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I was always a street guy. I was into robbing and stealing and gambling and loan sharking. I wasn’t involved in the big-money sit-downs, the labor racketeering and construction company shakedowns, the Garment District and garbage and cement company kickbacks.… For guys like me and Fox, my blood brother and crime partner, the thing we loved about being in that life was the action, the excitement.… We were in it for the money, sure. But it was the danger, the thrills that made the life of crime something special.

A guy like John Gotti was different. He was far more ambitious than me and Fox. He wasn’t just in it for the rush and the riches. He wanted the power and the glory.

John Gotti’s tragedy, if you can call it that, was that he was born too late for the old-school gangster crown that he craved. He began his rise as the Mob was beginning to crumble; by the time he got to the top, the bottom had dropped out.

From the beginning, John was charismatic and smart. He just wasn’t cut out to be godfather. Once he became boss, he drove the bus right off the bridge. Or maybe it was the bus that drove him. Either way, I watched him go.

Here’s how it all happened.
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The Mob was the biggest, richest business in America—too dangerous and too deadly to fail. Until it was destroyed from within by drugs, greed, and the decline of its traditional crime Family values.

And by guys like Sal Polisi.

He was born in Brooklyn—the same place that spawned Murder, Inc., Al Capone, and John Gotti, the future Mob godfather who became his friend. Polisi was raised on a family legacy that led him into the life he loved as a member of the Colombos, one of the New York Mob’s feared Five Families, and came of age when the Mafia was at the height of its vast wealth and power.

Known by his Mob name, Sally Ubatz (“Crazy Sally”), he ran an illegal after-hours gambling den, The Sinatra Club, that was a magic kingdom of crime and a hangout for up-and-coming mobsters like Gotti and the three wiseguys immortalized in Martin Scorsese’s GoodFellas—Henry Hill, Jimmy Burke, and Tommy DeSimone. For Polisi, the nonstop thrills of glory days spent robbing banks, hijacking trucks, pulling daring heists—and getting away with it all, thanks to cops and public servants corrupted by Mob money—were fleeting. When he was busted for drug trafficking, and already sickened by the bloodbath that engulfed the Mob as it teetered toward extinction, he flipped and became one of a breed he had loathed all his life—a rat.

In this riveting, pulse-pounding, and, at times, darkly hilarious first-person chronicle of his brazen crimes, wild sexual escapades, and personal tragedies, Polisi tells his story of life inside the New York Mob in a voice straight from the streets. With shocking candor, he draws on a hard-won knowledge of Mob history to paint a never-before-seen picture of the inner workings of the Mob and the larger-than-life characters who populated a once extensive and secret underworld that, thanks to guys like him, no longer exists.


SAL POLISI spent much of his life inside the New York Mafia before he flipped and provided testimony against key Family members. No longer under federal witness protection, he has been featured in the New York Times, Vanity Fair, New York, and Playboy, and been interviewed by Larry King, Connie Chung, and Matt Lauer, among others. He works as a screenwriter and playwright and also speaks frequently in schools and at law enforcement gatherings as an organized crime expert. He lives somewhere in America.

Coauthor STEVE DOUGHERTY is a freelance journalist in New York City.
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This work is a memoir. It reflects the author’s present recollections of his experiences over a period of years. Some dialogue and events have been re-created from memory and, in some cases, have been compressed to convey the substance of what was said and what occurred.

All photographs are courtesy of the author’s personal collection or in the public domain, except for insert page 8, photo 2: Courtesy of Ubatz Productions. Photo credit: Eric Harrison.
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Such was the rule of the sanctuary. A candidate for the priesthood could only succeed to office by slaying the priest, and having slain him, he retained the office till he was himself slain by a stronger or a craftier. The post which he held by this precarious tenure carried with it the title of king; but surely no crowned head ever lay uneasier, or was visited by more evil dreams, than his.

—SIR JAMES GEORGE FRAZER, The Golden Bough, 1922


To my sister, Rose Marie, who died at twenty-one in 1965. I loved her dearly.

—SAL POLISI

To my father, Dick Dougherty (1920–2008), a lifelong news-paperman who despised in equal measure wiseguys and the public officials who let them get away with murder.

And to Ray Filiberti, a proud Italian who loathed the glorification of the Mob and cheers its fall.

—STEVE DOUGHERTY
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The Sinatra Club. The after-hours gambling joint I ran in Ozone Park, Queens, New York, from 1971, when that Life of ours was in its glory, to 1974, when death took over and we all started on the long highway to hell.
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MY FAMILY TIES

Frank Polisi. My father. He bootlegged whiskey with his brother Tony for Joe Profaci’s gang during Prohibition but left that Life for honest work in the legitimate world.

Rose Belviso. My mother. She was a former showgirl who hoofed it out of my life when I was two years old. She split because she loved the Life.

Rose Marie Polisi. My beloved sister and guardian angel. She urged me to find happiness in the legitimate world; it didn’t do her any good and I didn’t listen.

Tony Polisi. My uncle, a flamboyant gambler and Profaci-Colombo Family gangster in whose footsteps I gladly followed into a career of crime.

Angela Polisi. The sweet and caring woman who made the biggest mistake of her life when she married me and became the last thing a woman like her should ever be—a Mob wife.

Sal Jr. and Joseph Polisi. Angela’s and my two sons, the kids I neglected to live the Life.

Jane Parker. The beautiful, wild-hearted whore who became my goomada and mistress. When our lust turned to love, my two worlds—the criminal Life I shared with Jane and my home life with Angela—collided. The results weren’t pretty.

Ronald “Foxy” Jerothe. No relation, but he was my brother in crime. The Fox would get trapped in a blood feud that—like the Life itself—became a dance with death.

COLOMBOS

Dominic Cataldo. My boss, business partner, and mentor in the Colombo Family.

Ervolino Cataldo. Dom’s grandmother, a bootlegger and loan shark who groomed her son and grandson to become gangsters.

Sammy Cataldo. Dom’s father. He grew up with my father and uncle, and became a made man and capo in the Profaci Family.

Joseph “Joey” Cataldo. Dom’s younger brother, who was only peripherally involved in Mob business. He was my good friend and godfather to my younger son, Joseph.

Louise Anastasia Cataldo. Joey’s wife and godmother to my son Joseph. She was the niece of the powerful Brooklyn waterfront boss Tough Tony Anastasio and of Albert Anastasia, the Mob godfather who was murdered in the Park Sheraton Hotel’s Grazie barbershop in 1957.

Joe “the Wop” Cataldo. Dom’s cousin and a powerful Mob figure who ran Family-owned casinos in Havana in the ’50s. His ties with Jack Ruby—both in Cuba and as the Dallas mobster and strip club owner’s contact in New York—ensnared him in the Warren Commission investigation into the Kennedy assassination.

Joe Profaci. One of the original godfathers of the New York Mob’s Five Families. He was also a legitimate businessman who owned the Mama Mia company, the largest olive oil–importing business in the United States.

Joe Colombo. Profaci’s underboss, who was installed as head of the Family by Carlo Gambino in 1965. In 1970, Colombo led the so-called Italian civil rights movement that culminated with a rally in Columbus Circle that drew more than fifty thousand supporters.

The Gallo Brothers. Larry, Crazy Joe, and Albert “Kid Blast” Gallo were Profaci Family soldiers who, along with gang mate Carmine “Snake” Persico, formed the “Barbershop Quartet” that carried out the contract to assassinate Albert Anastasia in 1957. Four years later, the four launched a rebellion against Profaci that resulted in the bloody decade-long power struggle known as the Gallo Wars.

