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Epigraph


Experience is not what happens to a man; it is what a man does with what happens to him.

—ALDOUS HUXLEY
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Prologue

IT WAS LATE morning on a cool, spring day in New York City in 1999 and I was in midtown, standing next to St. Patrick’s Cathedral, looking up at a tall, glass building across the street, and there was a pit in my stomach.

The fifty-one-story Olympic Tower was home to the National Basketball Association’s executive offices, and I was about to take an elevator up there to meet the league’s high-profile commissioner, David Stern.

It had been over a year since the NBA hired me to fill the newly created position of gambling consultant, and I had finally been summoned cross-country for a sit-down with Stern. I had never met the man, but I was aware of what others said about him, that he could be difficult, standoffish, condescending. Typically, that never bothered me. I ran the biggest sportsbook in the world at the Las Vegas Hilton and routinely dealt with mercurial superstar athletes, politicians, and titans of industry, but there was something about Stern that had me standing out on a sidewalk a bit nerved up.

He had been with the league since the mid-1960s, first as an outside counsel and eventually taking over as commissioner in 1984. Since then, he ruled over the NBA with an iron fist while always looking to grow and protect the game, which now included guidance and monitoring on sports betting.

The NBA didn’t really know what it was looking for in a gambling consultant when I spoke a year earlier with Horace Balmer, the league’s head of security. The job wasn’t clearly defined. Balmer explained that every team had its own security, but they were focused on things unconnected to gambling, such as nightclub-related incidents at four in the morning with players doing drugs—whatever could publicly embarrass the league, the team, or the player. What they needed was someone, an expert, who could focus his work on sports betting. That would be me.

We agreed that my primary responsibility was to keep tabs on NBA games for any irregularities or improprieties, such as unusual line movements, for example. I wasn’t thinking about the money when I took the job. It wouldn’t pay much, maybe $10,000 per season. But I accepted because I thought being affiliated with the NBA was prestigious, and it was great for Hilton Hotels and the Nevada gaming industry.

So here I was, standing in midtown Manhattan, drawing up the courage to speak to the commissioner. After finally making it up to the NBA’s offices I had to wait, more than a half hour or so, before I finally saw Stern emerge from an office down a hall with several other people engaged in conversation. I immediately stood up as they drew closer to me and entered the waiting area. The secretary behind the desk waved her hand to get Stern’s attention, and then immediately pointed toward me.

“Mr. Manteris,” she said to him.

Stern immediately left the group and extended his hand.

“Thanks for coming in,” he said. “Follow me.”

The NBA appeared to have very nice offices occupying several floors that featured wonderful views of the city and beyond. But Stern pulled me into a windowless room with just a table and a few chairs around it. He took a seat at the head of the table. I sat next to him. There were no lawyers, no executives, no assistants to take notes. It was just us.

We started off trading some general chitchat. Despite what I had heard about the man, our initial conversation was cordial, pleasant, even nice, and my guard came down a bit. But then, his demeanor quickly changed. The pleasantness gone, his eyes laser focused, Stern became all business as he leaned in.

“So, tell me, what’s the greatest risk to the NBA?”

I didn’t hesitate. “The referees,” I answered.

I learned during my career that if anyone could affect the outcome of a game, it was the referees. Every call they made, whether a foul, possession, violation, or clock, could ultimately affect a game. And they made far less money than the players. Thus, the incentive was greater. I then told him a story about one veteran NBA referee.

“You have a guy, a longtime ref. Well, he liked to bet on the horses,” I said. “When I was at the Barbary Coast in the early 1980s, I saw him sitting at the racebook when he was approached by Tony Salinas, a legendary Vegas gambler who was loaded with cash one month, broke the next. The ref didn’t want to give him the time of day, but I always thought that he never should have been in a situation talking to a guy like Salinas at all, not in a million years. Never mind how it looked, which was bad, but if it ever got out he was in a book and talked to someone like Salinas, it would destroy his reputation, and perhaps even the NBA’s.”

