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To Marthayn, I’d be a

fool to want anyone else.


‘I’m A Fool To Want You’

Words & Music by Jack Wolf, Joel Herron, Frank Sinatra, 1957.


PROLOGUE

I

Las Vegas, Fall, 2003

Jenny Phillips was a looker.

She had the prettiest blue eyes, the kind of nose you’d see on statues of a Roman princess, and a helluva rack on her. Maybe I should have felt like a dirty old man, looking her up and down as she stood in the doorway of her apartment, but she was only eighteen years younger than I was.

She was sixty-five.

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘You look great.’

‘For an old lady?’ she asked, smiling.

‘Look who you’re talkin’ to,’ I said. ‘People are gonna think you’re my daughter.’

She reached out and straightened my tie.

‘You’re a handsome old gent, Eddie G.’ she said. ‘Don’t look a day over seventy-five.’

‘Why are people always telling an octogenarian he looks young?’

‘I didn’t say young,’ she said. ‘I gave you about eight years, but you still look like an old geezer.’

‘Thanks very much,’ I said. ‘The car’s downstairs. Are you ready?’

‘Do I need a shawl, or a jacket?’ she asked.

‘Jacket,’ I said. ‘It’s getting cool.’

‘I’ll be right back.’

I watched her ass as she walked away from me. Still firm and sassy. Sorry, but I’m an old-fashioned guy. I still think the way I did back in the 60s, when I was eyeing every waitress and showgirl’s ass that went by at the Sands.

She came back, stepped into the hall and closed the door behind her, made sure it was locked. Then she turned and kissed me on the cheek.

‘What was that for?’ I asked.

She smiled fondly, wiped off the lipstick with her thumb and said, ‘That was for looking at my ass as I walked away.’

‘I don’t have much of a choice, Jen,’ I said. ‘It’s a great ass.’

‘I love Ava Gardner,’ Jenny said in the limo.

I didn’t comment.

‘I mean, in Mogambo? Why does anyone even look at Grace Kelly?’

‘I agree.’

‘So you like her movies?’

‘Why else would I invite you to an Ava Gardner retrospective?’ I asked.

‘Well, you know how much I like her.’

‘Yes, I do.’

The limo stopped and Jenny looked out the window.

‘Where are we going?’

‘Dinner first,’ I said. ‘We have plenty of time.’

This was my sixth date with Jenny. I kept count because ever since I was a young man I’d never been able to get past the sixth date, except for my wives, and you can guess where those relationships went.

So I took Jenny to my favorite Italian restaurant, my usual table. Which was always for two. I ordered for both of us. She liked that. I liked the way she was staring across the table at me. I was amazed at how smooth the skin of her face was, wondered if she’d had some work. I didn’t think so, though, because there were some lines in her neck and at the corners of her mouth and eyes. She would have had those smoothed out as well. I decided she just had extraordinary skin. And her hair was still mostly black, with some grey streaks, worn long. On her, sixty-five was the new fifty.

‘Do you know why I like you, Eddie?’

‘I could guess,’ I said, ‘and I might get lucky, but I’d rather hear it from you.’

‘You have manners,’ she said. ‘Old world manners.’

‘Me?’ I said. ‘I’m still a kid from Brooklyn; inside, I mean.’

‘Well, the man on the outside has a lot of polish.’

‘And that’s why you like me.’

‘That’s one of the reasons.’

The waiter came with wine, bread and olive oil. He poured; I tasted and nodded like I knew what I was doing. I would have preferred beer, but over the years I had learned a little about wine. For instance, I learned that after you taste it you’re supposed to nod.

‘Should you be drinking that?’ Jenny asked. ‘Eating bread and pasta?’

‘Why not?’

‘Your diabetes?’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘my toes are numb, and my fingertips are getting there. I’m out with a beautiful woman, and I probably won’t be able to feel the softness of your skin, but at least I can taste the wine, and the bread and the pasta.’

‘You can’t feel my skin?’ she asked, looking sad.

I reached over and touched her wrist with the fingertips of my right hand.

‘Hardly,’ I said.

She reached across the table and touched my mouth.

‘Your lips aren’t numb, are they?’

I took hold of her, ran my lips over the back of her hand.

‘Smooth and soft,’ I said, kissing it.

‘If you’re good tonight,’ she said, ‘maybe I’ll let you feel more than my hand.’

I frowned, then sighed and pushed away the wine and the bread.

‘Tell you what, Jen,’ I said, ‘I’ll just eat the pasta.’

She blew a kiss across the table. I may have been eighty-three years old but, on occasion, I was still pretty virile.

This was one such occasion...



