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  CHAPTER ONE

  
 

 
  A HOOD IN THE HAMPTONS


  


  In 1980, my life as a stand-up gangster, a goodfella, came to an end when I entered the Federal Witness Protection Program. I was Witness Number 4427, meaning I was the four thousand, four hundred, and twenty-seventh guy taken in. Today there are probably God knows how many. The Feds took me into the Program on Memorial Day weekend, 1980. My wiseguy days were over. I traded my Brioni and Armani for Levi and Pendelton, and I became a normal citizen. I became Joe Shmoe.


  A couple weeks earlier I had been busted for narcotics trafficking, and I was willing to face the six-to-ten-year rap. It was the smallest part of what I had been involved in for the last twenty years, working for the crime families of Queens Irish boss Jimmy “The Gent” Burke and that same borough’s Mafia capo, Paulie Vario, of the legendary Tommy Lucchese family. I would have been a goodfella still, until I learned that they were going to whack me, just as they had my boyhood hoodlum pal Tommy DeSimone and countless others. I decided that if I was expendable, then so were they. Fuck ’em.


  Because of my mob connections, the Feds were informed of my arrest and immediately took over. When I was pinched on that spring day by Nassau County cops for drugs, the Feds couldn’t have cared less about those charges. They didn’t want to hear about drugs, even though I knew all about the biggest heroin network in the United States at the time, the so-called Pizza Connection. Honestly, I had to force that on them. When the Pizza Connection trial came up, they never used me. They had a million informants, and I was just one little guy.


  But the Feds knew I could open another Pandora’s box because the informant who gave me up said I was part of Jimmy Burke’s crew. Everyone, even the Feds, knew that Burke had overseen the biggest heist in U.S. history, a six-million-dollar theft from the Lufthansa Cargo Terminal at JFK Airport in 1978. Over a year had gone by, and still no one from the crew had been nabbed. Assistant U.S. Attorney Ed McDonald, who had been in charge of that case, was getting desperate, so when I fell into his lap, it was like a gift from heaven. Except that I wasn’t going to give that story up so easy. Before I was accepted into the Program, I danced around with him, giving him other tales, until I felt I had the best deal I was going to get.


  ∎ ∎ ∎


  After my first night in the Manhattan Correctional Center (MCC), I spent the next day in McDonald’s office. The in-laws, the kids, Karen—they were all there at the FBI office, tucked away from me in a private conference room.


  For weeks prior to this, I had been visited at my home by the Feds, who tried to scare me into flipping by showing me and Karen crime-scene photos. They were graphic scenes that showed the bullet-riddled bodies of the rest of Burke’s Lufthansa gang, guys that he ordered whacked. Now I’m in Ed’s office, and—surprise—Ed showed me the crime scene photos again. By now I had every wound memorized. “Do the math—you’re next,” he said. “All we want is the Lufthansa shit, but you got to be totally honest. Otherwise, you got no deal.”


  Then he explained the Witness Protection Program. I would be given transactional immunity for everything I ever did wrong; I could never be charged for anything I had done to this point. In return, I’d have to tell about Lufthansa, then change my name and move thousands of miles away, with no promise of ever being able to contact anyone I ever knew or loved. Karen immediately said she didn’t want to go into the Program. So I said to Ed, “We got no deal. I won’t leave her behind.” But she changed her mind when Ed told her he had her on tape as a co-conspirator. The fact was, she knew a lot. She was there when a contact named Marty Krugman gave me the tip on the Lufthansa transfer, she ran messages to Paulie for me, she helped disguise one of the crew for a heist we pulled at Estee Lauder’s East Side apartment. And her parents knew the score, too.


  From fifty yards away I could hear her my mother-in-law yelling and screaming at the agents and the U.S. attorneys. She made a scene, carrying on like a banshee in the police station, but she was no idiot. She and her husband knew all along where the money had been coming from, and they’d spent it well all those years. They spent that dirty money for fifteen years. When I was on vacation and I would take them all with me, I’d pick up the tab. And they weren’t just innocent bystanders, believe me. In fact, in some of my capers, the in-laws made more profit than me. But that’s the way it was. It was normal for me. I lost about one hundred thousand dollars on one deal, but my mother-in-law and her brother made about two hundred thousand each. All her friends made out well. I told them, “Don’t tell nobody.” They all scored, and I didn’t. I felt stupid, but I was doing so many other things that I didn’t need the money. So, my mother-in-law knew what was going on. But I got to give it to her, she put on a good show for everyone, screaming at the top of her lungs until I told the cops, “Get her the hell out of here.”