The referee had been with the league for years. I didn’t tell Stern his name, but I did admit that I knew other situations involving referees that had raised red flags and convinced me that, one day, they might cause a problem. Stern nodded but didn’t have much of a reaction to what I was telling him, which was a bit surprising. Or maybe it wasn’t.

Publicly, Stern had been hypercritical of my industry and adamantly opposed to its expansion. He previously joined the commissioners of the other major sports leagues in supporting the Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act, or PASPA, the 1992 federal law that banned sports betting in states other than Nevada.

But privately, sitting alone with me in a windowless conference room, he took out a pen and began writing down notes as our conversation moved into the actual business of sports betting. I thought I’d have to explain the industry to him, but fairly quickly he showed his understanding. This man did not need a primer. He had a deep knowledge that surprised and even shocked me.

“What was the state’s sports betting handle last year?” he asked, referring to the total amount wagered on sports in Nevada.

“Over $2 billion,” I said.

“And outside of Nevada, the illegal betting. That was anywhere from $80 billion to $100 billion per year, correct?”

Now I nodded. He knew his numbers.

I spent more than an hour with the commissioner, and he picked my brain about potential synergies between sports betting and the NBA. I suggested the NBA hold its All-Star Game and the draft in Las Vegas. Stern never showed his hand.

AFTER I LEFT the building, I could only hope he had taken what I had to say seriously. But which part? As a gambling consultant, I thought he brought me in to discuss the risks of betting to the game. Yet he seemed more interested in what I had to say about the business of sports betting itself. Stern was brilliant, that much I knew, and it was surprisingly clear to me he wasn’t just thinking about the league’s immediate future. No, he was ahead. Way ahead.

In 2018, the inconceivable happened: The US Supreme Court struck down PASPA, ruling that it was unconstitutional.

Reversing that decision was a watershed moment that immediately wiped away a hundred years’ worth of fierce opposition and moral outrage to sports betting.

The professional sports leagues had always been opposed, seizing the moral high ground while defending the integrity of their games by arguing their players could be corrupted and the outcomes of games manipulated or questioned. Their leaders, including Stern, often stood on soapboxes vilifying sports betting and anyone associated with it. Just the suggestion that any of their players, executives, or employees were associated with gamblers or placing bets drew their wrath and strong rebukes, and they fanatically fought against any attempt to legalize sports betting beyond Nevada.

But then, as the end came for PASPA, we watched as sportsbooks eagerly opened in state after state while betting hubs such as DraftKings and FanDuel began taking bets online. And then, incredibly, with their morality lost to the winds of change (and the promise of billions in profits), the leagues went all in on sports betting.

Things I never, ever thought I’d see became a stunning reality. The NHL’s Washington Capitals, for example, put sportsbook logos on their uniforms while Caesars operated a book inside their home Capital One Arena. FanDuel, which is owned by the world’s largest sports betting operator, proudly cut a deal with Major League Baseball to be its “Official Sports Betting Partner” while also serving as “The Official Partner of the NFL.” Meanwhile, the league licensed NFL-themed slot machines in several casinos in Las Vegas and installed sports betting kiosks at Kroger supermarket locations in Ohio. Supermarkets! And LeBron James, perhaps the greatest basketball player of all time, teamed up with DraftKings to promote the NFL while the NBA, the very league that had eventually employed me as their gambling consultant, was now allowing teams to wear sports betting logos.

The hypocrisy of it all was not lost on me.

For more than forty years I was the guy who put out the odds on every game imaginable, and each year my sportsbooks—Caesars Palace, the Las Vegas Hilton, and Station Casinos—took in hundreds of millions of dollars in bets, including some of the biggest wagers in Las Vegas history. I set the odds on the biggest events in the sports world—including Super Bowls, the World Series, NBA Championships, Stanley Cup Finals, and NCAA championships, and I took wagers from some of the greatest names in sports, entertainment, and business—my preferred customers were household names who bet well into six figures and even seven figures. I was successful, winning more money than any Nevada bookie ever—and by a pretty wide margin. I’ve lost my share too, enduring the stress, the peaks and valleys, and I have the memories and emotional scars to prove it.

