s preadolescent pitch; otherwise he wouldn’t have unlocked the door, especially at one o’clock in the morning. He called us his surrogate sons, and I didn’t understand what he meant. I thought surrogate had to do with sugar.

			“What the hell took you guys so long?” Jimmy complained, swirling the ice in his bourbon. “Jesus, all you had to do was pick up a few bags of money.” He glanced at the suitcase I’d set on the rug. Ages ago it had been burgundy, but the dust and dirt lightened it to a shade of gray. Jimmy couldn’t stop eyeing the suitcase, and I saw him lick his chops.

			“Hard to believe you two bums actually did it,” he said.

			Jimmy, an Irishman, tall and stocky with blue eyes and dense black hair, had known me since my twelfth birthday, and Tommy from the time he was five years old. The Gent went way back with the DeSimone family. Tommy’s older sister had been Jimmy’s girlfriend for twenty years. She was fifteen when they started dating. Talk about robbing the cradle. Then again, the Gent robbed anybody and anything. And because we practically grew up with him, he was sort of a father figure to us—though the only subject Jimmy could teach us was crime, mapping out the road of our lives.

			That night, even though we made a hell of a score, Jimmy seemed pushy. I could tell he’d had a few shots of liquor and didn’t pay mind to his always demanding more. “Jimmy, we had to wait until the night guard took his meal break.” I slipped a pack of Marlboros from my shirt pocket and lit a cancer stick. “Plus, we had to wait ’til Frenchy took the guard to The Bamboo Lounge.”

			A man who had no time for elementary talk, the Gent wiggled his fingertips as if he were sharpening them to handle an item of preciousness. “OK, let’s count the dough and see how much we got here.”

			Jimmy, Tommy, and I stacked six-inch piles of cash on the dining room table. We sorted out 164 heaps of twenties, fifties, and hundred dollar bills. The tallying took an hour; when we finished, we clapped hands, and hugged one another like three little kids in a sandbox.

			“Wow! Four hundred and eighty grand, and we probably got, oh, . . . I’d say, about three hundred thousand in jewels and stones.” I was howling, my smirk growing wide into an open clam. It was by far the our biggest score yet. And to the best of our knowledge, none of the other crews, even the ones running with the big dogs, ever had so much meat to bite into.

			Tommy was in the clouds. “Not bad, eh . . . not bad.”

			Jimmy smacked the tabletop and let himself fall back onto the sofa. “Man, I gotta hand it to you. You’ve done real good. Real good! You guys got a big future ahead.”

			I looked straight at the Gent. “By the way, Jimmy, Frenchy wants you to know this is just the beginning.” I raised my index finger. “He’s got one condition. Should he get pinched, he’s gonna want your help.”

			Jimmy gulped the bourbon, his eyeballs glassy. “Of course, of course! If something goes wrong, I’ll do what I can,” he promised. “And if I can’t, I’ll make sure Big Paulie does. Paulie’s got a judge in his pocket in every courtroom from Maine to Florida.”

			“Big Paulie,” as he was known, was Paul Vario, one of the Lucchese crime family crew chiefs, a capo regime. He made sure the Burke squadron was shielded from independent wiseguys who’d try to move in on us—an everyday happening in the Italian Mafia. And if I had a beef with somebody, I’d go to Paulie. He’d represent me at a “sit-down” with the other side, and Paulie always won at sit-downs.

			We stood around the loot and gazed goofily at the size of the Air France haul, eyes twinkling with greed. When the hot flashes started cooling, Jimmy took charge. “I’ll give Paulie his cut, about a hundred and fifty grand.” Whenever we scored, Jimmy had to pay tribute to Paulie.

			Jimmy flipped through one of the hundred dollar stacks as if it were a poker deck. “I’ll stash the money at a safe house. When you two want your end, lemme know, and I’ll get it to you. Right now, none of us should be holding it. If the Feds look us up and find all this cash, they’ll pin this Air France lark on us before you can count to three.” Tommy glanced at me.

			“I’m fine with that.”