Carmine Persico. He got his nickname “the Snake” when he switched sides in the Gallo Wars. He later led the Colombo Family faction that included my boss, Dominic Cataldo.

Freddie “No Nose” DeLucia. A Profaci-Colombo hit man who was in on a botched hit during the Gallo Wars that became the model for a famous scene in the film Godfather II. He helped school me when Dom first brought me into the Colombo Family.

Pegleg Brancato. Dominic Cataldo’s boss and a Colombo Family capo who became temporary boss of the Family in the early 1970s.

Jackie Donnelly. Dominic’s business and crime partner. His friendship with a corrupt Irish State Supreme Court judge gave us something priceless that could be bought—justice.

Eddie Pravato and Joe Dellamura. Career bank robbers and close friends of my uncle Tony’s. They taught me all I needed to know about how to empty a jug.

GAMBINOS

John “Johnny Boy” Gotti. The charismatic Gambino soldier who became my friend and who rose to be the most famous boss in the Mafia.

Gene Gotti. John’s younger brother. Genie introduced me to Fox Jerothe, the young Gambino soldier who would become my best friend.

Carlo Gambino. Godfather of the largest and wealthiest of the Five Families. He ruled the Commission, the Mob’s board of directors, and until his death in 1976 was the single most powerful Mafia don in the nation.

Charlie Fatico. A longtime Anastasia-Gambino Family capo who ran the Family’s largest crew from his headquarters, the Bergin Hunt and Fish Club in Ozone Park.

Neil Dellacroce. Carlo Gambino’s underboss and heir apparent. He ran operations at the Family’s Ravenite Social Club on Mulberry Street in Little Italy.

Manny Gambino. Carlo Gambino’s nephew. He ran a Family loan-sharking business and hung out with his mistress at a favorite haunt of mine.

Angelo “Quack” Ruggiero. John Gotti’s wing man, a nephew of Neil Dellacroce.

Willie Boy Johnson. Son of a full-blooded Mohawk and a Sicilian mother, he was one of the Bergin crew’s most feared and loyal warriors.

John and Charles Carneglia. Brothers who formed a dandy two-man hit squad—John whacked guys and Charles vanished them.

Tony “Roach” Rampino. A scary hit man who was a great guy to have on your side in a softball game.

Paul Castellano. Carlo Gambino’s first cousin, brother-in-law, and successor. He would be locked in a lethal power struggle with John Gotti.

Dave Iacovetti. A Gambino capo who ran Family operations in Florida and was close friends with the patron saint of the Sinatra Club—Old Blue Eyes himself. Dave befriended me in prison and taught me things about the Life that led to my salvation.

FRIENDS OF OURS

Mike “the Mouthpiece” Coiro. A former cop and Waterfront Commission investigator who flipped to our side and became a well-connected Mob lawyer. One of the Sinatra Club’s best customers, he represented Dom and me as well as John Gotti and other Bergin crew members and friends of ours like Jimmy Burke and Henry Hill.

Roy Cohn. A longtime acquaintance of Mike Coiro, he was the famous attorney who made his name prosecuting the Rosenbergs and his fortune representing mobsters like Carlo Gambino and John Gotti.

Tommy “Two Guns” DeSimone. Fox and my hijacking partner and the notorious killer immortalized by Joe Pesci in Martin Scorsese’s Good-Fellas. Long-simmering tensions between Fox and Tommy would one day explode in violence.

Jimmy Burke. The murderous Irish businessman who elevated truck hijacking to a fine art. He was the best—and winningest—card player at the Sinatra Club. Robert De Niro played a character based on him in GoodFellas.

Henry Hill. Like Tommy and Jimmy, he was connected to the Lucchese Family. Ray Liotta played him in GoodFellas, which was based on Wiseguy, Nick Pileggi’s best seller about Henry.

Paul Vario. The Lucchese Family capo who got a taste of everything Tommy, Jimmy, and Henry stole.

MOB NEMESES

Diane Giacalone. An Ozone Park girl who grew up to become an assistant U.S. attorney. Her investigation of an armored car heist by a couple of thugs who stole cars for me put her on a trail that led to a Brooklyn courthouse where she prosecuted John Gotti, by then boss of the Gambino Family, for racketeering in 1986.

John Gleeson. Giacalone’s assistant in Gotti’s 1986 trail. He got a second crack at the Teflon Don six years later as lead prosecutor in the case that proved that the New York Mob wasn’t too big to fail after all.

Remo Franceschini. That once rarest of beasts, an honest cop. He went after the Mob back in the days when most of his brethren in blue were either out to lunch or on the take.

Dan Russo and Ed McDonald. Eight years after the Mob’s protector, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, died and the feds declared open season on the Families, these two flipped Henry Hill and got him in the Witness Protection Program. After that it was easy to see that the Mob was a sinking ship—all you had to do was count the rats.


Prologue

WE WERE AT A joint called the Fireplace in Ozone Park, Queens, when I first heard Johnny Boy’s name. It was the summer of 1968, not long after Bobby Kennedy got whacked. I knew better than to ask my boss, Dominic, who I was with that night and who was a hit man himself, about Bobby, but I assumed it was a Mob job like his brother. Nobody ever heard of any of the Families using an Arab button man, but crazier shit happened that year. Race riots, student riots, police riots, whole cities on fire, Chicago cops busting heads on TV—it looked like the whole country was going up in flames. Maybe that’s why it seemed like pyromaniacs named all the Mob joints we hung out in back then.

The Fireplace had a cage over the bar with a couple of go-go dancers shaking it to Steppenwolf’s “Born to Be Wild” and “Good Lovin’” by the Rascals. They didn’t normally play hippie music in there, but the Rascals were Italians, and “Born to Be Wild” was a great song to crank up after a score.

Dom was busy telling a story about a guy in our crew named “Big Funzi” Tarricone. Funzi was with the Colombo Family, like us. Everybody called him Funzi because his name was Alphonse; they called him Big Funzi because what else can you call a guy who is six foot four? Funzi was a gorilla, but not exactly what you’d call a high-wattage kind of guy.

The year before, my uncle Tony and another friend of ours named Sonny were going away for bank robbery. Before Sonny went in, he sold one of his Cadillacs. “Funzi gets a call and he’s told that Sonny’s got car trouble,” Dom says. “Funzi goes, ‘So find a mechanic.’ He’s not bein’ a smart-ass. He really thinks you got car trouble, get a mechanic. Turns out the dealership Sonny sold his car to did what dealers do: They turned around and sold it to somebody else. Trouble is the car salesman tells the new buyer to have the Caddy swept for bugs because it belonged to ‘a hoodlum named Sonny Franzese.’ No shit. He calls Sonny a hoodlum. The dumb prick doesn’t know that the buyer is connected. The buyer makes a call, and next thing, Big Funzi’s on his way to give the used-car salesman a talking-to. Funz was hanging out with a couple of Gambino guys from Fatico’s crew that day. So he takes these two bruisers with him—the Indian, Willie Boy, and this kid Johnny Boy, who thinks he’s Al Capone—he does his shylock work with a baseball bat. That fuckin’ salesman had to sell cars from a wheelchair after that.”

