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				1

				In New York City if you have secret business to take care of late at night on a lonely street, then certain spots in Greenpoint are among the best places.

				Not the southern part of the Brooklyn neighborhood close to the Williamsburg Bridge where the chic artistic crowd hangs out in Asian fusion restaurants. No, instead there are streets in the northern section of the neighborhood surrounded by industrial parking lots and old brick buildings dating from the nineteenth century. Greenpoint once was home to the old New York industries of printing, pottery, petroleum, glass making, and iron working. Collectively they were known as the “black arts” because of the grit and noxious by-products. 

				Most of that manufacturing base left the area after World War II, but this zone bordering the polluted Newtown Creek still remains largely industrial. The city planned to revive the area in the latter years of Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s administration, but in 2004 street lamps too widely spaced apart to give much illumination lit the mostly deserted streets after dark. Metallic towers of a sewage treatment plant towered over the neighborhood. Oblong and tall, the structures resembled giant eggshells or the domes of some misplaced Russian Orthodox church. 

				On the evening of November 30, 2004, Randolph Pizzolo arrived in the neighborhood driving a black BMW and made the turn onto Monitor Street, a byway named for the fabled Civil War ironclad ship, built in one of the area’s old shipyards. A dark-haired man with a husky build bulked by years of construction work and overeating, Pizzolo had arranged to meet a friend to discuss something important.

				“Friend” wasn’t exactly the right term for the man called Ace. Pizzolo never got much from the relationship. With intimidating, penetrating black eyes and a head that merged, sans neck, into his shoulders, Ace Aiello was a new member of the Mafia, and he acted like it—certainly around Pizzolo. He never missed a moment to dress down Randy in public, like when Pizzolo first shook the hand of a lowly soldier before greeting a Mafia captain and Ace castigated him. Arguments between the two men commonly took place at bars and restaurants.

				But things weren’t like that with Dominick. The handsome, strapping guy from the Bronx seemed to be the only one who treated Pizzolo decently. Maybe it was because he was secure in his position as a Mafioso or he just happened to like Pizzolo. But if someone took the time to dine with Pizzolo and listen to his problems and his dreams, it usually was Dominick. If there was a fight to break up, Dominick was there. Since Aiello fell under the command of Dominick, Pizzolo knew to come when he was called. After all, Dominick was really controlling things. 

				Ace and Pizzolo had talked earlier in the evening, and he told Pizzolo to drive to Greenpoint, to a street behind the lumberyard. Pizzolo likely didn’t know what was so urgent, so sensitive, that it required an evening rendezvous on a Brooklyn street. But he had for years been flirting with life as a mobster, although he was not really a member. He had worked as a factotum and driver for some of the made men. If those more closely connected to the mob life wanted something from him, he obeyed. If he did enough favors—including the odd bit of violence if necessary—he figured it would get his ticket punched for a trip to joining La Cosa Nostra. He wanted to build a bar in Astoria, Queens, and if he established true ties to the mob fraternity, that could mean a lot of business.

				God knows, Pizzolo had waited long enough for just such an initiation. For years he had been pestering some members of the Bonanno crime family like Dominick—who chewed Pizzolo out for asking—about whether he would get to attend a secret conclave where the old ritual of membership took place. The old gangsters used a gun as a prop and pricked the initiate’s finger to draw blood. In recent years, they stopped using the gun to avoid getting busted for weapons possession if cops happened to arrive. They also did away with the medieval ritual of drawing blood for health reasons. But participants still burned the card with a picture of a saint in the hands of the initiate, who had to swear loyalty to the life of crime and his new boss.
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				Pizzolo was ready. He had paid his dues. Randolph Pizzolo wanted to become a made man in the worst way. Yet, if truth be told, Pizzolo had problems, which had been weighing increasingly on his mind. The previous months had seen a convergence of festering issues that had plagued Pizzolo and were seriously inhibiting his wiseguy aspirations. Career criminals needed to exhibit a certain decorum, and Pizzolo showed a lack of discretion and a propensity to call unnecessary attention to himself. Once, at a Manhattan restaurant, he told a soldier in the crime family that he should keep quiet and not ever think about becoming a government witness as others had done. Realizing his mistake, Pizzolo apologized. 

