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Owner feels heat as NJ closes $800K grid pool

By JOHN CRUDELE
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Not only did New Jersey manage to poop a party, but it also took all the gifts. 

Authorities in Monmouth County, NJ, shut down a huge football pool, arrested the sole proprietor of the operation and confiscated more than $800,000 in pool proceeds just two weeks before the start of the season. 

To make matters even more interesting (not to mention dangerous), the prosecutors who scour the Jersey Shore area for people breaking laws, bending social mores and offending basic human etiquette (think Snooki here) never made any sort of announcement of the pool takedown. 

So the guy who has been running this pool for 21 years and appears to have believed he was acting legally, is suddenly getting loads of threatening phone calls and e-mails -- even death threats -- from customers who wrongly think he skipped town with their dough. 

In fact, Jack Bovery -- a former currency broker who started the pool when he worked on Wall Street -- has been foolishly (I'm sure his lawyer would agree) defending his ethics on the Internet to people who are out anywhere from $100 to $5,000. 

In all, there were nearly 4,000 people who put money into the pool this year -- a pool that had a $750,000 grand prize. And, rumor has it, some prominent folks like sports agents, athletes and even people in law enforcement were among his customers. The prosecutor now has all that cash and even the checks that weren't yet put into the kitty. 

When I looked on Footballguys.com late last week there were 86 people discussing the demise of what was described publicly by Bovery as "The Original Survival Football Pool." At that point, 2,688 people had something to say on that site about Bovery and his operation. 

I got a whiff of this situation last week from someone who put $100 into the pool, so I sniffed around. A clerk at the prosecutor's office confirmed that there is a case pending against Bovery, but no indictment -- which means that the investigation is ongoing. 

But that's all I got from the prosecutor. 

Dom Amorosa, a former federal prosecutor now in private practice, looked at the New Jersey gambling statute for me and said it is ancient and "very broad." Bookmaking -- taking bets on whether a team will win or lose, for instance -- is obviously illegal. 

But whether the operators and participants of sports pools are breaking the law is open to debate. 

And this isn't the first time New Jersey has gone after the operator of a pool. Back in 2002, a manager at an AT&T office was charged with gambling because of a Super Bowl pool he was running. 

The "buy-in" that time was $300 -- more than Bovery's minimum of $100 -- and each participant got a chance in a 10-by-10 square grid that keyed off the last digit of the score on a quarter-by-quarter basis. 

There was a lot of publicity that time. But in the end the guy entered a pretrial intervention program and the charge was dropped. Nobody ever said what happened to the $30,000 that the AT&T employees put up. 

Also unknown is whether the AT&T manager got anything out of this operation other than the joy of mingling with his co-workers. The state decided that the pool players did nothing wrong. 

The current case is a little bit like this, but also a little different. 

Bovery's operation was also a pool. But bettors tried to pick the football team that would go all the way to win the Super Bowl. Nobody picked squares, like at AT&T, where results were left up to chance. 

In Bovery's pool, you had to successfully pick a single winning team each week -- or you were out. 

People who know this pool say it was customary for the winners to tip Bovery about 10 percent. Sometimes a cheapskate would win and there would be no tip. That part isn't much different from a poker player in Atlantic City, or anywhere else, flipping a chip to the dealer when he cashes in after a winning day. 

But as the number of Bovery's customers grew in just the last few years the tips were given up front -- in other words, 10 percent of the $100 put into the pool went as a gift to Bovery for doing such a nice organizational job. 

Bovery argued in his missives that this was all vetted with the proper authorities in New Jersey. And, I suppose, there's a reasonable argument that someone can "give" you a tip without you "taking" a percentage -- which, Jersey authorities have said in the past, is the acid test for whether or not you are doing something wrong. 

But, really, this situation could be explained much more simply. Maybe the prosecutor's of fice accidentally found out -- after being obliv ious for 21 years -- that Bovery had a lot of money sitting in the bank waiting to be paid out. And the state wanted it. 

Jersey, after all, isn't exactly solvent. 

So I have an idea. NJ should cut a deal with Bovery -- let him off with a slap on the wrist and he'll take over running Atlantic City. After all, Bovery seems to have more of a knack for the business than the people currently in AC do. jcrudele@nypost.com 
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