A week later, Dom and I were at the Flame, another bar named in honor of the wiseguy’s favorite problem solver—arson. The Flame was a Gambino joint on the Brooklyn-Queens line, and some of that Family’s guys were in there. Dom pointed out one of them and said that’s the guy who’s got the swing like Capone, Johnny Boy. From where I stood at the bar, I couldn’t make out much about him except that he looked like a typical tough guy with linebacker shoulders and his hair swept up and back like a hood from the ’50s. The next I heard he was in the can on a federal rap for hijacking. After that, nothing; if his name came up, I didn’t notice. I didn’t give Johnny Boy a second thought.

In the summer of ’68 I was twenty-three and already a career criminal with an arrest record dating back to high school, but I was still a rookie outfielder with the Colombo Family. A few years would pass before I earned my Mob name, Sally Ubatz—Crazy Sally. Ubatz is Brooklynese for upazzo, “crazy” in Italian.

How I got it is a wild story I’ll get to later. But back then, if Dominic or anybody else told me that this guy Johnny Boy, a low-level Gambino with a Capone fixation, would one day not only become boss of that Family and the most powerful Mafia leader in the country but would also rewrite the history of the Mob and become world famous in the process, I would have thought they were the ones who were upazzo.

I would have known for sure if anybody had predicted that when Johnny Boy skyrocketed to power and flamed out in equally spectacular fashion, I would have a front-row seat and that he and I would be bound together in a personal drama, one that began the day he got out of prison in 1972 and didn’t end until thirty years later, when he was back in stir for life but where he met an early death instead.
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I got to know John Gotti four years after that night at the Flame. That’s when he started hanging out at the Sinatra Club, the new gambling joint in Ozone Park I owned with the Cataldos, Dominic and his little brother Joey.

John and I spent a lot of time together because we both had a big-time jones for gambling. Even though he loved playing cards, he was a lousy poker player and he hardly ever hit a winner at the track—but he was great at board games. John and me and Foxy Jerothe—a young guy who’d been with John since he was a kid and who became my best friend and crime partner—used to spend hours playing at my club and at the Gambinos’ own place nearby, the Bergin Hunt and Fish Club. We played marathon games of Scrabble and Monopoly. We bet on those games, and John won a lot of them. He was pretty good at chess too. Once we got to know each other, Johnny and I hung out together outside my club and our other regular haunts. We went to the track, we went to ball games and barbeques, we played softball at his crew’s annual picnics. When our kids got older, they played on the same Pop Warner football teams.

Despite the fact that Johnny and I were with different Families, we planned scores together. That’s something that would never have happened in the old days, but thanks in part to the Sinatra Club, the strict lines between Mob Families were beginning to blur. The club was a place where guys from all the different Families hung out together regularly, another thing that the bosses never would have allowed just a few years earlier.

John and I talked a lot about the Mob and how it was in the old days and how things were changing. He grew up in the same neighborhood where I was born—in East New York, Brooklyn. That’s where John’s heroes Al Capone and Albert Anastasia were from and where the Murder Incorporated headquarters—Midnight Rose’s candy store—was. John loved all the stories about the Mob in those days, and I was full of them thanks to my uncle Tony. Uncle Tony was an old-school gangster who came up under Joe Profaci, and he raised me on his stories about what it was like running booze during Prohibition and how guys like Profaci and Lucky Luciano and Frank Costello and, before all of them, Arnold Rothstein, the guy who fixed the World Series, ruled New York and lived like kings.

John and I both grew up with the same dream to become part of that world my uncle Tony told me about when I was a kid. John was five years older than me and already a soldier in his Gambino capo Charlie Fatico’s crew. I was twenty-six by then and still trying to prove myself. But we both had the same goal—to join the brotherhood of hoodlums and become made members of our respective Mafia Families.
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By any measure of the New York Mob’s wealth and power and popularity, it was at an all-time high when John Gotti and I became friends in 1972. That was a watershed year, when a new generation of Mob leaders began their ascendancy and the old structures that had been in place for decades began to crumble. It was a year of big changes, not the least of which was the public’s perception of the Mob’s might and influence. That happened in large part thanks to The Godfather, which was released that March. Every connected guy alive loved that movie because it turned us into romantic heroes. Women all over town wanted to bang a gangster once they saw it. My best friend, Fox Jerothe, and our hijacking partner Tommy DeSimone and I saw the picture together that spring. We left the theater so juiced up, we went out and committed a major felony in celebration of the Life we’d just seen played out on the big screen.

Most legitimate people had no idea how big and powerful the Mob really was until they saw that film or read the best-selling novel by Mario Puzo that it was based on. The year before the movie came out, another book—Gay Talese’s Honor Thy Father, about Joe Bananas, the boss of the Bonanno Family—laid out the true facts behind the fiction.

“We’re bigger than U.S. Steel.” That’s one of the lines everybody remembered from The Godfather. The guy who says it is the film’s Meyer Lansky character, Hyman Roth. Lansky was the Jewish gangster who was the brains behind Lucky Luciano, the Mafia’s capo di tutti capi in the old days. What Lansky actually said was—in a bugged conversation with his wife—“We’re bigger than General Motors.”

Truth was, the Mob was bigger than both those outfits put together, along with most of the rest of the Top Ten Fortune 500 at the time. According to Talese, the American Mafia—including twenty-four Families scattered around the country, with the five centered in New York City by far the richest and strongest—was raking in $40 billion a year by the early ’70s. That was more than the earnings of General Motors, U.S. Steel, Standard Oil, Chrysler, Ford, IBM, AT&T, RCA, and General Electric combined.

The Mob wasn’t just big business—it was the biggest business in America. And like its legit corporate cousins today, it operated with little or no government regulation and paid zero taxes.

The only fees the Mob paid on all its profit came in the form of payoffs to friends of the Families in high places and low. It took some hefty sums to grease all the politicians and government officials, judges, lawyers, prosecutors, police brass, investigators, detectives, and cops on the job who were also on the take.

But thanks to the greed and corruption of the same people taxpayers paid to serve and protect them, the Mafia’s enormous gang of criminals were able to commit the most brazen acts of thievery and violence imaginable—from back-alley serial killings to public executions, including the most blatant whacking of all time, the assassination of a president—and get rich in the process. The so-called good guys gave us the greatest gift any small-time hoodlum or Mafia don could ask for: They let us get away with it.
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In 1972, no Mafia CEO reaped more of the rewards or presided over a larger empire and ruled it more ruthlessly than the man Johnny Boy Gotti would one day succeed.

If the movie’s producers had set out to portray the real godfather, they never would have cast Marlon Brando as Don Corleone. They would have found an obscure character actor nobody ever heard of to play Carlo Gambino, a short and unintimidating seventy-year-old man who looked like he couldn’t fight his way out of the old folks’ home.

Despite all his wealth and power, the Gambino Family father was modest and unassuming in every way. Unlike some of his predecessors who lived in lavish party palace penthouses overlooking Central Park and country estates that were like feudal manors, Gambino resided with his wife and kids in a tiny-for-a-crime-lord house on an average-size lot on an ordinary cul-de-sac in the nothing-special middle-class town of Massapequa, New York, off Sunrise Highway, a few miles east of Jones Beach Parkway. Every day he was driven from his modest home to his modest office in a nondescript brick building on Ocean Parkway in South Brooklyn, in a car no Caddy- or Lincoln-loving wiseguy would be caught dead in—a fucking Oldsmobile.