				At another fashionable Manhattan restaurant mob hangout, Pizzolo thought he would be cute and hassle an FBI agent dining at a table nearby with some friends.

				“I will buy you all a drink—except the fed,” Pizzolo boasted in an effort to embarrass the official.

				The agent, whose investigative specialty covered Colombian drug cases and not La Cosa Nostra, wasn’t the least bit intimidated and put Pizzolo in his place. “I should get your ass violated because you know you shouldn’t be in here.” The agent knew Pizzolo was already on probation and should not have been in close proximity to other criminals that evening. It was a moment of vulnerability that Pizzolo stupidly had opened himself up to. To make matters worse, he had done so by violating one of the rules of Mafia civility: Be respectful of the cops who are doing their job.

				Pizzolo also bragged about knee-capping a Lucchese crime family soldier at a restaurant alternately described as “Terrace on the Park” or Caffe on the Green, a trendy eatery in an old Queens house once owned by silent screen star Rudolph Valentino. Then there was the episode at another little restaurant in the same area where Pizzolo showed up with a gun and, after some drinks, once again opened his mouth. His claim that he had been a Navy SEAL probably wasn’t as bad as the way that he insisted that he was the only person among all in the Bonanno family who knew how to kill. That didn’t sit well with the other members of the borgata, as crime families are known.

				Pizzolo had tried to explain his actions by relating how he had showed up at the restaurant Napa & Sonoma with a gun after his friend called him and sounded as though he was having a problem. There wasn’t a problem; the friend took the gun from Pizzolo, carefully wrapped it up, and placed it behind the bar. Filled with drink, Pizzolo later admitted that he might have bragged about his ability to kill. Although he admitted his transgression and had an explanation for it, the incident formed another black mark against him.

				Nor was Pizzolo’s day job going all that well. Experienced in doing excavation work and installing foundations and footings for buildings, he normally had a good reputation as a contractor and had hooked up with some big projects in the Bronx. Depending on who was giving the critique, either his work got sloppy or he did a good job. Robert Van Zandt Jr., a businessman in the Bronx who used Pizzolo to put up some steel work at a new office building, thought Pizzolo was somehow stealing from him by padding bills. But then again, Van Zandt always seemed to think someone was trying to pull one over on him. In Pizzolo’s case, the suspicion wasn’t misplaced. Randy was fiddling with the money needed to pay workers.

				Vincent Basciano was Pizzolo’s overall boss in the Bronx construction work—and not just that kind of boss. Unlike some of the worn-out elders of the Bonanno family, Vinny cut an imposing figure in his world. With neatly styled hair, vivid eyes that telegraphed ambition and cunning, Vinny had a rough handsomeness. He ran a beauty salon on East Tremont Avenue named Hello Gorgeous, but mostly because of his looks Vinny earned the moniker “Vinny Gorgeous.” Animated hand and arm gestures always punctuated his conversations at the social clubs or in private. He liked taking charge and being the most charismatic person in the room. In bars and nightclubs—always with a vodka and club soda with a piece of lemon—Vinny held court and attracted women.

				To be sure, Vinny actually liked some of the work that Pizzolo had been doing. Randy saved projects money and moved enormous amounts of dirt from excavation sites, Basciano told acquaintances. There may have been problems with Van Zandt, but the developer complained about everybody. Yet, somewhere along the way, things were going wrong. A wall supposedly had to come down because of sloppy construction. With all his gaffes and misadventures, Dominick told Pizzolo that it might be a good idea to move to Florida, where he might be able to resurrect his flagging business. Moving away from trouble is called being “chased,” but Pizzolo wanted none of that. He wasn’t going to leave town and let everybody know it. 

