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To Marthayn, who

Flies Me To The Moon

every day


PROLOGUE

Las Vegas, December 2004

My long-time buddy, Danny Bardini, had shown up at my door with the DVD in his hot little hand.

‘Merry Christmas,’ he said.

‘Christmas is next week.’

‘I know, but Penny has us committed to some family gathering, so this was my only chance to give this to you and have a Christmas drink with my old pal.’

‘Old’ being the operative word. We were both in our early eighties at this point in our lives. Danny hadn’t handled a case in ten years; not since his wife Penny – for many years his secretary – had forced him into retirement.

I popped the cork on some champagne and he regaled me with the problems he had being married to a younger woman. After all, Penny was only sixty-eight.

‘I swear, Eddie,’ he said, ‘she wants it twice a month. I tell ya, she’s tryin’ to kill me.’ He put his feet up on my coffee table. ‘Put the DVD in.’

‘What? Open my Christmas present now?’

‘What part of I’m not gonna be here for Christmas did you miss?’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Early Christmas present for me.’ I tore it open, and found myself holding a DVD of The Frank Sinatra Show. ‘Hey, all right. The perfect gift.’

‘That’s what I thought.’

I went to my fifty-inch flatscreen and went down to one knee to access the DVD underneath. Both had been gifts from Vegas high rollers.

‘How do you do that?’ Danny asked.

‘What?’

‘Go down on one knee like that. Can you get up again?’

With the disc in the machine I stood up easily.

‘Show off,’ he said. ‘My knees are killing me.’

‘I walk,’ I said, ‘a lot.’

‘I walk,’ he insisted.

I sat next to him and said, ‘I mean further than from the sofa to the refrigerator and back again. Oh wait, you don’t do that, either. Penny gets your beer for you.’

‘Hey,’ he said, ‘I earned that kind of service with a lot of years of hard work and devotion.’

‘What did Penny ever see in you?’ I asked.

‘I was Mike Hammer, and she was Velda,’ he said. ‘Who else would she go for? You?’

‘Not me. She was too young for me.’

‘You’re only two years younger than me.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

Danny was my older brother’s best friend when we were kids in Brooklyn. When my brother died he kind of took me under his wing. He moved to Vegas after I did, telling me I was his only friend. I was never sure, but I found out over the years he was right. He didn’t trust people easily, and when you can’t trust, you can’t befriend.

‘Hey, turn this thing on,’ he said. ‘Mitzi Gaynor’s on the show with them.’

‘Ah, Mitzi...’ I said.

‘You knew her?’

‘No.’

‘But she played Vegas a lot.’

‘What can I tell you? You can’t meet them all.’

‘But you met these guys,’ he said, gesturing at the TV.

Frank, Dino and Bing were sitting on something that looked like a jungle gym for adults, singing together. It was The Frank Sinatra Show, circa 1958, and they were performing Together.

At one point Bing referred to them as ‘three vagrant minstrels’. He also referred to Frank as ‘Bones’.

‘Sure, but that was easy. They were all part of the Rat Pack.’

‘Bing Crosby?’

‘Well, sort of,’ I said. ‘He did do Robin and The Seven Hoods with them. And before that he and Frank did High Society. And this’ – my turn to gesture – ‘came in between those two things. High Society was fifty-six, this was fifty-eight and Robin was... sixty-four.’

‘Jesus, even your memory is better than mine,’ he complained.

‘Yeah, but you still got your looks.’ And most of his hair, I noticed.

‘Yeah, I do, don’t I?’ He raised his chin. ‘But what about the whole JFK thing?’

‘I’ve always wondered about that, too,’ I said. ‘Frank never got mad at Bing when JFK stayed at his house, instead. Never even got mad at Kennedy. He took it all out on Peter.’

‘Sounds kinda unfair.’

‘Maybe...’

‘You want help turnin’ the DVD player on, old timer?’ he asked.

‘I’ve got it,’ I said, pointing the remote.

When the screen came to life so did my friends...


ONE

August 4, 1962, Del Mar Race Track, Del Mar, California

My invitation to Del Mar Race Track for the Bing Crosby Handicap came from Dean Martin. Del Mar was founded by Bing Crosby himself in 1937, and every summer the elite showed up there for thoroughbred horse racing by the sea.

Singers like Dino, Frank Sinatra, Perry Como and Tony Bennett had for years talked about the debt they all owed to Bing Crosby. In fact, in 1950 Dean even recorded a song called ‘If I Could Sing Like Bing.’

In point of fact Dino was the one who was most like Bing. Not only could he sing, but he also shared Bing’s flair for comedy. Frank could be funny in the movies and on stage, but it didn’t come naturally to him like it did for Bing and Dino.

Dean had played Vegas in September of ’62 and wasn’t scheduled to come back to the Sands until ’64. But he called me in July of ’63 and asked me if I wanted to go to the track...