  So I just flat-out told Ed that we had no deal, and I would not leave my wife and children behind. It was not selfishness on my part. I wish I could have left them behind, but I knew what would happen if I didn’t show at the first trial. I had been with my wife for over fifteen years, was with her every day. Once it was done, there would be nothing. At that point I was willing to just go to prison. My co-defendant, Bobby Germaine, wound up doing six years. I heard them telling me twenty years, but I thought that was bullshit. I knew what was going on. First of all, they had nothing on me. They had some tapes—big deal.


  So I said, “Hey, Ed, the only way I’ll cooperate is if my family goes with me.” He told me “absolutely.” He totally agreed with me. He knew what the wiseguys were capable of. They had killed two women up to that point. But Karen was still holding out, crying one minute, then calm—the entire range. She was not leaving her family. I made the decision and now the ball was in Ed’s court, if he could convince Karen. By that time Karen had gotten indicted by Nassau County, and not just on his tapes; they also had watched her delivering packages to Jimmy for me. She was a co-conspirator. She was half a wiseguy in those days, often running messages to Paulie. (I think she was screwing Paulie.) She was there when my contact tipped me to the Lufthansa stash, so she could’ve done twenty years herself. She knew about everything, and they knew it.


  So now Ed played bad cop and threatened Karen. “If you both stay, you’ll both go to prison,” he said, “Today. You’re not going to see your family anyway. You’re a co-conspirator.” Which she was, in reality. She could either be missing her family in prison, or in a paid-for house thousands of miles away. Ed said, “Listen, we’ll take your in-laws, too. We’ll put your whole family in.” But Karen’s parents decided not to go. Ed told them the possibilities. But they took the risk.


  ∎ ∎ ∎


  Karen finally agreed, and we had to get my mother-in-law out of there so they could take the kids. They agreed to put a car at her house for a couple of months, twenty-four hours a day. Late that afternoon they took us to an airport hotel about a half-hour out of the city, and I got to talk to my attorney on a speakerphone. I hadn’t been formally approved yet, but I knew I was unofficially in the Program. We stayed in the hotel for two or three days before they made the arrangement for the safe house. I never went back to my house—never saw it again, even though I had money and diamonds stashed there. I had all kinds of stuff. I tried to hold onto the drugs in the house, too. I had ludes and a couple kilos of heroin in the basement. When I started redoing the house, I had put in special compartments; that’s why they never found the drugs on those first visits. I had jewels that I had stolen from the cosmetics tycoon Estee Lauder—about a quarter-million dollars worth of diamonds. I told them where all the diamonds were, knowing that if I wasn’t on the up-and-up, they could take away the deal. There still might be stuff stashed to this day, because when I used to get high, I’d stash stuff and then I could never find it. I told Ed Guevara’s guys from the FBI what I wanted out of the house, like pots and pans. I gave them a list.


  I still own that house in a beautiful area in Rockville Centre, but it’s in my sister-in-law’s name and she told me to go screw myself. She’s still living there, having converted it into three apartments, and she kept one. It’s up to about $700,000 in value. She did kick back some money to me, and it paid for my son’s college and law school.


  From that point on the Feds were always with me. There was a squad that was made up of six-man teams. There was always a team with us in the next two rooms.


  FORMER FBI AGENT ED GUEVARA: At the FBI office in Queens, the place was a madhouse. There were four agents, Henry’s wife, kids, his in-laws, his sisters-in-law. They had come because they had no idea when they’d see the Hill family again. And we couldn’t tell them because we had no idea, either. There were tears and recriminations. Karen’s mother in particular was screaming at Henry about how all this was his fault. . . . We had no idea what to tell them to pack—we were young agents with surprisingly little input from our superiors. All the while Henry was bouncing off the walls—literally. He couldn’t sit still—probably something to do with all the drugs he was on. All Henry cared about was getting his huge collection of big old cooking pots out of his house in Rockville Centre. We took as many as we could and, by the end of the week, we were glad we did—when Henry was relocated, he cooked feasts for us.