If you happened to see Gambino on the street, you’d never give him a second look. His only distinguishing features were his bent beak nose and the little porkpie hat and enigmatic Mona Lisa smile he always wore. Joe Bonanno wrote that Gambino was “a squirrel of a man, a servile and cringing individual.”1 Of course he waited until Gambino was already safely tucked away in his grave before he said it out loud in a book.

For a penniless illegal immigrant who washed ashore in 1921 at age nineteen, Gambino did all right for himself. By 1972 he commanded an army of four thousand made men and associates; he ran a business enterprise whose holdings rivaled those of any modern-day hedge fund; his earnings from the waterfront shipping, air freight, trucking, construction, garment, and waste disposal industries and the unions under his control rivaled the enormous cash flow funneled to him by the twenty-four capos who ran the Gambino Family’s gambling, loan-sharking, and extortion operations, and whose street crews carried out the robberies, inflicted the beatings, and committed the murders and other crimes that made headlines. But thanks to the protection provided by public servants, little if any punishment resulted for the perps.

The Gambino criminal enterprise that became more profitable than all the rest was narcotics. Despite what Brando’s Don Corleone said about the drug trade being too dirty a business for bosses who ran their Families by strict codes of honor and respect, the real godfather started importing heroin into the United States by the freighter load in 1948; that’s when he and Lucky Luciano established the Turkey-to-Sicily-to-Marseilles-to-New-York smuggling operation known as the French Connection.

Throughout the following decade, demand for hard drugs was pretty much limited to lowlifes, bohemians, and ghetto-crushed blacks. That changed in the 1960s when the Vietnam War created a mass market for the stuff. By 1972, more than fifty-five thousand American kids had been killed, a quarter of a million wounded, and countless survivors had been so severely traumatized that they were happy to pay $100 for a gram of smack to kill the pain.

The Mob hadn’t seen a cash cow like it since 1933 when Prohibition ended. Booze was a golden fountain of cash and goodwill. It was the ultimate crime, the perfect illegal business. The product was a magic elixir that everybody wanted. There was no top to the demand; the Mob controlled the entire supply, paid off the cops to reduce the risk, and kept all the profits. Plus, everybody—the legitimate public, their elected officials, and even the cops—loved bootleggers because they kept the beer taps flowing and their liquor cabinets full.

Prohibition was the golden goose that made the Mob. Narcotics was the poison that killed it. Legitimate slobs wanted no part of soul-killers like heroin. You never saw Bogart or Cagney or Edward G. make a movie about the glamorous life of drug traffickers. Pushers were the worst kind of scum, and they brought the worst kind of heat—the kind that couldn’t be bought. That’s why Gambino and the rest of the dons distributed the product from the French Connection pipeline through surrogate non-Mafia gangs—and why they kept their involvement in trafficking a secret from all but the very top echelon of their own Families.

The bosses never shared their profits with the guys in the bottom tiers of the Family hierarchy. The Mob was a trickle-up organization; all cash flowed up from the street crews to the capos and from there to the top guys and, finally, to the boss, never the other way around. The Mob’s CEOs figured that the less the rank and file knew about the wealth that was not trickling down to them, the better.

In 1956, Congress passed legislation establishing mandatory sentences of twenty years in prison, with no chance of parole, for anyone convicted of selling narcotics. That’s when the bosses got panicky. They realized that when faced with the prospect of spending a third of their adult lifetime in the paint, even their most loyal soldiers would forget their vows of silence—omertà—and turn rat on their Fathers.

The next year, the Commission, the national crime organization’s board of directors, called an emergency meeting of Mob leaders from across the country to discuss the new drug-sentencing law. They held the big sit-down in the town of Apalachin, New York, near Binghamton. Carlo Gambino, the Commission’s newest member thanks to his whacking of his own godfather, Albert Anastasia, in a celebrated hit a few weeks before, proposed a simple solution to the problems posed by the feds’ new narcotics laws: capital punishment—Mob style.

This meant that any made member of a Family caught dealing drugs would be executed by lethal injection—he’d get a bullet right in the coconut.

At the time of the Apalachin conference, narcotics weren’t even on the average Mob soldier’s radar. But fifteen years later they were—and big time. I know because that’s when I got into the babania trade myself. And as soon as I went all in, the government upped the ante. The Dangerous Drug Acts of 1972 included mandatory sentencing provisions that meant if I got caught dealing just four ounces of the stuff—a fraction of the kilos we were moving—I’d be looking at twenty-five years to life in prison.

When that happened, Carlo Gambino, who by then was the most powerful don on the Commission, countered with a mandatory sentencing act of his own: From now on, he decreed, not only made guys but anybody even vaguely associated with any Mob Family who dealt the smack got the whack. (The dons themselves as well as top lieutenants involved in the godfathers’ own huge drug-importing business were of course excluded.)

On top of that, Gambino announced a new Mafia Code of Honor: It was the responsibility of middle management—Family captains and crew chiefs—to locate and confront any and all drug-dealing underlings and act accordingly. Failure to do so meant the violator’s superior faced the same mandatory sentence—execution without trial. Thanks to the diminutive Don Carlo’s brilliant use of force and persuasion, Gambino not only ran the Commission and the Mob’s entire national organization; he was, by the time our story begins, the de facto boss of all the other New York Families except one—my own, the Colombos.

By means of marriage (Lucchese), muscle (Bonanno), and morte (Genovese), Gambino had installed puppet bosses beholden to him in each of those three Families. The fourth Family, the Colombos, formerly run by my uncle Tony’s old don, Joe Profaci, and torn apart by a bloody civil war fought between a rebel faction led by the Gallo brothers and family loyalists led by Carmine “the Snake” Persico, had caused terrible problems for Gambino and the entire New York Mob for more than a decade.

Gambino thought he had solved them and ended the so-called Gallo Wars by installing Joe Colombo in 1965. But even after Larry Gallo’s death and his brother Joe’s imprisonment, the bloodshed continued intermittently until 1969, when two friends of my boss Dominic were rubbed out in what everybody thought was the war’s final skirmish.

But then, in the spring of 1971, Crazy Joe Gallo came home from prison, and that’s when tensions began to build until it looked like there was going to be all-out war all over again.
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There were other forces at work in 1972 that made Gambino’s position of wealth and power—and that of the Mob itself—not quite as unassailable as it seemed. The whole country was about to go through major convulsions that nobody foresaw when a crew of bungling burglars blew the Watergate break-in that June. For the Mob, the seemingly unrelated event that caused a catastrophe happened a month before the fiasco at the Watergate, in May 1972, when J. Edgar Hoover croaked.

People can be forgiven for assuming that the death of the famous G-man who had run the FBI for the past half century would have caused rejoicing in the Families. But the truth was that J. Edgar Hoover, the Justice Department’s chief crime fighter, was the best friend the Mafia ever had. Hoover’s ties to the Mob went back decades, and that was the main reason why the Families prospered the way they did for so long without the feds doing squat about it. The nation’s top cop was closely associated with two of the Mob’s most prominent players: Frank Costello, who used his knowledge of Hoover’s secret gambling addiction and his closeted life as a homosexual to intimidate and control him; and Roy Cohn, the infamous Mob lawyer who helped Hoover wage war on Communists and the Left instead of on Cohn’s clients, who were a far more real danger to the republic than any civil rights leader or peace demonstrator ever was.

Throughout the decades he ran the bureau, Hoover insisted publicly that the Mafia was a bugaboo that didn’t exist. Privately, when his agents presented him with solid proof that it not only existed but in fact was the engine that drove 99 percent of organized criminal activity in the United States, he suppressed the reports and shitcanned the agents who filed them.

