
      
      
         [image: Cover]


      
   

      Copyright


      Copyright © 2003 by Gary Weiss
 All rights reserved.


      Warner Books, Inc.


      Hachette Book Group


237 Park Avenue


New York, NY 10017


 Visit our website at 

www.HachetteBookGroup.com.




      First eBook Edition: May 2003


      ISBN: 978-0-7595-2800-0


      

   

      For Anthony and Amanda


   

      acknowledgments


       Writing a book while holding a full-time job is a massive undertaking. It requires the same amount of back-breaking toil that

         was exhibited by Gary Cooper in Sergeant York, in the scenes in which he plowed fields at night to save up pennies for a piece of bottom land. Endless hours, lost sleep.

         Definitely not for me. My thanks go to Stephen B. Shepard, editor-in-chief of Business Week magazine, for sparing me that ordeal by generously providing me with the substantial leave of absence that I required to

         complete this book.

      


      Louis Pasciuto was not a source for any of the articles that I wrote for Business Week on stock fraud and the Mob’s push into Wall Street. Even so, this book is part of a continuum, if you will, that began with

         “The Mob on Wall Street” in December 1996, and continued in several other articles that appeared between 1996 and 2000. BW showed a special kind of courage in running those stories, particularly the first one—which other media outlets, though in

         possession of the essential facts, wouldn’t touch. My editors at the time, former senior editor Seymour Zucker and chief economist

         Bill Wolman, were gutsy advocates and supreme wordsmiths. Seymour is a journalist and mentor nonpareil, and in many respects

         those stories were as much his as they were mine. Kenneth M. Vittor, McGraw Hill’s general counsel, steered me from numerous

         possible legal pitfalls and proved many times that he is as fine an editor as he is a lawyer. Valuable assistance, for those

         articles and this book, came from Jamie Russell, head of Business Week’s Information Center, and her able staff.

      


      I owe a special debt of gratitude to Jerry Capeci, the dean of New York’s Mob journalists, for pointing Louis in my direction.

         Jerry’s website, Ganglandnews.com, is the premier source of organized crime information on the Internet, and it proved immensely

         valuable in double-checking facts and for its treasure trove of Mob lore.

      


      The staff of the North American Securities Administrators Association responded with forbearance to my endless requests for

         brokerage records. My thanks go to NASAA’s executive director, Marc Beauchamp, and his colleagues Cheryl Besl, Jerry Munk,

         and Ashley Baker.

      


      I also am indebted to Paul Schoeman, assistant U.S. Attorney for the Eastern District of New York, and his colleagues, for

         their courtesy and assistance.

      


      Many persons whom I cannot name were crucial in verifying Louis’s story. They include former chop house brokers and traders

         and lawyers and wiseguys, organized crime investigators and former regulators. They know who they are, and I hope they know

         I am grateful. I also cannot thank by name—not because of confidentiality, but because I don’t know their names—the cheerful

         and overworked staffs of the various record rooms of the federal and state courthouses in Manhattan, Brooklyn, Long Island,
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         vast majority of cases that do not go to trial, is a mountain of correspondence and bail applications and sentencing minutes
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         life (which was a bit more complicated for this book, I suspect, than most others). They both went above and beyond the call

         of duty many times. My thanks also go to their colleagues Bennett Ashley and Richard Morris.

      


      At Warner Books I had the rare good fortune to work with executive editor Rick Horgan, who shares the credit for virtually

         everything in this book that may seem more than slightly worthwhile. Copyeditor Dave Cole ably rescued me from myself on several

         occasions, as did Elizabeth A. McNamara of Davis Wright Tremaine, who gave the manuscript a painstaking but sympathetic legal
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      My heartfelt thanks go to members of Louis’s family, who were candid and courageous in sharing with me their recollections—no

         matter how painful. I am grateful to Stefanie Pasciuto, Fran Pasciuto, Nicholas Pasciuto, Louis’s sister Nicole, and Stefanie’s
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      I also thank, of course, Louis Pasciuto. We spent many hours together, and they were not always easy. Time alone will determine

         whether the man who was born to steal has truly left his old life behind him. As of this writing, he certainly has. And I

         hope that his young son and daughter, when they read this book, will come to understand Louis and the era that he embodied,

         without losing the love and respect to which their father is entitled. This book is dedicated to them.

      


   

      author’s note


      I first met Louis Pasciuto at a restaurant in New York City in December 1999. When I laid eyes on him, I felt like turning

         around and walking out.

      


      I’d been covering his world for the greater part of a decade. I thought I knew the names of every leading practitioner of

         stock fraud. I thought I knew the stock promoters, the chop houses, the rogue brokers, and the mobsters. I thought I was an

         expert. And I’d never heard of Louis Pasciuto.

      


      When Louis called me and we agreed to meet, I ran his name through the usual databases. Nothing. Nobody had ever written a

         word about him. His regulatory record was no more or less tarnished than most of his ilk. He was, it seemed, quite plain,

         a total nonentity. And when I got my first glimpse of him, slumped on a seat near the cashier, my fears were realized. He

         wore a leather jacket and was leafing nervously through a bodybuilding magazine. I thought he was a messenger or a waiter

         going off duty. He was obviously much too young to know anything or anybody of consequence.

      


      When we shook hands, I noticed something that surprised me. He was nervous. People like him weren’t supposed to be nervous.

         He spoke softly, with a New York street accent so thick I sometimes had difficulty understanding him. But I had no trouble

         understanding the contents of the large manila envelope he’d brought.

      


      It was an indictment. His indictment. It was impressive.


      Louis was not just another crooked broker who’d been rounded up in the crackdown on rogue brokers and their Mob partners.

         He’d come of age in the Wall Street Mafia.

      


      After talking to him for a while I realized he was different from the scam artists and wiseguys I’d interviewed over the years.

         He realized what he’d done. He didn’t rationalize. He wasn’t ashamed, and he wasn’t sorry, but he was realistic. He’d been

         caught.

      


      As I spent hours talking with Louis in that and future meetings, and many more hours checking out his story, my initial misgivings

         were replaced by a combination of awe and horror. He was as cold and merciless with himself, in telling the story of his own

         degraded life, as he’d been in removing the life savings of hundreds of investors. He was a confirmed atheist, but before

         long I realized I was taking his confession.

      


      Even so, it bothered me that Louis was a professional liar—a living, breathing personification of the Liar’s Paradox. How

         could I believe anything this guy said to me? It was the same problem facing federal prosecutors, who were using Louis—and

         a host of other “cooperators”—as informants and consultants, and preparing them to confront their old pals in court. It’s

         not a new problem. It’s been around for as long as criminals have been caught and “turned.”