  I signed the Witness Protection contract after reading that thing over and over and over. The bottom line: new names, new location, no contact with family or friends, and $1,500 per month walkaround money. Al McNeil, the head marshal of the Program, played tough guy with me. “This ain’t going to be a free lunch,” he said. If they caught me in one lie, they could revoke my agreement. The initial Witness Protection agreement read, “just the Lufthansa robbery.” To tell the whole story, I had to go into all this other shit; they soon realized that they had hit the jackpot, and they were going to learn about twenty years of Lucchese madness. When I signed on I wasn’t sure about my future, but I knew that their careers were made.


  When they put me in the Program, they offered it to everyone in my family and everyone in my wife’s family. But none of them wanted to go along. It was their decision not to go. Paulie and Jimmy loved my mother and my little brother, so I knew I didn’t have too much to worry about there. They were all going to my sister’s. And my big brother, Joe, was in California. So that was it. It was just me, Karen, and the kids.


  Al McNeil read us this whole book of rules—rules about letters, phone calls, travel—you name it. They would arrange for me to call my family from time to time. But they would want me to go to the marshal’s office and use their secure phones. They would go and get my family, or send a message to my family or to my in-laws, and tell them to go to a certain phone booth and make sure they weren’t followed. I suppose some guys could live this way. I knew I couldn’t, but I didn’t tell Ed that. I knew it was only a matter of time before I cracked and the whole thing fell apart. I don’t know if the marshals could tell what was coming. I never asked for counseling, but they would’ve gotten me anything I wanted. We’re talking twenty-three years ago. Counseling wasn’t as common then. They didn’t have shit set up. I’m sure today they have a whole regimen for someone going into witness protection, but not then.


  The first night after I flipped, my family stayed in a motel with federal agents. The next morning we drove out to the Hamptons, to an abandoned rental cottage that was owned by an agent. It was part of a big estate, located right on the beach. When we got there it wasn’t in good shape, but Ed McDonald and his guys bought mattresses and stuff. Actually, the place was a moldy dump, but the Feds did everything they could to make us comfortable. Any requests we had they tried to grant. The sky was the limit as far as what we spent on food or other life necessities. They paid for everything, which was fine by me. We ate like kings, and I cooked for everyone—not just my wife, Karen, and the kids, but all the marshals and agents who were around. I’d plan the night’s menu in the car while they moved us from one town to another, and the minute we arrived, I’d get two Feds to push shopping carts at the supermarket. We loaded up on lobster and filet mignon. These guys never ate like this before.


  My talent in the kitchen goes hand-in-hand with my former profession, since a big part of the whole wiseguy experience was eating. It might still be, for all I know. Food was the center of a wiseguy’s day. When you’ve got a belly full of lasagna or fresh sausage and peppers, you’re in a better mood. You’re nourished, and your mind is clear and ready to start making decisions about how to skin the potatoes for dinner, who to bribe, who to rough up, or who to whack. You’ll never see a stick figure for a mobster—even on television. A mobster may be thin, but only in comparison to the blimp he’s sharing a cannoli with. A wiseguy’s daily life revolves around food for logical reasons, because he eats wherever he goes. His agenda is to start with his colleagues over breakfast, then he sips some coffee with another friend, and then he’s off to his place of business, which is usually a restaurant, where he hangs out with paisans until he goes out for another meeting over a light meal and drinks. Then he returns home to join in the family’s dinner. The best way to get on a wiseguy’s good side is through his stomach.


  I was thirteen years old when the 1957 Apalachin Raid went down.* That’s when I heard on the radio how important food was to all the nation’s wiseguys. There was a special newsbreak coming from the radio that my mother had left on in the kitchen. Federal agents had raided the meeting of all the top mobsters from California to Kansas to New York and everywhere in between. And while the dons and wiseguys dashed into the nearby woods, a bunch of the agents sat down and ate the leftovers on the tables. There was radicchio and top-notch prosciutto. (Back in 1957, grade-A imported prosciutto was all the evidence the government needed to prove there was a Mafia in the U.S.)


  It dawned on me that being handy with pots and pans was just as important as being able to shake a guy down. There was the next big meeting of the Mob’s top guys a few years later in Sicily. They figured the old country was a safer place to convene than upstate New York. My stomach growled, thinking what those guys were having for dinner halfway across the world. Paul Castellano, the godfather of the Gambino family, was rubbed out en route to Sparks Steak House in New York City 1985. History repeats itself in the Mob, usually when godfathers get whacked, they are either going into a restaurant, eating in one, or leaving one. The movie The Godfather was pretty accurate in the assassination attempt of Vito Corleone at the vegetable stand outside his office. I can say from personal observation that good, hearty Italian food was the wiseguy’s Achilles heel.