‘Gonna be quite a bash,’ he told me on the phone. ‘Bing will be there for the race, and he’s invited Jack Benny and Bob Hope.’

‘He won’t mind if I just show up?’

‘Hey, pally,’ he said, ‘Der Bingle invited me and I invited you. And bring somebody if you want. The more the merrier. It’s supposed to be a party.’

Dean even offered to send me a plane ticket but I told him I preferred to drive.

‘I’d like to bring Jerry Epstein, if that’s all right?’

‘The leg breaker?’ Dino laughed. ‘I thought you’d bring a broad with you.’

‘Jerry’s a big horse player,’ I said. ‘This’d be right up his alley.’

‘Then bring ’im,’ Dean said. ‘Sure, why not? It’ll be great. And pack for a couple of days. I’ll get you rooms in the Hotel Del Mar. That’s where a lot of us will be staying instead of driving home.’

When I hung up with Dean that day I called Jerry and he got excited. The chance to go to Del Mar to watch and bet on the Bing Crosby Handicap with Bing Crosby? The big guy loved it.

So at the end of July, Jerry came to Vegas, we did the town for a couple of days, and then headed for Del Mar in my Caddy. Naturally, he drove.

‘A month ago I never expected to be spending the first weekend in August in Del Mar,’ Jerry said, during the ride.

‘It’s a big deal, huh?’

‘You kiddin’?’ he asked. ‘The two places I’d most wanna be in the summer are either Del Mar or Saratoga. I can’t thank ya enough, Mr G.’

We drove to the Hotel Del Mar, checked into our rooms and had dinner, then Jerry said he had to go to his room to handicap.

‘I don’t wanna embarrass myself tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I gotta pick some winners.’

‘I hope so,’ I told him. ‘I’m gonna be betting your horses.’

When we got to the track the next day, we were immediately shown to the Clubhouse, where Dino welcomed us and made the introductions.

First he introduced us to our host, Bing Crosby, who had his wife of six years, Kathryn Grant, on his arm. It caused a stir in Hollywood when they married, as she had been twenty-three at the time and he fifty-four. But they looked like a happy couple that was very much in love.

‘Thanks for coming,’ Bing said, shaking hands with both of us.

‘It’s a real pleasure, Mr Crosby,’ I said.

‘Bing,’ he said, ‘just call me Bing.’

‘Mr Crosby,’ Jerry said, sounding nervous.

‘You, too, son,’ Bing said. ‘Call me Bing.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t do that,’ Jerry said.

‘Sure you can—’

‘No, he really can’t,’ I said. ‘He still calls me Mr G., and we’ve known each other for years.’

‘Are you two an act?’ Bing asked, laughing. ‘Should Hope and I be worried?’

‘I don’t think you and Mr Hope should worry about anybody,’ Jerry said. ‘You guys are funnier than Abbott and Costello, and they’re my favorite.’

‘High praise, indeed,’ Bing said, his arm around his beautiful wife’s waist. ‘I’ve gotta check a few things, so you boys just mingle, huh?’

‘Thanks, Bing.’

He walked off, looking more like he was dressed for golf than the track, but that was probably just his style. His wife, like many of the women around us, was decked out in an expensive sundress, others in halter-tops, all there to enjoy the sun as well as the horses. Some of them passed close enough for us to smell the ocean on them, indicating they had come to the track right from the beach.

Jack Benny was next, with his wife Mary; then we met Bing’s partner in Del Mar, Pat O’Brien. There were others, friends of Bing’s and O’Brien’s, not Hollywood types, all of whom were very nice and very rich.

A spread had been laid out for the guests, which I nibbled at but ‘Jerry made full use of. I stood off to one side with a Bloody Mary in my hand and watched him pile a plate high with cold cuts, potato salad and several other types of salad.

‘He really appreciates a smorgasbord, doesn’t he?’ Dean asked.

‘He has a big appetite, all right.’

‘You got any horses picked out for today?’

‘Jerry’s my guy for that,’ I said. ‘He’s a good handicapper.’

‘Is that so?’ Dean asked. ‘How good?’

‘Real good.’

‘I usually rely on Bing for my tips.’

‘Jerry doesn’t give out tips,’ I said. ‘He just picks winners.’

‘I might give him a try.’

‘Well, he did a lot of his handicapping last night, but as he explained to me on the way here, that’s only half the job. When he’s actually at the track he watches the horses in the paddock.’

‘Sounds like a lot of work,’ Dino said.

‘Why do you think I‘m counting on him to do it?’ I asked. ‘Where’s Frank, by the way?’

‘Bing invited him, but he’s got other obligations.’

‘It’s not because of the, uh, JFK thing, is it?’

‘What? Hell, no. Frank doesn’t hold Bing responsible for that.’

‘Or Jack Kennedy, I notice,’ I said. ‘Just Peter.’