      


      I didn’t have to wrestle for very long with the phenomenon of a liar expounding on the art of lying and stealing. Much of

         what he told me became grist for future indictments and was confirmed by reams of documentation, including the court records

         of various civil and criminal cases involving Louis’s employers and associates. Crucial parts of his story—from the identities

         of obscure Mafioso to the intimate details of stock fraud—were independently verified by people well outside Louis’s orbit.

      


      Louis was a keen observer. He remembered in astonishing detail, down to the clothing people wore and the prices of stock he

         sold years before. Once I double-checked the price of a stock involved in one of Louis’s schemes. Louis had said it was $3.50.

         The Bloomberg database—which is pretty near infallible—said $2.50. Louis stuck to his guns. He didn’t care what Bloomberg

         said—it was $3.50, not $2.50. I later realized I’d asked for the wrong data. Louis was right.

      


      So this tale is as true as it is ugly. The names of the brokerage firms and companies haven’t been changed, and neither have

         the names of the brokers, their friends, and their favored customers. Only the names of victims, and of Louis’s children and

         his wife’s family, have been changed.

      


      None of the companies whose stocks were traded by Louis and his pals were ever implicated in any wrongdoing. There’s no evidence

         that the companies, or any of their employees, were aware that their shares were the subject of illegal stock-manipulation

         schemes.

      


      



      In a man musing on objects, attachment to them is conceived.


      From attachment springs desire;


      from desire springs wrath.


      From wrath is utter confoundedness;


      from utter confoundedness, whirling memory;


      from loss of memory, the loss of the understanding;


      from loss of the understanding he perishes.


      —The Bhagavad Gita
 as translated by Jogindranath Mukharj, 1900/M.


   

      Prologue:
 Lies and Consequences


      Louis Pasciuto was lying on his bunk, staring at the green-painted steel bottom of the bunk above him. Night after night he

         would lie there, forcing his unwilling mind to go blank as he listened to the snores of the Chinese guy sprawled two and a

         half feet above him. He would just lie there, sleeping fitfully, until the next cough or snort or moan from the Chinese guy.

      


      For years, Louis’s mind had been a well-trained dog. It was a mutt he could get to roll over, jump through burning hoops—and,

         above all, play dead. But for the past few weeks his mind had become restless, rebellious. It was the only part of Louis Pasciuto

         not under the direct control of the Hudson County Correctional Center. So he was helpless, despairing, as his thoughts wandered

         toward his Guys.

      


      Louis hated thinking about his Guys even more than he hated thinking about the future. The past was great. The present sucked,

         and the future was the present that was going to happen tomorrow. Beyond that—he didn’t know and he didn’t give a shit. He

         didn’t try to influence it. No point in that. What would happen would happen.

      


      Louis didn’t like to plan more than a week or two in advance. A month was his limit. He had no savings, no will, no insurance

         of any kind. He had no credit cards. He owned no stocks, even though the country was going nuts over stocks, even though he

         had sold millions of dollars in stocks, much of them before he was old enough to sit in a bar and order a drink.

      


      Louis sat in bars and ordered drinks long before he was old enough to sit in bars and order drinks. For years, Louis had not

         followed bullshit rules and dumb laws, such as the ones that say you have to pay taxes. He would throw away the notices from

         the IRS as soon as they arrived. He did not pay parking tickets or traffic tickets. He did not serve on jury duty, vote, or

         register for the draft.

      


      He did not like restrictions on his freedom of any kind.


      He hated moral codes, the racket known as the Church and the fraud known as religion. He had no patience for the misconception

         known as the conscience. Louis lived a free life, not influenced by such asinine fables.

      


      Louis Pasciuto was a stockbroker. He was twenty-five years old.


      For most of his life, and all of his seven years in the literal and spiritual vicinity of Wall Street, Louis had lived as

         if the rules of society did not exist. But now the rules were crashing down on him, just as surely as if the bunk above him

         had broken loose from the wall and the Chinese guy had come falling down on his chest.

      


      Louis was a wiry five feet eight inches tall. His prematurely balding head was shaved, his eyes were mahogany-brown, and his

         lips were curled in a sardonic sneer. He had a lot to sneer about lately. Although Louis believed deeply in breaking every

         law that stood in the way of a free life, he did not feel any camaraderie with his fellow alleged lawbreakers, the inhabitants

         of the Hudson County Correctional Center. The other inmates, also accused and/or convicted of various violations of the law,

         were, in his opinion, scum. Lowlifes. They were muggers, dope addicts, check-kiters, and shoplifters rounded up by law enforcement

         personnel in the lower-rent districts of northern New Jersey. They were virtually all members of various ethnic minority groups

         that did not make Louis feel especially warm and fuzzy.

      


      During the day, Louis kept to himself and tried to read, but conditions were not conducive. There were two open tiers of cells

         facing each other, with a kind of open pit in the center. A TV was always blaring. There were frequent fights about programming

         selections on the TV, fights of the kind that might break out between siblings with differing tastes, if the siblings were

         raging maniacs. There was a great deal of noise all the time. The place smelled of disinfectant and perspiration.

      


      It was a familiar odor. He had been here before.


      He could do the time, even with the stink and the bad, cheap food and the uniforms and rules that were almost as bad as at

         St. Joseph-by-the-Sea, the parochial high school that tried unsuccessfully to mold his character. He could withstand prison

         if he didn’t have to think.

      


      When his incarceration began two weeks earlier, he tried to keep his mind on safe ground. Friends and family. That didn’t

         work. He soon learned that there were no safe thinking-subjects in prison. Friends? Shit friends who didn’t care if he lived

         or died. Family? What kind of family didn’t visit? Why wasn’t anyone taking his calls anymore? Try as he may, he couldn’t

         keep his mind off Stefanie and Anthony, their two-year-old.

      


      Stefanie took his call once. She was okay. The baby was okay. But she was struggling. Nobody was sending her money. One of

         his so-called friends, Armando, had promised to give her money. She waited, with the baby, at a shopping mall on Staten Island.

         He stood her up and she waited for an hour like a teenager on a first date at some fucking cineplex.

      


      Now Stefanie wasn’t taking his calls anymore.


      Charlie was pissed.


      The FBI was pissed.


      The FBI had knocked on his door just before dawn on October 20, 1999. Louis and Stefanie were asleep in their two-bedroom

         apartment. They lived in a townhouse attached to other townhouses, lined up with neat geometry in a former rural community

         called Eltingville, in the southern tier of the New York City borough of Staten Island. Unlike the older, more crowded neighborhoods

         to the north, crime was low on the south shore of Staten Island. Women could walk the street at night without being bothered.