Instead of going after the Mob and its honchos, Hoover chased headlines and the bank robbers and kidnappers and mad bombers who made them. Those were the bad guys Hoover put on his famous Ten Most Wanted lists—never the mobsters who committed more serial killings and torture murders and stole more money and abused the laws of the land far more brazenly than lone gun freelancers like John Dillinger and Machine Gun Kelly possibly could.

When the Kennedy brothers got in office and ordered Hoover to go after the Mob, the FBI finally turned up the heat. But Hoover’s brief and belated war on the Mafia ended with one genius hit in Dallas. And when J. Edgar led the Warren Commission investigation into the Kennedy assassination, he suppressed all evidence that pointed to the true culprits behind the plot.

Before he died on May 2, 1972, Hoover performed one last service for the Mafia. He instructed Roy Cohn to deliver a deathbed warning to Cohn’s client Carlo Gambino. There was, Cohn told the godfather immediately after Hoover’s demise, a rat in the Gambino Family’s largest crew. An unnamed source inside Charlie Fatico’s Bergin Hunt and Fish Club had been feeding information directly to Hoover since 1966. As long as J. Edgar was on the job, the top secret “director’s-eyes-only” reports filed by the rat’s contact agent were placed where they could do no harm—in Hoover’s office shredder. The FBI’s new director was sure to see to it that the Bergin spy ratted in vain no longer—which meant serious trouble ahead for Don Carlo Gambino, his Family’s entire organization, and the New York Mob itself.

There was something more about the death of the Mob’s Great Protector that must have kept the lights burning late in Massapequa. The year before Hoover died, Congress passed a law specifically calibrated to destroy the Mafia. The Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act was diabolically simple: It basically made it a crime to run a Mob Family. Carlo Gambino recognized that the RICO Act was more than a sick joke—the lawyer who came up with it named it after Rico Bandello, every Mob guy’s favorite movie gangster played by Edward G. Robinson in Little Caesar. Gambino knew that RICO meant it was open season on the Mob, and without Hoover’s shield to protect him the government would finally go after the country’s real public enemy number 1—Don Carlo Gambino himself.

With threats looming all around—from government regulators on the outside and from his own wiseguys within—Gambino purged the ranks of deadwood, dealers, and traitors. He also began to lay the groundwork for a total reorganization of the Mob’s Family structure. The first step was to find new blood to replace the old. To do so he spread the word that he would soon reopen his Family’s membership rolls to proven young men who would take the place of its aged or eliminated made members.

But pinning buttons on worthy new soldiers was easier said than done. The sad fact was that the talent pool was running dry. The city that once teemed with native and first-generation Italians had turned into a melting pot full of mutts. Gambino could still find guys who were 100 percent Italian but few who were steeped in the traditions of the ancient secret societies of Sicily or the old-school Family values of their Americanized offspring, the New York Mob.

One who did honor the old customs and traditions and who eventually caught Gambino’s eye was my friend Johnny Boy Gotti.
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I was always a street guy. I was into robbing and stealing and gambling and loan sharking. I wasn’t involved in the big-money sit-downs, the labor racketeering and construction company shakedowns, the Garment District and garbage and cement company kickbacks. As for the Mob’s control of the Teamsters, all I did was hijack the trucks.

For guys like me and Fox, my blood brother and crime partner, the thing we loved about being in that life was the action, the excitement. All we wanted was the chance to pull robberies, heists, and hijackings. We were in it for the money, sure. But it was the danger, the thrills that made the life of crime something special. Talk about a rush? Forget about it. There’s no rush like pulling a robbery. It’s like sex. I couldn’t get enough.

A guy like John Gotti was different. He was far more ambitious than me and Fox. He wasn’t in it just for the rush and the riches. He wanted the power and the glory.

John Gotti’s tragedy, if you can call it that, was that he was born too late for the old-school gangster crown that he craved. He began his rise as the Mob was beginning to crumble; by the time he got to the top, the bottom had dropped out.

From the beginning, John was charismatic and smart. He just wasn’t cut out to be godfather. Once he became boss, he drove the bus right off the bridge. Or maybe it was the bus that drove him. Either way, I watched him go.

Here’s how it all happened.


PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

A Star Is Born

JANUARY 1972

HE MADE HIS ENTRANCE on a frigid night about three weeks after New Year’s. He was dressed like a street guy in a leather jacket, but he walked and talked like a king. And he got treated like one. Even my boss, Little Dom Cataldo, showed him respect that first night. “Wait ’til you meet this guy,” my new friend Foxy Jerothe had told me. “Johnny’s a real gangster.”

I hadn’t seen John Gotti since that summer in the Flame. He was thirty-one now, but he still wore his hair swept back ’50s style like most of us did back then. He had thick sideburns, and his widow’s peak was more pronounced that it had been in ’68; it looked like he was combing it into a fall in front like Dion, but that might just have been the way his hair grew.

I remembered he looked like a linebacker when I saw him three years before, but now he was bulked up from pumping prison iron and was built more powerful, like a nose guard or a tackle; he had a barrel chest with massive shoulders and thick arms, kind of like Rocky Marciano, only better looking.

He didn’t need the expensive silk suits and the Chesterfield coats he took to wearing later to make an impression. He walked into the club like there was a force field around him; he had that kind of charisma, a presence that commanded instant respect. It was strange. You could tell by looking at him that he didn’t have two nickels to rub together, but guys were drawn to him. He had a kind of body language, a swagger that everybody liked.

It was like Fox said: He was a gangster’s gangster.

Johnny was barely out of the cuffs and leg chains when he arrived. He’d been bused in from Lewisburg, the federal penitentiary in Pennsylvania, and processed out at the West Street lockup that afternoon. Before he went home to see his wife and kids, he checked in with his Gambino Family boss at the Bergin Hunt and Fish Club, about ten blocks away from our joint on Atlantic Avenue in Ozone Park. The Bergin was the new headquarters of Charlie Fatico, boss of the largest and strongest crews in Don Carlo Gambino’s entire organization. Charlie had a couple hundred soldiers under him; he was number three in the Family behind Neil Dellacroce, Don Carlo’s underboss and heir apparent who worked out of the Ravenite Social Club in Little Italy.

After his welcome home sit-down with Charlie, Gotti went to spend some time with his other family, his wife, Victoria, and their five children. Itching for some action after three years in the cement, John got one of his guys to pick him up and bring him over to the Sinatra Club, where his crew from the Bergin—along with made guys and associate members of Dom and my Colombo Family and even some Luccheses from Paul Vario’s crew in Brooklyn—were gathered to greet him.

All five of the Families that made up the New York Mob were as touchy about their turf as Indian tribes in the Old West. Guys from different Families didn’t work together without permission from their bosses, and as a rule they didn’t hang out at each other’s social clubs. The exceptions were the floating craps and card games that most of the bosses ran on certain nights of the week that were open to all connected guys.

Because the Sinatra Club was a gambling joint owned and run by Colombos in a part of Queens where the Gambinos and Luccheses also operated, Dom had to get permission to open from the bosses. Before a hand was dealt, he had sit-downs with Pegleg Brancato, who was acting boss of our Family, Paulie Vario, and Charlie Fatico. All three gave their blessing, though Charlie made sure that we wouldn’t open on Fridays and compete with his weekly craps game.