‘Peter, and the rest of the Kennedy family, especially Joe. No, Bing means too much to Frank for him to get mad at. You don’t know what a thrill it was for Frank to work with Bing in High Society. In fact, he’s asked Bing to take the part that Peter was going to play in our new film, Robin and The Seven Hoods. He wishes he could have come, but he couldn’t. Same for Sam and Joey. Other plans. So, lunch?’

‘It’s too early.’

‘It’s almost noon. Almost first post.’

‘I know, but working and living where I do I sometimes eat at odd hours.’

‘Well,’ Dean said, ‘Bing usually leaves this spread out all day.’

‘Good to know.’

‘If Jerry leaves any of it for us.’


TWO

By the fifth race Jerry had picked three winners, and cashed a place bet. So had I, and Dean had followed. Bing, on the other hand, was oh-for-four, but not ready to toss in the towel yet.

‘You kiddin’?’ he said, when Dean suggested he followed Jerry’s picks for the rest of the day. ‘I’m just gettin’ warmed up. And I have the winner in the big race.’

‘Are you sure?’ Dean asked.

‘Positive,’ Bing said. ‘I got the word from the trainer.’

He walked off to make his bet on the fifth race.

‘He’s stubborn,’ Kathryn said, with a wry smile, ‘but I know when I’m licked. Jerry, who do you like in this race?’

Jerry gave her his pick and she went off to play it, as did Dean. Jerry had already bet, for both of us.

‘Who do we like in the big race?’ I asked him.

‘Crazy Kid.’

‘What?’

‘The horse’s name is Crazy Kid, trained by John G. Canty for Vista Hermosa Stable.’

‘You know all of that?’ I asked.

‘You gotta have as much information as you can to make your pick,’ Jerry said. ‘This ain’t casino gamblin’, ya know.’

‘Oh? And what’s wrong with casino gambling?’

‘Most of it is luck,’ he said. ‘This is skill.’

‘You’ve played poker and blackjack, and you can still say that?’

‘You still gotta have the cards.’

‘Well, here you’ve got to have the horse.’

‘And the jock, and the trainer, and the track condition—’

‘OK, OK,’ I said. ‘I give. Crazy Kid it is.’

‘I gotta get somethin’ ta eat,’ Jerry said, and headed for the spread. Actually, I was finally hungry, so I followed him.

We were standing off to one side with plates when Pat O’Brien came walking over. Had anybody in Hollywood played more priests in the movies than Pat O’Brien?

As he approached I could see how much thicker and greyer he’d gotten with age. I was used to seeing him on the screen, and hadn’t seen him like this. But after all, he was sixty-four. He reminded me of George Raft, who’d had a similar career.

From 1930 through 1952 I don’t think there was a year that Pat O’Brien wasn’t in a movie. Lately, he’d been plying his trade on TV in things like Playhouse 90, Studio 57, and his own show for one season, Harrigan and Son.

He looked around, like he was worried someone would see us.

‘Hey, big fella,’ he said, ‘I hear you been pickin’ winners today.’

‘I’ve had a few.’

‘So, whataya like in this race?’

Jerry told him.

‘That horse is ten-to-one,’ O’Brien said.

‘He’s due,’ Jerry said. ‘He’s droppin’ in class just enough to put him over.’

‘You got a tip?’

‘I don’t believe in tips, sir,’ Jerry said.

‘OK, son,’ the actor said. ‘Thanks.’ He started away, then stopped and turned back. ‘No reason Bing has to hear about this conversation, hey?’

‘You got it, Mr O’Brien,’ I said.

As he walked away I said to Jerry, ‘I hope that horse wins.’

‘He will,’ Jerry said, around a mouthful of macaroni salad.

And he did.

Bing Crosby looked around as the horses crossed the finish line, wondering why everybody was so happy. Then he got it, and took the news with good grace and humor.

‘You’re all a bunch of traitors,’ he said, laughing.

When he saw the look on Kathryn’s beautiful face he said, ‘You, too?’

She shrugged and he laughed again.

Jerry cooled off, though, missed two races in a row before the feature. I went to the paddock with him to look at Crazy Kid.

‘He looks good,’ Jerry said. ‘Should run in better than one-oh-nine.’

‘If you say so,’ I said.

‘Look at his legs.’

‘I’m better with showgirls’ legs.’

‘Well, this horse may not be able to kick like a showgirl, but he can run.’

‘Then we better go and bet.’

‘You think Mr Crosby will be mad when my horse wins and his doesn’t?’ he asked as we walked to a betting window.

‘No,’ I said, ‘I think he’ll congratulate you.’

‘Why won’t he play my horse?’

‘I guess some men just like to pick their own,’ I said. ‘After all, he founded this track, even owns some horses of his own. He probably considers himself an expert.’

‘Then he should be better at pickin’ winners,’ Jerry said.

‘Yeah, I suppose he should,’ I said, ‘but how about we don’t tell him that, hmmm?’

Jerry shrugged and said, ‘OK by me.’