II

After her veal and my pasta I ordered her a tiramisu for dessert.

‘Nothing for you, Eddie?’ the waiter asked.

‘Just coffee, Luigi.’

He nodded.

‘You are being good,’ she said.

‘I’m keeping my eyes on the carrot at the end of the stick.’

She laughed.

‘That’s the first time I’ve ever been called a carrot.’

‘I’m a romantic devil.’

‘Romantic,’ she said, looking at her watch. ‘Do we have time—’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’ve got it all timed out. We’ll be there for the opening credits of The Barefoot Contessa.’

‘The Barefoot Contessa and Mogambo,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Two of my favorite movies with my favorite actress and my favorite man.’

‘Bogie or Gable?’ I asked.

‘Who’s talking about them?’

The dessert came and I watched her eat.

‘You remind me of her, you know,’ I said.

‘I do? Of who?’

‘Ava Gardner.’

‘Yeah, right... Eddie, don’t worry, you’re going to get lucky tonight.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘OK,’ she said, ‘in which movie?’

‘Not in any movie,’ I said, ‘I mean in person. In real life.’

She stopped with her fork halfway to her mouth, then put it down and leaned forward.

‘Eddie... you knew her? You knew Ava Gardner?’

‘Would that surprise you?’

‘Well... no, I guess not. After all, you are Eddie G., a Vegas legend, friends with all the Rat Pack.’

‘Well, I was kind of an acquaintance of Peter’s. We never really got along. And I’m no legend. I just had some special friends.’

‘Like Marilyn Monroe?’ she asked. ‘And Ava Gardner?’

‘Among others.’

There had been a magazine article out a few months ago about the Rat Pack women. Alongside ran a sidebar about me and Marilyn. There had been enough material for more than a sidebar, but I’d made sure that most of the research disappeared. So when I met Jenny at a party at a friend’s house and we were introduced, she knew who I was. I like to think we would have connected anyway, but what are you gonna do?

‘Eddie,’ she said, ‘you have to tell me about her.’

‘What do you want to know?’

‘What was she like?’

‘She was a great broad,’ I said.

‘That’s all?’

I took a deep breath, sorry that I’d even mentioned it. I’d gotten carried away with the moment.

‘Eddie,’ she asked, ‘did you sleep with Ava Gardner?’

‘Are you kidding?’ I asked. ‘Frank would have killed me.’

I turned around, waved at Luigi to bring me the check.

‘That’s not a denial,’ she said.

‘Jenny, we have to leave now if we’re gonna make the movie.’

‘Damn you, Eddie,’ she said, as I pulled her chair out, ‘maybe you won’t get lucky tonight.’

‘That’s not fair.’

She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and stared at me.

‘I tell you what,’ I said. ‘We’ll talk about it after the movies.’

‘You promise?’

‘I promise.’

I had gotten us perfect seats for the movies. Not too close, not too far away. Either way, I had to put on my glasses.

‘You better come through, Eddie,’ Jenny whispered in my ear.

I passed her the popcorn as the lights went down and the credits began to roll.

My big crush in the 60s had been Angie Dickinson, who I had finally met thanks to my association with Frank and Dean. Ava Gardner, however, had always been unattainable to me. She was a goddess on the screen – had actually played Venus, the Goddess of Love in the movie, One Touch of Venus – but her unattainable status stemmed from the fact that she was Frank’s ex-wife when I met her. Ex-wife but still the love of his life.

I had to figure out just how much I wanted to tell Jenny about me and Ava Gardner. So while her eyes were riveted to the screen, I let my mind drift back...


ONE

Las Vegas, Sept., 1962

The dealer’s name was Rachel. She was young, pretty, stacked.

The only thing that kept her from being showgirl material was that she was too short. So we lucked into getting her as a blackjack dealer—and I lucked into getting her at one of the tables in my pit.

I hadn’t had anything to do with hiring her, and I didn’t much mind having her at one of my tables, but even from where I was standing I could see that she was – at best – inept. Not only was she clumsy with the cards, but she wasn’t standing when she was supposed to stand, or hitting when she was supposed to hit. In short, she was a looker, but she was costing us money.

I waved over Zack, one of our regular dealers, and told him, ‘Relieve Rachel.’

‘I’d love to relieve her of—’ he started, wiggling his eyebrows.

‘Just do it, Zack.’

‘But... it ain’t time.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it is. And then send her right over to me.’

‘Uh, sure, boss,’ he said, once he realized I was serious.

He went over and tapped her on the shoulder. She frowned at him, listened to what he had to say, then looked over at me. I nodded. She put her cards down, clapped her hands together once, then left the table.