  As for me, I was something of a Mob mutant. Early on I developed a taste for higher cuisine. I couldn’t just load up on any swill that was drenched in tomato sauce. Maybe that was one of the reasons dons packed it on after they hit forty—they ate anything that was Italian, especially the most fattening dishes. Sometimes people will ask me how I stayed so thin if I was eating so much. One reason is that I eat well. I shop well. I could be a nutritionist. In fact, I later studied that in jail. I used to watch my mother, who was a great cook and taught me all those authentic Italian recipes. Simple. My metabolism was in overdrive from nervous energy, and I was constantly on the move. Some guys just don’t get heavy. All my sisters are huge. I’m the smallest one in the family, five-ten in heels. Twenty years later I got up to almost 200 pounds, but by then I was heavy into coke, so I’d go on the actors’ diet—less food, more coke. Who needed that low-carb garbage? I don’t like to be fat. I had a twenty-nine-inch waist until I was almost forty years old. But when I finally did put on weight it was because I had gotten crazy with coke. 


  ∎ ∎ ∎


  In no time, I became friendly with all the agents. We’d get drunk every night and had a ball. They gave me a white tennis cap so they could spot me when I walked on the beach. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all. I mean, who doesn’t like the Hamptons?


  The first day in the Hamptons was nice. I really had a sense that I was about to enter a new chapter of my life—hell, it was a whole new book. We were living with ten officers; five FBI at all times, on shifts. I cooked, they debriefed.


  My kids, Greg and Gina, were unbelievable. They thought it was all real cool with the agents coming and going with machine guns. The kids took it in stride and never really voiced an opinion about my past. But Karen was miserable. All she talked about was her mother.


  I was not in fear when I was with the Feds. Never. I was never even in fear when I eventually got into the courtroom with my former Mob bosses. But I felt like a piece of shit sometimes, so I had a doctor give me valium. I was off drugs, but drinking a little and sometimes eating too many valium pills.


  I got to know the Feds real fast, and I have to admit they weren’t the schmucks we had convinced ourselves they were for all those years. Steve Carbone was the head of the Lucchese squad at the time. He later had problems because his brother was a wiseguy. He never got indicted, but he got demoted and retired. Now, he’s half a wiseguy himself. Seriously. And he would threaten me. I’d say, “Get the hell out of my face.”


  Edmondo Guevara, who looks like a movie actor, is now head of the Federal Transportation Bureau in Florida; he dresses in Armani suits and four-hundred-dollar shoes. I guess if you’re working undercover you can afford nice clothes. He was a kind of short guy, but he was a Latino G-man during the affirmative action thing, so he moved up the chain fast—not because he was Hispanic, but because he was given a chance to show how sharp he was. He went to Washington as a suit, and he became a boss of the FBI—one of the main bosses. I think part of his success is because of my arrest, which was definitely a career-maker. He pole-vaulted right up the corporate ladder with the government, all off my case.


  Now, another guy on squad was Tom Sweeney. This guy is a character, and the nicest human being you could ever meet. But, he is Mister Book. Every move he made he cleared through Washington and through his office, but he became one of my mentors and my best friends. They all did: Ed McDonald, Tom Sweeney, Ed Guevara, and John Capp, head the Brooklyn-Queens office of the Lucchese squad. He was second-in-command under Carbone. We used to call him Barney Rubble.


  ∎ ∎ ∎


  Most mornings I’d be driven back to the city, where the debriefs took place. They had a special building in Manhattan—I don’t remember exactly where it was, but that’s probably a good thing. I’m sure that the wiseguys know where it is today. It looks like a normal office building, but you can’t get in from the street level. You pull into this underground garage, the garage doors open, shut, and then another door opens, and then you go into another sub-basement and it looks like you’ve walked into a hotel lobby, even down to the murals on the walls. Each room has a different setting, and each office door is wired with a ton of monitors.