We placed our bets and made our way to Bing’s box so we could watch the race with the others.

‘There you are, big fella,’ Bing said. ‘I thought you were gonna miss the race.’

‘No, sir,’ Jerry said. ‘Not a chance.’

Everyone had their tickets in their hands. All but Bing had bet on Crazy Kid, the horse Jerry had picked.

‘This horse’s first race was a twenty-seven hundred dollar claiming race,’ Bing reasoned. ‘There’s no way he’s come this far.’

But Jerry remained silent and stuck to his guns. So did the rest of us.

It was post time.

And they were off...

‘I can’t believe it!’ Bing Crosby said.

It was hours later. The spread in the clubhouse had been changed from cold cuts to hot food. Jerry had a plate stacked sky high and was looking very uncomfortable as he was also the center of attention. He had not only given out the winner of the Bing Crosby Handicap but the last race as well. The people surrounding him were now the Faithful. Dean was standing off to one side with an amused grin on his face.

‘A track record,’ Bing said to me. ‘One-oh-seven and three. I can’t believe it.’

‘Jerry told me in the paddock the horse looked like he’d run a sub one-oh-nine.’

‘Where did you find this guy?’ he asked.

I shrugged and said, ‘Brooklyn,’ and went to rescue Jerry.


THREE

Las Vegas, April 1963

Bob Hope teed off and we all applauded as the ball sailed straight and true down the fairway.

I was playing at the Desert Inn Golf Course as part of a foursome that included myself, Hope, Dean Martin and Bing Crosby. Dean had taken me out on the golf course several months before. I had played occasionally, but now I was hooked. I tried to get out two or three times a week, and I prided myself that my game was improving. Dean said I had a natural talent for it. Still, when he invited me to play with Benny and Bing I hesitated...

‘Come on, pally,’ he said. ‘It’s just a friendly game.’

‘Friendly?’ I asked. ‘I heard you guys play for high stakes.’

‘Well,’ Dino said, ‘that depends on what you consider high stakes. I tell you what I’ll do. I’ll cover you.’

‘Dean—’

‘We’ll play teams,’ he said. ‘You and me against Bob and Bing. Whataya say?’

I said yes, of course... but I told him we might be on the Road to Losing. Which I thought was a pretty good joke.

‘Don’t quit your day job, Eddie,’ he said.

When it was my turn to tee off I held my breath, let it out slow, did what Dean had taught me to do, and shanked it.

‘He’s got the shanks,’ Bob Hope punned in that deadpan way he had.

A ‘shank’ is the worse shot in golf. You hit the ball with the heel of the club rather than the face, and it goes off to the right.

‘The kid’s just nervous,’ Bing said.

‘Golf is a hard game to figure,’ Hope said. ‘One day you will go out and slice it and shank it, hit into all the traps and miss every green. The next day you go out and, for no reason at all, you really stink.’

As we got into our golf cart Dino put his arm around me and said, ‘Don’t worry about it, kid. We got ’em right where we want ’em.’

I did better the rest of the way. At least, I never shanked another one. I hit a couple of sand traps, but so did the others. It goes without saying there was a lot of joking and laughter, and even some advice, good and bad.

By the time we got to the eighteenth hole we were only two shots back.

‘We can do this, Eddie,’ Dean said to me, as we got out of our cart. ‘You’re putting OK, but you’ve got to concentrate on your tee shot and your drives.’

‘OK,’ I said...

I think one of the problems was I was meeting Bob Hope for the first time. I’d known Dean for a few years by then, and had spent a whole day with Bing the year before at Del Mar. When I got to the golf course Bing greeted me like an old friend, and then introduced me to Hope.

Hope had played Vegas, and had even attended some of the shows the guys performed at the Sands, but somehow I had missed meeting him.

On this day I was not only meeting him, but on the golf course, where he might have spent even more time than he did on stage.

When we shook hands he said, ‘You didn’t bring any ringers with you, did you, kid?’

I figured he was referring to me bringing Jerry to Del Mar the year before, where he had showed Bing up by picking a lot of winners.

‘No ringer, Mr Hope,’ I said. ‘Just me, and I only started playing golf a few months ago.’

‘Is he puttin’ me on?’ Hope asked Dean, still shaking my hand.

‘No, he’s a beginner, but a talented one,’ Dean testified.

‘Well,’ Hope said, releasing my hand, ‘maybe we should discuss increasing the stakes.’

‘Let’s talk about that, Bob,’ Dean said, putting his arm around Hope’s shoulders and walking away with him.

‘Higher stakes?’ I said to Bing.

‘Don’t worry, Eddie. Dino won’t hold it against you if you cost him a bundle.’

I wondered if Bing Crosby had somehow orchestrated this little match to get back at me for bringing Jerry to Del Mar?

He smiled at me, though, in that Father O’Malley way he had, like in The Bells of Saint Mary.