Early in my career, when there were just a handful of sportsbooks scattered around town, I dealt with the fearsome gangsters who were always lurking and looking for an edge or just taking it. Later I watched the infusion of corporate money clean them out.

But the pressure was always on, first to ensure we ended up in the black, and later to keep the business compliant with the regulators. It usually was, though I can attest to some terrible, terrible days when my decisions were tested.

But big decisions were just part of the job. And trust me, as a bookie there’s a “biggest decision of the day” every day. But it wasn’t the tourists or celebrities or athletes who tested me. That was the easy part of the job. No, it was the professional gamblers, especially ongoing, decades-long battles with guys like Billy Walters and those of his ilk. No matter what they said, their sole mission in life was to win at any cost and crush me and my book in the process. And some even provided a bogus tip or two—that I had family members in the Mafia and was doing business with illegal bookmakers—to try to get me fired.

But through it all I loved my profession, and as I prepared to retire in 2021, I was all in on expanding legal sports betting nationwide. I had even lobbied my bosses at Station Casinos, explaining the potential benefits once PASPA was struck down. And when it happened, I tried to adapt my business to this powerful new wave of competitors seeking to dominate me and the market. But as the politicians, regulators, and especially the leagues were telling us, for the first time in my life, that sports betting was acceptable, my opinion changed. And when I finally walked out the door for good I saw dark clouds on the horizon as my business was growing too big, too fast, and too loose.

Today, some 75 million people now bet on sports in the United States legally in thirty-eight states as well as on apps via mobile phones or computers. The total handle—the amount wagered legally—rose from $6.6 billion in 2018 to an incredible $148 billion in 2023, with estimates it will reach $225 billion by 2030.

Before the end of PASPA we could flag potential problems, as rare as they were. In Nevada, we were the gatekeepers and usually knew when something wasn’t right, such as the 1994 Arizona State basketball scandal when, over several months, we saw big bets all going one way and eventually alerted the authorities.

But the overwhelming acceptance of sports betting and the zeal in which it’s been delivered to the public has, I’m afraid, created an industry that, since the demise of PASPA, has produced far too many instances of questionable betting patterns as well as poor behavior among those who play the games.

Never before has my industry been so open to cheating as dozens of professional baseball, basketball, football, and hockey players have been disciplined, suspended, or even banned for offenses ranging from betting on their own sports to compromising their own games.

And the cheating within college sports is even worse and, I fear, spiraling out of control.

The University of Alabama fired its baseball coach, yes, baseball, in 2023 after he was connected to suspicious activity involving one of his games. Meanwhile, seven student athletes at Iowa and Iowa State were criminally charged in 2023 with illegal sports wagering. The Iowa State starting quarterback, among those charged, was accused of betting on his own team. Online sports betting, which accounted for the vast majority of all bets made in 2024, is having a terrible impact on young people, particularly college students. Student loan debt is expected; gambling debts are not.

Sports betting was always supposed to be a fun, exciting way to be in the game, and my job as a bookie was to create an entertainment experience to keep the “preferred customers” coming back. They did, and during my career I saw incredible winning streaks. I also saw loved ones hurt by overindulgence. I once had to put the brakes on a legendary NHL superstar who bet parlays but always lost, sometimes hundreds of thousands of dollars, each time he visited because he was just so bad at it. Yeah, I had a heart. But today it’s breaking as I can only watch this new, treacherous path we’ve taken, and the existential crisis it’s created.

Which is why—as one of its major participants and protectors—I want to tell you the inside story of the often-secretive business of sports betting. I’m going to tell you, through my own experiences, about its incredible history. And I’m also going to share how the leagues, despite decades of vocal opposition, went all in on the mass explosion of wagering in America. It was a stunning turnaround, for sure, and one that shocked me considering that meeting I had so long ago with David Stern.

I didn’t think he took me seriously. Turns out he did.
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Chapter 1 Family Ties
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DINNER’S READY!”

It was midafternoon on a Sunday in late October and my mom called us to the table.