				The next car onto Monitor Street was Ace’s, who had, by prearrangement, followed Pizzolo to the rendezvous. It had rained some, but Pizzolo was hatless as he left the BMW, its engine running. This was his third meeting of the night. Earlier, Pizzolo met with another businessman to see about getting some financing and then went to a coffee shop to talk about a $1 million life insurance policy—just in case. This last meeting on Monitor Street he didn’t expect to last long; he had plans to have drinks later with Dominick, who had been good enough in recent weeks to act as a buffer between him and his recent problems. Ace exited the second car, dressed in a hooded sweatshirt, keeping his hands out of the rain in the front pockets. Another man remained in the driver’s seat of Ace’s vehicle listening to music.
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						Anthony “Ace” Aiello, Bonanno soldier

					

				

				It seems possible that forty-three-year-old Randolph Pizzolo knew, as he opened his car door, that he was living on ever-diminishing borrowed time. There was too much negativity in his life: his arrogant public displays of impulsiveness, problems in the construction work, his refusal to leave town when asked. One story making the rounds had it that when he invited some of the local associates to his granddaughter’s christening, none showed up, forcing an embarrassed Pizzolo to plead with other friends to attend so the table wouldn’t sit empty. 

				When he left his home in Bayside a few hours earlier to take his drive in the rain, he made a simple request of his girlfriend, Roxanne, something that later seemed out of character for such a macho man. “Kiss me,” he told her. She did.

				Pizzolo walked around to the left of his car and went about twenty-five feet past the bumper. He extended his hand to greet Ace. Handshakes in the mob form a large part of protocol. Since he was a lowly associate, Pizzolo was doing the right thing by making the first move. 

				Ace didn’t reciprocate the gesture this time, though. Under the glare of a solitary street lamp, he pushed Pizzolo back and then fired a 9-mm Luger concealed in the hoodie pocket. The shot hit Pizzolo in his chest, and he crumpled to the wet payment. He wasn’t dead yet, but he soon would be. Anthony “Ace” Aiello pulled the gun from his front pocket and walked closer.

				[image: ][image: ] 

				Some twenty miles away from Monitor Street, two men drove from the Meadowlands Arena, where the New Jersey Nets were playing the fourth quarter of a basketball game with the Charlotte Bobcats. The Nets were approaching a 99 to 86 victory, but the two men opted not to stay for the win, beginning the drive back to the city. It was enough that, if anyone should inquire about where they had been, they had indeed on this particular night been far away from Brooklyn. They could prove it with ticket stubs. A friend even called them to say she saw them both seated courtside on television. In the car, a pager lit up with the number “711.” Seeing the code, Dominick Cicale knew that Pizzolo wouldn’t be having drinks with him later. 

				Cicale had tried to save Pizzolo from himself. He had suggested that Pizzolo move to Florida, where both men had been looking for investors for a real estate deal. If he stayed there, Pizzolo could have supervised the project. But Pizzolo didn’t want that. He knew that when the mob chased you from New York, your chances of initiation became virtually nonexistent. No, Pizzolo wouldn’t leave. He had roots here; his married daughter Constance still lived on Staten Island. There was also his relationship with Roxanne. So Cicale could only keep Pizzolo away from places like the Bronx, where he moved too prominently on the radar—in a bad way—with some powerful people. But with that kind of notoriety, it was hard to protect him. When orders came, even a Mafia captain like Cicale knew that there was no choice in the matter. 

				Driving through the rain back through the Bronx, Cicale had to take care of the one tangible piece of physical evidence tying him to Pizzolo’s demise. He had already spent years in prison for a homicide, and he didn’t want to repeat the experience. His friend Al was chatting on his cell phone in the passenger seat. On the Cross Bronx Expressway, as if trying to discard evil from his life, Cicale opened the car window on the driver’s side and let the pager slip from his hand onto the busy roadway.
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						The Randolph Pizzolo murder scene in northern Greenpoint

					

				

				The next morning, December 1, shortly after 6:00 a.m., a worker at the Feldman Lumber yard noticed the BMW with its engine running and, lying face down in a puddle, the body of a slightly obese man clad in a black bomber-style jacket, blue jogging pants, and white tennis shoes. The puddle under the head, tinged with blood, had the color of a deeply steeped tea. Police arrived quickly, and crime scene investigators took a quick inventory, noting the two Luger shell casings on the street. Turning over Pizzolo’s body, the cops discovered three deformed copper jacketed bullets, two from the body and another on the ground beneath the corpse. 