By the time we got to the eighteenth hole, Hope had me calling him Bob, but he was also keeping up a running string of one-liners that had to do with my skill as a golfer.

‘He’s just tryin’ to get under your skin,’ Dean told me, at one point.

‘He’s succeeding,’ I said.

So at eighteen I was nervous. The hole was a par five. Dean said, ‘If you can do it in four, I might be able to get there in three. We could force a one hole sudden death play-off.’

‘Really?’ I asked. ‘It wouldn‘t just end in a tie?’

‘No,’ Dean said, ‘somebody’s got to win, Eddie.’

‘I thought this was for fun, and some small stakes.’

‘Well,’ he said, squirming, ‘the stakes have gotten a little bigger.’

They had been making some side bets along the way, which I hadn’t taken part in because I was so new at golf. But my score probably would have the biggest impact on the final score.

‘No pressure, Eddie,’ he said, ‘but I really would like to beat these two.’

I looked over at Hope and Crosby, who were laughing, totally relaxed.

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘yeah, so would I.’

‘Let’s do it, then.’


FOUR

Hope and Crosby continued their jibes as I approached the tee, but, to give them credit, they kept quiet each time I addressed the ball, and the final hole was no different.

I’d had a couple of decent drives, mostly mediocre, but I hadn’t shanked a ball since the first hole. Now I took my turn, stared down at the ball, concentrated, and swung.

I had heard golfer before talk about ‘kissing’ a ball. Hitting it so well that it felt like a kiss. I’d never known what they were talking about until that moment.

I kissed it.

I heard Dean let out a breath. I looked over at Hope and Crosby and they were just staring, watching the ball soar, arc, and land.

Bing looked at me and said, ‘Nice drive, kid.’

Hope just shook his head.

We walked back to the golf cart with Dean’s arm across my shoulder.

‘That drive should knock one stroke off,’ he said. ‘You can get it on the green now, and then it’s just a good putt. We have a shot at this, pally.’

As we got in the cart I felt bad. What if I disappointed Dino?

I made it to the green in two. Best hole of the day for me already.

Dino made it in two, also.

So did Bing.

Hope shanked it.

But with Hope, everything was an excuse for a good joke.

‘I get upset over a bad shot just like anyone else,’ he said. ‘But it’s silly to let the game get to you. When I miss a shot I just think what a beautiful day it is. And what pure fresh air I’m breathing. Then I take a deep breath. I have to do that. That’s what gives me the strength to break the club.’

We all laughed, but I knew he was seething inside.

Once on the green I putted last. Bing missed a ten footer by inches, then bumped it in. Dino sank one from about fifteen. Hope got himself on the green and left an eight footer.

We had made up one stroke with Bing’s missed putt, and another because it took Hope four to make the green. We were tied.

I had to sink an eighteen footer for a birdie. Hope had to sink his for par, and a tie, forcing a play-off.

‘Go ahead,’ Hope said to me. ‘Shoot it.’

‘Age before beauty,’ I said.

He had to smile at that.

‘You fit right in, don’t you?’

He lined up his putt, stood over the ball. I saw him bite his lip just before he swung. The ball went straight and true, right for the cup... and stopped just on the lip.

He walked up to it and dropped it in. No joke. Then he walked away. A golfer would rather miss by a mile than have the ball hang.

If I made my putt, Dean and I would win. If I missed, we’d have a play-off, which I didn’t want. I wanted to end it now. I was afraid I’d choke in a play-off.

The three of them stood off to the side, watching. I looked over at them. Three showbiz legends. Suddenly, I felt that if I missed I’d be disappointing all of them.

I lined up the putt, addressed the ball, held my breath... and swung.

I had watched Dean’s fifteen footer. It had curved slightly, and I adjusted for that.

The ball went right into the cup.

Dean and Bing came over and slapped me on the back, congratulating me. Bob Hope walked over and shook my hand.

‘Clubhouse,’ Dean said. ‘Drinks, on Hope and Crosby.’

‘Were those the stakes?’ I asked.

Dean patted my cheek and said, ‘You kill me, kid.’

Back at the clubhouse we lined up at the bar for drinks. Mack Grey was there, too. Dean’s majordomo had been waiting there for his master, his friend.

‘You should’ve seen it, Mack,’ Dean said. ‘What a shot on the eighteenth. The kid’s a natural.’

Mack looked at me and said, ‘Golf bores me.’

‘Me, too... or, at least, it used to.’

Hope and Crosby had to leave and Dean walked them to the exit. They both came over, shook hands with me and Bing said, ‘Great seein’ you again, Eddie.’

‘You, too, Bing.’

‘I’ll get you next time, kid,’ Hope said with that crooked grin of his.

They left and I looked at Mack.

‘I won,’ I said, proudly.

He slapped me on the back hard enough to dislodge some fillings and said, ‘Don’t get overconfident, Eddie. They made you a thirty handicap.’