‘Mr G., I—’

‘Take the rest of the day, Rachel.’

‘But... why?’

‘We’ll have a talk tomorrow morning.’

She stared at me and asked, ‘Like... over breakfast?’

‘What?’ Then I realized what she meant, and felt stupid. ‘No, no, it’s nothing like that, kid. Geez, I’m not hittin’ on you!’

‘Oh. Well then, wha—’

‘I’m the boss, right?’

‘Right.’

‘So I’m tellin’ you to take the rest of the day off, with pay, come to work tomorrow, and then we’ll talk. OK?’

She stared at me like she still didn’t think I was on the up-and-up, then said, ‘OK, Mr G.’

‘Good. Now get outta here.’

She shrugged, turned and walked away. Every male head within sight of her shapely butt watched it leave, including me. Then I turned and saw the dealers all looking at me, wondering if I was fucking her.

‘Deal!’ I growled at them. Now all I had to do was figure out what to do with her, because she was never going to make a good blackjack dealer.

Later in the day Dean Martin showed up at the blackjack tables. He, Frank and Sammy were all in town to play the Sands. It wasn’t the entire Summit – not without Joey and Peter – but it would do. The Copa Room would be filled the next three nights.

‘Hey Dino,’ I said.

‘Eddie G.,’ he said, shaking my hand warmly. ‘Good to see you, Pally.’

He looked sharp in an expensive suit, his only jewelry a watch and a pinky ring on his left hand.

‘You wanna play a little? Or deal?’ Dino was known to deal a little blackjack and pay the pretty ladies off on 22.

‘No, not today,’ he begged off. ‘I’m just here checking on a friend. Well, the friend of a friend... of a friend.’

‘You’re making me dizzy.’

‘You know how it works. Friend of a friend of a friend?’ He had a cigarette in his right hand, held it between his forefinger and middle finger and used his thumb to bend his nose.

‘Oh, a friend of Momo’s?’ Momo was Sam Giancana, number one man in the mob in those days. And a good friend of Frank’s. He would like to have been friends with Dean, but the wise guys didn’t fascinate Dean the way they did Frank. If Dean was doing a favor for Momo, his favor really was for the Leader.

‘Now you got the picture, Pally. So where is she?’ He looked around. ‘I’m supposed to check on her.’

‘On who? Where’s who?’

‘Rachel.’

I swallowed and asked, ‘Rachel?’

‘Yeah, she’s supposed to be the new dealer. Didn’t Jack tell you?’

‘He told me he hired her,’ I said. ‘He didn’t tell me why, or who she was. Who is she?’

‘Just somebody’s... niece.’

Right, I thought, somebody’s Goumada was more like it.

‘So where is she?’

‘I gave her the rest of the day off.’

‘Isn’t this her first day?’ Dean asked.

‘Well, yeah...’

‘Oh boy,’ Dean said, ‘was she that bad?’

‘No, I just – we need to find somethin’ – I have to talk to Jack in the morning about her.’

‘Look, Eddie,’ Dino said, ‘you don’t have to hide anything from me. I’m just doin’ somebody a favor by asking.’

‘The truth is,’ I said, still being careful, ‘she needs more training.’

‘More training?’

‘Some training,’ I said. ‘She needs training... in something.’

‘She as good looking as I heard?’

‘Oh yeah...’

‘Well, OK,’ he said, spreading his hands. ‘Listen, you wanna get some dinner later?’

‘Sure.’ When would I ever turn down Dean Martin’s invite to dinner?

‘Good,’ he said. ‘There’ll be a car out front after the show.’

‘What about Frank?’

‘He’s got Nancy and the kids in town, gonna be spending time with them.’

‘And Sammy?’

‘Yeah, May’s with him, so it’ll just be you and me. That OK?’

‘Fine with me, Dean.’

‘Good, see you then.’

Dean waved, turned and walked back across the casino floor.

I was going to have to approach this very carefully with Jack. Although I wished he had told me we were dealing with some mob boss’s ‘niece.’ But the bottom line for Jack should also be that she was costing the casino money. All I was going to do was suggest that we get her some training as... something.

I got called back to the pit to OK a limit increase, and then got busy the rest of my shift. Afterward, I went to the locker room where I kept some extra clothes and changed into something appropriate for having dinner with Dean Martin.


TWO

Dinner with Dean after a show was usually a raucous affair. Frank, Sammy, Joey, Peter, sometimes other friends like Buddy Hackett and Buddy Lester (a comic actor and friend who had appeared in Ocean’s 11), or Tony Curtis and Janet Leigh might show up. But on this particular night it was just Dino and me, and I gotta tell you, it was a thrill. I’d known Dean personally for a couple of years then, ever since the filming of Ocean’s 11. I was a huge fan long before that, but although I now considered us to be friends, it was still a kick having dinner with him and getting all his attention.