         People knew each other. Strangers, be they burglars or FBI men, were conspicuous.

      


      Stefanie was the first to wake from the FBI knocks. She sat up and cursed. More strangers at the door. Over the past few months

         there had been other predawn knocks. There were a lot of visits by people who didn’t like Louis, or wanted something from

         him. Once, when she wasn’t there, the visitors had come by car and tried to smash it through the front door of the garage.

         She had gotten used to that kind of thing, but not used to it so much that she was willing to continue living with Louis.

         They were on again, off again, on the rocks.

      


      The FBI men politely removed Louis’s computer and gave him time to dress in a sweatshirt and jeans. Then he was escorted in

         a van directly to the FBI field office at 26 Federal Plaza in Lower Manhattan.

      


      At that point, Louis had to pick between two distasteful alternatives. He chose swiftly.


      Having made that choice, the only reasonable choice under the circumstances, Louis called Charlie. Charlie expected his call.

         Charlie was always available on the phone. That was why he paid Charlie. Charlie was a problem-solver. Of course, the other

         reason he paid Charlie was that Charlie was a problem-creator as well.

      


      Louis grinned as the FBI tape recorder began humming and Charlie began screaming.


      Taping Charlie as he screamed was a labor of love. Charlie loved to scream. When Louis was arrested, the idea of not hearing

         Charlie scream, of being in a position to not see Charlie’s phone number in his pager, gave him a feeling of serenity.

      


      His hatred of Charlie was combined with another emotion. Fear. After a few days fear overcame hate and he stopped cooperating.

         So his bond was revoked and he was transported to the HCCC, where federal defendants awaiting trial were housed when the Metropolitan

         Correctional Center was filled up. Or at least that was the explanation. Louis theorized that he was sent to the HCCC, and

         not the allegedly less unpleasant MCC, because the federal government, for a growing list of reasons, did not like him.

      


      The feds kept him in HCCC, he theorized, because Louis knew about the Guys. He knew why they were on Wall Street. He knew

         their names. He knew the scams that had fed them.

      


      So there he was, three weeks after his arrest, two weeks after he was sent to the HCCC, lying on his bunk and listening to

         the snores and thinking about the Guys. The Guys could get him out of there. Charlie was his Guy, but there were plenty of

         others who had come into his life over the years. Ralph. Phil. Sonny. Frank. John. John. Two Johns—the Turk and the Irishman.

         Elmo. There were so many Guys, and they were so different in age, appearance, and ostensible socioeconomic strata. Carmine

         was a fruit man. Sonny was a media icon long before Guys became media icons. Phil was educated and Frank wore a mink jacket.

         Ralph was from Pennsylvania. Whoever they were, it was always first names and nicknames. Cigar. Dogs. Fat Man. As if they

         were schoolkids. And they traveled in gangs, like schoolkids and prisoners. Gangs of fat, stupid, violent, middle-aged men.

         Not Goodfellas. Not The Godfather. At times they seemed to Louis to be a kind of weird amalgam: The Sunshine Boys meets The Warriors.

      


      To the Guys, Louis was a piggy bank they would crack open, literally if need be, when necessary to get money. Louis would

         fill his piggy bank with other people’s money. When he had the money it always seemed to go somewhere, and quickly. Most of

         it went to his debts, because Louis gambled and was the most inept gambler since Staten Island was settled in 1670-something.

      


      A lot of it went to Charlie, but never enough.


      All he needed were a few more scores. All he had to do was get out. Maybe he could give the FBI some Guys, and get out.


      The Chinese guy stopped snoring, and for just a little while he was doing what he loved. Stealing.


      Louis went to Arizona to steal from Joe Welch just a couple of months before he was arrested. He went to steal but not to

         rob. There is a difference. A robber uses a gun. Louis never used a gun when he stole. He didn’t have to.

      


      Joe Welch lived in northeast Tucson, on a side road off a side road off a side road. A dirt road. Since this was the desert

         Southwest, the street where he lived had a weird-sounding name—Tonolea Trail. When Louis heard it he thought he had misunderstood.

         Tana-what? Tana-lay? As in fuck? Louis hated the Southwest. He hated the desert. He hated dirt roads. He hated dirt. Period.

         He liked clean things, objects and places that were tidy and familiar, and people whose reactions were predictable. Large,

         clean apartments. Old men.

      


      Joe Welch was an old man. Old men liked Louis and he got along with them, joked with them, cursed at them, let them curse

         at him. Knew what made them tick. You had to have that kind of knowledge, that kind of rapport, if you were going to steal

         from old men who had a lot of money—the only old men worth knowing.

      


      Louis hated the desert but he loved the people of Arizona, as long as they lived where the cacti outnumbered the people. Phoenix

         was bad. Tucson was small enough to be good. Small towns, ranchers—they were the best. He loved rural America. Their young

         men and even their professionals were fine. His kind of people. But the World War II generation was, for Louis, truly the

         Greatest Generation. And when they died—well, that could be awesome. It was so easy, so utterly cool, to steal from the dead.

         He had done it before, and he hoped, and prayed, even though he was an atheist, that he would do it again.

      


      Soon Joe Welch would die. But Louis didn’t know that as he arrived at Tucson International Airport and waited for Joe Welch

         to pick him up. Most clients wouldn’t have picked up their brokers at the airport, but Louis and Joe had a special rapport.

         They were friends, almost. Father and son, or grandson, almost.

      


      Joe Welch was eighty-five years old. He had a $10 million account at Smith Barney. Louis wanted all of it.


      Louis knew the financial needs of men that age—particularly men old enough to die soon. He knew what kind of investments would

         meet their special requirements. He had plenty of experience.

      


      By the time he met Joe Welch in the summer of 1999, Louis had been a broker for the greater part of seven years and had worked

         at seventeen brokerage houses. The bull market had been constant background noise for most of his life. It had begun when

         Louis was in grade school. He never knew a bear market. And since he rarely put his clients’ money in anything resembling

         an investment, he never really knew the bull market either. But he knew how to sell stocks. When it came to selling stocks,

         no one was better.

      


      He knew precisely the kind of stocks to sell to Joe Welch and the other persons who had the misfortune to be clients of United

         Capital Consulting Corporation. Certificates of deposit, mutual funds, and other easily liquidated, conservative investments

         were not for them. Louis preferred moneymaking opportunities that would appeal to the youthful zest in even the most wizened

         old fart.