‘Thirty?’

Mack grinned.

‘They gave you a thirty shot head start, and you won by a single stroke.’


FIVE

I had become the ‘go to guy’ for Frank, Dean and Sammy when they had a problem they needed handled discreetly. It was my own fault, really. Jack Entratter, my boss, had put me in that position a couple of times and I had come through. At the same time I liked to think I had formed a friendship with those guys, specifically Dino and Frank. Of course, I was never friends with each of them the way they were friends with each other, but when they were in town – together or separately – they usually invited me to dinner.

This time, however, Dean calling and inviting me to play golf was a surprise. More of a surprise to find that the invitation included Bob Hope and Bing Crosby.

Something was up.

When I got word in the afternoon that Entratter wanted to see me in his office I figured this was it.

‘Go right in,’ his girl said to me as I entered. For some reason I didn’t rate the usual look of disdain I got from her.

‘Jack,’ I said, as I entered.

Jack and I had always had a cordial boss/employee relationship, during which I had never referred to him as anything but ‘Mr Entratter.’ But ever since I had become ‘that guy’ for him – the one who kept his ‘friends’ safe – I had become much more comfortable calling him ‘Jack’. Sometimes.

‘Siddown, Eddie,’ he said. ‘I heard you played golf with Dino, Bob Hope and Bing Crosby.’

‘That’s right,’ I said, taking a seat. ‘Dean invited me.’

‘You didn’t beat them too bad, did you?’

‘One stroke.’

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘I heard they gave you a thirty handicap and you beat ’em by one.’ He shook his head. ‘You almost blew a thirty shot head start?’

‘Hey,’ I said, ‘I just started playin’ a few months ago. I think I did pretty good.’

He started laughing.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I can just see you struttin’ around the course like you accomplished somethin’.’

‘Did you bring me up here just to laugh at me?’

‘Pretty much. Want a drink?’

‘I’ve got to get back to my pit—’

‘Bourbon?’ he asked, getting up.

‘Sure.’

He poured two bourbons, added ice and handed me one.

‘Dean’s in town and he’s not playin’ anywhere,’ I said. ‘What’s that about?’

‘Frank Junior,’ he said, sitting back down.

‘What?’

‘Frank Junior is opening next door,’ Entratter said, ‘at the Flamingo.’

‘Why is he opening there and not here?’ I asked.

‘Frank didn’t want any favors for the kid,’ he said. ‘He made Frankie get his own deal.’

‘And he got it next door? Kid’s got balls. Is that why Hope and Crosby are in town?’

‘That’s about the only thing that would bring Crosby here,’ Entratter said. ‘He doesn’t play Vegas. Doesn’t want to play gaming establishments. But he’s stayin’ with us. So is Hope.’

‘So if Dean, Bing and Hope are here for the kid’s opening,’ I said. ‘Where’s Frank?’

‘Frank’s playin’ a gig in Atlantic City for Skinny D’Amato. He’s comin’ to Vegas in a few days to play two nights here, and see the kid’s last performance.’

‘I didn’t know he was comin’ here.’

‘It wasn’t planned,’ Entratter said. ‘We’re movin’ Vic Damone back two nights to make it work.’

‘Vic doesn’t mind?’

‘Not when I told him it was Frank.’

I sipped my drink. So I was wrong about something being up. Dean wasn’t here to ask for my help. He was just here to support Frankie.

‘Wait a minute,’ I said. ‘How old is the kid?’

‘Nineteen.’

‘Isn’t he a little young?’

‘Wayne Newton was younger when he started,’ Jack said. ‘And the first time Frank Junior came here he was ten. He grew up in this business.’

‘You goin’?’

‘Openin’ night,’ he said.

‘When is that?’

‘Tomorrow.’

‘Maybe I’ll go.’

‘If I’m not mistaken,’ he said, ‘you’re workin’.’

I stared at him.

‘Nah, I’m kiddin’,’ he said. ‘You can go. Now get back to work.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘right.’

I left the office, wondering why I was so uncomfortable with the fact that Jack Entratter had suddenly developed a sense of humor.


SIX

Dean was in Vegas without his wife, Jeannie, but both Hope and Crosby had brought their wives along. The four of them went out to dinner together, leaving Dean alone so he came down to the casino floor to find me.

‘Wanna get somethin’ to eat?’ he asked.

‘Didn’t they invite you to the Road to Dinner?’ I asked.

‘You gotta stop that,’ Dean said.

‘Yeah, OK. Sure, I can go. What do you have in mind?’

‘I like the food in the Garden Room.’

‘Garden Room it is. Gimme ten.’

‘I’ll go and get a table.’

As he headed for the Garden Room I went to get myself a replacement in the pit for a couple of hours. There was still a chance something was on Dean’s mind, and maybe he was going to bring it up over dinner.

Dean was working on a cup of coffee when I got there.

‘I was thinkin’ about the prime rib special,’ he said as I sat down.