She and my aunts had been busy cooking traditional Greek food, and the men were in the living room watching the end of a Pittsburgh Steelers game. It was the middle of the fourth quarter, and the Steelers were down by three, which wasn’t good, since Uncle Jack announced before the game that he had the Steelers minus 3.

“And the under/over is thirty-five, so I took the under,” he said.

When my mom called out a second time that dinner was ready, we all got up except for Uncle Jack, who always complained about the timing. He didn’t want to eat if a game was on. If we were at his house, say for Thanksgiving, he’d make sure the turkey wasn’t served until the first game in Detroit was over. That gave us a window, say a half hour, maybe an hour, to eat before the second game in Dallas began.

But we were at my house, and my mom had rules.

“Jack, dinner.”

“But the game’s still on!”

“Let’s go.”

That was what it was like with my family, week in and week out. For as long as I can remember, betting on sports was a big part of my life.

As a kid I knew more about odds, spreads, and over/unders than I did about American history, math, or any other subject at school. Some of my friends had paper routes to make money. I took bets at school on the football sheets, where my classmates could pick at least four teams that all had to win or lose against the point spread.

I learned a lot from Uncle Jack, who was a gambler and one of the best-known oddsmakers in the country, and my oldest brother, Jimmy. Jimmy was a street bookie and was usually out with his crew taking bets, but he would drop in every now and then to get a bite to eat and catch up on the scores. Together they always had a lot riding on the games.

When we were with them, we had to take their cue and root for whoever they needed to cover the spread. Frankly, we weren’t allowed to watch a game with Uncle Jack and root for the opposite side of his bets. Everyone followed that rule, except for my father. He and my other brother, Billy, were the only two men growing up who didn’t wager on sports. My dad especially disliked sports betting and was pretty much oblivious to odds and spreads. So, he’d root for a team he had no interest in, which aggravated Uncle Jack. My dad was notorious for that.

Nicholas Manteris was a refugee born in 1916 in Constantinople, or what is now Istanbul in modern-day Turkey. His family was part of a large Greek community that had been there for centuries. Following the end of World War I, Greece sought to reclaim ancient lands in Turkey, and by the end of the three-year war in 1922 my father’s village was burned down. Nearly all the Greeks in Turkey, including my dad, were driven out and forced to resettle in Greece.

When he was fourteen my dad and his brother Anastasios traveled to America to live with their sister, who had settled in Detroit with her American husband. Anastasios was killed in a car accident on New Year’s Eve when he was only twenty-one. Anastasios is loosely translated to “Arthur” in English. I was named after him.

My dad eventually went to work at his brother-in-law’s bar-restaurant downtown. It was pretty successful, and my dad worked there for years doing a bit of everything, from bartending to managing, even working as a bouncer. He was a big, strong guy, about six feet tall, well-built, with big hands. He used to work out in the gym and knew a lot about boxing. He once sparred with Joe Louis.

My mom was born Christina Frangis in East Pittsburgh. Her family was also driven out from the same area of Constantinople, and fled first to Greece and then to the United States. Her mother, Katherine, was pregnant with her, but she lost two other infant children—twins—during the voyage. After arriving in America, they settled in southwestern Pennsylvania, where there was work in the steel mills.

My parents met when a cousin told my dad and his best friend about two beautiful Greek friends that lived in Pittsburgh. So, they traveled there from Detroit to meet them. Soon after, my mom and dad were engaged. After they married, they lived in Detroit, where my two brothers—Jimmy and Billy—and sister, Nikki, were born. Jimmy was fourteen years older than me, Nikki twelve, and Billy six. My parents moved to Pennsylvania to be near my mom’s family, and I came along in 1956. I was a surprise, or that’s what they told me.