      


      Walt Disney Company, for instance. Great company. Louis had designed a superb trading strategy for Welch, and his other clients,

         involving that particular stock. They were not aware of this strategy, though Louis was such a terrific salesman that he probably

         could have sold them on it anyway. What he did was simple: He took their money. That was it. How much more superb could you

         get?

      


      Louis applied that same straightforward if not honest approach to every aspect of his brief career as United Capital’s chief

         executive officer and sole employee. For example, every small brokerage firm must have a larger firm to handle client accounts.

         So Louis informed his clients that United Capital’s accounts were in the custody of a perfectly respectable corporation called

         Penson Financial Services. But instead of actually contacting Penson and opening the accounts, which would have presented

         problems since Louis was not actually buying stock for his clients, Louis just went ahead and made copies of Penson’s forms

         and made believe he was dealing with Penson. So the nonexistent Disney shares were put in nonexistent Penson accounts.

      


      He had other great things for his clients. The hot investment vehicle of the 1990s was high on his list—initial public offerings,

         or IPOs, when companies sell stock to the public for the first time. The public loved IPOs. IPO investors would buy the shares,

         and the shares would turn into something better than gold. It was in all the papers. Everybody was talking about IPOs. The

         blabbermouths on CNBC were constantly hyping them.

      


      So Louis had a fine IPO at United Capital. He sold Welch and other clients shares in the IPO of “Goldman Sacks.” Great name.

         Not Goldman Sachs, the investment bank that was actually going public. Louis changed the spelling of the name. He figured

         that maybe, if he ever got caught, using a phony name somehow would make it less serious.

      


      The Goldman Sacks IPO was Joe Welch’s first investment at United Capital. Then came the Disney “shares.” Welch sent a $48,000

         check, by Federal Express priority-one overnight delivery, directly to Louis’s “corporate headquarters” in Eltingville.

      


      Joe Welch’s checks came often, which made him a terrific client. In the weeks before the visit to Tucson, Louis had called

         Joe Welch with other opportunities as they arose. Trading situations, for instance. If a stock traded at a certain price.

         Louis said he could “buy” the stock for a few bucks less than its price in the market. Then he would “sell” the stock. Instant

         “profits” for Joe Welch—instant cash for Louis, who would follow the standard procedure of taking Welch’s money and keeping

         it.

      


      After the first $300,000 from Welch, Louis was ready to go to Arizona to lay the groundwork for getting the rest of the $10

         million just sitting in that goddamn Smith Barney account.

      


      He had to look the part. No problem.


      In the morning, as he prepared to leave for the airport, Louis put on his platinum Rolex Presidential. This was not the Oyster,

         which the losers and wannabes wear. This was top-of-the-line, with a square-diamond bagette bezel. It had cost him $17,000

         and it looked as if it cost him that much. To get money, even if you are desperate for money as he was, you have to look as if you have

         money already. His suit was a custom fit. The tailor had come to his office and measured it to his body. Pinstripes. Suitably

         conservative. The suits had cost him $2,000 each but you need a custom suit, you have to have one, if a suit is going to look

         really good. In a regular suit the ass would be a little baggy but the waist would be tight. Custom suits fit the body perfectly.

         Not that Louis was a freak or anything. He would look great in an off-the-rack suit. He was 160 pounds of solid muscle. Louis

         made good first impressions. He was somber, sensitive when in the right mood. He spoke with a New York accent, a street accent,

         but his manner was deferential, respectful. Not arrogant. He was a New York broker but he didn’t act the part. Strangers quickly

         noticed the taste so evident in his tailored Armani suits, his clean-cut appearance, his manners. In moments of greenback-driven

         passion at some of the firms where he had worked, Louis would tear off his shirt, revealing a muscular back covered with a

         panoply of tattoos, with “Native New Yorker” in Old English lettering and an ebullient, sprawling dragon covering the left

         shoulder. But the tattoos were well hidden under his $300 Hugo Boss shirts, with “LAP” on the cuff.

      


      Rich people dressed that way. Or so he thought until Joe Welch pulled up in his rusting heap of a wreck.


      “He had a torn dungaree jacket on. He had Air Force pins all over his jacket, wore loafers and shitty pants. A fifteen-million-dollar

         guy looked like a bum on the street,” said Louis.

      


      Louis felt relieved when he arrived, a nauseating half-hour drive later, at Tonolea Trail. It was quite a spread. Louis judged

         people by their possessions, and his estimation of Welch immediately rose. Welch lived in a beautiful split-level house with

         an in-ground pool. Louis loved beautiful houses. He loved in-ground pools. He looked in Joe Welch’s in-ground pool. It was

         empty, except for the rats. Louis’s opinion of Joe Welch returned to equilibrium. He concentrated on the task at hand. “This

         pathetic bastard—I’m gonna rob him blind,” he said to himself.

      


      Louis tried to be honest with himself, because it was impossible to be honest with anyone else. He was going to steal from

         Joe Welch. That was why he came to Arizona. He had to focus on that. He wasn’t there to hike in Sabino Canyon—he hated the

         outdoors with a passion anyway—and he didn’t go there to buy cactus jam or Indian tamales outside the San Xavier Mission or

         visit the prairie dog colony at the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum.

      


      After ushering Louis inside his sprawling unkempt house, Joe Welch introduced Louis to his young Asian wife. Louis had always

         marveled at the ability of money to lure women, and his esteem for the female-grabbing power of greenbacks was instantly enhanced.

         The woman was approximately one-third of Welch’s age.

      


      After dinner, Louis hinted to Joe that it might be time for business. Instead came more torture. Music. “He starts playing

         the piano. So I’m sitting in the chair, I’m a professional, I got my legs crossed. ‘Play for me, Joe. I love the piano.’ I

         say, ‘I’m a fan of the piano.’

      


      “He sits at his piano and he’s horrible. And at the end of the thing, I remember I went, ‘Bravo! Bravo, Joe.’”


      It was time for business. Louis moved his chair close to Welch, knowing that physical proximity bespoke intimacy, the intimacy

         required to steal large sums of money.

      


      “He’s sitting at his couch, and out of respect, to make him think we’re really going to talk about something serious, I say,

         ‘Is it okay if I talk in front of your wife?’ Like we were about to split the world today. And so he says, ‘Would you feel

         more comfortable if she wasn’t around?’ I say, ‘Actually, Joe, I would. No disrespect, but I would.’ He says, ‘Honey, can

         you leave us alone a little bit?’

      


      “We talked our business, and that was it. He sat at the table and wrote out a check for two hundred thousand dollars.”


      After that, Louis was so filled with sheer pleasure that he practically ran the seven miles back to the airport. At a stopover

         in some dipshit city, Louis took out the check and stared at it, reveling in the kind of pride a painter would feel if he

         could roll up the canvas and stick it in his wallet. Louis was not a thief; he was an artist. He was a hero of his own fantasies.