We were at the Bootlegger Bistro on the South Strip, a traditional Italian restaurant that both Dean and Frank often patronized. The owner and the waitresses all made a fuss over Dean until he asked them to go away so he and I could talk.

See? That’s what I mean. What a kick!

We talked about families – his, not mine – films he was going to make, and attempts to lure him to weekly television.

At one point he said, ‘We’ve talked about me enough, Eddie. What’s goin’ on with you?’

I told him I was still happy in the pit at the Sands, still had my little house away from the strip, and was still single with nobody regular in my life.

That was a mistake. He then went on about how important it was for me to find a woman, settle down and have a family. I told him none of that was really in my plans.

‘What happened to that pretty waitress you were seein’?’ he asked. ‘What was her name?’

‘That didn’t last, Dean, and she moved on. She doesn’t live in Vegas anymore.’ I was hoping he’d let it drop.

He did. Instead, we talked a bit about Marilyn Monroe, and how her recent death had affected us both. He said the movie he was supposed to be doing with her got scrubbed. He wouldn’t hear of them replacing her.

I had met Marilyn through Dean, helped her survive a crisis, and was one of the last people she called before her death, a supposed – and apparent – accidental overdose just the previous month.

Dean told me he was looking at some scripts, wanted to do another western, but was also looking at a series of spy novels written by someone named Donald Hamilton. The character’s name was Matt Helm, and he was some kind of super spy. Or, at least, that was the way Dean was thinking of playing him.

We finished dinner and had some coffee and cannoli for dessert.

‘Have you seen Frank yet?’ he asked me.

‘No, not yet. Why, is there something wrong? Does he have a problem?’

‘No, no, nothing like that,’ Dean said. ‘At least not that I know of. It’s just...’

‘Just what?’

‘He’s kind of different when he’s around Nancy and his kids.’

‘Different how?’

‘Oh, sort of on his best behavior, you know? He doesn’t want to give Nancy any reason to not let him see the kids.’

‘Are they all here with him?’

‘Yep, Nancy, Frank Jr. and Tina.’

‘Aren’t they over eighteen?’ I asked.

‘Not Tina,’ Dean said. ‘She’s fourteen. Frank Jr. is eighteen, Nancy’s twenty-two and a beauty. Their mother could still keep him from seeing Tina if she wanted to.’

‘So Frank’s gonna behave, huh?’ I said, smiling. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen that side of him.’

‘Well, he’ll be the same on stage and in the steam room,’ Dean pointed out. ‘It’s just when he’s around his family, you know?’

We went back to talking about Dean’s kids after that, which was OK with me. He was proud of them. He was thinking that Dino Jr. was going to follow in his footsteps, but he was equally talented as a musician and a tennis player. He thought the kid would probably make a good pro tennis player.

Deanna, his daughter, was also talented, had a fine singing voice.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘if you end up going on television with a weekly show, you could always have them on.’

‘You know, you’re right,’ he said. ‘I could do that. I could also have Nancy and Frank Jr. on. They both sing very well.’

‘Not Tina?’

‘Tina’s the brainy one,’ he said. ‘I bet if the other two have a career in show business it’ll be with her behind the scenes. In fact, I’ll bet she’d be a great producer.’

It was nice to hear how proud Dean was not only of his own kids, but of Frank’s as well. To my way of thinking, this was the sign of a real friend.


THREE

As we continued our dinner we talked about other members of the extended family. Sammy was doing well and was happy with May. Peter was still on the outs with Frank over the JFK thing. I asked Dean if he had tried to intercede on his behalf but he said he stayed out of other people’s politics, and that’s what ‘this’ was all about.

‘Is Frank still mad at Bing Crosby because JFK stayed there instead?’

‘That’s the odd part,’ Dean said. ‘No, he isn’t. In fact, we’re gonna do another film, this one called Robin and The Seven Hoods, and Frank wants to give Bing the part that was originally gonna be played by Peter.’

‘That is odd,’ I said. ‘Why not be mad at Bing?’

‘I don’t know,’ Dean said. ‘He’s not mad at him, or JFK. Only Peter.’

‘That doesn’t sound right.’

‘Well, maybe you can talk to Frank about it. He values your opinions.’

‘Oh, no,’ I said, ‘I’m with you when it comes to people’s politics. Besides, I’ve never been that crazy about Peter.’