			Jimmy sandwiched my cheeks with his palms and kissed me on the forehead. He did the same with Tommy, and the Gent grinned, reminding me of a dog with a big bone. Jimmy shredded the packets the cash bundles were wrapped in and repacked the money in a black acrylic garment bag. “I’m gonna get going. I’ll take the money and the jewelry to where nobody can get to it. How much youse want in the meantime?”

			“How much can you get by with for now?” Tommy asked me.

			I counted in my head. “Fifteen grand will do, for now.”

			“Yeah, give me fifteen, too,” Tommy said. “It’ll hold me a while.”

			Jimmy tossed six rubber-banded five-thousand-dollar bricks in my suitcase and zipped up his garment bag. “There’s thirty grand. Lemme know when you need more. Oh, another thing,” and he jerked his forehead toward the fireplace. “Start a fire in there, and burn these torn wrappers and cartons. We don’t want this stuff here with Air France stamped all over it.”

			“OK, but first we’re goin’ downstairs to The Improv and get a quick bite. I’m starved. Oh, before you forget, give me the key to the apartment.”

			At my mention of food, Tommy patted his stomach. “I am starved. Could also go for a beer or two.”

			Jimmy flopped his forefinger like a wiper blade. “Ah, ah, ah. You’re gonna do it now before you start drinking. Understand?”

			He knew how Tommy and I could easily stray and forget to button up the little details.

			The evidence was burned to ashes; Tommy and I walked downstairs to The Improv just in time for Rodney Dangerfield’s final set of his routine. Dangerfield was soaring to stardom and often performed at this club, the launching stage of many celebrity comics: George Carlin, Richard Pryor, Joan Rivers, Jay Leno, Bill Cosby. The Improv was the oldest and most renowned in Manhattan, and that night, before a full house, Rodney Dangerfield was on a hot roll. Garbed in his calling card—the black suit, white shirt, and red tie—he was at the end of his closing jokes. The spectators’ laughter quieted, and the comic, as if he had a nervous condition, tugged at the tie and jiggled his neck to the side.

			“I tell you, I get no respect.” In his New York accent, Dangerfield streamed out jokes one after the other. “My son and the milkman spent last weekend together for a father-and-son reunion.”

			Applause rumbled, and cheers from the audience shrilled in the dimly lit nightclub, a medley of men’s colognes and women’s fragrances in the air.

			While waiting for a table—no matter how crowded, there was always a table for the big tipper, Henry Hill—we stayed at the bar and dug our elbows into the black vinyl-padded edge. Tommy was checking out the crowd, starstruck tourists from bordering states and some loudmouthed ones from the Jersey shore.

			The bartender served us red wine, and we drank on Air France. “Salut.” I chugged the vino and said to Tommy, “Cent’ann,” an Italian toast meaning a wish for a hundred years of good fortune. I had picked up Italian words here and there from my mother.

			Tommy and I were hunched over the bar, and the maître d’ tapped me on the shoulder. He resembled a penguin in a long tail, black tuxedo, and a snow-white shirt. “Gentlemen, your seating is ready,” he said, sounding like a professor. “Leave your drinks here. The waiter will take them to your table. Please follow me.”

			We weaved through the tightly positioned tables, and after ten yards or so, the penguin stopped on his toes and swept the air with his hand as if he were unveiling the Mona Lisa. “Eh, Mr. DeSimone, Mr. Hill, will this do?”

			“Yeah, these are good seats,” I said automatically. I was busy eyeing female targets.

			“Happy to be of service. Enjoy dinner.”

			I unfolded a one-inch wad of Franklins and Jacksons and pasted a twenty-dollar bill in the penguin’s palm.

			At the next table were two babes sipping cognac. They wore skin-tight evening gowns, sheathing their curvy bodies as tight as the casing of a sausage. The one inside the green dress was a blonde with honey-tone skin and had a short hairdo draping the sides of her cheeks, a WASPish look. Her girlfriend had flowing black hair and a tawny tanned face. The brunette’s ebony irises reminded me of women with nickel-size eyes from Catania, Sicily, where my mother was born.