‘Always good,’ I said. I waved a waitress over and ordered two prime rib dinners.

‘Right away, Mr Martin,’ she said, even though I was the one who spoke.

‘Sitting with you always makes me feel so important,’ I said to him.

‘Sorry, pally,’ he said, looking down at his resplendent self. ‘It’s the suit.’

‘I’m wearing a suit,’ I pointed out.

‘It’s the expensive suit,’ he said, with a grin.

‘OK, you got me there,’ I said, pouring myself a cup of coffee from the pot on the table. ‘I heard about Frank Junior opening next door.’

‘Yeah, I’m gonna catch the kid’s act tomorrow night,’ Dean said. ‘You gonna go?’

‘I think so.’

‘He sounds a lot like Frank.’

‘That’s not necessarily good, is it?’ I asked. ‘I mean, there’s already a Frank.’

He winced and commented, ‘That’s what some people are sayin’, but they should give the kid a break.’

Our prime ribs came and Dean asked for an iced tea to wash it down. I went the same way.

We caught up because we hadn’t really seen each other since earlier in the year. He told me he and Frank were making another film together, a western called Four For Texas.

‘Four?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, the other two are Ursula Andress and Anita Ekberg.’

‘Wow,’ I said.

‘Joey’ll have a part in it, too. It’ll be fun. I’ve decided I’m only gonna make movies that are fun from now on.’

‘But why? Your dramatic films have been great. You get good reviews.’

‘Mostly,’ he said, ‘but I don’t have anything to prove to anybody, anymore. Actors like Brando and Monty Cliff give me respect. That’s all I need. I’m just gonna make fun movies and not worry about critics. Westerns. I’m gonna make a lot of westerns. Oh, and those spy movies I told you about.’

‘You gonna do those like James Bond?’

He laughed.

‘Naw, I’m gonna be the anti-Bond,’ he said.

He went on to talk about his daughter, Claudia. She wanted to be an actress, and Frank had been kind enough to give her a part in a film he was producing for his daughter, Nancy, through his film company. It was called For Those Who Think Young.

‘It’s a beach movie with James Darren.’

‘Bikinis and sand, huh?’

‘You said it.’

I remembered meeting Nancy the year before. She was a good-looking young woman, and would probably do justice to a bikini. I didn’t know about Dean’s daughter, Claudia. I suddenly felt bad that I considered us to be friends, and I had never seen his daughter. Young Dino, yeah, he had come to Vegas a time or two, but Claudia...

‘How old is Claudia?’ I asked.

‘Nineteen,’ he said. ‘Old enough to be running around on screen in a bikini; or so I’ve been tellin’ her mother. She’s not so sure about it.’

I told Dean I’d make sure to see the film when it came out.

‘That’s OK,’ he said. ‘I’d just as soon you didn’t see Claudia running around in a bikini.’

Seemed to me Dino wasn’t so sure about this movie, either.

We had coffee and pie for dessert and we started to talk about Bing. I don‘t recall who brought him up. Maybe I did after mentioning being at Del Mar the year before.

‘It killed Bing to have to give up Del Mar,’ Dean said, ‘but he had to cover the inheritance tax on Dixie Lee’s estate when she died. He still owns some horses, though. Supposed to be lookin’ at one while he’s in Vegas.’

‘Where?’

Dean shrugged.

‘Red Rock Canyon, I think he said. He’s supposed to be meetin’ his trainer here.’

‘When?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘Probably after Frankie’s opening night.’

‘How long are you stayin’ in town?’ I asked.

‘I’ll probably leave after a couple of Frank Junior’s shows,’ he said, thoughtfully. ‘I’m just supposed to give him enough morale to last until Frank gets here himself.’

‘And when is that?’

‘A few days,’ Dino said. ‘Closing night.’

‘I’m sure it’ll give the kid a thrill to have his father in the audience.’

‘I told Frank I could stay that long. So I’ll be around.’ He finished his coffee, pushed away his empty pie plate. ‘He also wanted me to ask you if you’d look out for Frank Junior while he’s here.’

If that was what Dean had been leading up to, it wasn’t much to ask.

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘No problem.’

‘Good. I told Frank I didn’t want you to think I only came to town to ask for favors.’

‘I think we’re past that, Dean,’ I said. ‘We’ve had enough dinners together over the past few years that were just friendly dinners.’

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ he said.

Teaching me golf and inviting me to Del Mar, those were also acts of friendship. He hadn’t asked me for anything either time.

Looking out for Frank Junior might not be as much fun as squiring Nancy around town might have been, but it wasn’t a big deal.


SEVEN

Frank Junior put on a hell of a show the next night.

And he did it without singing more than two or three of his father’s songs. He wanted to stand on his own two feet; I gave him credit for that.

After the show I was granted backstage access and found myself awash in celebrities. Not only Hope, Crosby and Dino, but Jack Benny, George Burns, Keely Smith and Louis Prima, Alan King.