‘Why is that?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Maybe it’s that snooty British attitude of his.’

Before we left the restaurant we managed to somehow get on the subject of Dean’s old partner, Jerry Lewis.

‘Seems Frank thinks I should appear on Jerry’s Labor Day telethon.’

‘I guess Frank doesn’t feel the same way about stayin’ out of other people’s business.’

‘Well, it’s not a political thing, between Jerry and me, and Frank likes to see himself as a Mr Fix-It.’

‘With other people’s relationships?’

Dean nodded.

‘Are you gonna do it?’ I asked.

‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Maybe some day, but not this year.’

I had met Jerry only once, when he played the Sands, but had not spent any time talking to him. I knew Jack Entratter considered him a friend, but Jack had lots of friends I didn’t talk to.

Dean paid the bill and we got back in the limo and returned to the Sands.

‘Nightcap?’ I asked him, in the lobby.

‘No, I don’t think so.’ People were pointing at him and staring. Any minute one of them was going to come over and ask for an autograph.

‘I’m gonna go upstairs and call Jeannie and the kids. I miss ’em when I’m away.’ He slapped me on the back and said, ‘Give the family thing some thought, Eddie. I’m tellin’ ya, it’s great.’

‘See you tomorrow, Dean,’ I said. ‘Maybe I’ll come and see the show.’

‘You do that. I think we’re gonna drag Buddy Lester up there since Joey’s not in town.’

‘I’d like to see that.’

‘OK, see ya then, Pally.’

‘Say hello to Jeannie for me. She was a real help when I was in L.A. a few months back.’

‘I’ll tell her.’

He headed for the elevator and I headed for the casino floor. Technically, I wasn’t on the clock, but I usually liked to walk through if I was around, see how things were going.

As I walked past my pit one of the dealer’s called out, ‘Mr Entratter was lookin’ for you, Eddie.’

‘He say what he wanted?’

‘Not to me,’ the dealer said.

‘How long ago?’

‘’Bout an hour.’

‘OK, thanks.’

‘What do I tell him if he comes back?’

‘Tell him you heard I went out to dinner with Dean Martin.’


FOUR

The next morning I drove up to the Sands, stopped to take in the marquee. The day before it had said FRANK SINATRA, DEAN MARTIN, SAMMY DAVIS JR. On this morning it said NAT KING COLE, and below that TONY LABELLA in the lounge. Later that morning I watched from my pit as Jack Entratter walked across the casino floor towards me. He had a determined look on his face, one that said he either had indigestion, or a problem. Or maybe one was causing the other. As usual, his shoulders were straining the seams of an expensive suit.

I stepped out to meet him, and to keep our conversation away from the tables.

‘What’s up, Boss?’ I asked.

‘Have you seen Ava Gardner?’

‘In which movie?’

‘Don’t be a wise guy, Eddie,’ he said. ‘Have you seen her in the casino?’

‘Ava Gardner? Here?’ My heart started beating faster just at the thought. ‘If she was here I missed her, Jack. What the hell—’

‘Somebody said they saw her in the lobby of the hotel – twice,’ he said. ‘Once coming in, and then going out. Very upset, apparently.’

‘When?’

‘This morning. Seems she came in and left within half-an-hour – if it was her.’

‘Who saw her?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Word’s gettin’ around. You know how that works. Nobody ever remembers where something like that got started. That don’t stop them from spreadin’ it around, though.’

‘How are you gonna find out if she was actually here, Jack?’

He smiled at me and poked me in the chest with a thick forefinger. ‘I’m not, Eddie. You are. I’ll be in my office. Let me know what you find out.’ He started away, then stopped and turned. ‘Oh, and stop the word from going around. I don’t want to hear it again.’

‘Why me?’ I asked.

‘Because you’re the guy, Eddie,’ he said. Only he said, ‘The Guy,’ with capital letters. ‘You’re my go-to-guy, right?’

‘But why, Jack.’

‘Why what?’

‘Why do you want to know if it was Ava?’ I asked. ‘I mean, we get lots of celebrities here. It’s Vegas.’

‘Because I’m the boss,’ he said, ‘and I’m tellin’ you to find out for me. Do you need more than that, Eddie?’

‘Ya know what, Jack?’ I said. ‘I kinda do. I mean, after all this time workin’ for you, doin’ what you say without question—’

‘Ha!’

‘—I need an explanation for this one.’

He hesitated, then said, ‘OK, Eddie. This is not just a celebrity, this is Ava. Frank’s Ava. If she came here it was to see him, but then she ran out. I wanna know why before it gets back to Frank. That enough?’

He was looking out for Frank, like always.