			We were trying to figure out the menus—never mind that neither one of us could read words longer than three letters—when the blonde’s napkin fell to the floor and landed near my feet. I swooped it up and handed it to her. Well, she couldn’t stop thanking me. I mean, she carried on to the point that it was an embarrassment. The dark-haired broad also complimented my manners and came right out with, “We’d love to buy you handsome boys a drink.”

			The blonde checked us out, too. “I’m Alana, and this is Roseanne.” Alana thrust her arm at me, hand bent down, her perfumed wrist wound in bracelets, jingling louder than chimes in the wind.

			I was flattered. I stood, and tilting my head forward, gently grasped Alana’s velvety fingers. “Pleased to meet you. I’m Henry Hill.”

			Tommy got up and clumsily knocked his chair into the table behind him. Humiliated and turning red, he said to the people sitting there, “Eh, sorry . . . sorry.”

			I’d never seen him get red in the face. His dusky coloring made him seem as if he had a year-round tan. Tommy could joke about this and that, and here he was in front of these beauties fumbling and stammering. “My . . . eh, my name’s Tommy.” That aside, his towering height, the combination of wavy, black hair, and square jaw, nailed the template of a Hollywood star from the 1940s. He reminded me of Errol Flynn.

			“Oh, nice to know you, Tommy,” Roseanne said with phoniness. I had pegged her for a Sicilian.

			I shifted my eyes to Tommy. “Tommy, this really is our lucky night.”

			Alana put up her arm and waved at the waiter.

			“Yes, madam.”

			“Give these fellows whatever they’re drinking.”

			His hands behind his back, looking like an English butler, the waiter bent over and asked in a low voice, “What will it be, sir?”

			“We’ll have some red wop.” I opened two fingers and added, “Oh, and we also want two bottles of Dom Perignon.” And the illiterate me pronounced it Don Perig-nin.

			“Red wop, and Don what, sir?” The butler’s eyebrows rose, and his forehead creased.

			Covering her mouth with a hand to squelch a cackle, Roseanne rescued me. “The gentleman wants red wine and Dom Perignon.” Of Italian descent, she understood the meaning of the slang wop. Originally, it stood for “With Out Papers.” Illegal European immigrants at Ellis Island were classified “undocumented.” And because Italians were the most common immigrants sneaking into the country, the mostly Irish officials slandered them as wops. Then, little by little, everybody started calling cheap burgundy wine red wop.

			“Yeah, yeah. That’s what I meant. Red wine. And don’t forget the French champagne,” I said to the waiter. I gave Tommy the eye. “Tonight, we might as well have everything French.”

			We were all warming up to one another, and the four of us joined our tables together for coziness. Before I could count to three, champagne and appetizers cluttered the red tablecloth: jumbo shrimp cocktails, lobster salads, cubes of sautéed Chilean sea bass, and whatever else Aldo could truck out of the kitchen. Tommy and I tapped more wine, and in no time, we got into friendly hugging, wooing, and cheek kissing with Alana and Roseanne. Too excited to end the party, we talked them into staying upstairs at Jimmy’s pad for a while. We were pickled in alcohol, and it was a head-spinning climb up the steep stairway two floors above The Improv.

			Roseanne and Tommy scurried to one of the bedrooms as quickly as two squirrels chasing each other. I was hot to get into a tumble with Alana on the convertible couch in the den. The woman was making believe she wasn’t a loose floozy, but as I started massaging her neck, she gave in.

			Having been awake for twenty hours, plus the wine, the champagne, the cognac, the partying, and burglarizing Air France, I was feeling sleepy, but I still bragged. “I’m really good with my hands. Let’s go in the den and sit on the couch.” By now, her fragrance had raised my warhead onto the launch pad.

			All of a sudden, Alana slipped into drowsiness and kitten-like talk. “Oh, Henry, your . . . fingers feel so . . . strong. You’re . . . making me feel so . . . relaxed.”

			I loved it!

			The romp under the sheets was short; we were exhausted. I could no longer hear rustling from Tommy’s room. He had probably fallen out, and I was just as cooked—my eyes couldn’t stay open. Not a good thing with two strange broads in the apartment.
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			It was nine o’clock in the morning. In blue plaid briefs, scratching his testicles, Tommy hobbled his body—the frame of a hulk—out of the bedroom, on his way to the bathroom.