  There were a half-dozen FBI agents in there most times; probably three during the night. During the early morning hours, they would be transporting guys like me. At any given time there might have been a dozen rooms with informants coming and going, but we didn’t have contact with each other. Although they tried to keep us as separate as possible, we did occasionally make eye contact. I saw Jimmy “The Weasel” Fratianno there one day.


  So I would go there most every morning, and I’d be there just as everyone else would be punching in. On some days we’d go to the U.S. Attorney’s office in the court building. It was another very, very secure place. Real secure. It had a big library, big conference room, and maybe three dozen offices all manned with U.S. attorneys. If they were going to debrief me, most of the time we would go into the library if it wasn’t being used, which was nice and comfortable.


  There was a parade of other law enforcement agencies always wanting to see me: the Brooklyn District Attorney’s office, the Manhattan District Attorney’s office, the FBI Lucchese squad, the ATF—you name it. The usual routine was that two or three agents would interview me at the same time, just firing questions at me constantly: “One more question, one more question.” It was terribly draining.


  ∎ ∎ ∎


  There was always a difference between what they knew and what they thought they knew. One of the funny things that happened during the debriefs had to do with something they had overheard from one of my wiretapped conversations, something about “the Big Irishman.” Nassau County’s district attorney would come to me at Ed McDonald’s office every day when I was there, and say, “Hey, prick, you’ve got to give up Carey, the Big Irishman.” See, on these two months of wiretaps that Nassau County had on us, there were constant references to “the Big Irishman.” Now, the district attorney’s office thought we were talking about New York Governor Hugh Carey, since Paulie’s next-door neighbor at his waterfront property in Island Park was the governor’s brother.


  “What are you, fucking crazy?” I said. “You’re gonna put words in my mouth. Get the hell out of here.” It was the funniest thing, because the Irishman was, of course, Jimmy Burke. But they had put one district attorney away—we were in prison with the guy—and they were juiced for another big headline-making collar. I’ll bet to this day they still believe Governor Carey was in bed with Vario and the Luccheses.


  Anyway, this kind of thing would go on until I’d tell them I had to stop. Then I’d take a smoke break, or get some coffee. Sometimes I stayed over, and the facility that we lived in at night had menus for just about every restaurant in the area. If I wanted to eat scungilli, if I wanted to eat Chinese, or Japanese, or whatever, they took care of it. If I had to stay overnight, they put me up in a secure building where they housed informants. My room was set up just like a hotel room, except that it had a camera on the ceiling. I was monitored 24/7 even in the bathroom.


  During the course of all the interviews, I learned a lot from Ed about what life was like working for Uncle Sam. Truth is, these Feds weren’t half as bad as I had been led to believe. In fact, guys like Ed were downright terrific, and I quickly learned that I could trust him. So I decided to tell him what it was like to work for my “uncles,” Jimmy Burke and Paulie Vario.


  Footnote

  
  * The Apalachin gangland convention raid by U.S. Treasury agents, and local and state police, at an outdoor cookout in Apalachin, New York, where a who’s-who of organized crime had gathered.





  CHAPTER TWO



  
  THE WISEGUYS AND THEIR WORLD


 

  Iwas born on June 11, 1943, the son of Henry and Carmella Hill, and one of eight kids. Not long after I was born we moved to the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. I often wonder what my life would have been like if I hadn’t grown up in a kingdom overseen by powerful hoods like Paulie Vario and Jimmy “The Gent” Burke—the very neighborhood that spawned the legendary gang known as Murder, Incorporated.


  Growing up, I lived in a happy home. It really was. There were eight kids who all got along pretty well. My mother was always the loving, wonderful Italian mother. She had dinner on the table every night, and we had to sit down and say our prayers. It was a fun childhood, but from the start I was consumed by rebelliousness. I don’t make excuses for what I did during those years. Most of it was my fault, but there were other contributing factors to my behavior that I can no longer ignore. The real problems were my father’s alcoholism and my own learning disabilities.


  My father was a heavy drinker, whiskey mostly. Today I can relate to it so much, since it’s obvious I inherited his booze gene. He would start drinking in the morning. I’d awake sometimes when he’d get up and I’d see him stop at the liquor store first, pick up a fifth of Fleischman’s, and drink half that fifth in the morning; he’d save the rest. It was his version of a wake-up call. Honest to God, this guy—I don’t know how he drank so much. When he got home from work at four o’clock, he’d go straight to the liquor store again, pick up a fifth and some wine—he loved wine—a gallon of Gallo. He used to keep it at the foot of his chair at the head of the table. He’d bring the two bottles home, shower, change, have a few drinks in the house, and then he’d walk down to the corner to the bar. And it was quiet for a while, until about six or six-thirty, when my mother would say, “Henry, boy, go get Daddy at the bar.” Sometimes he’d make me sit next to him and introduce me to his friends. I’d have a Coke.