         He was like the firemen who extract victims from car wrecks, except that instead of the Jaws of Life he used his tongue, and

         instead of mangled corpses he extracted large checks from old men with wives who were about to inherit $200,000 less than

         before.

      


      Louis was staring at the check, in the airport bar, when a man walked up to him and began speaking to him. It was no problem.

         Louis loved talking to strangers, or anyone else he might be able to use. The man asked him what he did for a living. Louis

         told him: An investment banker. Where? Prudential. The family business, Prudential.

      


      “He says, ‘Oh, you look young, you must be successful.’ I remember saying, ‘You know, my father’s very high up in Prudential,’”

         Louis recalled. It was wonderful, working for such a fine and reputable firm. Louis Pasciuto, the young executive, scion of

         a long line of Prudential executives, left the airport bar and completed his trip back to Staten Island.

      


      Charlie was pleased by the proceeds from Tucson. Louis had done his job. He had taken from Joe Welch. Now it was time for

         Charlie to do his job, which was to take from Louis. And the Guy above Charlie would take from Charlie. And so on, up to the

         top of an amorphous but rigidly defined pyramid of Guys.

      


      Charlie Ricottone was his partner in life and in business. He was a stern taskmaster, a father figure and elder brother. He

         was precise and neat, neater than Louis ever could be or ever would want to be. Charlie had been to prison and did not care.

         Being a Guy meant there was no shame attached to going to prison. There was no stigma in having a criminal record. On the

         contrary, it was expected. And the federal government was obliging. More and more Guys were being incarcerated, and many of

         them were being incarcerated because they were the life partners of guys like Louis.

      


      Louis came to Brooklyn and gave Charlie his share of the money from United Capital and Charlie didn’t hit him. It was a relief.

         Louis never raised a hand to Charlie when he got slapped around. His father, Nick, pumped iron but didn’t step in when Charlie

         smacked Louis right there, right in front of him. You don’t raise your hand to Charlie, or Ralph or Phil or the Fat Man, just

         as you don’t raise your hand to your priest. Or your father.

      


      The FBI agents assigned to Louis, John Brosnan and Kevin Barrows, really wanted Charlie and were seriously annoyed that Louis

         had cooperated and then changed his mind. They didn’t threaten him. They didn’t have to. Louis knew that he was facing years

         in prison. Maybe three, maybe five or ten. It all depended on the sentencing guidelines and the prosecutor and the judge—and

         him.

      


      At his arraignment on October 20 he was charged with one count of securities fraud stemming from his investment strategies

         at United Capital. But that was just an opening salvo, and he knew it. They had more charges in store for him unless he gave

         them Charlie and the others. Everybody. Guys. Brokers. No exceptions.

      


      At the time he made the taped phone call to Charlie shortly after his arrest, their relationship had been undergoing severe

         stress. United Capital was a thing of the past, and Louis was not giving Charlie money anymore. It was a promise he had made

         to himself, and he did not share it with Charlie at the time. All Charlie knew was that Louis was in a slump. It was an extended

         slump—over two months—so Charlie was in a bad mood when Louis called him with the tape recorder running, and Louis put him

         in a worse mood by goading him, to the great pleasure of the FBI men in attendance. Louis knew how to push Charlie’s buttons

         and Charlie said things that were profane, and threatening, and might tend to incriminate him.

      


      Louis called Charlie from jail after he decided to not cooperate. He was pleading now, apologetic, but it was too late. “I

         decided I ain’t doing nothing for you,” Charlie said. He could see Charlie at the pizzeria on Kings Highway, in his jogging

         suit, smoking his Cubans. They had to be Cuban, even if they burned like crabgrass.

      


      Charlie was hurt. He had been spurned. Louis never laid a hand on Stefanie. But to Charlie he was a wife and he was abused

         and fucked. Louis didn’t take it personally. That’s how Guys were. They got into a relationship with you. They weren’t policemen

         for crooks—the media got it all wrong. They didn’t need psychologists, like the TV mobsters. They were psychologists. They burrowed into your mind.

      


      Louis could not forget the Guys if he tried, even if he tried as hard as the feds wanted him to remember. But he couldn’t

         recall all the places he had worked. They were hard to remember because they were so unimportant, so interchangeable. He had

         worked at so many places with meaningless names on the door that it would take some memory-jogging to get him to recite their

         names—and Louis had a terrific memory.

      


      To refresh his memory, the feds showed Louis a list of the places he had worked. The number dazzled them. He was at each place

         for months sometimes, or sometimes for only a few weeks, extracting cash and moving on, fast, when the “product” ran out.

      


      Some of the places where Louis worked were real in the physical sense, in that they had offices and receptionists and desks

         and phones. These were the chop houses. Chop houses looked like brokerages, in much the same way as a sewer pipe superficially

         resembles a water pipe. The chop houses were registered with the regulators. Some were in business for months, even years.

         And the stocks they sold existed. They were usually, but not always, pieces of garbage.

      


      Late in his career he worked at bucket shops. United Capital was a bucket shop. Bucket shops pretended to sell stocks. Outfits

         with that simple business model were around in the days when elevated trains whipped around the S-curve at Coenties Slip.

         Bucket shops had a majestic history. They were an old-money, Gilded-Age-era ripoff.

      


      The chop houses of the 1990s committed thievery on a scale that had never been seen before. And it took place out in the open.

         One estimate was $10 billion a year. It could have been more, or it could have been less. No one really knew how much was

         stolen. You can’t count what you can’t see. The chop houses and bucket shops were the best-known secret on Wall Street.

      


      Now the guys in the chop houses and bucket shops, and the Guys who took their money, were starting to go to jail.


      How did they get him? The question gnawed at Louis.


      Someone had turned. The FBI knew all the places he’d worked, whether he was on the books or not. They knew about the Guys.

         They knew about the nominee accounts. They knew the names he had put on some of those accounts. Nicholas Pasciuto. Stefanie

         Pasciuto. They had him.

      


      They had surveillance pictures of him with Charlie. They weren’t good pictures. But they were clear enough.


      He thought about Roy Ageloff, his first mentor. Roy of the pastel suits and the cigarettes and the cursing. Father-figure

         Roy. Fun-filled Roy, the unofficial chief executive officer of Hanover Sterling & Company. Roy had recruited him, trained

         him, taken him from a gas station on Amboy Road and molded him into what he had become. He owed it all to Roy. It was a debt

         he could never repay. He loved Roy. They all did—all of the chop house kids.