‘Yeah, OK,’ I said. ‘That’s enough.’

‘Thank you,’ he said, and started to walk away.

‘Wait, Jack!’

He’d taken two steps, stopped and turned, frowning.

‘What about Frank?’ I asked.

‘What about him?’

‘Well... can I just ask him if he’s seen her?’

Entratter rubbed his jaw thoughtfully.

‘I don’t see why not, but he’s got his ex-wife here, and his kids,’ he said. ‘Tread lightly.’

‘I always do, Jack,’ I said, ‘when it comes to the guys.’

‘Check with Dean first,’ he suggested. ‘Maybe you won’t have to bother Frank. Those guys usually know everything about each other.’

‘I’ll do that,’ I said. ‘I had dinner with him last night, but do you know where he is now?’

‘I can’t do your job for you, Eddie,’ he said. ‘You know Dino. Check the golf course. I heard Jack Benny’s in town. They’re probably playing.’

Entratter started to walk away, then stopped and turned, raising his arm like he forgot something.

‘What’s with Rachel?’ he asked. ‘She’s in my office, sayin’ you sent her home yesterday.’

‘She’s got two left hands, Jack,’ I said, scowling at him. ‘And she doesn’t have the head for a dealer. And why the hell didn’t you tell me she was some mob guy’s goumada?’

‘You didn’t ask,’ he said. ‘Besides, I’m the boss. That means I don’t have to explain everything to you. Right?’

‘But Jack... does she have to be a dealer?’

‘No, she don’t,’ Jack said. ‘Why don’t you just find something else for her to do?’

‘Why do I have to—’ I started to ask, again.

‘Because I foisted her off on you,’ he answered, cutting me off. ‘You don’t want her? Foist her off on someone else. But don’t let it interfere with finding out about Ava.’

‘You got it, Boss.’

Since I was going to have to leave the casino floor – and probably the building – I needed somebody to cover my pit for me. One of my floormen was just weeks away from becoming a pit boss himself, so I asked him to take my place for the day.

‘Just today, Eddie?’ he asked.

I grinned and said, ‘I’m hoping it won’t be much longer than that, Phil, but if it is you’ll be the first to know.’

‘Anythin’ you wanna tell me before you leave?’ he asked.

‘Yeah,’ I told him, ‘just don’t piss off any of my regulars.’

Then I went in search of Ava Gardner.


FIVE

The last film I’d seen Ava in was On The Beach, with Gregory Peck. That had been in fifty-nine, three years ago. She’d done an Italian film with Dirk Bogarde in sixty, The Angel Wore Red, but I hadn’t seen it yet. Since then she’d been off the screen, living in Madrid and supposedly trotting around the globe. Only a few months back I’d heard that she’d started production on a new film called Fifty-Five Days at Peking, with Charlton Heston and David Niven. I didn’t know if that movie had wrapped or not, but if not what would she be doing in Las Vegas?

The answer was obvious. She would have been looking for Frank. They had been divorced since fifty-seven, but being friends with Frank I knew that he stilled loved her, and she still loved him. They tried to stay friends, but they mixed like dynamite and fire. Frank had once said to me, very sadly, ‘I love her, and God damn me for it.’

I went to the hotel lobby to talk to the staff, hoping to find out who had actually seen Ava in the building. But there had been a shift change. If a bellman or desk clerk had seen her, they had gone home. I decided to go outside and talk to the valets. That’s where I lucked out.

‘Yeah, I saw ‘er,’ a valet named Kenny said. He had enough acne to make him look like Howdy Doody. ‘Got out of a cab, went inside, came running out again a little while later.’

‘Where’d she go?’

‘Got into another cab.’

‘Did you hear where she told the cabbie to take her?’ I asked.

‘I didn’t hear, but I figured it must be the airport,’ Kenny said.

‘Which cab was it?’

‘It was an Ace cab.’

‘You know which one?’

‘I don’t know the number,’ he said, ‘but the cabbie’s name is Leo.’

‘Is he in line now?’ I asked.

Kenny looked over at the line of cabs waiting for fares and said, ‘No, he’s not back yet.’

I thought about going to the airport to find him, but he might have been on his way back.

‘Kenny, if he comes back in the next ten or fifteen minutes I’ll be in the lobby,’ I told the valet. ‘Tell him there’s a ten in it for him if he comes in and talks to me.’

‘What’s it about, Eddie?’ he asked.

‘Just do it, Kenny. OK? As a favor?’

‘Sure thing, Eddie.’ I gave him a five spot and went back into the hotel.