				There was plenty of cash on Pizzolo, amounting to $1,040.70, which the cops took from one of the front pants pockets. He was wearing an expensive ring, and a hand stiffened by rigor mortis—fingers bent as if palsied—held a cigarette lighter. Detectives quickly ruled out a robbery. Pizzolo’s elderly mother had made some cryptic remarks about her son wanting to live the fast life and make fast money. Other family members were less helpful. Faced with a dearth of information and no eyewitnesses, the NYPD had little to use as evidence other than what lay in the street. 

				The medical examiner had an easier job of it. The autopsy quickly determined that Randolph Pizzolo had died of gunshot wounds to the back of his head, lungs, heart, aorta, and other organs. Seven bullet holes riddled the body. From the examination on the morgue table, the doctor noted that most of the entrance wounds to the body were in the back, which meant that the shooter likely finished off Pizzolo while he was face down in the puddle. To ID the body of the man labeled “unknown” at the coroner’s office, Pizzolo’s father drove in from Queens a day after the corpse had been found. To spare the elderly man the emotional trauma of having to look directly at his son’s bullet-ridden corpse, the medical examiner showed him a photo. It was he.
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						Pizzolo’s body

					

				

				Meanwhile, detectives at the crime lab examined the bullets found at the scene and came to the conclusion that they all came from the same gun. The bullets and the casings found on the street went into an envelope and storage for future use if a break in the case came. 

				The Mafia had learned over the years that funerals and weddings, once the best places for members to meet and transact business, had inherent problems for a secret society. As portrayed in The Godfather, law enforcement officials began using them to gather photographs of made members. Cops also made inferences about the mob’s power structure by seeing who showed or who stayed away from a funeral home or reception hall. Like Kremlinologists from the Cold War, detectives watched to see who in the crime family received the most respect, a status revealed by the number of people who kissed a particular man of honor on the cheek.

				In the weeks before he died, Randolph Pizzolo was treated as a pariah. But, in a counterintuitive move designed to deflect suspicion from himself and those involved, Dominick Cicale showed his betrayed friend one last sign of respect. He attended the wake.

				What happened? Why had he died? Pizzolo’s kin asked Cicale as he stood among the mourners. He didn’t know, Cicale lamented. Walking up to the casket, Cicale stared at the body. Filled with regret and sadness, he stayed only a short time—but he wouldn’t forget the moment. 
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				Of all the indignities that Joseph Massino had to suffer in the federal detention center on the Brooklyn waterfront, the worst, doing his own laundry, reminded him just how much his situation had changed.

				He might still be the boss of the Bonanno family, but he had no wife or maid now to do his chores. To wash his skivvies Massino took them into the jail shower and cleaned them with soap under the running water. He couldn’t get his ample girth into briefs comfortably, so he wore boxer shorts, which air-dried faster in his cell. It was hardly the way a man who considered himself the last godfather should be living. 

				Then there was the food. For a man who built his size around eating and his life around a catering business, jailhouse cuisine, or what passed for it, was an abomination. Whatever the Metropolitan Detention Center served gave Massino digestive problems. One way around that indignity was to take snacks from the vending machines and commissary. He thrived on bread and peanut butter. When his lawyers came, Massino had them bring two of everything that he wanted: candy bars, potato chips, and ham sandwiches with cheese that he melted in the microwave. 

				The effect over a two-year period was predictable. Rather than lose weight behind bars, Massino, who as a free man never met a meal he didn’t like, added to his nearly three hundred pounds. This state of affairs did nothing good for his blood pressure and diabetes. It also played havoc with his gastrointestinal tract, forcing him to rely on Maalox for relief of periodic stomachaches and other predictable ailments. 

				The one good thing about Massino’s racketeering trial six months earlier was that he could always rely on good eats. Most days when court was in session, his wife, Josephine, and his two daughters, Adeline and Joanne, brought him lunch. These weren’t just any lunches, though, but special dishes from Brothers Italian Food World, one of the best in Massino’s neighborhood of Howard Beach, Queens. They also brought meals from the Park Diner across from the courthouse.

				It turns out they were fattening him for the kill. The two-month trial resulted in the jury finding him complicit in seven murders, not counting the ones for which the government didn’t have enough evidence to include in the indictment. With his old friends turning on him and becoming star witnesses for the prosecution, Massino could see the inevitable coming. The future wasn’t good for the man known as “Big Joey” on the streets of Queens. A life sentence seemed almost assured, and then Massino faced the ominous prospect of a second trial, which called for the federal death penalty.