  My father would stagger by the schoolyard when I was hanging out with my friends, and my classmates would laugh while he stumbled from one telephone pole to the next. How embarrassing that was for me? It alienated me from him. I don’t know if he got this way because of his genes, or what. I guess we made him crazy in the house with eight kids. I think he was just overwhelmed by the size of his family and the pressure of having to feed and clothe all of us. It’s interesting, but the booze problem rubbed off only on me—eight kids, and I was the one who inherited that.


  My parents didn’t want me hanging out in the school-yard because it was a regular, Jewish-Italian, blue-collar neighborhood, and there were a lot of gangs that used dope. I now realize that my folks were trying to protect me, but I didn’t know it then. I was a kid.


  In the schoolyard, while the Jewish guys played basketball, the Italian kids would be on on those big long steps of the school, the landings, playing cards, with another gang on the corner smoking pot. My father saw what was going on there and didn’t like it—just like he didn’t want me hanging out at the cabstand where the wiseguys were. He realized what was happening there. He said, “Those are fucking bums.” I said, sarcastically, “Yeah, they’re bums, with the diamond rings and the woman and all that. Dad, we ain’t even got a car.”


  I was a good little kid going to school, but I was a bad student because I was dyslexic and had attention deficit hyperactive disorder (ADHD). I didn’t realize it, of course. Nobody did. I just thought I was stupid. None of those things were diagnosed in those days. So I spent most of my school days outside the classroom. I stopped going to school in junior high—eighth grade, I guess. I went to about twenty-six days of high school, and I didn’t even go on those days—I cut most of them after I got there.


  Around that time, I was introduced to the world of the wiseguys. The bedroom window that I shared with my brother was diagonally across from the cabstand where the flashy wiseguys congregated. We spent many nights just watching them out the window. To me, anyway, it looked like a better life: to see the excitement that went on there, the gaiety, the Cadillacs pulling up, the guys outside in suits—we didn’t see people in suits except in church on Sundays. These were the role models for me: these women and these guys getting ready to go to the Copa every night. Then they would sit outside all night long and play cards, laughing and drinking with a bottle of J&B on the table. In my neighborhood, who had a Cadillac? Who wore silk suits? Who had a beautiful woman on each arm?


  I just couldn’t stay away—I’d start cutting school or go there right after school. When I first went across the street, it looked like a nice, clean operation. They had limousines and cabs outside. The first job I got was washing their cars with my friend Clemy, who lived a couple of houses down. His father owned a plumbing company. I thought we were poor schmucks. In my eyes, at that age, that’s what I considered myself.


  I didn’t meet Paulie Vario, the boss of all the local wiseguys, right away. First I met his brothers, Lenny and Tuddy. Lenny was a union delegate and Tuddy, the youngest, had a wooden leg and walked with a limp. Me and Tuddy became real friendly, and soon the Varios gave me a job washing cars—I was also hired to clean Paulie’s boat. That’s where I learned to drive and park cars, because across from the cabstand was a parking lot for the subway station. I was twelve years old and driving Cadillacs. Paulie used to pull up there in his Cadillac. It all happened so naturally; I became a wiseguy before I knew what hit me.


  Funny, but the truant officers never came after me. The cops, who used to walk their beat there, with their sticks, would bother me occasionally. But they never really did anything to me because they knew I was affiliated with the cabstand.


  At first my parents thought I was going to school every day, but they eventually caught on. By the time I was fifteen years old, I had a union card. I was in the Laborer’s Union, Lenny’s union. I actually attempted to work there a couple times. The foreman used to pick me up in the mornings and drive me to the job sites. The first day they tried to make me push a freaking wheelbarrow. I couldn’t; I weighed eighty pounds and couldn’t move the thing. They tried to show me how to push it with my thumbs, how to balance a thing full of concrete. And then you had to run it up a ramp to the elevator. So Paulie said, “You know what you do? You walk around the building and pick up the papers between each glazed brick. And then at nine o’clock you go for coffee; at nine fifteen you take numbers; at eleven you take the horses . . . ” When they finally got to like me, this became my real job—collecting bets for the gang. Basically, they knew I could keep my mouth shut, so I got involved with the numbers.