			“Damn. Henry, wake up. We left the suitcase out on . . .” He opened the lid and, “Holy shit.” Tommy banged his sledgehammer-like fist on the tabletop. “Them fuckin’ rat bastard, thieving whores. I’ll turn the whole fuckin’ world upside down ’til I get my hands on those two miserable, stinkin’ bitches.”

			Tommy’s rant got me to my feet. The air in the cramped apartment was stale with stenches of body odors and a tang of sex. Eyelids drooping, I stood by the doorway of the den in my underwear and a wife beater. I rubbed my eyes to shake the cobwebs. “Why the hell are you screamin’?”

			“Why?! Those two sluts cleaned us out. They took every fuckin’ dime out of the suitcase. Everything! Everything! Wait ’til I get my hands on those puttane.” Enraged as if he’d gone mad, Tommy thumped his fists on everything in his way.

			I was puzzled, but once I understood, I cracked up laughing. Frankly, this was exactly the kind of fuckup that made Jimmy lose sleep.

			Tommy, on the other hand, turned into a 250-pound beast, his eyes untamed resembling two chunks of coal. “Henry, is there somethin’ wrong with you, or are you a shithead? I mean, what the hell is so funny? We got robbed, you understand, man?” He came up in my face. “Those two whores are as good as dead.” His cheeks reddened hotter than hot pepper, and spit spewed from his mouth. “That . . . that black-haired bimbo is the real bitch. I bet it was her idea to rake us.”

			We should’ve known they weren’t singles with careers in advertising. Deep in my gut, I had a feeling Alana and Roseanne were hookers. And our clue should’ve been their advances and overkill praise for picking up the napkin.

			Giggling, I plopped on the velour sofa and said, “Oh, c’mon, Tommy, it’s no big deal.” I shrugged off his craziness. “Let it be a lesson not to trust nobody. It’s just money, Tommy. Just money.” He was taking it so seriously. “Tommy, Frenchy came through with Air France, and you know what? He’ll line up heist after heist. There’s gonna be an Air France job every week. See how simple it was?” I yawned and garbled out. “Ahhh . . . for all we know, next week we could be hitting Alitalia, Air Lingus, KLM, or any of those European airlines with their noses in the air and fingers up their asses.”

			I opened the refrigerator, an antique that reminded me of an old-fashioned icebox, and grabbed a Rheingold. With a rusty can opener I punctured two triangular holes on the top of the can. “Stop gettin’ all worked up over a lousy thirty grand, Tommy. Money will be comin’ in from left and right.” I chugged half the beer.

			Tommy, always a hothead, clenched his teeth. “I can’t understand how you can make light of it. Thirty thousand bucks, man. They swiped thirty fuckin’ grand!” He bit his fingers and brayed, “Ohhh. I hope when those troias get their next period, they bleed for twenty years. Hurry up and get dressed. Let’s go find them.” Tommy punched the wall, and his knuckles put a paw print in the plaster.

			“Shit, look what you did. Jimmy’s gonna go nuts when he sees this.”

			“Right now, I ain’t thinkin’ about Jimmy. I wanna go find those two hustling streetwalkers. I can’t stand a thieving whore.”

			I slapped my knee and couldn’t believe he was such a stubborn guinea. “Get real. Where the hell are we gonna start looking? You think they’re sittin’ downstairs at The Improv having brunch?” I reached for a pack of cigarettes on the lamp table. “Or maybe they’re up the block at Sardi’s sipping mimosas, waiting for us to join them. Get over it. They’re long gone. They’re probably on the moon by now.”

			Two days went by, and we forgot Alana, Roseanne, and the $30,000. We packed up our wives, children, and girlfriends, and we were on a flight to Las Vegas for a week of relaxation. For our families, we reserved two suites on the twenty-second story of the Flamingo Hotel and Casino, and two double rooms on the nineteenth floor for the mistresses. I loved the bright neon lights of Las Vegas Boulevard and wouldn’t think of staying at the joints off The Strip.