				It was against that backdrop that, on the morning of January 3, 2005, Joseph Massino looked forward to a visit in the exercise pens of the MDC facility with an old friend, who as fate would have it had been arrested a few weeks earlier. He and Vincent Basciano had a lot to talk about. They could commiserate together and discuss what was happening on the street.

				Massino hadn’t felt particularly close to Vinny for a long time. Massino came from the old-school days of bosses like Philip Rastelli and Nicholas “Nicky Eye Glasses” Marangello. Basciano, a new kid from the Bronx, made his mark as a gambler but didn’t have the institutional memory of what the mob was like. He also had too quick a trigger finger—or so the stories went, since Massino had never given him an order to kill anybody. Basciano was joining him now because of the murder of a Bronx drug abuser named Frank Santoro outside his home in the Throgs Neck neighborhood.

				Massino had heard about the Santoro slaying and frankly wasn’t too happy about it. No one had asked his permission. Made men have to get clearance to hit someone, and Massino learned about the murder only after the fact. It had made him wary of Basciano—if in fact he was involved. There were also stories that Massino had heard of Basciano a decade earlier taking part in a spur-of-the-moment killing of some man in a social club off Francis Lewis Boulevard. No name was ever attached to the alleged victim, and the body supposedly disappeared. But still.

				Those stories made Massino think Basciano a volatile man, a “mad hatter” with an unpredictable nature. A few years earlier, Massino had been chatting in his Casablanca Restaurant with one of his captains, Richard “Shellack Head” Cantarella, about Basciano. Massino saw good things and bad in the Bronx gangster. The crime boss liked Basciano’s strong-mindedness, his strong will.

				“If anything happened to him, meaning Joe Massino, he would hold this family together,” Cantarella later remembered Massino telling him about Vinny. 

				“The only thing, he’s got to slow down; he’s too quick,” Massino said, putting his forefinger and thumb up to mimic a gun. Massino never uttered the words “murder” or “kill,” and, as Basciano reminded people later, the crime boss never ordered him to kill anyone. Basciano showed up at Massino’s restaurant in the Fresh Ponds Road section of Queens on alternate Saturdays, and the crime boss was so wary of him that he wouldn’t come to the eatery on those days. 

				But in the face of any misgivings, Massino knew that Basciano was a loyal man, someone wedded to mob life and in love with the notion of what it meant to be a made man. From about 2000 until he was arrested in 2003, Massino saw a usefulness in Basciano and spent more time in his company. There was also the tribute money, about $3,500 a month that Basciano gave to Massino, and the Christmas cash turned over to the boss during dinner at a restaurant near Wall Street. Massino respected the Bronx man’s fearlessness in taking command of the street during such a trying time. Under a calamitous assault by the federal government, the Bonanno family was verging on chaos, and few able men in the borgata could take the initiative to keep business running as usual with Massino in jail. 

				But with information not getting to the incarcerated crime boss fast enough, his men insecure and dreading an FBI knock on the door, the situation was worsening for the Bonanno crowd. Basciano had done what he could while on the street, but now he too lay behind bars. Massino needed to talk with him, to discuss some unsettling things he had heard, to rein in his eager acolyte. Massino had to make sure he knew everything.

				Massino arrived first at the exercise area on the roof of the MDC. He wore a jacket to ward off the cold, although he told one of the other inmates that the weather seemed unseasonably warm. The area consisted of a group of metal cages that separated inmates physically but easily allowed them to talk through the partitions. For an older prisoner like Massino, the guards could be accommodating. When Basciano entered, they put him next to Massino. 

				“What’s up, brother?” said Basciano, his neat pompadour, alert eyes, and polished look in stark contrast to the portly, gray-haired, fleshy boss. 

				“What’s up, pal.” 

				“How are you feeling?”

				“Good. Good.”

				Well, not so good, really. Massino unleashed the litany of his usual physical complaints. He had diarrhea, chills, a fever. His back hurt. The Motrin they gave him was causing him stomach problems. Medication for his stomach was causing more distress.