The Bergin guys were regulars from the first night we opened two months before. We had a tight connection with Fatico and his brother, Danny, because Dom and my mouthpiece, Mike Coiro, represented them and a bunch of their guys, including John Gotti and his brother Genie.

Mike was there that night, and he was one of the first guys Johnny embraced when he arrived—I would have hugged the Mouthpiece too if he’d done for me what he did for Johnny. Gotti had been looking at more than twenty years for three hijackings and a kidnap count for making off with one truck with the driver still in it. Mike had magic connections in the Queens courthouse, where he got one of John’s cases dismissed outright; a federal judge threw out the second case after Mike pointed out that the FBI used illegal wiretaps; and in the one case John ended up doing time for, Mike got the sentence knocked down from eight years to thirty months.

Then John lucked out again. Instead of getting sent to Atlanta or some other hard-core federal pen, he got assigned to Lewisburg, which was run like the courthouse in Queens—the Mob owned everybody from the warden to the prison priest. John made the best of his time at Lewisburg just like I would later; he ate steaks, drank scotch, and pumped iron; he also made connections on the prison’s Mafia-only cellblock with some very top guys like Carmine Galante, the boss of the Bonanno Family, and Jimmy Hoffa, the Mobbed-up Teamsters boss who knew every major Mob leader in the country. John came out of prison like a roughneck prince; glory awaited once he got some grooming … and if he could survive the deadly leadership tests that lay ahead.

Mike the Mouthpiece got a lot of congratulatory slaps on the back that night from Johnny’s guys, and he loved every minute of it. Mike was a very sharp—and sharp-looking—lawyer. He was tall and lean, with dark wavy hair. He looked like the actor Jerry Orbach. He always had a big smile and an infectious personality. He was a married, middle-aged attorney, but he’d been representing gangsters so long he thought he was one himself. He loved gambling, strong scotch, and forbidden pussy, all of which he found at the Sinatra Club, where he was a regular even on nights when we weren’t throwing a welcome home party for one of his clients.
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Another guy John greeted like a long-lost brother was Foxy, the young Gambino who’d been coming to the club since the night we opened and who’d become my crime partner. The Fox idolized Gotti; he couldn’t stop talking about him. The whole time I knew Fox, I never heard him say a word against John Gotti. I really think he thought of him as godlike. Fox and John both grew up on the same streets in East New York where my grandfather owned a bar and where my family lived when I was born. Fox was a fatherless sixteen-year-old high school dropout running with John’s old street gang, the Rockaway Boys, when John was in his mid-twenties and starting out with Fatico’s crew, which operated out of Albert Anastasia’s old East New York headquarters, the Club, in those days.

John must have seen something of himself in Fox because he took the kid under his wing and showed him the ropes. He had Fox play the outfield for him on jobs, working as lookout and helping out at Charlie Fatico’s drop unloading swag off trucks that John and his crew jacked. John loved Fox like a kid brother, and Fox would do anything for him, including kill, which he vowed he’d do in a heartbeat even though it wouldn’t get him his button. Fox couldn’t be a made guy because he was a mutt—half Italian, part Irish, and part whatever.

Even though he could never be a full-fledged mafioso, Fox was a valued member of the Bergin crew; he had already got his bump up and was pulling action scores by the time we met and started working together.

Soon after Gotti’s homecoming, Fox and I would be teamed with another Sinatra Club regular to form the New York Mob’s first Three-Families hijacking crew.

The third man was Tommy “Two Guns” DeSimone, the Lucchese Family killer who would become famous twenty years later when Joe Pesci played a character based on him in Martin Scorsese’s GoodFellas.

Tommy was from my neighborhood in Ozone Park; he went to high school with my wife, Angela, and I’d known him to say hello to for years. In GoodFellas, Pesci got Tommy’s weird, almost schizo personality dead on, but not his look. Tommy was tall and trim and a really handsome guy—he looked like Errol Flynn. He was one of the few connected guys I ever knew with a mustache. I don’t know how he carried it off—or why his own boss, Paul Vario, didn’t make him shave it—but it worked for him.

Tommy had ADD and ADHD; whatever other deficit disorder you can think of, he had it. Put that together with a guy who liked to drink and snort coke, had a violent, hair-trigger temper, and never left home without at least two guns in his belt, and you hoped you weren’t around when he flew into one of his rages.

Part of Tommy’s problem was that he had a large-size chip on his shoulder. He came from a long line of mobsters: His grandfather and uncle were both bosses in the Los Angeles Family, and two of his older brothers were connected to the Gambinos in New York; one was a rat who got whacked for it. Having a rat in the family made Tommy very eager to prove himself.

Most of the time he was a blast to be around. He was funny as hell and was always up for wild times. He had an upbeat personality but with a real downside; he’d be smiling and laughing one second, and he’d pull the trigger the next.

Once Fox and I teamed up with Tommy, the three of us became pretty good friends. But from the beginning there were underlying tensions between Tommy and Fox, who was with the Gambinos, the Family Tommy’s brother ratted on. But their differences were personal and went deeper and, just like the vendettas that tore apart the ancient secret societies of Sicily, their feud would start over a woman.
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Two gorillas paying homage to John Gotti that night at the Sinatra Club were his right-hand man and best friend since they were kids, Angelo Ruggiero and Willie Boy Johnson, another Rockaways graduate who started out with Fatico at the same time John did.

Between the two of them, Fat Angelo and Willie Boy outweighed King Kong. Ange was a 280-pound behemoth with a pudgy face and a permanent scowl that made him look like a big lethal baby. He had a face that would scare the rattles off a snake.

Ange also had a nasty temper and he was a brutal killer, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t fun to be around. He was funny as hell and had all kinds of weird mannerisms. I always got a kick out of him and so did a lot of guys. They called him Quack because he was pigeon-toed and walked like a duck. Years later they called him that for reasons that weren’t so funny.

Ange had a lot going for him. Besides riding John Gotti’s rising star, he had a connection at the very top of the Gambino hierarchy—his uncle was Neil Dellacroce, second in command under Carlo Gambino and presumed to be the Family’s next godfather. Ange also had another blood relative who was going places. His brother Sal, who got pinched with Johnny Boy back in 1963 for stealing an Avis rental car, would soon become one of the wealthiest gangsters in New York City.

Gorilla number two had even more muscle than Angelo but none of his connections. Willie Boy Johnson was six feet and 250 pounds of bad trouble. You could tell by looking at his hands. He had the words love and hate tattooed on his knuckles, like Robert Mitchum in Night of the Hunter. Willie Boy’s tats looked like jailhouse handiwork performed by a drunk who did the carving with a broken liquor bottle.

Willie Boy was five years older than Johnny Boy, ten years older than me; he came up doing freelance muscle work for Fatico back when Anastasia was still boss. He’d been a loyal Gambino soldier ever since, but, like Fox, he could never become a made member of the Family. Willie Boy was only half Italian. His father was an ironworker who built skyscrapers; he was also a real native New Yorker—a full-blooded Mohawk Indian. His people were living in this country before Columbus became the first Italian to come over on a boat.

Willie Boy’s real name was Wilfred or some shit like that. Guys called him Half-Breed behind his back. If they were smart, they called him Mr. Johnson to his face.

Willie Boy didn’t seem to have a nerve ending in his body. When he was playing cards, he sat still as a rock. That’s why guys figured he had the brains of one. But Willie Boy had a lot more going on than anyone knew.