			Despite losing $20,000 playing craps, everyone had a great time, except I felt guilty. I had spent the good part of the vacation with my girlfriend, coddling her with gifts and gambling chips that she squandered in the lifetime of a mosquito. I had also broken a promise to my kids, who so badly wanted their daddy to sneak them inside the casino and drop just one quarter in a slot machine. Next time. To make up for my selfishness, when I’d get back home, I’d buy the old lady the new T-Bird they just came out with and get nice toys for the kids.

			Back in our rooms, my wife finished packing, and the phone rang. “Hello.”

			“Henry, is that you?”

			“Hey, Jimmy. Yeah, it’s me. You’re lucky you caught us. We’re just leaving the Flamingo to catch a cab to McCarran Airport. What’s up, pal?”

			“There’s a lot of heat on Frenchy. I’m afraid he’s about to break down. The cops didn’t waste any time going straight to him for the Air France hit.”

			A rush of heat ran to my head. “Uh . . . Frenchy is tough, Jimmy. He . . . he won’t give into the pressure. No way.”

			“I sure hope not, kid.”
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			The telephone rang in my bedroom, a grub filled with fancy shit and done up in a bordello style. My vision blurred; I looked at the digital clock: 7:20 in the morning. Knowing I slept late, nobody called me early in the morning unless there was an emergency.

			“Hello,” I answered faintly, and my better half curled up under the blanket. The light-headedness from the previous night’s liquor spun the room, and I felt I was on a carnival carousel. I lifted the receiver, my fingers buttery, and it fell to the floor. I hoisted it up by the cord and pressed it to my left ear, a headache pounding.

			“Hello, Henry, it’s Jimmy. Wake up and get to my place fast.”

			“I got home at four o’clock last night on a red-eye from Vegas. What’s so important for you to call so early?” I bitched, coughing.

			“It’s almost 7:30. So get going. By the way, on your way in, go and get Tommy.”

			“What’s so darn important, Jimmy?”

			“Frenchy. That’s what’s important. This is all I’m tellin’ you. I don’t wanna say nothin’ on the phone. Hurry to my joint.”

			I crawled out of bed, yawning and staring aimlessly around the bedroom. The furnishings were tasteless with gold-colored trimmings, and my wife, Karen, had covered the walls with velour-like purple wallpaper. Worse yet, she bought a violet and yellow shag carpeting, all too shocking to the eye, especially with a hangover. Not even four hours back from Vegas, and I had to handle a problem—maybe a big one.

			I gazed in the mirror, and seeing strands of gray in my sandy hair ruined the morning. My eyes, normally hazel, were a pair of pink marble balls. Too much fuckin’ boozing. I threw on a mint green silk shirt, a beige worsted wool sport jacket, and a pair of brown pleated slacks.

			The Easter holidays and the Air France celebrations had ended, and it was time for Burke & Company to jump-start business. But I was dying to find out what the hell would make Jimmy call and get me down to his joint, Robert’s Lounge, so damn early.

			Jimmy Burke, Tommy DeSimone, and I were outlaws. Our livelihood was the product of crime after crime. The thought of earning an honest living was far from our minds—we didn’t know how. Cargo truck hijackings, selling untaxed liquor and cigarettes, loan-sharking, bookmaking, gambling, and manipulating union contracts were the roots of our income.

			The Robert’s Lounge gang, as the cops labeled us, was a rather odd bunch. We were a posse of felons guided by self-imposed rules. We didn’t rob the poor, the old, or the weak. We cheated the government, defrauded multibillion-dollar corporations, high-interest credit card companies, banks, and those price-gouging airlines. According to Jimmy, wealthy conglomerates took advantage of naive consumers, and he saw justification in stealing from “that horde of crooks.” This was the Gospel he taught us, and I for one believed Jimmy “the Gent” Burke was a model citizen.

			I was crafty at rigging sports betting and screwing hoodwinked bookmakers. They were nothing but backstabbers anyway. And Tommy swindled loan sharks, who chose violence to collect from strapped borrowers. Many of the shylocks had the balls to charge five points a week.