				“I went to the bathroom fifteen times,” Massino complained.

				“Holy Christ,” said Basciano, who offered to take care of Massino if they ever were put together in the same jailhouse wing.

				To a fly on the wall, the conversation between the two Mafiosi was like listening to the laments of residents in a poorly run nursing home. Basciano needed a nail clipper. The showers bothered Massino, who complained about having to sit down while he washed because of a bad back. If he ever dropped the soap, Massino said he would be in big trouble because he couldn’t bend over. The next day, said Massino, his attorney was going to bring up the conditions in the jail before a federal judge. 

				There was also a problem with Massino being able to attend meetings in the jail with the other codefendants like Basciano. Such meetings commonly took place in a large conspiracy case, and for a while Massino had been able to attend them, even picking up gossip and news from the street, like word about the killing of Pizzolo. But now Massino was being kept away.

				“What they were doing was investigating me for the sneakers,” he explained. “They wanted to take the sneakers.”

				“Why?” asked Basciano, genuinely perplexed.

				“They said I escape, I could run quicker.”

				“What are they, fuckin’ nuts? They don’t know when to stop! How much more do they want, how much more,” Vinny said.

				The image of the rotund Massino somehow managing to escape the heavily guarded MDC, getting past the security force at the front gate, then running in sneakers through the streets of the Red Hook section of Brooklyn stretched credulity. Yet they had moved Massino around in the jail, and he didn’t know why. He suspected it might be in retaliation for making a complaint about his medical condition. The two men chatted more about the deplorable state of the jail showers and the food, something that Massino always worked into his conversations. But this wasn’t just a social visit. Massino wanted to know what was happening. 

				“What is going on out there? A few guys, they want to know what is going on, but they want to take orders only from me.”

				Massino had known that Basciano, before his arrest, had been issuing orders, initiating new members into the crime family, and generally keeping the Bonanno family together. That wasn’t a bad thing, given the disarray within the family, but Massino wanted to ensure that Basciano wasn’t trying to pull a coup and usurp the role of boss. 

				“They want to know who is calling the shots,” Massino said. 

				“You are!” replied Basciano defensively.

				Then the conversation turned into a lecture, Massino acting both as tutor and inquisitor, alternately praising and gently chiding the ambitious Basciano. Massino said that he didn’t agree with Basciano putting certain gangsters in control as street bosses. Some of the candidates Massino didn’t know much about. Others, like aging mobster Nicholas Santora, while nice guys, never made any money and had reputations as “brokesters,” a term coined by the mob.

				“You can’t put brokesters. That don’t work. You can’t make a captain a brokester, that don’t work,” said Massino. “Learn from my mistakes.”

				Massino had known of Basciano’s initiating new members into the crime family with good reason: He had told him to do it earlier by passing a message through a lawyer who visited the jail on occasion. “For that, you always had the okay for,” Massino reassured Basciano. 

				As far as promoting people to captain, the candidates Basciano picked might not have been Massino’s choice, but he said he wasn’t going to undo what his loyal friend had done. 

				Feeling chastised, Basciano emphasized that what he had been doing was for the good of the crime family in such a trying time. “I did it, Joe, just to get structure. Without the fucking structure, beau, you are dead.”

				“There are reasons,” Massino agreed.

				The exercise pen meeting wasn’t the first time both men had the chance to talk in jail. A few weeks earlier, they had met in an area of the courthouse known as the “bullpen.” Massino remembered something he claimed both of them had discussed. The nemesis of the Bonanno family, an ambitious young federal prosecutor in Brooklyn named Greg Andres, had convicted Massino. A workaholic who thrived on coffee, Andres had led the offensive, turning six of Massino’s cohorts against him and ripping apart a structure the crime boss had carefully built over a decade of activity, unfettered by the FBI. If anyone had become the scourge of La Cosa Nostra it was Andres, a man cursed within the precincts of the mob and whose name, Massino reminded Basciano, had been on their lips a few days earlier. Andres mentioned in court and in front of Massino’s wife that the boss had a girlfriend. The rest of the conversation in the bullpen had not been, Massino intimated, particularly pleasant.