We lived in Forest Hills, which is a tiny suburb just east of Pittsburgh, maybe ten miles from downtown. Forest Hills was like something out of Leave It to Beaver—lots of nicely kept homes with small, well-cut lawns, friendly neighbors, and a community swimming pool. It was perfect, an idyllic place to grow up. My parents were very religious, and we often went to the Greek Orthodox church, Presentation of Christ, in East Pittsburgh. The Greeks call it Ypapanti. It’s still around. My father, who liked to fix things and had started his own contracting business by then, and my grandfather on my mother’s side literally built that church laying cement and bricks. Religion and tradition meant a lot to my parents. Especially when it came to food.

My mom was a homemaker who lived for her family. She loved taking care of us. There wasn’t anything she couldn’t or wouldn’t do if it made us happy. And fortunately for us, she was a great cook. In fact, she was revered for her cooking. Her style was much more Turkish than Greek; she learned from my aunt, who learned to cook in Turkey. My mom did all the fish dishes, the avgolemono soup with the egg yolk and lemon juice broth, moussaka, fasolada, and, of course, roast lamb. Then there were the homemade baklava desserts. Greece is famous for its food, but most of those dishes originated in Turkey, and my mom made them all. It was an important part of my life and hers. And I can’t tell you how much she enjoyed feeding her family. She was a sweetheart.

I lived in three different houses growing up, all in Forest Hills. Same town, same school district, three different houses. My dad would buy a house, fix it up, and eventually, after a few years, sell it and move on to the next, bigger house. There was one, the house I lived in the longest, that was a haven for all my friends. I had tons of friends growing up. But there were no two people closer to me than my cousins Zach Franzi and Chris Andrews.

Chris’s mom was my Aunt Mary, who was my mom’s sister. Zach’s dad was my Uncle Jack, who was my mom’s brother. For some reason after my grandparents came over to America her last name remained Frangis. But others in the family, like Uncle Jack, used Franzi. It was an Ellis Island thing.

My cousins and I were all born within four months of each other and grew up just a few blocks apart in Forest Hills. We were with each other all the time. We had Sunday school and Greek school together. And of course we were altar boys together. All three families were commingled so often we were almost always in the same home, so we really grew up like brothers more than cousins. When my mother was diagnosed with colon cancer and had her first cancer surgery, I stayed at Aunt Mary’s house for a few months with Chris. People with cancer needed longer to recover back then.

I was around six or seven when my brother Jimmy left for the Army. Jimmy was a tough guy, a wild man who was always getting into fights and making trouble. Once when I was little, he did something that everyone was talking about. No one told me, so I had to ask my sister what was going on. She said he stole something; I think it was a car. I figured out then why everyone was talking. Then, after he graduated high school, he beat somebody up bad. My parents were upset, but my father didn’t show his emotions much. His idea of discipline was through high expectations. My mom, she was just naïve to the gambling, drinking, drugs. Everything went right past her. She didn’t have a clue. But she did know that my brother was in trouble.

Jimmy was a couple years out of high school when he joined the Army. He became a member of the military police, an MP, and was stationed in Turkey. One year my mother took me and my sister to Greece for the summer, and Jimmy met us there. After we got home, he started writing to my parents that he had a girlfriend and was serious about her. But she was Turkish, and that didn’t go over well. He even talked about marrying her, which would have been the most horrible thing that he could ever have done. Well, that was my mother’s opinion. Jimmy gave my parents a lot of grief and heartache.

My sister, Nikki, didn’t help things when she eloped. That also caused major turmoil in the family. Nikki and I were close. She helped raise me, looking after me when my mom was cooking or my parents went out. My parents weren’t fond of her new husband, Wayne Poster. Number one, he drove a motorcycle. Number two, he wasn’t Greek. He was also a part-time bookmaker who used to pass around old football sheets at Westinghouse Electric, where he worked. He also supplied me with my sheets for school. Eventually, they grew to love him. I always did.

Billy was the straight arrow in the family. He always did well in school and never got into any trouble. After he left for college to become a dentist, it was just me at home with my parents in that big house, which had for years been filled with a lot of noise, a lot of it coming from my parents arguing. Nothing really bad, but just loud, like the Costanzas on Seinfeld. My dad had some very strong opinions, especially about politics. He was a liberal and my mom was a staunch conservative.