      


      Roy had been indicted the year before. Multiple counts. Could Roy have turned cooperator? Louis didn’t believe it. Roy was

         a Jew who liked to hang out with Guys. He dressed like a Guy and talked like a Guy and beat up people like a Guy. Even when

         he was under indictment, he was arrested in Florida for head-butting a guy who mouthed off at him. That was Roy—he didn’t

         take shit from anybody. But the government had dipped him in a Mt. Vesuvius of manure. So now that he faced a long prison

         term, was he going to turn rat—like a Guy?

      


      Nowadays everybody was turning. Ratting. Louis hated the word because he knew that he had no choice. He knew that not cooperating

         would be silly. Stupid. Who was going to do time to protect him? Nobody could protect him. His friend and father-in-law George

         couldn’t help and neither could his parents. They had bailed him out and gone bankrupt loaning him money.

      


      I know in my heart things are going to turn around the right way.


      His mother put those words on a birthday card, in her neat, even, penmanship-book handwriting.


      I love you with all my heart and soul. You’re my first and you will always be. Listen don’t be mad if I can’t accept the calls.

         They are expensive and I can’t afford them.

      


      He wasn’t mad.


      It hurts me more than you not to talk.


      He read those words again and again. It hurts me more than you not to talk. That was his situation. The words were true. He would hurt himself by not talking. That was a fact. So were the other words.

         He read them again. You’re my first and you will always be.

      


      He was the first and he will always be.


      He didn’t want to tell the truth, not at first. But in the weeks and months and years that followed, Louis told the truth.

         He talked about the Guys and the brokers—from Roy and the gas station to Joe Welch in Tucson. He went back to his old friends,

         wearing a concealed tape recorder and transmitter. He recounted, in merciless detail, all the chop houses and bucket shops—the

         seventeen he didn’t want to remember. He remembered the names. The guys and the Guys behind it all. They were his friends,

         his enemies, his creditors. His family.

      


      It was the truth. It was the first consequence Louis ever encountered in his twenty-five years: telling the truth.


   

      part one


      SANTA CLAUS


   

      CHAPTER ONE


      Louis always knew that Santa Claus was a crock of shit. As far back as he could remember, he didn’t buy into the Santa thing.

         Back when he wasn’t big enough to stand up, maybe then he believed all that garbage. But by the time he was five he knew where

         the presents came from. He saw them in the upstairs closet. When they brought out Uncle Sal on Christmas Eve he could see

         through the glued-on white beard. What did they think he was, an idiot? He knew there was no Santa Claus and no Tooth Fairy

         and no Easter Bunny and no God.

      


      Jesus walked on water? A snake told Eve not to eat the apple? Kiss my ass, he’d say. It was all a fable, to give people faith.

         A good thing, for sure. Louis would go to church with his grandmother when he was a little kid. And after she died he would

         go there to light candles for her. But it was respect for his grandmother. It wasn’t as if he were looking up in the sky and

         talking to her. When you’re dead, you’re dead. You live for the present, the here-and-now.

      


      Louis knew better than to buy into all that horseshit about the soul and afterlife. He knew very early there were no eternal

         consequences for what one does in this life, and no code of conduct that was dictated to everybody from God. Sure there were

         Ten Commandments. Somebody sat down one day and wrote them out. Moses never came down some mountain holding on to them like

         two bags of groceries from Food Emporium.

      


      Where is this Heaven and Hell? He couldn’t see them. What Louis could believe in were the things he could hold in his hands,

         the things other people had, the things he wanted, and the things that money could buy.

      


      His parents tried hard to teach him otherwise. Years later, Louis exonerated his parents. They were honest. They tried to

         teach him right from wrong. Not just knowing right from wrong, but doing right when it was easier to do wrong. Louis always

         knew what was right. But he didn’t care. His parents would set an example, the way parents are supposed to according to the

         self-help books, and he didn’t care.

      


      Take the time when he was a little kid, with his mother at a neighborhood bowling alley in Staten Island. He found a pay envelope

         with $500 in cash. He picked it up and brought it to his mother.

      


      “I would have put it in my pocket when I was ten. I must have been eight,” Louis recalls. “So I went to my mother and I said,

         ‘Ma, I found this on the floor outside,’ and she brought it to the lost and found. And I remember I was thinking like, ‘This

         is stupid.’ I was old enough to know this would get me a lot of baseball cards. But she made me give it back. She says, ‘This

         is somebody’s paycheck. This is what they make in a week.’ I said, ‘I hear you. But they dropped it. Finders keepers.’”

      


      Maybe it was an Oedipal thing, or Jupiter misaligned with Mars. Maybe his mother had bumped into a doorknob or drank too much

         coffee while she was pregnant with Louis. Maybe it was all these things or none. Maybe there was no reason. All he knows,

         all anyone ever knew, was that Louis was a thief all his life. It began as a realization early in his life that money was

         something he was supposed to have. Giving back money someone else had lost made no sense at all. It followed, when he started

         to think this way, that he really didn’t care about the guy who lost the money. The guy would get another paycheck. He could

         spare it. Or maybe not. “I might get a little feeling, like, ‘Ehh, poor guy.’ That’s all I’d get,” said Louis. “That’s all

         I’ve ever gotten on Wall Street. Sometimes I’d feel real bad. But it wouldn’t last long. I’d say to myself, ‘Ehh, poor guy.

         What are you going to do?’ Then I’d think of the money I was getting, and I’m thinking, ‘Fuck him.’”

      


      Louis wanted to be his own Santa Claus. He couldn’t see Heaven or Hell. But he could see numbers. He believed in numbers.


      Louis was fascinated with numbers. He saw numbers recur, and he saw patterns in the numbers in his life. Phone numbers repeating

         house numbers repeating phone numbers. He was born on the twentieth, his grandmother died on the twentieth, he got arrested

         on the twentieth; he was married on the twenty-seventh, his son was born on the twenty-seventh. Also Tuesdays: He was born

         on a Tuesday, and he would get money on Tuesdays. It was uncanny. It would always happen. On Tuesdays, when he was on the

         Street, they’d come with the cash. Maybe not always on Tuesday, but enough that he noticed. The bills would come in paper

         bags, and he would put them in neat stacks. He would count them fast, with his thumb, like a teller.

      


      The money would come from people, not from God.


      Thus it was strict biology, pure chemical interaction, that placed Louis Anthony Pasciuto on this planet on November 20, 1973.

         Louis’s parents were from Bensonhurst, a largely Italian neighborhood in Brooklyn just to the north of Coney Island. Nicholas

         Pasciuto, Jr., was a handsome, bright kid, a good street athlete, and not wildly ambitious. He worked in a printing shop.