SIX

I used one of the phones behind the front desk to call Ted Silver, who worked in Security at McCarran Airport. I had to wait a while for him to come on the line. In those days the airport – named for Senator Pat McCarran – was pretty small, so he came on the line quick.

‘Eddie G., my man,’ Ted said. ‘What can I do for you, brother?’

‘Ava Gardner.’

‘Sign me up.’

‘I need to know if she flew in or out of Vegas in the past couple of hours.’

‘You’re kiddin’, right?’

‘Not kidding, Ted,’ I said. ‘In fact, she may be in the airport right now. Or stepping out of a cab.’

‘Jesus,’ he said, ‘what the hell am I doin’ on the phone with you?’

‘Find out for me, Ted.’

‘And whataya want me to do with her if she’s here?’ he asked. ‘You want me to hold ‘er here? She run out on a marker?’

Good question. What did I want? Entratter didn’t say anything about bringing her back to the Sands.

‘No, no,’ I said, ‘don’t detain her. I just need to know if she was here. And where she goes.’

‘That’s it?’

‘That’s it.’

‘What’s it about, Eddie?’ he asked. ‘Did she run out on a debt?’

‘Just do it for me, Ted. OK?’

‘OK, Eddie,’ Ted said. ‘I’ll give ya a call back at the Sands, right?’

‘Right. Thanks, Ted.’

‘Tickets to a show, right?’

‘Whenever you want.’

‘I’ll be talkin’ to ya.’

I hung up, nodded my thanks to the people behind the desk and got out of their way.

I decided not to bother Dean Martin with this. Frank had told me on more than one occasion that we were friends, and that I could talk to him anytime. On the other side of the desk I found a house phone and asked for Frank Sinatra’s suite, made arrangements to see him.

But in the end I decided to go ahead and check with Dean before seeing Frank. I knew how volatile Frank’s relationship with Ava had always been. Maybe I could avoid throwing wood on that fire.

I found out Dean had arranged for a tee time at the Desert Inn Golf Course. The last time I bothered him there he’d been playing a round with Bob Hope. This time – according to Jack Entratter – I might’ve been interrupting a round with Jack Benny.

I found Mack Gray, Dean’s Man Friday, in the clubhouse bar. After we shook hands he confirmed that Dean was on the course with Jack Benny.

‘You want I could drive ya out there?’ he asked.

‘You know what hole they’ll be on?’

‘We could probably figure it out,’ he said. ‘Come on.’

We got a golf cart and after Mack wedged his bulk behind the wheel, we took off. Several times as he executed a bend I thought Mack’s weight was going to overturn us. But somehow he managed to keep the cart upright.

As we drove I asked Mack if he knew anything about Ava Gardner, any recent news.

‘I know what I hear the boss talk about,’ he said. ‘She took some time off from movies, but just made one recently. I think she finished last month.’

‘Where did they shoot?’

‘Spain. I think that was the only reason she did it. She ain’t made a Hollywood movie since nineteen sixty.’

Some of that I already knew.

‘There they are,’ he said.

They were on the tee for the eighth hole. As we drove toward them Dean noticed us, must have recognized Mack behind the wheel. He said something to the other men – presumably Jack Benny – and walked towards us.

‘What’s goin’ on, Eddie?’ he asked, as I got out of the cart. With my weight gone the thing almost tipped over on Mack, but he quickly got out before that happened.

‘I just wanted to ask you a couple of quick questions before I bother Frank with them,’ I said.

Jack Benny looked over at us, and then checked his watch.

‘I won’t keep you long, Dean,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to get Mr Benny mad.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Dean said, ‘He’ll sulk a bit, but when I beat him he’s going to blame you.’ He put his right hand in the pocket of his white pants, leaned on the golf club with his left. ‘What’s this about Eddie?’

‘Word’s goin’ around the hotel that Ava was there this morning.’

‘Ava? I thought she was in Spain.’

‘That’s what I thought. So you didn’t see her? Or hear anything?’

‘No.’

‘Nothin’ from Frank?’

‘Nope,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘If he saw her he hasn’t told me.’

‘Would Frank bring Ava to Vegas while his kids were here?’ I asked.

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘After all, she was their step-mother for a while.’

‘But would he bring her while their real mom was here?’

‘No,’ Dean said, shaking his head, ‘that’d be looking for trouble.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I guess I’m gonna have to ask him if he’s seen her. Entratter wants me to find out if she was really here.’

‘Well, ask him, then,’ Dean said. ‘Maybe he did see her, but he sure wouldn’t mix her with Nancy.’

I nodded.

‘Thanks Dean.’

‘Anything else?’ he asked ‘Or can I get back to my game?’