Once my brothers and sister left home and things got quiet, my mom got bored and decided to go back to school. She got some kind of typing or secretarial certificate, and landed a job at the University of Pittsburgh. Her office was on the twenty-sixth floor of the Cathedral of Learning, the big tower downtown, where you could look right down over Forbes Field and watch the Pirates play. My cousins and I would visit her sometimes and watch the games from her office. Usually, we’d get inside the stadium to see them, especially the great Roberto Clemente, thanks to my Uncle Jack.

Most people knew Jack Franzi as “Pittsburgh Jack.” He was very slick, very polished, always dressed well to fit his slim build, drove a nice car, and knew everyone. He’d take us out to eat at different restaurants and people would always come up to say hello and shake his hand. The maître d’ would always treat him like royalty. He was that popular. If my cousins and I wanted tickets to any game, anywhere in town, Uncle Jack would get us in. We used to take the bus down to Forbes Field and go see the guy who was in charge of the ushers, Big Bob. He was a huge, heavyset Italian guy who, when he wasn’t working Pirates games, was on the street collecting money from gamblers for the bookmakers, like Sylvester Stallone did in Rocky. Big Bob had connections. His brother was a member of the Pittsburgh City Council, a prominent politician. Big Bob would bring us right in and we’d have these great seats on the third base line.

It was the same at the old Civic Arena, or the Igloo as everyone called it, where Uncle Jack would have us go see this guy Whitey. He was a big-time gambler, a loudmouth who was also the head of the ushers union. Whitey would get us into Penguins hockey games or college basketball, usually the University of Pittsburgh or Duquesne. And we’d get the best seats too, all thanks to Uncle Jack. Whenever we were with him, he was always surrounded by people wanting to know who he was betting on or asking his advice on where to put their money. That’s how good he was.

Uncle Jack’s brain was like a computer, an on-demand database of stats. In addition, he had an established, coast-to-coast network of sources who fed him details. If a quarterback was out late partying, or if the wind was shifting dramatically at Wrigley Field, Uncle Jack knew it. Jack really worked the ground and got his information any way he could.

One time he befriended a basketball player at Pitt, a young guy who he’d take to lunch. In between bites, Uncle Jack would ask a lot of questions. Who’s playing tonight? Who’s hurt? The guy never gave it a second thought. Why would he? He was just a college kid getting a nice meal from a nice guy. But that was how Uncle Jack worked. I remember him telling me about the only job he had before becoming a bettor. He was a house painter—for half a day. He didn’t like heights, so when the boss told him to take some paint up a ladder, he quit on the spot.

When we were growing up, my cousins and I never gave a second thought to what Uncle Jack did for a living. It was in the family, so of course we took those football sheets into junior high school. We’d copy them off of my brother-in-law Wayne’s sheets early in the week and give them out to kids at school to bet. Once we even tried to do a little amateur bookmaking. We made a little money too. We never saw it as illegal. It was just part of our lives—as natural as going to our favorite candy store in East Pittsburgh. We loved going into this store. Uncle Jack would take us there, but whenever we’d go, he’d always disappear. Turns out there was a bookmaking operation in the back room.

We learned a lot more about Uncle Jack in December 1970, when he got indicted by a grand jury on interstate gambling charges. Back then, everyone gambled, from all walks of life. Teachers, construction workers, police officers. The newspapers said Uncle Jack was the “key middleman” who provided point spreads to some underworld guys in a three-state operation. The US attorney prosecuting the case was Richard Thornburgh, who would later become the governor of Pennsylvania and the US attorney general. It was a big story locally and all over the news. Uncle Jack was divorced at the time, and he and Zach lived at my Aunt Mary’s house. We learned the government had tapped their phones and planned to use the recordings as evidence. It was one of the first criminal cases in western Pennsylvania in which they used court-authorized phone taps. We read some of the transcripts and they included Zach, Chris, and me calling each other names and telling goofy stories. We laughed when we read them.