			That morning, Tommy and I drove to Jimmy’s seedy bar, a front for the Gent’s sources of illegal revenue. We slid out of my ’63 maroon Chevy Impala Super Sport and moseyed into the shadows of Robert’s Lounge—a stink of stale beer souring the air.

			“How you doin’, Don?” I said to Jimmy’s bartender.

			“Hey, Henry, Tommy. What’s new? How was Vegas?” he asked.

			“We won big time, Don. Got back late last night. Is Jimmy here yet?”

			“He’s downstairs waiting for you.”

			We went down to the lower level, a basement set up for card games, loitering, planning “the swindle of the day,” and general bullshitting. Jimmy also used this dungeon-like sublevel as a tomb. On one side was a bocce court, and beneath it, he had buried four or five bodies of the unfortunate who “had done him wrong.”

			An octagonal game table took up most of the cement slab floor, and a ten-foot bar was on the opposite wall. Jimmy was at the table reading numbers sheets, tallies his “runners” had taken in the night before. Skipping any greetings or pleasantries, he gaped absently at Tommy and me. “Sit down, will you.”

			We dragged out two chairs and sat with anxiety to hear the urgency of this early morning powwow. Jimmy seemed to sense our nervousness, but didn’t lift his eyes from the numbers tapes. “You two had a good time in Las Vegas?”

			I put on a fake smile. “Oh, yeah. We won a slew of money playing craps. A lot of money! Ain’t that right, Tommy?”

			“No doubt, no doubt. A lot of cash. Oh, yeah,” Tommy said.

			“I know you’re full of shit, and who knows how much you really lost,” Jimmy guessed. “But it don’t matter to me. It’s your money. Just make sure you keep telling yourselves you won a lot of cash, and let everybody know it. And make sure your wives keep the story straight. So when you spend some of the Air France pesos, and the cops start X-raying your assholes, you can brag you busted Vegas. Understand?”

			“Oh yeah, we filled in the women on what to say. Right, Tommy?”

			“Sure did.”

			“So what’s the hurry to meet so freaking early?” I nodded at the small basement window and groused, “The sun ain’t even up yet.”

			Tommy folded his arms, bracing for the worst. “Yeah, what’s up, Jimmy?”

			Jimmy stood, paced around the green felt-topped card table, and ruffled his hair, flakes of dandruff sprinkling on his shoulders. “They’re all over Frenchy. FBI, Port Authority, DA’s detectives, Air France private investigators. You name it.”

			I upped off the chair and turned up my hands. “So what? They can’t pin anything on Frenchy. Nobody knows we had the key to the storage room. Frenchy’s got nothin’ to sweat over.”

			Jimmy clasped his roundish chin and bobbed his head. “I got a feeling he’ll crack under pressure. I’m thinking of whacking him before he starts talking. He could rat us all out, and then it’d be too late.”

			Nausea came up in my throat. I put my hand on Jimmy’s shoulder. “You don’t gotta worry about Frenchy. He’s been there before. He’s a stand-up guy. Believe me!”

			Jimmy shook his head. “I don’t know . . . I don’t know.”

			I patted Jimmy’s biceps. “Here’s what we’ll do. I’ll get word to Frenchy for him to meet Tommy and me at the Jade East. We’ll get there ahead of time and hang out in the lounge. So if he’s got a tail on him, it’ll seem as if we just happened to run into each other.”

			Jimmy shrugged and chewed on his lips. “Then what?”

			“We’ll find out where his head is at, but I know Frenchy’s no pushover.”

			A man of firm nerves, Jimmy stared squarely at me. “I hope you’re right. Otherwise, I’d hate to do it, but I’d have to whack him.” This hung there, Tommy and I peering into Jimmy’s eyes to see how serious he was.

			Overall, the three of us were heartless criminals with hair-trigger tempers. Tommy was a tough guy, and I didn’t put nothing past him. Once, he went on a date with a black broad, and he had the balls to take her to a redneck bar. Some wiseass insulted him; he got into a fight and leveled everybody in the joint. That was Tommy. And me, though a certified sociopath, I was a nice guy who avoided hassles. My felonies, so far, amounted to a string of burglaries, bookmaking, and peddling swags—but never violence.