‘Hey, Eddie, how ya doin’?’ Somebody grabbed my arm. There was no mistaking that voice. I turned and looked into the cock-eyed face of Buddy Hackett, who was grinning at me.

‘Hey, Buddy!’ He shook my hand enthusiastically. ‘Boy, Frank pulled out all the stops tonight, huh? Got all his friends to show up here.’

‘Most of ’em,’ Buddy said. ‘The ones that aren’t workin’ somewhere themselves tonight. Like Sammy.’

‘What about Joey?’

‘He’s in this mess, somewhere,’ Buddy said. ‘You meet the kid yet?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘and Frank asked me to look after him while he’s in town.’

‘Well, if anybody can do that, it’s you,’ Buddy said. ‘Come on, let’s find ’im.’

Buddy forged into the crowd, which parted for him, and I followed. With an unerring sense of direction he made his way right to Frank Junior, who looked for all the world like a young Frank Sinatra. Same shock of hair, same thin frame, same big smile. Not identical, but you could sure see the resemblance.

I met the young man quickly, but he was in demand, so we agreed to meet the next day and see what kind of trouble I could get him into.

He was carried away into the crowd and when I turned I was face-to-face with Joey Bishop.

‘Hey, Joe!’

‘Eddie!’

We shook hands, slapped each other’s backs.

‘Been a while,’ I said.

‘I’m still busy with my show,’ he said, ‘but I couldn’t miss this. I wouldn’t want Frank putting a hit out on me.’

Only Joey Bishop could get away with making a remark like that.

‘I gotta find Buddy,’ he said.

‘He’s in here someplace,’ I told him. ‘He just introduced me to Junior.’

‘He’s a good kid. You gonna keep an eye on ’im?’

‘Best I can,’ I said. ‘I’ll show him Vegas.’

‘Frank’ll appreciate it,’ Joey said. ‘And he’ll be here in a few days. Closing night, as a matter of fact.’

‘Yeah, I heard that from Dino,’ I said. ‘That’ll be a big night for Frank Junior.’

‘Maybe bigger than tonight,’ Joey said.

I slapped Joey on the shoulder and sent him into the crowd to find Buddy.

‘Eddie!’

I turned to see who was calling me this time. It was Bing Crosby, with Kathryn alongside. She was stunning in a low-cut gown, showing smooth, pale cleavage, making Bing the envy of the room.

‘I’ve been wanting to talk to you, Eddie,’ Bing said, ‘but it’s too noisy here. Can we get together later? At the Sands?’

‘Sure, Bing,’ I said. ‘How about the Silver Queen lounge?’

‘Great? In an hour?’

‘In an hour you’ll be in bed, darling,’ Kathryn told him.

‘Don’t ever marry a younger woman, Eddie,’ Bing told me. ‘She’s always tryin’ to get you to go to bed early. Even in Vegas!’

She slid her hand through his arm and he put his hand over hers.

‘Can we make it half an hour, Eddie?’ he asked.

‘Sure, Bing,’ I said. ‘I’m headin’ back to the Sands now.’

‘Just let me take this lovely lady to our suite and I’ll join you at the bar, post-haste.’

‘See you there.’

Bing and Kathryn melted into the crowd and I headed for the exit, wondering what was on Bing Crosby’s mind.

I thought Dean might be able to fill me in, but I wasn’t able to get close to him backstage at the Flamingo. So I went directly to the Silver Queen Lounge when I got to the Sands.

The bartenders in the lounge came and went like they were in a revolving door. This one’s name was Ted. The same went for the waitresses, but I happened to know the one working the floor. She was a nifty little redhead named Didi, and she waved when she saw me and came trotting over. She had a taut little body, but trotting still made her breasts do interesting things.

‘Hi, Eddie.’

‘Hello, Didi. How’re you doin’?’

‘I’m fine. What brings you in?’

‘I need a beer. Tryin’ to get the new guy’s attention.’

‘I’ll get it for you,’ she said, then lowered her voice. ‘He’s a little slow.’

She went down the bar, spoke to the bartender, who drew a beer and set it on her tray. Then she carried it back to me.

‘I clued him in who you are,’ she said. ‘He’ll take better care of you, now.’

‘Maybe he’ll take good care of me when my friend gets here,’ I said.

‘Who’s your friend?’

‘Bing Crosby.’

‘Really?’ she asked. ‘You know Bing Crosby?’

‘I do.’

‘And he’s comin’ here tonight?’

‘In about ten minutes.’

‘Wow.’

‘Do you want to meet him?’

‘I wanna see him,’ she said, ‘but I’d be too nervous to meet him.’

‘Come on, Didi,’ I said, ‘everybody likes to meet stars. And stars like to meet pretty girls.’

‘Well, maybe,’ she said.

‘You better make up your mind,’ I said, ‘because he just walked in.’
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