I can tell you who wasn’t laughing at that time. My father. He knew what Uncle Jack did for a living and never liked it. He was especially upset when my brother Jimmy went to work for him. Jimmy was discharged from the Army a few years earlier and came back home for a while. I remember him having a few different jobs but then getting arrested for something. I was pretty clueless about it all. But my dad was furious. He threatened Jimmy, saying he wanted nothing to do with him. He didn’t mean it, but he was that upset. Uncle Jack took the other approach. His attitude was as if it were a gambling charge and for everybody to circle the wagons. He got Jimmy a lawyer and bailed him out, and then had a pretty serious fight with my dad.

For a year they were mad at each other about the situation, my dad taking the approach that his son was going in the wrong direction, destined for trouble, and that going to jail would have taught him a lesson. My Uncle Jack believed my dad abandoned Jimmy. The next thing I knew Jimmy was working for Uncle Jack, betting for him, picking up money, dropping off money, being a gopher. Jimmy was short, maybe five foot eight inches, but well-built with big arms. He could really handle himself. His working for Uncle Jack caused more friction with my father. I remember a couple of very loud arguments Dad had with Uncle Jack over it, and others Dad had with Jimmy.

But that was what Jimmy wanted to do. He liked the lifestyle, and he clearly liked the work. He quickly became good at it and soon became a bookmaker himself. Now, to be clear, Uncle Jack was not a bookmaker. He would tell you straight out he was a gambler, not a bookmaker. But Jimmy did become a bookmaker, and my dad didn’t like that at all. He knew that to do that type of work you had to be in bed with certain types of people, you know, the mob guys. But Jimmy was making a lot of money from it and wore the best clothes, the best watches, and he drove the best cars. He bought into it. All of it.

After Jimmy moved out and got his own place, I used to ride my bike over to his house and do some work for him, like wash his car or rake the yard. I was sixteen and old enough to drive, but my parents didn’t want me to have a car. They were protective. Jimmy always had a few nice cars, and he’d let me use one for dates and going out with friends. I used his more than I used my father’s. I loved being at Jimmy’s house. He had beautiful dogs, a couple of Great Danes, and I’d go over there and play with them all the time. I also started going around with him on his collections.

He’d take me out to eat, usually on Tuesday nights. Tuesday was settle-up day after the Monday Night Football game. He’d meet with people and most of them would bring him an envelope, or vice versa. Either they were paying him, or he was paying them. He also took me to other places around town where he’d do his business, a house or an apartment, a place with a couple of desks with telephones to take bets from people. There were many times when Jimmy would go outside to call someone from a pay phone. Jimmy was probably the first guy in America to carry a purse. It was a small, black leather purse filled with quarters. The quarters were for the pay phones, which, in those days, were everywhere and perfect for when you didn’t want your calls tapped.

His guys would run out and make those calls too, though I couldn’t tell you what they were about. I got to know them. Frank Cutruzzola was his best friend. He had a regular job with the railroad and worked on the side for Jimmy answering phones, doing collections, and whatever my brother asked. Then there was Pie Jarusoli. I never knew what he did with Jimmy other than he had his own book. And Nicky Papalli, who ran his own sports service. Jimmy would get the line from Uncle Jack and then give it to Pie, who’d sell it to other bookmakers for a lot of money. And then Nicky, through his Pittsburgh Line Service, would sell the picks to the public and then refer them to Jimmy and Pie to make their bets. It was pretty ingenious.

As a kid, I admired anybody associated with sports gambling. It was exciting and something I wanted to do when I got older. I looked up to my uncle and my brother. I enjoyed the thrill of it all. I got to learn the lingo pretty fast. Words such as spread, which is the expected point difference between two teams, or juice, which is where the bookies make their money. If I heard someone tell Jimmy they were “laying a nickel” on a game, I knew that meant he was betting five hundred dollars. If he said “a dollar” it was one hundred, or “a dime”—that was a thousand. If someone was “square,” then they were a recreational bettor. I also learned that the toughest part of a bookie’s job was getting paid. That was never easy. Jimmy always carried a gun and brass knuckles with him. I never saw him use them, but I knew why he had them. If you owed Jimmy money, you did not want him or his guys coming after you.