			I rolled my eyes at Tommy. Should Jimmy go ahead with whacking Frenchy, Tommy would be only too glad to carry out the hit. He got pleasure from shooting people. A sick boy. Some people never leave home without their American Express. Tommy DeSimone never left home without his matched pair of revolvers. He had an obsession for guns.
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			Tommy and I went to the Jade East to hook up with Frenchy. The Air France investigators had put him under the hot lamp, and the heat was radiating too close to the Jimmy Burke tribe—especially on Tommy and me. Frenchy swore he had no idea what might’ve gone down with the robbery and who had done it. But cops and detectives from all corners of the planet were ratcheting up the pressure cooker on him.

			We plopped on the barstools in the lounge of the Jade East. Halfway into our beer, Frenchy shuffled into the bar. He sat between us, and I saw a scared look in his blue eyes. Frenchy didn’t seem to know where to begin. “Oh, man, you don’t know what’s been going on.”

			“OK, let’s hear it,” Tommy pushed on.

			Frenchy held up his hand for the barmaid. “Lemme get a glass of wine.”

			The spicy brunette, ass wiggling, toddled to our side of the bar. “What will it be, my Frenchy?”

			“Red wine. On second thought, make it a double scotch on the rocks.”

			It sounded as if Frenchy needed a stiff drink, and I joked, “It’s that bad, eh?”

			“The day after you guys left for Vegas, all hell broke loose.” Frenchy looked around the bar. “Air France security was all over Mike Nolan. They figured he must’ve given the key to whoever broke into the vault.” Again Frenchy scanned left and right, front and back, the fear of a trapped animal on his face. “Then they came to their senses. Nolan has no prior record of any kind, and he’s too clean-cut.”

			Tommy seemed edgy. “So what’s the bottom line? Where does it all stand now?”

			Frenchy waggled his head. “The night guard—the one I’d dragged to The Bamboo Lounge—when they questioned him, he almost had a heart attack. And it’s clear that the old man—who probably made his last payment to his undertaker and is ripe to be embalmed—is not going around robbing airlines.”

			Now I’m starting to get antsy. “OK, Frenchy, so where does it stand now?”

			“Henry, I wish I knew. The heat is on me. The fuckin’ detectives from the 113th haven’t let up for one goddamn minute.”

			“You’re shittin’ in your pants over nothing, Frenchy.” I dropped my hand on his shoulder. “Think it out. No matter what the cops say, they got nothin’ on any one of us. Nothin’! If we keep our mouths shut and don’t make asinine moves, we got absolutely nothin’ to be afraid of. Let them think whatever they want. They can’t prove shit.”

			Tommy nodded at me. “Yeah, Henry, we gotta keep our heads low. So don’t even think about buying your wife that T-Bird. You’re better off gettin’ her a new pair of sneakers.”

			I took the last drag on my cigarette and finished the beer. “Tommy, you’re right, but didn’t we come back from Vegas with a lot of money?”

			“I don’t know about that.”

			We bought another round, drank up, and left the Jade East. On the way out, Tommy kept busting my chops. “Henry, don’t buy that fuckin’ car for your old lady. I got a bad feeling, man.”
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			Henry Hill didn’t know it, but Frenchy McMahon held a distinction: he was the only suspect in the Air France burglary. Lieutenant Brian O’Malley, a detective from The Loft, Sale, and Truck Squad, was dead set that McMahon must have been behind it. That afternoon, after his liquid lunch, McMahon resumed his shift at the Air France cargo terminal; the gray-suited O’Malley was waiting for him. The Loft, Sale, and Truck Squad was a special unit instituted in 1911. Its elite corps of sixty-four police officers probed high-stakes thefts, truck hijackings, safecrackings, and bank hold-ups. But the Air France heist was unprecedented; to O’Malley’s chagrin, he didn’t have a single lead.

			“You know why I’m here, Mr. McMahon, don
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