				“You want to take the prosecutor out,” Massino said pointedly, as if to remind Basciano of what had been discussed earlier. “What are we going to gain if we take the prosecutor out?”

				“Nothing.”

				“What are you going to gain?” Massino repeated.

				In the world of organized crime, killing a cop or a prosecutor represented a cardinal sin. Mobsters don’t like getting arrested, and they know that cops are only doing their jobs, that the act of killing one in retaliation only brings more trouble. The public also wouldn’t stand for it. It was off limits, Massino emphasized.

				“Forget about it, forget about that,” said Basciano, feeling a bit uncomfortable and eager not to hear more criticism from his padrone.

				Massino shifted his lecture onto another subject that he had to discuss with his young acolyte. Massino may not have been anywhere near Monitor Street on the night that Randolph Pizzolo died, but the boss knew—from reading the newspapers, the jailhouse grapevine, and a meeting a month earlier among his various codefendants—that the aspiring gangster from Queens had been gunned down. Another Bronx gangster had first whispered to Massino that Pizzolo had been killed, at which point Massino shot a glance at Basciano, who then had a private meeting with the Bonanno boss. 

				“Randy, you okayed it,” Massino said. 

				The statement seemed to come from nowhere, sounding as much like a statement of fact as it was a question. Vinny said nothing as Massino continued his lecture. 

				To insulate himself from trouble, Massino throughout his career as boss appointed at various times committees of three trusted captains to run the family business on a day-to-day basis. The crime boss had done that before he was arrested, setting up a panel of Anthony Urso, Richard Cammarano, and Peter Calabrese, all Bonanno captains. The troika—not a term Massino used but which he would have appreciated—was a group of wise men who checked with each other if some really big action like a murder had to be taken. But according to Massino, the killing of Pizzolo had taken place without the approval of the ruling panel. He didn’t want that to happen, because the family could degenerate into a three-way war once their collegiality dissolved.

				“What do we got, we got three fuckin’ families here,” Massino warned about the dangers of anyone in the borgata taking drastic action without consulting the panel. “Now, I hear things,” Massino continued. “You used Dominick to clip Randy.” Massino then threw another name into the conversation, Joey Gambina, the “cocaine cowboy,” whom he didn’t trust. Was he involved in the Pizzolo murder?

				“No, all bullshit,” Basciano said with irritation. He stumbled over his words. “It was fuckin’—no . . . it’s all, they. I don’t know what happened there. I am not sure exactly what happened there. . . . But I gave the order.” 

				Basciano finally volunteered the key piece of information, not reluctant now to put himself in the picture.

				Massino sounded worried. The death of Pizzolo might fall at his feet. He already had convictions on seven mob hits and was facing the death penalty for another. An additional murder charge he didn’t need. But Basciano insisted that there was nothing about the Pizzolo affair that would come back to haunt him.

				It was here that Massino tried to sound like the wise man, the seasoned mob warrior weary of bloodshed. He had killed a lot of people in his time. Murder wasn’t always the answer. “It took twenty years to put this together,” Massino said wistfully. 

				In the spring of 1981, Joseph Massino engineered a spectacular purge that led to the deaths of three rival Bonanno captains—Dominick “Big Trin” Trinchera, Alphonse “Sonny Red” Indelicato, and Philip Giaccone—who had been plotting to take over the family. Basciano didn’t need reminding; he had been Trinchera’s driver and errand boy at the time the ill-fated gangster disappeared. His power solidified by the executions, Massino became the crime family’s rising star. Despite a short stay in prison, he had an undisturbed run that enabled him to rebuild the Bonanno group after the scandal of the 1970s, when undercover FBI agent Joseph Pistone had penetrated the organization.

				But now, facing life in prison, Massino was sounding like a peacemaker. “It is easy to take a life. I can take a life every day.” 

				“I know that,” said Basciano.

				“What am I going to gain, taking a life every day?” 

				If the point of Massino’s philosophical rambling was about Pizzolo’s worth as a human being and the sanctity of life, Basciano knew his boss was being disingenuous. Massino had killed a lot of people in his rise to the top. Basciano knew well how in one instance the old mobster supposedly had borrowed $10,000 from a business partner, James “Doo Doo” Pastore, just days before having him killed. Life was precious only when it pleased Massino. As far as Pizzolo was concerned, Basciano didn’t see any value to him at all.