Another one of Johnny’s friends from the old neighborhood, John Carneglia, was there to greet him that night. John and his younger brother Charles came up stealing cars for Charlie Fatico. In later years they would make their own fortune in the hot-car business. Brother John would make his bones as a button man, one of the top hitters in the Family. Charles would do his own fair share of killings, but his skill at vanishing bodies in tubs of acid so there was no earthly trace left of the victims made him the go-to guy after a whacking for all the crews in the Gambino Family.

Every thug in the club used a baseball bat at one time or another to bust a deadbeat’s skull or kneecaps—or balls. But Tony Roach, Johnny Boy’s driver, was the only one who could crush a softball two city blocks like he did every year at Charlie Fatico’s Fourth of July barbeque and fireworks picnic. Tony was a gifted athlete, but that’s not what you’d think if you ran into him in a dark alley—or even a brightly lit one. Tony was scarier than your worst dream of what a hit man looks like. He was a tall and skinny Frankenstein’s monster. He didn’t stand; he hulked. He had sunken cheeks and sunken eyes, and his skin was scarred from chicken pox or some shit he had when he was a kid. His head looked like a skull; he looked like the walking dead. He killed a lot of guys. Getting whacked is bad enough, but when the last thing you see in life is a face like Tony’s, you wish you were never born to begin with.

Jimmy Burke and Henry Hill were two more of Mike Coiro’s clients who became regulars at the Sinatra Club, along with their friend Tommy D. Like Tommy, they were first immortalized in Nick Pileggi’s fantastic book about Henry, Wiseguy, the book Scorsese based GoodFellas on. In the movie, as everybody knows, Jimmy was played by Robert De Niro, and Ray Liotta made Henry Hill probably the most famous New York City gangster who ever lived to tell about it.

I first met Jimmy Burke the previous summer when I played outfield on one of Dominic Cataldo’s hijacking scores and we used his warehouse for the drop. He and Tommy were coming into the club since we opened, and Henry sometimes came along with them.

Jimmy Burke was probably the smartest connected guy I ever knew. And he was far and away the best cardplayer who ever sat down for a game at the Sinatra Club. A lot of players count cards; they remember every card that’s played. Any guy who has a memory like that is a good player. And we had a lot of very good players at the club.

Jimmy counted cards as well, and he had a calculator mind, but what made him a great player was that he read people. He watched the other players’ facial expressions and mannerisms as close as he watched what cards they played; he could study a guy and figure out his character and then could predict how he was going to play his hand.

When we finally sat down to play that night, Jimmy discovered that the man of the hour, John Gotti, the future king of New York who would become boss of the largest, wealthiest, and most powerful Mafia Family in America, had a fatal flaw.
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Most private Mob clubs in those days were dingy, dark, depressing holes-in-the-wall. They were usually furnished with cast-off tables and chairs contributed by the waste management side of the Family. The artwork was always the same—color photos of the pope and the only two famous guys from Hoboken you ever heard of: Frank Sinatra and Jimmy Roselli.

Our joint was different. It looked more like something you’d find in the South Seas than in South Queens. We had fishnets draped from the ceilings and walls and hung with dried starfish and cork buoys. Travel posters from Tahiti and other South Pacific isles decorated the walls. Chinese lanterns strung throughout the club gave the place a year-round holiday feel.

Bamboo partitions separated the main room from the bathroom, storage area, and makeshift kitchen counter in the back that we used to stash food we brought in from outside. Up front was the bar and lounge area where guys could sit in cushioned chairs and drink, shoot the shit, and play Sinatra songs on the red-and-silver Wurlitzer jukebox that stood against the wall by the bar. The juke held fifty singles and a hundred songs; three plays for a quarter.

Guys pumped in lots of coins while they waited for a seat at one of the felt-top casino-regulation-size poker tables. If they had business they had to attend to, there was an old oak wood phone booth with a pay phone at the rear of the club that we used in the daytime to run our sports book and other gambling operations.

We meant no offense to Frankie and Jimmy or to the pope, but we decorated the walls with blown-up photos and wall posters of some other Italian heroes, like Joe DiMaggio and Rocky Graziano; we had a couple of famous Italian villains too—Mussolini and Al Capone. Displaying photos of non-Italian celebrities is unheard of in any Mob joint. But when guys complained about the half dozen color photos of my favorite blond goddess on the wall behind the bar, I had to remind them that Marilyn Monroe was married to an Italian saint, DiMaggio.

Guys didn’t know what to make of the framed print I bought special and hung by the poker tables for good luck. It was a painting of a gorgeous nude by Salvador Dalí. Mob guys aren’t big on art to begin with—never mind surrealist art. They looked at the big red rose that grew out of the girl’s neck and figured the painting was typical strangeness from a guy everybody called Sally Ubatz. None of the guys knew why the painting had special meaning for me. I hung it up there in memory of my sister Rose Marie—my guardian angel.

Another woman who was important in my life was named after the heavenly angels, but I never asked my wife Angela what she thought of the painting or about the way I decorated the place. She wouldn’t know what to say if I did, because she never stepped foot inside the Sinatra Club. No woman ever did, and that includes the two hookers I booked every night the club was open; their pleasures were a perk we provided our high rollers—gratis. It was one of the little extras we offered that guys couldn’t find in any other Mob joint and gambling den. The hookers helped make the Sinatra Club something special, like the jukebox and the travel posters and the Dalí painting—only hotter. But the club wasn’t a brothel; all tricks were turned off premises. Guys who wanted something else to play with between hands had to drive a few blocks to a nearby motel where I put the girls up on game nights.

The Sinatra Club was off-limits to wives, girlfriends, and mistresses—even mine. As far as I know, none of the guys who wet their wicks at the motel—or, later, at the secret splash pad I set up in an apartment walking distance from the club—told their wives or girlfriends about the hookers. I sure as hell didn’t tell my wife. Like all Mob wives, Angela depended on my lies so she didn’t have to face the truth, which was that, like all Mob guys I knew—save one—I cheated on her every chance I got.

As for my mistress, Jane, I didn’t have to lie to her about the hookers—she was a whore herself and a madam; she provided the girls I booked for the club. I paid her for the girls, but I didn’t pay Jane for sex. That’s because we were in love. It was a sweet arrangement, but looking back maybe I should have kept things on a professional level. Hookers don’t get jealous, but lovers do. And when things went too far between us, Jane did what jealous lovers do—she lashed out at her rival. And like so many things in that upside-down world of ours, our relationships were reversed and the other woman was my wife. And when my wife and my mistress locked horns, Angela fought like the devil and it was Jane who got bloodied.
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That first night John came into the club, we had two poker tables—one up front for nickel-and-dime games that brought in a lot of semilegit blue-collar guys from the neighborhood, and a high-stakes table farther back. We were serving deli sandwiches, beer, and wine, and we were still playing with plastic chips and store-bought Tally-Ho and Bee decks. We didn’t become a real first-class joint until a month later when we made John a partner. He brought in so many high rollers from every crew in the city we started calling it the All-Families Social Club.

When that happened, the Sinatra Club became so popular we had twice as many guys waiting for seats than we had playing. So I ordered a third custom-built table from a company in Toronto. We stocked the bar with brandy and champagne and top-shelf liquor, brought in hot catered meals from the Villa Russo and other local Italian restaurants the guys liked, and replaced the cheapies with real fourteen-gram chips like they used in Vegas and decks of plastic-coated Kem cards that I bought by the gross direct from the manufacturer.
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After two years and seven months playing cards for cigarettes in the can, Johnny was eager for a cash game. But before he sat in on one, Dominic walked him to the back room for a sit-down. They were in there long enough for the rest of us to play a few hands.