  And I still got a union paycheck at the end of the week: $114 a week. Good money. My father was bringing home maybe a deuce a week. That was big money, too. He paid $6,700 for a house.


  I didn’t know how important those guys were. How could I know? But my eyes used to light up like a Christmas tree. And the money! The guys from Murder, Incorporated used to hang out there during the daytime and drop a bundle on me. I’d get a five-dollar bill for parking their car for them. You know how much that was in them days?


  ∎ ∎ ∎


  It’s real simple what made Paulie rise to boss—violence. Not only was he smart and tough, he had five brothers for extra muscle. But most important, he was tight with Tommy Lucchese, who was old-world Mafia, royalty among criminals. Paulie and his brother Tuddy were made at a real young age by the Luccheses—that was enough by itself to guarantee respect on the street. In the bootlegging days the Luccheses made a lot of money, and Paulie followed in their paths. He had a huge stash of cash because he didn’t have any bad habits—except screwing and drinking. He wasn’t a gambler. He was a tightwad. Well, not a tightwad, but frugal. When he used to go out, he’d have $10,000 in his pocket and he’d ask me, “Go get a credit card. You got a credit card? You got a muldoon [stolen credit card] with ya?” But it didn’t matter anyway, because anywhere we went, the owners would be too scared to charge Paulie and his crew for anything. If he didn’t want to pay, he didn’t have to pay.


  If you crossed him, then that was it. You were fucking dead. God knows how many people he whacked for Lucchese. I saw Paulie beat a woman with a baseball bat. This was probably in the ’60s—maybe ’65 or ’66. At the time, Paulie was doing one of his barmaids, who also managed one of his joints. For some reason, this broad ratted him out to his wife, and Paulie hit the roof. He took me over to the barmaid’s apartment. I couldn’t believe what happened. First of all, I thought he was going to send me up there. “I ain’t gonna hit a fucking woman,” I said. I didn’t have to; Paulie clocked her himself, and I thought he was going to kill her. We went right in the house and up the stairs of her apartment. He broke her arm, her shoulder, and her collarbone. It was disgusting. And she never turned him in.


  The bosses also practiced tradition. Looking back, it seems so immature now, like a bunch of overgrown children with their little clubs. But it also worked. See, the old bosses were made guys already. They had their own families and crews. They owned the city; they were princes of the city. It all came about because of prohibition in the 1920s. Without prohibition, these guys would have been nothing. But those temperance idiots made guys like Vario and Lucchese rich and powerful through bootlegging. And because of their tradition, they always took care of the old lenders back in Italy. Today it’s not so important to be a made guy. It’s all about money, not about the tradition anymore. The tradition went when Mustache Petes died, and the drugs took over. It got so ass-backwards. The mob changed so much from the ’60s and ’70s when I was running the streets. Now it’s all turned into shit. Everybody’s an informant, or half an informant. It’s crazy.


  Guys like Paulie and Jimmy did it all for the respect. The power. The ego. It wasn’t about the money. For some guys like me, it was about the money. I needed money to cover my ass. And we paid cash for everything. This way, there were no records or credit card receipts.


  But the old-timers screwed up. They didn’t pay taxes. They were morons in some ways. They wanted all this power, and yet they never planned what to do with the money they were making. That was the hardest part; hiding the money, not making the hit. So a lot of those guys, they’d have a secret stash somewhere. Paulie used to keep a million, a million-and-a-half, in his mother’s house in a safe. It’s funny, but in a lot of ways, Paulie never really knew how to live. I mean those guys didn’t know how to enjoy themselves. Some of those guys, they didn’t go off their blocks. They wouldn’t go out of their own neighborhoods—I’m talking for fifty years.


  But Paulie did have a beautiful boat, a forty-four-foot Chris Craft with no name on it licensed in his cousin Steven Otto’s name. The dock was at Paulie’s house in Island Park, on the water. For you non–New Yorkers, this area, Paulie’s kingdom, was a strip of beachfront communities on the southern flank of Brooklyn. All the towns are connected by the Belt Parkway, which I was soon able to drive with my eyes closed. The Belt led all the way to
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