         He met Fran Surrobbo, a petite brunette, at a club in Manhattan. They were married five months before Louis was born. It meant

         Nick couldn’t go to Baruch College, where he had just registered. It meant he would still be a printer when he was past fifty.

      


      Tough. He had to do the right thing.


      FRAN PASCIUTO: “My grandmother, mother, mother-in-law—when they saw Louis their eyes used to sparkle. He never did any wrong in their eyes.

         Always gave him a lot of attention. Oh, he was tough. Louis was tough, even when small. A lot of energy, very headstrong.

         When he has his mind made up you couldn’t talk him out of it. He was the type of child when he wanted something, he had to

         get what he wanted. As a young kid he was like that. Very high energy. Smart.”

      


      NICK PASCIUTO: “He got a lot of attention, no question about it. He was like the Number One, the Messiah. He always wanted one hundred

         percent attention. He didn’t demand it but his actions required attention. He was a handful, no doubt about it. I guess he

         had a normal life, as far as I was concerned. He was always mannerable. We raised him up to be mannerable and respectful and

         all that.”

      


      Years later, Louis thought back to his earliest memory—getting his head stuck in the bars of the iron fence outside their

         building in Brooklyn. He did it once and then he did it again—and each time his parents would have to call for the fire department.

         He remembered his head stuck in the bars and the big red fire truck. All the commotion. All the attention.

      


      He also remembered the yelling. Screaming. Cursing.


      The yelling started as far back as he can remember, when he was a little kid, and continued when Louis was five and the Pasciutos

         moved to a semidetached two-family house in the Great Kills section of Staten Island. A sister, Nicole, was born two years

         after they moved to Great Kills. Despite the seven-year age difference, Nicole and Louis bonded early.

      


      LOUIS: “We spent most of the time by ourselves, not wanting to be around them. They argued every morning, every night. My father

         was sort of like me. He used to like to go out and not come back. Couldn’t sit still. Had ants in his pants. I don’t think

         if there was no child involved they would have got married because they were always fighting. My aunt says they were fighting

         when they were dating. My father would wander off. It’s just like the same traits as me because that’s the way I am. That’s

         the way I was with my marriage, or even dating Stefanie. I was always lying to her about something.… My mother always used

         to say that. ‘You’re just like your fucking father!’

      


      “Something would always happen. The bus was stuck. Cab crashed. He fell in the Hudson River, he had to swim home. Some stupid

         shit. So he would leave on a Friday, say he was working late, not go home until, like, Sunday. So he would say he was coming

         home at five o’clock from work and he’d be home at nine o’clock.”

      


      NICK: “I was never home, working fourteen, sixteen hours a day. . . . After work when I got the time I would get the chance to

         maybe hang out with the guys, something like that. So either way I was coming home late, whether I got done early at work

         or I got done late at work. Then I would go basically straight home. If I was done early I would go out with the salespeople,

         we go have a couple drinks, dinner, just hang out, then go home. Never got home early enough. The kids were just asleep. That

         went on for years.

      


      “There was always tension and a lot of arguing with his mother. You drink, you do this. Drugs, this, that, whatever. That

         went on a majority of many years. Arguments and stuff like that. So I would figure not to come home the next day. . . . [Laughing.]

         If you’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t—when I do I don’t want to be damned. That’s what made me want to hang out.

         During the week, I’ll be honest with you, I never looked to go home.”

      


      Louis emerged from the pressure cooker of the Pasciuto household as what might be known today as a “difficult child.” But

         on Staten Island in those days he was known as a “brat”—at least, outside of the Pasciuto household. He was also known as

         a “monster.”

      


      Louis would not dispute those characterizations.


      No matter what Nick and Fran wanted, Louis was not going to do it. They disagreed with each other on just about everything.

         So why should he be any different?

      


      LOUIS: “I didn’t listen because I had my own opinion about things. My dad used to tell me you could go out from five o’clock at

         night and you have to be back at twelve. I used to say, ‘Dad, that’s seven hours. What’s the difference if I leave at eleven

         and come back at six in the morning? It’s still the same seven hours!’ I used to try to make them believe it. I used to sell

         him into fucking believing that. Or I’ll even come home at four, so I’m only going to be out five hours. I’m out two hours

         less. You got two hours on me, I used to tell him. What’s better than that? It didn’t work. But I would leave anyway.”

      


      Nick tried hard not to be like his own father, who had been a stern taskmaster before leaving the family when Nick was ten.

         He tried to be Louis’s friend even as Louis got worse and worse, more and more defiant. The family car stolen and wrecked

         when he was seventeen and not even licensed. He got a beating for that but it was no big deal. Boys will be boys. Besides,

         times were changing. Kids showed no respect. Nick’s father had demanded respect. “Lots of times he’d smack you around just

         in case you did something wrong,” said Nick. “That means, if I do something wrong, he already hit me for it. I didn’t want

         to be that way with Louis.” Nick tried not to hit. It was tough.

      


      NICK: “Having no respect for authority. That’s basically what it turned out to be. There was no rules but Louis’s rules. I had

         rules too. ‘But those are your rules, Dad. This is what I do.’ Okay. That’s it. But I can tell you one thing, when you do

         it your way, those rules—they’re not going to work. It’s going to come back and bite you in the ass. He comes back with, I’m

         old, I’m this. I’m a man. Okay. Very nice. [Laughing.] It was so many years of not being like my father did with me, where

         I had like no opinion. I gave you the chance to give your opinion and I gave my opinion and you shit on it. So you know what?

         I’m not going to waste my breath on it. Just don’t break my balls, don’t break your mother’s balls. Go kill yourself.”

      


      Since Louis was a rebellious kid, Nick and Fran were glad that they didn’t live in Bensonhurst. In Staten Island, they could

         keep an eye on him and keep him off the streets, and away from the people nobody liked to talk about.

      


      Everybody knew them. They were in the family. They were cousins and uncles. Friends. People down the block. Nick used to shine

         shoes at the Club 62 on Fort Hamilton Parkway, where the men in the tailored suits would give him $30 tips—at a time when

         his father took home $50 a week. It was hard to grow up in Bensonhurst and not know Guys.

      


      Fran and Nick had friends, relatives, in that life. They weren’t proud of them, didn’t boast about them. They were just there.