Johnny showed Dominic a lot of respect from the minute he came into the club. Dominic wasn’t a made guy, but Johnny treated him like he was. Dominic—his Mob name was Little Dom, even though he was average height, maybe an inch or two shorter than Gotti—had been in on some hits for Carmine Persico’s faction during the civil war that split our Family in the 1960s. Dom had earned his button, and everybody knew he would get it as soon as the Commission opened up the books and the Families could swear in new members again. Dom was also five years older than him, and that’s another reason why Johnny was so deferential—in the beginning, anyway.

Dom had done enough time himself to know that three years off the streets had left John Gotti broke. He also knew that John was a strong earner and that he would make good on a loan. So Dom did for his Gambino friend what Charlie Fatico did for out-of-Family members who were regulars at his weekly games—he extended Johnny a line of credit good for a couple of thousand.

Within a few hours, most of Johnny’s stake and a couple thousand more that he borrowed from the house was part of the huge pile of chips stacked on the table in front of Jimmy Burke.

You’ll never find a connected guy who’s not a devoted gambler—the Mob’s lifeblood flowed from gambling and loan sharking. Whether we bet on horses or sports or dice or cards, gambling was like breathing for Mob guys—we couldn’t live without it.

That’s not to say everybody was good at it. Most Mob guys were chronic losers, and a lot of those who weren’t were mediocre at best. There were plenty of good players but only a few really gifted card sharks like Jimmy Burke. There were also a whole lot of degenerate gamblers, guys who, the more they lost, the more they kept at it until it broke them. The gambling bug infected them and made them sick. Degenerate gamblers were like junkies who couldn’t stay high; they kept right on shooting up the shit that was killing them.

Johnny Boy was like that. It took me a few more nights playing seven-card stud with John at the Sinatra Club before I realized that for all the charisma and power that he exuded and the respect he got from everyone he met, he was also one of the worst cardplayers I ever met.

But Jimmy Burke had Johnny Boy pegged from the very first hands John played. Once Gotti took a look at his bottom cards, he was fucking William Tell. When he thought he had a winner, he started running his fingers through his hair. Late in the hand, if his cards still looked strong, he got so eager to raise the bet he was practically yanking his hair out by the fistful.

It got comical once he lit up a cigar. Johnny always smoked De Nobilis, and when he had a winning hand, it stood straight up, proud as a pecker in a whorehouse. When he held a loser, his lip went limp and the stogie drooped down.

But giving away his hands wasn’t Johnny’s biggest problem. Two things that made him a truly terrible cardplayer were that he always thought the next card would make him a winner, and he could not stand to be bluffed. Either because he didn’t think anybody would dare pull one over on him or because he was too proud to be made a fool of, he always stayed in as long as possible and he always bet big in hopes of knocking the other players out. The result was that all of his chips ended up in the stacks of another player’s winnings, usually Jimmy Burke’s if he was in the game.

As big a loser as Johnny was that first night at the Sinatra Club, he was an equally soreheaded one. When a pot went to the other guy, his face turned red and the veins in his forehead popped like his brains were about to spurt all over the table. He’d throw down his cards and then grab them up again and rip them with his teeth. That was his thing. I saw him do that time and again over the years. He ruined a lot of perfectly good decks that way. He ripped them with his chompers or crumpled them in his fist and threw them across the room.

By the time we got a fresh deck, he was calmed down and ready to play again. He loved gambling so much he couldn’t wait for the next deal. I guess he figured his luck was about to change.

It never did, and years later, it would be his undoing.

[image: Image]

Everybody has an Achilles’ heel, but the only guy I knew who got even a taste of the kind of fame and glory that kick-ass Greek warrior won before one lousy flaw tripped him up was John Gotti. He was no true tragic figure, obviously—nobody weeps for a man who is as greedy and vicious as he is ambitious and who doles out contracts on guys like betting slips at the track. But to us who were in that Life back then, who watched him come from nothing and achieve great wealth and power and fame, all because he had the balls to grab it when he had the chance, he was a kind of hero.

Johnny Boy’s rise was really something to see. Just a couple of months after his first night at the Sinatra Club, he was running Charlie Fatico’s entire gambling and loan shark operation, a job no corporate mortgage banker could handle even if, like the song says, he robbed people with a gun instead of a fountain pen. Before the year was out, he was acting boss of Charlie’s crew and answering directly to Neil Dellacroce and Don Carlo Gambino himself.

Johnny’s career took off like a rocket and, in one way, at least, the Sinatra Club was his launching pad. A Mob war erupted that spring and summer, the worst the city had seen since the bloody Castellammarese War of 1930–1931. This war in fact turned far more dangerous than that one when, in August, innocent civilians were murdered in the crossfire at a Midtown Manhattan restaurant during the dinner rush.

The public and official outcry caused a crisis that threatened the entire New York Mob. Desperate to end the war, Carlo Gambino decided that the only way to save the Five Families was to dissolve them and blend the New York gangs into One Big Family.

To test his vision of the Mob of the future, Don Carlo gave his Family’s rising young Turk a challenge. Johnny had told the boss all about the Sinatra Club—that it was a joint venture owned and operated by Colombos and Gambinos, and so many guys from crews all over hung out there that we called it the All-Families Social Club. Gambino told Johnny to start using his partnership in the club to make it a proving ground for cooperation among all the Families. That meant setting up a score that all five of the bosses could profit from. If any of his plans backfired, it would be Johnny’s head that would roll.

Because Fox, Tommy, and I had gotten approval from our three bosses to pull scores together, John asked me to start looking for a heist big enough for five guys to work and splashy enough that all the Families would gladly quit fighting long enough to split the spoils. John’s idea was that while they were at it, the bosses might learn that the benefits reaped from peaceful cooperation beat the hell out of the damages everybody was suffering because of the war.

I’m going to tell you all about how the Five-Families Heist went down. I’m also going to fill you in on how I was practically raised from birth to become a mobster. But first, let me talk about a chain of events that began the spring before John Gotti got out of prison and ended in the fall with me getting into a Wild West–style shoot-out with a New York City police officer—think High Noon, except when the lawman got the drop on me, I aimed a speeding Corvette right at his balls. Thanks to Mike Coiro, that incident resulted in a surprising and historic win for the bad guys in the eternal war between cops and robbers.

It was also the inciting incident that led to the opening, on Thanksgiving weekend 1971, of the Sinatra Club.


CHAPTER TWO

The Geriatric Twins

SPRING 1971

I TURNED TWENTY-SIX THE DAY before May Day. My second son would be born before the month was out, and I was at a crossroads in my life.

I made my living as a professional gambler and a loan shark. That meant I lent money at exorbitant interest to losers at Ozone Park’s own Aqueduct Racetrack and beat the crap out of them when they welshed or didn’t pay the weekly compounded interest—the vig— on a timely basis.

In the past three years, I had been busted for bookmaking so many times I lost count. There were more than a dozen at least that were logged on to my rap sheet along with arrests for robbery, burglary, forgery, assault, gun possession, and—my bread and butter when I was a kid—auto theft. I never did any real jail time for any of it; the charges were always dropped or forgotten. The reason for that is that I was connected.

Because I had a Family legacy thanks to my uncle Tony—and also because my business partner and boss, Dominic Cataldo, ran one of its top crews—I was an associated member of the Colombo Family.
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