While my parents didn’t like what Jimmy was doing for a living, or that he made his choice and it was with Uncle Jack, all was forgiven during the holidays. Easter or Christmas or something, all the bad blood was out the window. And, it was gone for good when Uncle Jack’s criminal case ended. I don’t know why, but family discussions varied on what happened. One relative claimed that Uncle Jack admitted they had the judge in their pocket. Others said that wasn’t true. Whatever happened, my uncle and his lawyers outplayed the prosecutors, who were livid and promised a review. Uncle Jack didn’t wait around. He left immediately to go live and work in Las Vegas. Jimmy stayed in Pittsburgh with his guys, Frank and Pie.

It was a year or so after Uncle Jack left that Chris, Zach, and I graduated from Churchill Area High School. We all applied to different colleges. I had played varsity baseball and hoped to get a scholarship, but that didn’t pan out. When the first semester came, in September, Zach and I hadn’t enrolled anywhere. We had gotten involved in a fundamentalist Christian church during the summer. For a few months, my cousins and I were gung-ho, fundamentalist Baptist, evangelical Christians. I think my parents disliked that more than the gambling. We were floating in the wind, obviously.

Chris decided to spend a semester at a fundamentalist church in central Pennsylvania, and Uncle Jack got Zach and me jobs at the Civic Arena. We were ushers for Penguins games and worked the cleanup crew the day after games and other events. We were making some money, but once it turned to winter, we registered for Allegheny Community College. I stayed for a couple of years, playing baseball. I was living in an apartment with some friends, and Chris and I were tending bar at the Wooden Keg, which was on the Pitt campus and the hottest bar around. I kept working there after I transferred to Pitt. Zach had an apartment above the bar, and after work we’d go up there with girls we’d met and stay till dawn. We were also betting on sports, mostly pro and college football. And we were all betting with bookmakers.

Life was fun, and school was a very low priority. So low in fact that every break we flew out to Las Vegas to visit Uncle Jack.

Uncle Jack had access to the junket flights to Vegas that came out of Pittsburgh, run by Eddie Caputo. He was one of Uncle Jack’s many friends, and he’d give us seats for free. Chris, Zach, and I would fly out there from time to time during college with comps from Eddie for lunches, dinners, and shows. We loved it. Being in the desert was such a different environment from western Pennsylvania, where it’s just green. The block I grew up on was literally a tree-covered tunnel. In Vegas you’re out in the hot desert where the summer temperatures could reach well past 110 degrees. You were surrounded by mountains, some of them bizarrely blanketed in snow.

Back home my brother Jimmy had gotten me a car. I wrecked it. Then he got me a second one, a 280Z. That was a huge mistake for me at that age because I drove like a maniac. Needless























Sports Gambling Glossary

Licensed Sportsbook: A business legally sanctioned to accept wagers and pay out winnings on sporting events.

Licensed Sports Bookmaker: The person who sets the odds and oversees the acceptance of and payment on sports wagers for a licensed sportsbook, as well as maintaining full legal compliance.

Street Bookie: Unlicensed or illegal bookmaker.

Odds: The implied probability for a given bet to win.

Oddsmaker: The individual who sets the odds.

Wager: A bet.

Spread: A point value intended to draw equal betting on both sides.

Juice: The mathematical edge between true odds and payouts favoring the bookmaker.

Over/Under: A predicted number in a game (usually total score), for which a bettor wagers that it will be either higher or lower.

Handle: The total amount of money wagered by all bettors.

Revenue: The difference after tabulating wins versus losses.

Beard or Runner: Someone who is paid to secretly place a bet for someone else.

Square: A recreational bettor.

Whale: A recreational bettor who wagers large amounts of money.

Parlay: Combining multiple wagers, or legs, into a single bet (e.g., in a four-leg parlay, you must win all four legs to win the parlay).

Prop Bet: A wager on a specific event within a game that may not have a direct bearing on the final score (e.g., how many three-point shots a team will make during a basketball game).

Nickel: $500.

Dime: $1,000.
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