         Friends like Gerard and Butchie. Relatives like Fran’s Uncle Joe. And it wasn’t an Italian phenomenon, really. Jewish people

         of the over-sixty generation have similar memories—of Uncle Morris the bookie, of gangsters on street corners of neighborhoods

         like Brownsville. But the old working-class, second-generation Eastern European Jewish neighborhoods were dying or gone by

         the 1960s, while Italian neighborhoods, and their Guys, were growing and thriving through the twenty-first century. Plenty

         of street kids were still hoping to become Guys. The glamour, the perks, the advantages of being a Guy have never gone away

         in places like Bensonhurst.

      


      Guys broke the law and got away with it. That was a powerful thing in Brooklyn in the 1960s. It appealed to a lot of neighborhood

         kids who didn’t have much else to admire.

      


      NICK: “All the biggest gangsters came from that neighborhood. You knew what they were. You knew how they got their money. And

         you knew what you were. You were a nine-to-fiver and they were a gangster. I disagreed with their philosophy. I don’t believe

         in people shaking down their own kind. I never respected them for that. I had friends that were big people. I never really

         hung out with them. I would say hello and goodbye. I disagreed with them. . . . You want to rip off a corporation, you want

         to rip off big gamblers. Whatever else they want to get into, it’s a different story. Never ever do you ever get involved

         with drugs or shaking down your own people. I just totally disrespected those people for that.”

      


      LOUIS: “All my father’s friends were somewhat connected. But my father was never into that. He just used to say, ‘Fuck that.’ My

         father’s like a very straight-up guy. He’s one of the most honest people I’ve ever met. If he tells you ‘X,’ it’s ‘X.’ If

         he tells you ‘Y,’ it’s ‘Y.’ That’s it. When he does business there’s no manipulating. He’s totally not like the way I am.

         So he just never wanted to be involved in that. But he had friends. His friend Butchie was a Persico. I started seeing Butchie

         when I was young, like maybe sixteen. But I used to not like Butchie because my mother used to say, ‘Fucking Butchie’—she

         thought he was a bad influence on my father. They’d go out and he wouldn’t come home.”

      


      But Nick had friends Fran liked. Gerard was one of them. As a kid, Louis would stare, goggle-eyed, as Gerard would drive up

         in the newest Benz and emerge in a long mink jacket, dangling gold jewelry like a rig of a pint-sized Clydesdale. Gerard had

         a way of talking, with his hands. He had attitude, self-confidence. Gerard owned a printing company and spent time in prison

         when Louis was ten. It was no major shame, but not discussed.

      


      Louis had no aspirations to be a Guy. But he wanted everything that the Guys had. He found a way.


      LOUIS: “I was maybe ten years old. Me and my friends would go into town, and we would go and buy baseball cards. And they’d be

         buying, like, Mattingly, eleven dollars, and I could never get it. My mother just wasn’t giving me the money. The kids up

         the block, they always had money. They had forty, fifty, and I had four dollars. I was always the guy with the short end of

         the stick.

      


      “My father had change up in his closet that he was saving, quarters and stuff, so I would take three dollars. I would always

         say to myself, ‘I’ll put it back. When my mother gives me the five next week, I’ll get quarters and put it back.’ But then

         I would take three more and then three more. I used to start putting nickels in the jar to make it look higher.”

      


      FRAN: “When Louis was a young child I never had money missing from my pocketbook and it was always around. I used to keep money

         on the table. He didn’t steal. Not that I know of. He never mentioned to me. My pocketbook was always around, I had money

         on the table, his friends used to come in. When he was younger, things were always around. I never had anything missing—jewelry,

         nothing.”

      


      LOUIS: “I was slick. I was sly, so it was hard for them to catch me. If I took money out of my mother’s wallet, if she had like

         three tens and twelve singles, I’d take like two singles and a ten. I wouldn’t take two tens. I would split it up so she would

         be, like, ‘Well, maybe I spent that ten.’

      


      “From as early as I can remember I did everything I had to do to get everything I wanted. If I wanted that baseball card,

         I’m getting that baseball card. I didn’t care what I had to do.”

      


      Such as steal. Just as the Bible says. Thou shalt steal.


   

      CHAPTER TWO


      Whenever Roy Ageloff pulled into the Getty station on Amboy Road in the fall of 1992, he would never let the scrawny kid gas-station

         attendant fill the tank of whatever he happened to be driving on that particular day. Roy was damned if he was going to let

         the finish on his Benz or his Ferrari or his Lexus be ruined by some stupid kid with long hair and an attitude. So Roy would

         take a rag, wrap it around the nozzle, and fill it himself. Not a drop spilled. It made the kid, an eighteen-year-old Louis

         Pasciuto, absolutely furious.

      


      Roy was thirty-three, stocky, and with a pencil-thin mustache that lined the rim of his lip. He wore his dark brown hair slicked

         back. He lived right up the road and around a corner. And what he did for a living—well, Louis was dying to know but didn’t

         dare ask. Since the guy paid in cash, he didn’t even know his name. Louis would have guessed he was Italian, a tough Italian—half-a-wiseguy,

         maybe. If Roy had known that, he would have been a very happy man.

      


      Roy Ageloff carefully cultivated and nurtured his image of toughness and possible Italian origin. Sure he was a Jew, with

         a white-collar job and parents in Florida. But his attitude exuded the kind of guy he wanted to be, a “don’t fuck with Roy

         Ageloff” kind of attitude. Roy gives fucks, he doesn’t take them. He gives ulcers, he doesn’t get them. Roy gives beatings,

         he doesn’t take them.

      


      It wasn’t just the cars that dazzled Louis. It was everything about Roy and the heavyset young guy who usually sat next to

         him, who he later learned was named Joe DiBella. There was the way Roy dressed. Louis had never seen anybody dress so sharp.

         Roy dressed in the color and smell and taste of the money he was making, the money so obvious from the cars he drove. Roy

         wore bright electric-blue suits, but never with some dumb blue tie. He’d always wear a contrasting tie—a pink shirt with a

         green tie. A yellow suit with a red tie. And the shoes. They’d knock Louis out. Blue shoes. Yellow shoes. On a scrub they’d

         look moronic. But they looked cool on Roy. And he was a down-to-earth guy, no stuffed shirt. When he came by for gas they

         would joke around, usually about how Roy would never let Louis fill the tank for him.

      


      Still, it annoyed Louis. So one day he challenged Roy on that issue. There was no need for this. He could be trusted with

         the nozzle. Hell, he could be trusted, period. Ask anybody.

      


      Louis liked his job. It was boring, though, particularly when he had to work night shift. Fishing money out of the floor safe

         with a clothes hanger—that broke the monotony. So did putting down the wrong numbers from the gas pumps, so the last money

         of his shift would go into his pocket and not the register. True, the guy on the shift after him always got stuck, because

         it showed him pumping more gas than he really did. But that was his problem.
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