				“Randy was a fuckin’ jerkoff, beau,” said Vinny. 

				“But did it warrant, wait a minute, did it warrant the clip?” 

				Basciano started to tell his boss about the incident at the Napa & Sonoma, but, when Massino interrupted in his avuncular way and asked why Pizzolo wasn’t simply chased out of New York, the young captain couldn’t contain himself. “You want to know why? Because he is a fuckin’ dangerous kid that don’t fuckin’ listen. He talks stupid. He talks like a fuckin’ jerkoff. He’s a fuckin’—he is just an annoying fuckin’ kid.” 

				Massino repeated that, from what he had heard, the Pizzolo hit hadn’t gone before the ruling Bonanno panel first. Why else have a panel if it wasn’t to be consulted? The family could degenerate into warring factions, Massino reiterated.

				Basciano agreed, but as street boss he felt that he had a certain amount of leeway, the right to do what he wanted without having to consult the panel.

				“Why?” asked Massino.

				“What I tried to do, Joe, I tried to give a fuckin’ structure because everybody was all over the fuckin’  board. And what I did, by me taking the reins, I anointed myself, through you, as acting boss.”

				Basciano had appointed Michael “Mickey Nose”  Mancuso as his underboss and “Fat” Anthony Rabito as consiglieri, or adviser. They took those jobs to help him run the family, but at the same time Basciano insisted that he didn’t want them taking any action without consulting him.

				“There was a lot of fucking dissension. There was a lot of bitterness. I put these guys in a position,” Basciano continued. But if Basciano had the confidence to put these men in those jobs and made them part of the Bonanno ruling panel, then it made sense to consult with them. That was how Massino had always done it. To do it any other way invited a kind of Mafia anarchy.

				“Then what is the reason of having a panel?” Massino stressed.

				“Right, you right, all right. Okay,” Basciano said, anxious to drop the issue. 

				The two men continued their conversation for well over an hour. Massino again raised the issue of Pizzolo and the preferred wisdom of disciplining the miscreant rather than having him killed. They talked about the deadbeats in the family. One soldier Massino called a “piece of shit,” another Basciano called a “punk.”  They both liked Jimmy the General, a soldier from Queens, but Massino opined: “He is just a degenerate gambler.” 

				Running a crime family wasn’t easy now with all the federal investigations. As a result, Basciano had to meet people in cemeteries. He even had captains strip down before meetings to ensure no one was wearing a wire, which bruised the pride of the older Bonanno members and compelled members of the other New York families to say that the job of street boss was going to Basciano’s head. He was also dressing too much like the late John Gotti, who also let power get to his head. Massino didn’t tell Basciano, but one of the big bosses of the Genovese family had offered to have the Bronx hairdresser killed.

				They talked about money, Massino saying that he wasn’t getting his share of old gambling profits. But the conversation steered back once again to the Pizzolo hit. Massino wanted to know who had ordered it.

				“Who gave the okay to clip ’im? You did?”

				“Michael,” answered Basciano.

				Michael the Nose had been underboss and, when Basciano got arrested, took care of all the old family business that needed handling, Basciano explained.

				“It wasn’t me, you know what I am saying,” the young captain said.

				Both men went on about the minutiae of mob life, old girlfriends, and the drudgery of jail. Massino complained about the leaks in his cell from the showers and how he needed to use five towels to soak up the water. Basciano brushed off similar indignities as challenges that he had met. “I am getting stronger every day,” he bragged.

				When it was time to go, Massino said he would see Basciano again, likely on the following Monday. 

				“I love you, beau,” said Basciano, using a term of endearment that applied to everyone in the family.

				“I love you, too,” Massino replied.

				The crime boss looked around the exercise area. Although he had done nothing but talk about mob business and all his problems, Massino felt invigorated, unburdened.

				“It felt good, this air, beau,” he said.

				“It felt good,” Massino repeated. The boss, for the first time, sounded relieved by the simple blessing of fresh air.

				“Take care,” Basciano said as he left the pens.

				“Be good,” answered Massino.

				The conversation had gone well. Massino talked about
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