‘How’s it goin’, Boss?’ Mack asked.

‘You and me are gonna eat in style tonight, Big Guy,’ Dean said, ‘on Mr Benny’s dime.’

‘That’ll make ‘im cry,’ Mack said.

‘Let me know what happens, Eddie,’ Dean said, and returned to his game.

As we drove back to the clubhouse I said to Mack, ‘It should be interesting to have dinner with Jack Benny, huh?’

‘Oh, Mr Benny won’t be there.’

‘But Dean said you’d be having dinner with him.’

‘We’re gonna have dinner on him,’ Mack said. ‘If he loses and has to buy two dinners, he sure ain’t gonna wanna buy a third!’


SEVEN

When I knocked on the door I was surprised when it was answered by a beautiful young girl of twenty-two. She was blonde, slender, wearing a mini-skirt and white boots.

‘Well, hello,’ she said.

‘Hello,’ I said. ‘I was looking for Frank—’

He came up behind her, cutting me off with his appearance.

‘Eddie!’ he said. ‘I want you to meet my daughter, Nancy.’

‘The famous Eddie G.,’ she said, with a smile. ‘This is a pleasure.’

‘I can see why your dad is so proud of you,’ I said. ‘You’re beautiful.’

‘And talented,’ Frank said. ‘She sings like an angel.’

‘Daddy, I’m more interested in the fact that Eddie thinks I’m beautiful,’ she said, boldly looking me in the eyes. I had the feeling this young lady was going to be a force to be reckoned with as she got older.

‘Maybe we could have a drink some time—’ she started, but her father cut her off.

‘Oh, no,’ he said, pushing her out the door. I had to step aside to let her go. She smelled wonderful. ‘Eddie’s too old for you, little girl. You just run along. We have business.’

‘Oh, Daddy...’

‘Go!’ he said.

She took a few steps down the hall and when she was out of his sight held her hand to her ear and mouthed, ‘Call me.’

Frank was casually dressed and waved me in, a big welcoming smile on his face. I stepped into the suite, where it was safe.

‘Hey, my man Eddie,’ he said, closing the door behind me. He pumped my hand. He was dressed casually, open collar shirt, grey slacks, and a pair of slippers. ‘Great to see you, Clyde. What brings you here?’

‘Where’s George?’ I asked, looking around.

George Jacobs was to Frank what Mack Gray was to Dean.

‘Down the hall,’ Frank said. ‘I got a separate suite for Nancy and the kids. I’m having George look after them. You wanna drink?’

‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m not gonna take up too much of your time, Frank. I just have a question.’

‘OK.’ He folded his arms and shrugged. ‘Shoot.’

‘Did you see Ava today?’

‘Ava?’ He dropped his arms. ‘Why? Is she here?’ His blues eyes lit up as they always did when he spoke of her, or heard her name.

‘I guess that means you didn’t see her, then.’

‘No, no, I haven’t seen her’ He frowned. ‘Was she here?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out. One of our valets said he saw her, but he could’ve been mistaken. I’m checking with the airport now.’

Frank walked to the bar, hesitated, then changed his mind about a drink. Instead, he just leaned on the bar with both hands.

‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘she was here, and somehow...’

‘Somehow what?’

‘Found out that my family was here.’ He turned to face me. ‘She wouldn’t have wanted Nancy to see her.’ I knew he was talking about his ex-wife, not his daughter.

‘Would she just run out?’ I asked. ‘Without even leavin’ you a message?’

‘Run?’

‘The valet said she came out in a hurry, got into a cab,’ I explained. ‘I’m waiting to talk to the cab driver who might’ve picked her up.’

‘When was this supposed to have happened?’ Frank asked.

‘Jack came to me a little while ago.’

‘So this morning?’

‘Yes.’

‘I was in the lobby this morning,’ he said, ‘briefly, but with my family, my ex. She could’ve seen me.’ He scratched his head. ‘Damn it. You gotta find her for me, Eddie.’

‘I’m lookin’, Frank.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘I know Entratter wants you to find her so that I won’t worry. He’s trying to protect me. But I mean you’ve got to find her for me, talk to her. Find out what’s wrong. If she came here without calling first, then something’s wrong. She wanted to see me for some reason.’

‘So maybe she saw you with Nancy, got jealous and ran out.’

‘No, Ava wouldn’t get jealous of Nancy,’ Frank said. ‘Come on, Eddie. I know you. If she’s in town you can find her. Then bring her to me so I can find out what she needs.’

‘And then what?’

‘Then I’ll give it to her,’ he said, with a helpless shrug. ‘Whatever it is.’
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